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Chapter 1
“Leo! I’m so happy you are back! I missed you so much,” Allurie said as soon as my vision cleared. I was in our room on the ship heading to Tylue, and I hadn’t logged into Ohlavar Quest for more than two days.
“I missed you too, Allurie. Uhhh, can you get off me?” I asked as I attempted to peel the pretty elf girl from off my lap. She was coiled around me like a snake, and every time I pulled one of her arms away, the other one wrapped around me.
“Did you have fun at home? What did you do? Can I come with you some day? I want to meet your family!”
“Yeah. It was good. I had breakfast with my dad. It had been a while since we were able to talk. I missed him.” I didn’t know why I bothered explaining my real life to the virtual elf woman, but the AI had done a good job of making her seem sincere when she asked me questions, so I just figured I would play along.
“Why?” She stopped resisting my attempts to pull her arms away and tilted her head like a confused puppy.
“Why what?”
“Why has it been so long since you talked to him?”
“He, uhhh, has a sickness.”
“Oh, no!” Her eyes opened wide. “Like a cough or fever?”
“No, it is in his mind. He has problems remembering.”
“That is so sad. He doesn’t remember you?” Her turquoise eyes started to glitter, and I wondered if the elf girl was about to cry. Ugh. I didn’t need that right now. I shouldn’t be talking about this.
“He’s getting better. So that is why I’m happy,” I said. Breakfast yesterday with my father had been terrific. He was doing a bit better than my mom, and he actually remembered me winning my first world championship bout.
“That is wonderful. Yay!” She hugged my chest tightly and buried her face into my shirt. “I’m so glad. I hope I can meet him some day.”
“Yeah. I dunno. Where is Cornalic?” I asked as I looked around the small room. I hadn’t logged in since we first left on the ship, and the room didn’t look much different from before. It seemed as if his bed hadn’t even been slept in, and I guessed Allurie was sleeping in my bed.
“Oh, he is up on ‘top deck’ as he called it. He told me to wait here.” She smiled at me and batted her long eyelashes.
Then I heard the screaming.
“Uhhh. Allurie?” I asked.
“Yes, Leo?” I didn’t think her smile could get any bigger, and she held her arms up to her chest as if she was squeezing an invisible stuffed animal.
“What is with all the screaming?” I asked.
“Oh, that is probably the pirates.” She smiled at me.
“The pirates?” I asked with confusion. What was she talking about?
“Yep! They boarded us about ten minutes ago. Cornalic told me to wait here, lock the door, and not let anyone in. I’m very happy you are here! I missed you so much. Are you going to be--”
“Pirates?” I shot to my feet and slammed my head against the ceiling of our cabin. It hurt like hell, and I groaned.
“Oh! You hit your head! Can I rub it for you?” she asked.
“Why didn’t you say anything about the pirates?” I yelled at her.
“I just did, silly!” she laughed. “Oh! Maybe the bump hurt your memory.”
“I gotta go top deck. Wait here. Lock the door. Don’t let anyone inside. Understand?” I growled at her as I undid the lock on our door.
“Of course! Cornalic said exactly the same thing. I don’t forget things that are important. Especially after being told twice about them.” She rolled her eyes at me as if I was the idiot.
New Quest: Repel the pirates.
I finished unlocking the door, stepped into the hallway of the ship, and then closed the door behind me. The screams onboard the ship were louder now, but I still heard the lock slide into place on the door. There wasn’t a lot of space to swing a long blade here, so I pulled my short sword out, and moved toward the stairs that would take me to the upper deck.
A bare-chested man stepped into the hallway from a side passage. He held a large dagger in one hand, and a young woman in the other. He was holding onto her long hair as the girl struggled to escape.
“Stop squirming!” he shouted at her.
I shuffled forward three steps and stabbed the man in the side of the skull. The blade in my hand was the green titled Short Sword of Minor Damage. It sunk into the side of his face with almost zero resistance. His red health bar dropped to nothing, and his corpse instantly began to twitch.
“Are you alright?” I asked the young woman as I yanked the blade out of the man’s skull. It made a wet, syrupy sound and his head bounced against the wood floor twice.
“Yes, thank you!” She had big brown eyes and elaborate clothing. She was probably a noblewoman, but I didn’t know for sure.
“Are there any more back there?” I asked.
“Four more! Can you help?” she begged. I spared a glance down the hallway to where I knew the stairs were. I had no idea where Cornalic was, but I knew we were stronger together than separated. “Please!” the woman begged again, and I nodded at her.
I pulled her to her feet with my left hand and then followed her through the side passage. These were the nicer quarters, and we had to step over the bodies of three personal guards. All the men wore chain armor that looked too heavy to wear on a ship and carried broadswords that were too long to use in the narrow hallway. Perhaps these men had never been on a ship before. Well, I hadn’t either, but I knew how to fight, and just as you didn’t bring a knife to a gunfight, you didn’t bring a bazooka to a wrestling match.
The screaming got louder, and I heard one of the screeches end with a horrific gurgling sound. I pulled the girl behind me and then crept the next few feet down the hall. There was an open door to the left, and I stepped over the corpses of two more guards. The room was massive, maybe ten times the size of mine with an eight-foot ceiling. There was a nice looking wood desk on the adjacent wall, several armoires on the left, and a queen sized bed on the right side where four men were holding down three girls.
Another woman lay on the wooden floor in the middle cabin with her throat slit open. Blood was still pumping out of the wound, but her green life bar outline was empty, and I knew I couldn’t heal her.
I yanked my other short sword free of its sheath and sprinted the eight steps to the side of the bed. One of the men caught me running toward them out of the corner of his eye, and he turned with surprise. He clutched a bloody dagger in his hand, and I guessed he was the one who had murdered the poor girl. My blade lashed out, and it ripped his neck clear of his body before he could scream a warning to his friends. Blood from my strike sprayed across the other three men, and they flinched with surprise. I punched to the side with my left hand, and my sword stabbed another one of the men in his back where his heart lay.
“Ahh!” the third man said, but none of them had their weapons out, and their pants were down around their knees. They couldn’t do anything more than try to stumble out of my way, and that wasn’t going to be good enough.
The next pirate had fallen on his ass. He shouted at me to have mercy, and he raised his hands in front of his face in time to be sliced off by the same swing that cleaved his skull in two. His health bar dropped to nothing, and I spun to the last pirate. This one seemed to have recovered from his surprise, and he shuffled forward with a jab aimed at my face.
I actually hadn’t expected the attack, but he was slow, and I tilted my head to the side an inch. I felt his knuckles brush past the hairs on my chin, and I brought my short swords forward to stab into his chest. My magical blade cut through to his heart, and my non-magical blade pierced his stomach. His eyes opened wide with surprise, but his health bar lost its red filling.
“Are you okay?” I asked the girls on the bed. They all wore simple brown dresses with white aprons.
“We are fine. Where is Lady--”
“I am here!” the dark-haired girl with the big brown eyes shouted as she dashed into the room.
“Thank the Light!” The other three girls embraced the well dressed one.
“Stay in your cabin,” I said as I stepped to the door. I was about to tell them to lock it, but I saw that the door had four sturdy locks on the inside, and the pirates had broken it open, anyway.
“You need to remain here!” one of the girls wearing the brown dresses demanded.
“I can’t. I have to go.”
“No. Lady--”
“What is your name?” the young woman with the beautiful clothes asked. I was positive that she was a noble now, and the other girls were probably her handmaidens or something. All the dead guards in the hallway were probably on her staff.
“Leo. Just wait here. I’ll be--”
“What is your family name?” she asked as she wiped her teary eyes. I realized she was pretty. Well, not just pretty. She looked like one of the girls Jax and Garf would date, but less “supermodel in a swimsuit” and maybe a bit more “elegant actress.”
“Lennox,” I said as I stepped out of the room.
“Wait! Sir Lennox,” the woman called out, and I checked the hallway for pirates before I looked back inside again.
“I’m sorry, I have to go. I’m needed up top.”
“They will come down here again. I am the reason that the pirates are here.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t have time to explain. I agree that you are needed up top, but you must get us to safety first.”
“Just go to another room with a lock. I don’t have time to--” I started to say, but then the quest text scrolled across my UI:
New Quest: Secure the noblewoman and her three maids in your room with Allurie. All four must live.
“Ahh shit,” I muttered under my breath so the women couldn’t hear me.
“Please, Sir Lennox. You will be handsomely rewarded if we all live through this,” the noblewoman asked again, and I nodded.
“Stay behind me. I’m going to take you to my cabin. It will be a tight fit, but my friend is there.” I pointed behind me with the tip of one of my bloody swords, and the women scurried out of their room to stand behind me.
I was a bit disoriented, but I remembered the bodies of the guards I had stepped over, so I was able to walk back to the intersection where I first saved the noblewoman. Two more pirates were examining the body of their friend, and they both growled at me. One of the men was a human. He was whip thin and his bare chest was covered with scars. The other man was a half-orc, and while he wasn’t as big as Cornalic, he must have still weighed a good two hundred and ten pounds. He also had a hook for a left hand, and the thing was barbed with a wicked looking point.
The women behind me gasped as the half-orc stepped into the hallway. The man drew a long knife from his belt, and he advanced with his hook held out toward me. I could understand the women’s terror. The green-skinned man’s shoulders practically filled the small hallway, and he wore an evil smile on his ugly face.
I stepped forward in a fencer’s stance and made a thrust with my short sword. The man lifted his hook to parry the blow, but my attack was a feint, and he waved his arm through the empty air. I came around with the flat of my blade and flicked across the metal part of his wrist. I was crazy strong in Ohlavar Quest, and the man’s eyes widened when my parry drove his hook into the wall of the hallway. It buried into the wood there with a loud thunk, and the smile instantly disappeared from his lips.
I kept the flat part of my magical short sword pressed up against his hook so that he couldn’t pull it free, and I darted forward to stab with the blade in my left hand. He tried to bring up his dagger to block, but the half-orc couldn’t pivot away from this anchored arm. My short sword was a foot longer than his dagger, and it plunged in between his wide eyes like a toothpick through a green olive.
The women behind me shrieked, and I almost turned around to tell them to shut up. I didn’t though. Instead, I relaxed the tension I was holding on the half-orc’s left hook arm and pulled my other sword out of his skull. He slumped to the ground with an empty health bar, but the hook was still stuck in the wood, and his arm continued to hang there like a macabre doll.
The lean human didn’t seem surprised by my victory over his friend. He pulled twin daggers out of his red belt sash and stepped a foot into the hallway. The dozens of scars on the man’s chest convinced me that he was a mean fucker, and my adrenaline surged with the idea of an epic duel.
I stepped past the dead half-orc, twisted my body so that my stronger right side was closer to the man, and then studied his footwork. He danced a step forward, but then he shuffled away when I made a lazy parry against his first feint. The guy was really skilled, and I wondered if I should trigger my Rwunidar's Might stance. I kind of wanted to save it until I reached top side of the ship. There might be crewmen that needed healing, or protection, and as soon as I used a skill, the stance would be unusable for eight hours.
But if I died, I wouldn’t be able to respawn for another twenty-four hours.
What would happen if the pirates sank the boat, and I tried to log back into the game? Would I just re-spawn in the middle of the ocean? Would I have to swim back to Arnicoal?
The man pressed up against the left side of the hallway and made a slash with his right blade. I leaned out of the way and brought the sword in my right hand up to check his dagger, but the pirate twisted his blade around at the last second. I parried by flicking my blade down a bit more, and I caught the dagger against my hilt. The tip of his weapon did nick the side of my forearm, and the world suddenly turned black.
“What the--” I was about to curse, and I thought the game might have crashed, but I could hear the surrounding screams, and the gasps of the four women I stood in front of. No, I couldn’t see for some reason, and I guessed the pirate must have done something to make me blind.
I spun my short sword in front of me and caught the edge of one of the man’s attacks. His blade still skipped across my forearm, and I hissed with anger. I noticed that there was an orange eyeball with a darker orange “X” over it on the top left of my UI. It was blinking, so I guessed the effect was about to wear off, but then I felt the man’s blade slice into my left shoulder, and I noticed the debuff stop blinking.
The dagger must have been causing me to become blind, and every time he cut me the effect triggered again. Shit. How was I going to overcome this asshole? I’d done a bit of blind training with Bantog, and Astafar Unlimited often had blind effects I could fight through, but my old game wasn’t nearly as detailed as Ohlavar Quest. Zarra’s game was practically real, and I couldn’t fudge an attack by waving my weapon around with hopes that I would connect for full damage.
I swung my arms together with a complicated kata that I hoped would buy me some time. Would the weapon trigger its effect if I had Guardian of Fortune on? I used the skill on myself and felt a spark of joy when I saw the icon appear on my UI.
The eye debuff started to fade, and I mixed up the pace and technique of my kata to keep my opponent guessing. I didn’t feel him slash me, and the blindness wore off at the same time as my protection enchantment did. The pirate had stepped back into the intersection of the hallway, and he eyed me warily.
“You aren’t bad,” he growled. “Whadda say you join us?” his voice sounded like sandpaper rubbing against even grainier sandpaper that was sitting on top of rough asphalt.
“No thanks,” I replied as I stepped to him. If he backed up anymore, he’d trip over the body on the ground.
The man surprised me by glowing slightly. It was a reddish outline, and he darted forward with a sudden burst of speed I didn’t expect. His twin blades were suddenly coming at me from ten different angles, and I used Guardian of Fortune again on myself with a hope that it would help me defend against his onslaught.
It almost seemed as if the man had two more arms and I couldn’t keep up with his cuts. I did catch the first two on my right side, and tried to lock his knife up, but he yanked the dagger away while he made crazy-quick strikes with his left. I parried the first two again on that side and twisted the handle of my blade against the wooden wall. I caught him there and moved to cut his arm off with my right blade. Before I could do so, the man’s other dagger was already there, and he slammed his weapon into my right shoulder. Guardian of Fortune didn’t catch this one, and I screamed with the sudden shock of pain. Then my vision went dark again, and I growled with frustration.
Damn it. I felt powerless against this guy. I could probably take him toe to toe without magic, but his haste powers, if that was what it was, combined with the blindness of his dagger strikes were quickly swinging the odds in his favor. The injury on my shoulder was deep, but I could still swing my blade around with that arm. I made another series of kata movements to try to defend myself against attacks I didn’t see, but I knew I needed a plan. This wasn’t nearly as hopeless as the situation I had been in with Lady Feeyaz, and I had been able to get out of that by using Ember.
I almost laughed when I triggered the ability on my short sword. I couldn’t see the flash of the magic because of my blindness, but the pirate screamed with agony. The women behind me also screamed, but there wasn’t much I could do about their pain. I was sure they would rather suffer from temporary blindness than be at the mercy of these buccaneers.
The sight returned to my eyes a second after the pirate started screaming. The man was reeling back from me as he held his left arm up against his face. He wasn’t even trying to defend himself, and the blade in my left-hand cut open his throat half a moment later. He gurgled out a death moan as he dropped his daggers to clutch his throat, and I watched the red fade from his health bar.
“Sir Lennox?” I heard the young noble woman call out from behind me. She was covering her eyes with the nook of her elbow, and I saw tears streaming down her cheeks.
“We are fine. Hold on a few moments. Let me know when you all can see again.”
I didn’t really think I had a lot of time to loot these two bodies, but I figured it would probably take me the same amount of time to loot and wait for their vision to recover, as it would for me to try to drag four blind women to the room Allurie was in. I grabbed one of the man’s daggers first and spun it in my hand so that my UI window opened.
 
Haze’s Left Nail
Damage: 10% above standard - dagger
Durability - Magical
Br --
Qu --
In --
Wi --
Pe --
Ch --
Co --
Lu --
 
Legendary amongst assassins. Haze preferred to blind and torture his opponents before he killed them. Was he named after the daggers, or were the daggers named after him?
Set item. If Haze’s Left Nail is used together with Haze’s Right Nail, target that user damages receives blindness for 3 seconds. Effect can only trigger for a total of 10 times every eight hours. User can also see through fog or other blind effects (but not natural darkness) if holding both nails.
 
I was surprised the daggers had green lettering for names since the blind effect seemed really powerful, but then again, the weapon didn’t have any attribute bonuses. If they weren’t used together, they would be way worse than most green colored weapons I had seen. I picked up the other dagger to confirm that it was Haze’s Right Nail, pulled the sheaths out of the dead man’s red sash, and put the new daggers on my belt. I didn’t see any money purses or any other weapons on the man, so I turned my attention to the half-orc.
The big green-skinned pirate did have a small pouch filled with coins in his red sash, and I put it in my own coin pouch without counting its contents. His dagger wasn’t magical, nor was his earring. I didn’t find anything else of use on him, but the search took me half a minute, and the women had started to recover from their blindness.
“Sir Lennox! Your shoulder!” the well-dressed woman gasped as she pointed to the wound bleeding wound there.
“I’ll be alright,” I said. The injury actually hurt a bunch, and I thought about using Breath of Life to heal myself, but then I wouldn’t be able to use the enchantment on myself for another ten minutes, and I didn’t want to risk not being able to heal myself when I got into the thick of battle.
“Are you all okay now?” I asked the four crying women. They nodded in unison, and I checked the narrow hallway before I beckoned for them to follow me. We didn’t encounter any more pirates between the intersection and my room, but the screams on the distant top of the ship made me think that the battle was just getting started there.
“Allurie? Open the door!” I shouted as I pounded on our room door. The pretty elven girl did so immediately, and she smiled at me.
“Leo! I was so lonely. I’m so glad you have retu--”
“Here, watch over these girls. It is your new job,” I said as I gestured to the four teary eyed young women.
“I love jobs!” the elf giggled as she beckoned for the women to come inside.
“Thanks, I’ll be back soon. Don’t let anyone in. Understand?” I asked her again.
“You aren’t going to stay? I know you have romantic feelings for Cornalic, but these four women are really beautiful, especially the one with the nice clothes. I would think that even a man that prefers men would want a harem of--”
“No. Damn it, Allurie! Just don’t let anyone in. Here,” I said as I handed her the twin magical daggers I looted from the pirate. “Use both of these on anyone who tries to come inside.”
“I will! Thank you!” She beamed at me. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to go find Cornalic, and then I’m going to kill a bunch of pirates. Lock the door,” I growled at the pretty elf girl.
I heard Allurie slide the lock into place, and then I turned to run up to the top deck of the ship.
Quest Completed. You have been awarded 4 attribute points.
That brought my total unspent points to 53. I was in for a serious power up when I decided to spend them.
But first, I had some pirates to destroy.








Chapter 2
I didn’t run into any more pirates below deck, but top side was a whole different story. The battle on our large ship was complete chaos, and it took me a full ten seconds to get accustomed to the sunlight and to figure out what was actually going on.
The pirate ship had somehow tied itself to our larger ship, and I counted forty bare-chested men wearing red or purple sashes on our boat. Most of the melees against the crew of our ship were an even match where one of the uniformed men squared off against one of the pirates, but I saw a handful of smaller battles where there were two pirates against one of ours. The pirates also seemed to be muscular warrior men of either human, half-orc, or goblin race. A good fifth of our crew was made of boys, and the young men were outclassed. I’d been in enough full-scale PvP brawls to get a sense of the tide of battle, and I realized that if I had shown up a minute later, it might have been too late.
I didn’t see Cornalic and that kind of worried me. I didn’t see his health bar on my UI, and I wondered if it meant that the strange half-orc was dead. The thought made my heart heavy, but I decided to worry more about it after I dealt with all these pirate assholes.
There was space up here to swing a longer blade, so I sheathed my non-magical short sword, transferred my magical one to my left hand, and then pulled the broadsword that Gratia had given me from its sheath with my right. It felt good to hold the longer weapon, and I stepped toward the melee closest to me.
A goblin was attacking a boy, and my sword took the short ugly creature’s club arm off with ease. The monster screamed with surprise, but I whipped my blade around to take the top half of its skull off.
“Leo!” the boy yelled, and I realized I had just saved Tarry, the boy who Cornalic and I met on the tour when we boarded the First Sunset.
“Have you seen Cornalic?” I asked him as a pair of human pirates rushed toward us.
“I saw him when the battle started, but that was a long time ago. You are hurt!”
“I’ll be alright,” I said as the men slowed their run to melee with me. Each of them held basket hilted cutlasses, and the one to my right made an aggressive stab toward my injured shoulder.
I knocked aside his blade and riposted a thrust at his face. My shoulder screamed with the attempt, and my arm went numb for half a second. The sensation caused my attack to slow, and the pirate was able to dodge out of the way by stumbling back.
The man on my left made an overhead hacking strike at me. It was clumsy, and I was able to slide to the side of it by shuffling my feet in the direction the other pirate moved. As soon as his cutlass went wide, I thrust up with my magical short sword. The tip of the blade connected with the lower part of his jaw and his health bar lost its red coloring instantly.
One down. At least thirty more to go.
The man who had dodged my attack waved his cutlass at me as if he was trying to ward off an angry bee. I almost wondered if he wanted to trick me into engaging with him, but his eyes looked wide with terror, and I guessed he might have been a new member of their crew. Too bad for him. The asshole picked the wrong ship to attack, and now they were all going to pay.
My shoulder screamed again when I knocked his cutlass aside with my broadsword, but I expected the sensation now, and I pushed my hilt along the length of his blade. Our grips connected and then locked, but while he held only one sword, I carried two, and he was unable to pull his weapon free. My shorter blade swung out and punched four holes into the side of his chest. He screamed with each stab, but his voice choked off with my last one, and I kicked him away in time to parry a charging stab from a half-orc who was almost as large as Cornalic.
My new opponent was covered with ugly scars. He wielded a rapier in his right hand and a buckler in the other. He flicked his quick sword away from my parry and made another slash that almost took off half of my face. He fell short, though, and I brought my short sword up to catch the longer blade. The muscular man pushed against my weapon, but his eyes opened with surprise when I didn’t budge.
I swung my broadsword out with a horizontal cut. I expected the half-orc to pull away from me to dodge the attack, but he pivoted instead and brought his buckler against my blade. The impact made the pain in my shoulder flare with red hot agony, but the half-orc also screamed, and it seemed that my strike may have broken his massive arm.
I rushed forward to slash him with my short sword, but the pirate half-orc leaned away at the last second. I still felt the tip of my blade rake across his skin, and a spray of blood came from his face. His health bar dropped by a tenth, and he screamed.
My foot caught his left knee, and I heard the bones break over the sound of the screaming battle. He lost his balance, and I made the last swing with my broadsword to cut halfway through the massive man’s chest. The rest of his health bar drained, and I ripped my sword free in time to cut down another pirate that was about to stab one of the crew members.
The tide of battle shifted a bit, and I could tell the pirates had lost a bit of morale. Not all of them could see me, but I had just killed four of the sash-wearing bastards in less than half a minute. They had to have reasoned that I’d be able to keep up my pace for many more minutes.
“Yoo hoo! Oh, pirates!” I heard a voice shout from above, and I turned to look up to the masts of our ship. Cornalic was holding onto one of the ropes attached to the sail with his left hand, and he held a sack in his right hand.
Then I realized it wasn’t a sack. It was four heads that the half-orc was holding by their long hair. I also realized that the man’s profile picture and health bar were now on my UI. It must have had something to do with the distance between us.
“This is your First Mate!” the orc shouted as he tossed one of the heads down. It floated through the air for about two seconds before it bounced off the deck of our ship. Half of the pirates stopped fighting, but they still held their weapons out and tried to look up while maintaining their guard.
“This is your... hummm... Boatswain, I believe? Hard to live without that guy I imagine, dear friends. The ship might just fall apart!” The cloaked half-orc dropped another head, and it bounced off the deck with a sickening thud.
All the pirates had stopped fighting now, and a hush descended over the deck of the ships.
“Ohhh, this is your navigator. Poor fellow. He was locked up all alone in the map room. Tried to convince me that he wasn’t really a pirate and such, but he had the usual tattoos so, off with his head. Dear friends, it is gonna be hard to get to where you are going without this man, I’m afraid.”
The head hit the deck with a wet splat, and I saw three of the pirates flinch.
“And that would leave your captain. Dear friends, he may have once been a mighty warrior, but I’ll have you know that he begged for his life after I first removed his arms. Whoops!” Cornalic bobbed the last head up and down as he spoke, and the scalp parted with the skull. The head fell, and the half-orc was left holding only a length of gray hair. He looked at it for half a second, shrugged, and then tossed it after the head.
“I surrender!” one of the pirates shouted after he tossed his cutlass on the deck. The cry was immediately taken up by the rest of the sash-wearing men, and there was soon a pile of swords in the center of our deck.
“Dearest friend, Leo!” Cornalic was suddenly standing next to me, and the muscular man threw his arms around me. “I’m quite glad you are here. The going was tough for a while, and I wondered if I was going to have to swim back to Arnicoal with Allurie riding on my back. I’d make like a sea turtle, except for the laying of the eggs part. Last time I laid an egg, nothing cute or adorable hatched from within its brown depths.”
“I just got back,” I said as I surveyed the pirate roundup. “They are allowed to surrender?” I asked. “I doubt they would have offered us the same option.”
“No, dear friend, they would not have. Alas, that is what separates men like you from men like that.”
“Men like me? You don’t include yourself in that group?” I asked the half-orc with a smile.
“Dearest friend, the old me might have thrown them overboard with ropes tied around their wrists. However, you forgave me for past transgressions, so I am reconsidering my ways.”
“You just stole money from--”
“Accidentally came upon your money and still regret my pilfering to this day,” he interrupted me.
“Whatever. My point is: you didn’t try to kill me. These men did. I’m just surprised they are allowed to surrender.” I shrugged and then looked around to see if I could spot Tarry.
“I’m afraid I don’t quite know how it works,” the half-orc said with a shrug. “And now that you mention it. They probably should be thrown overboard. They did try to kill us after all.”
“Yeah. They killed a woman below deck and were about to rape four others before I stopped them.”
“Oh, dear. My opinion has now changed entirely.” He frowned and crossed his arms.
“I’m surprised you say you don’t know how it works, you seemed confident when you were dangling the heads from the mast,” I said as I pointed to the sail.
“Oh, I found four men who wore uniforms inside of their ship. I’m not really sure who they are. I didn’t ask. You know how I don’t like fair fights. I might get hurt. They didn’t even see me before I took them.” The big man shrugged, and I let out a short laugh. Cornalic was always trying to con someone.
“I’m glad this worked out. I got a bit worried when I didn’t see you.”
“Dearest friend. While your concern warms my half-orcish heart almost to its melting point, you have no need to worry about me. I swore to your fine friends that I would take care of you. Speaking of that, how is Allurie?”
“She should be fine. I left her in the room with four other women I saved. Let’s go make sure they are okay and then help the crew clean up these assholes.” I nodded toward the steps leading below deck, and the half-orc followed me after he drew his blades.
We didn’t encounter any more pirates on the way to my room, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any more lurking down here. Every ten feet Cornalic would pause, listen for a few moments, and then gesture for me to continue onward. We eventually came to our door, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw it was undamaged.
“Allurie, we are here. Open up,” I said as I knocked on the door.
“Yay! Leo is here!” the beautiful elf said as she opened the door. The other four women were also safe inside, and the group of humans asked me if it was over.
“The pirates surrendered. Cornalic killed a bunch of their officers, and they gave up. There might still be some down below, but we wanted to check and make sure that you were all okay before we did a sweep,” I said to the terrified women.
“Yay for Leo and Cornalic. Aren’t they wonderful?” Allurie asked the other women as she clapped her hands together and bounced up and down. Each of her jumping movements almost made her head smack into the low ceiling.
“Yes, they are,” said the well-dressed woman as she stared at us.
“My dear ladies, it was nothing. I’m just an average half-orc with an above average grin and a loving heart. In truth, I like to believe that we are all heroes to many. When I was just a poor orphan, I used to work in the glass shop as the apprentice blower.”
“Let me guess, they said you were full of hot air?” I asked the man with a snicker.
“How did you know, dearest friend, Leo? That was exactly what they said. They paid me well, though, two coppers a day. Of course, I had to give one of those coppers to the local thieves guild, which also ran the city guard, but that one last copper allowed me to buy a loaf of bread that I shared with the thirty other orphans I watched over. They called me a hero then, and in truth, that is what motivates me to do such deeds. I just think of all the children who need my help. Oh, and Leo, he’s become a champion to my heart, and I aspire to be the kind of man that he is.”
“That is so romantic,” Allurie said as she fluttered her eyelashes at the half-orc.
“Thank you both for your help,” the noblewoman said with a grateful smile. She gestured to Cornalic and raised an eyebrow. “What is your family name?”
“Fairest noblewoman. I have no family other than the two you have already met. I go by Cornalic of the Mind if it suits you.”
“Ahh, so you are skilled in Mind magic then?” she asked with wide eyes.
“Nay, dear lady. That is why I like the name so much.”
“Oh, I see.” She looked confused and glanced at me, but I could only shrug at the half-orc’s antics.
“We need to help search the ship,” I said as I stepped out of the room again.
“Very well. Sir Lennox, and Sir Cornalic of the Mind. I thank you again.”
“No worries. I wished I’d been a bit quicker so that I could have saved your other servant.”
“You did what no other man, including my hired guards, could. I will repay you once we reach Tylue.”
“You don’t need to worry about pay--” I started to say, but then I felt Cornalic elbow me gently in the back. The half-orc was right. We had less than fifteen gold pieces between us.
“Dearest lady, you know our names, but we do not know yours,” Cornalic said.
“Ahh.” The beautiful woman turned to her handmaidens, glanced, at Allurie, and then her brown eyes met mine. She looked angry for half a moment, but the emotion danced past before I could determine if she was angry at me.
“I intend for Sanduport to be my name,” she whispered at last.
“Sanduport? Isn’t that the name of the kingdom we are sailing to?” I asked. I didn’t know exactly how royal names worked in Ohlavar Quest, but it was kind of weird to have a family name that was the same as the kingdom.
“Yes. It is,” she said with a coy smile.
“Oh,” I said. Then a realization came to my mind, and I felt my stomach twist.
“Wait, are you a member of the royal family or something?”
“You could say that, I suppose.” The beautiful woman’s lips grew to a full smile, and the three handmaidens sighed.
“You are standing before the future Queen of Sanduport, commoner. Now, bow before your better,” one of the servants in the brown dress groaned.








Chapter 3
Several hours later the crew met on the top deck again. The captain of the First Sunset congratulated us on repelling the invaders, and gave us a ships status. We had lost four crew members, and six passengers had injuries that the ship’s healer was working on. The captain seemed like the usual NPC for the role. He was tall with a trim beard, fierce eyes, and a posture that looked as if he was carved out of the same wood as the masts.
“We’ve got the pirates below decks in the cells, and they will be brought to trial once we reach Tylue. We’ve also retrieved a good portion of gold, silver, and gems from the pirates’ ship. The largest piece of loot is the ship itself.” The man gestured to the boat that was still anchored to us. “She is of good wood, agile, and capable. She’ll fetch a good price in the shipyards of Tylue, and I shall be splitting the income with all of you.”
The crew members cheered, and Cornalic let out a shout of glee.
“This is good news, dearest Leo. Our money problems are now relieved for a bit.”
“How much is a ship worth?” I asked.
“I’ve never tried to fence a ship before, but I would guess at least fifty thousand.”
“Great.” I smiled at the man. It would mean that I’d probably end up with a thousand or two after we made it to Tylue, in addition to whatever Queen Sanduport decided to gift us.
I had been unable to talk to her after her servant gave away her identity because there had been a shout from the next hallway, and Cornalic and I had run to investigate. The shout had come from a injured crewmember, and I was able to heal the damage in a few seconds with Breath of Life.
The woman seemed too young to be a queen, but then again, I didn’t know exactly what kind of age requirements the NPCs had for royalty. In my own world, weren’t kings and queens getting crowned at fifteen during ancient times? The beautiful woman looked as if she was in her early twenties, so she was probably old enough. I had always pictured queens as old women and the young, good looking ones being princess. Maybe I had just played too many video games.
The captain continued with his report, “We are going to split the crew into two groups so that we can take both ships back. It will slightly delay our sailing pace, but it will be worth the effort. Some of the passengers might complain, but I will be speaking with them all personally. Lastly, I would like to thank two passengers that turned the tide of battle for us. They could have stayed in their room, but they risked their lives to save this ship. The captain gestured toward us, and the crew members cheered as they faced us.
The Quest Completed. You have been awarded 5 attribute points words appeared over the New Quest: Repel the pirates message that briefly faded onto my UI. This brought my unused skill points up to 58, but I’d have to double-check it to make sure. I kind of wished the quest reward log would show all the unspent points, but it only took me a few flicks of my fingers to view my attributes on the UI.
“We need to get the ship repaired and cleaned. See to your duties, sailors.” The crew gave another shout after the captain finished speaking, and they scattered in a dozen different directions.
“Thank you both again,” the captain said as he stepped near us.
“Dear captain, it was our pleasure, and we are happy to be included with your crew for the division of the victory spoils,” my half-orc friend said.
“I’m more than happy to share. I’ll be sending you more than an even split, by the by. Can you two join me in my quarters for a spot of brandy? I have something I wish to discuss with you.”
“That’s fine,” I said after I had glanced at the half-orc.
We followed the stoic man down into the ship, through a few hallways, and into a room. The captain’s quarters were positioned over the back end of the boat, and while the room wasn’t as large as Queen Sanduport’s, it was decorated just as splendidly.
“Take a seat gentlemen,” the man said as he gestured to a couch in the corner of his room. We both sat and watched the man uncork a glass bottle. We soon held a drink in our hands, and the captain was sitting on a leather chair.
“The men we fought were not a mere group of pirates.”
“They weren’t?” I asked.
“Ahh, they were pirates, of course, but my crew searched their ship thoroughly. I’ve never heard of the captain or the vessel which means he doesn’t sail these waters. We found this in his chamber when we searched it. Take a read.” The captain pulled a note out of his pocket and passed it to Cornalic. The half-orc opened it, glanced at it for five seconds, turned to look at the back, and then passed it to me.
“What am I looking at?” I asked as I read the letter. There was a string of numbers written on the paper, and then a simple message at the bottom:
Pretty. Long dark hair. Large brown eyes. Nice clothes. Servants and guards.
“The numbers are our exact route specifications from Arnicoal to Tylue. Do you recognize the description?”
I handed back the note without answering the captain. I didn’t know if he knew that he actually had the Queen of Sanduport on his ship. It seemed as if the woman had intended for the voyage to be a secret, but she might have put the entire ship in jeopardy. I imagined royal folk needed armed soldier escorts instead the kind that a passenger ship would have.
“Do either of you know the political situation in Tylue or Sanduport?” the captain asked as he sipped his brandy.
“Dear Captain. I was in the country about three months ago. I heard a little of the news, and it didn’t seem healthy, so I decided to spend some time adventuring in Arnicoal instead. My friend Leo here is a native of the place, and I would doubt that he knows,” Cornalic answered.
“Can you fill us in?” I asked.
“The old king is dead. Well, that is a poor choice of words. The man was younger than me. I should say that the previous king is dead. Some say poison, although the healers have said it was of natural death due to health issues.”
“Hmmm,” I said as I sipped the brandy. It was good stuff, and I marveled again at how the tube in the VRIU was giving me tastes.
“He never had a son, but he did have nine daughters.”
“Nine daughters?!” Cornalic and I gasped.
“Aye. With five different women. He kept divorcing his wives. Ha. I misspeak again. His first four wives all died from ‘natural deaths due to health issues.’ The fifth is still alive. That woman claims she should have the throne now, but the council is hesitant because she is not a native. In fact, she is from Gartuna, which up until the recent marriage, was one of Sanduport’s rivals. They are a smaller country but share the east border of Sanduport. There was peace for the two years they were married, but now it looks as if war might erupt, if the current queen is not allowed to keep her crown.”
“What happened to the previous king’s daughters?” I asked.
“They are all living with their maternal families in their respective countries. The first born and eldest of his daughters hails from Iria. She is said to be quite beautiful and has long dark hair and large brown eyes.” The captain fixed his fierce eyes on me.
“Isn’t Arnicoal a waypoint between Iria and Sanduport?” I asked the two men, and they both nodded.
“The council said they will be gathering the potential heirs into the kingdom so that they can interview each one. The country has never had a female ruler without a king, so it is interesting times. I’m imagining there is some subterfuge going on, and that one of our passengers, perhaps the one that booked our largest room and brought a staff of guards, might be the future queen of my beloved land.”
“Has she admitted such to you?” I asked.
“It is against my code to ask directly. I am going to guess she is, and I am also going to guess the two of you have nothing to do with any of this. You both seem like fighting men. Merely adventurers who were in the right place at the right time.” The man gestured to the note with a finger on his brandy holding hand. “There is a traitor on my ship. Someone is passing information to someone who doesn’t want the young lady to reach her destination. I’d like you two to uncover the traitor, and deal with the matter appropriately.”
“How would we find out? Wouldn’t someone have to be sending Mind messages?”
“Aye. Or using some other method. Rumors are that you might have saved the young woman’s life. Start with her staff and then interview everyone on my ship. If anyone seems suspicious, let me know. I have a single Potion of Truth in my desk, and we can use it to determine who it is factually.”
New Quest: Find the spy onboard the ship.
“I’ll do what I can,” I said with a sigh. “I’m not much for subterfuge. I’m more of hit things with my sword and heal my friends with my magic kind of guy,” I said as I smiled at Cornalic.
“I know, Sir Lennox. This is why you might have the best chance of finding the traitor. Let us touch base nightly to see how your investigation is going. We’ll be on the ocean for another fifteen days because of the delay, and I have confidence you’ll be able to find the spy.”
“Alright,” I said as I stood. Cornalic followed my lead, and we turned to leave the captain.
“Good luck, gentlemen,” he said as we exited his cabin.
The half-orc and I walked back to our room, and I puzzled over the ways to go about completing this quest.
“This is good news, dearest friend, Leo,” the green-skinned man said after a few minutes of us walking.
“How is getting involved in a kingdom-wide political struggle good news?” I asked him with a smirk.
“I told you I thought the King of Sanduport had one of the items you wanted. Do you recall?”
“Of course, it is why we are on this boat,” I said with a laugh.
“Rumor in Tylue was that the man was not kind, and I was planning on us performing some sort of amazing death-defying robbery to obtain your treasure. Now we do not need to! The girl we have saved could be the next ruler. All we need to do is find this spy, get her to Tylue alive, and then she shall reward us with whatever treasure we ask for. You shall get your relic, and I shall get something worth a mountain of gold. That task will be easy! I bet that when the bards sing of this leg of our grand quest, the stanza will only be a page long, maybe two when they talk about my smile and your handsome face.”
“I’m guessing she will still need to get crowned by this council. There will be eight other daughters. Nine total women if you count the current queen, and if they don’t select her, there might be a declaration of war.”
“Dearest friend, Leo, we can only do what we can do when we can do it. Let us first worry about the skullduggery on this ship. Then we will worry about the young lady’s rise to the crown. Agreed?”
“Ha. You got it buddy. Let’s try to figure out who this spy is. Shall we go talk to the future queen?”
“My dear friend, I believe you should go talk to the queen alone.”
“Alone?” I asked.
“Aye. I’ll investigate the ship’s manifest and spend some time with Tarry. The boy seems to know everyone on the ship. The young and future queen has a sparkle in her eye when she looks at you, and I do not want to get in the way of any potential romance.”
“Ugh. You think she likes me?”
“Ha! Who doesn’t? You are a good one. Let us talk more tonight with Allurie. She might be able to help us as long as we don’t actually tell her what is going on.”
“I hear you,” I said, and I thought about the elf girl walking around the ship looking for: “The meanies who told the pirates where we are.” Nope, the girl needed a simple task that wouldn’t get her in trouble. “I’m going to put her to work on it now. I’ll have her ask around for anyone who knows how to send a Mind message. I’ll tell her I want to let Artus know we are okay, and that she is with us. I bet she’ll give me a list of everyone by the time we meet tonight.”
“Tis a great plan, dearest Leo. Let us talk more tonight.” The half-orc nodded to me, and we turned in different directions to go about our own work.
Half a minute later I was at our cabin. Allurie was relaxing on my cot, and she smiled when she saw me.
“I’ve got a job for you--” she opened her mouth, probably to tell me that she loved jobs, but I waved a hand to silence her. “I need to send a message back to Artus. Can you walk around the ship and ask if anyone knows how to send Mind messages? I want you to talk to everyone and get me a list of their names. I don’t need to send it now. I’ll do that later. I just need a full list of everyone. Can you do it?”
“Oh, I would love to! I’ll get started right now!” the girl ran out the door with more urgency than she usually displayed when trying to mate with me, and I found myself smiling. Allurie was a great NPC, and part of me was happy that she had stowed away in my chest. Yeah, it would have been nice to sail into Tylue with four thousand gold, but we would figure out how to make it work.
I looked down at my clothes and sighed a bit. They were covered with blood, sweat, and travel stains. I didn’t smell quite as bad as I thought I would have, but I didn’t smell as if I was ready to meet a future queen. I remembered I had bought a spare set of clothes in Arnicoal when I had suspected that Baron Yinnia’s men were following me, and I dug through my pack to find them.
The new suit wasn’t as nice as the dwarven made clothes, but they were clean, and smelled a tad better. I didn’t really have a mirror to check my hair, but I figured the queen probably wouldn’t care that much. I had saved her life after all.
The crew of the ship was cleaning blood from the hallway where I battled the three pirates. They gave me a word of thanks when I walked past them, and I nodded back. The bodies of the young woman’s guards were no longer in the hallway, but the blood stains hadn’t been cleaned yet, and they served as a reminder of how close we came to losing the ship.
I had been eager to log in this morning, but I had been more than a little miffed that Zarra seemed to be avoiding me. Part of me wondered if she knew about the conversation I had with Chip when we worked out. Did she know I wanted to talk to her about my strange increase in strength? Chip seemed to think all of Arnacript was bugged, but he’d also brought a noise cancellation system in his pack. Either way, Zarra suddenly had to take a “business trip,” and she’d left without telling me where she was going.
Oh well. She couldn’t hide from me forever. She wanted to know how the game was progressing, and I wanted to know why I was suddenly four times as strong as I had ever been. The beautiful lavender eyed woman couldn’t hide from me forever.
I reached the door to the queen’s room and took a deep breath before knocking. A moment later one of the attractive girls wearing a brown dress opened it, and she batted her eyelashes at me.
“I will ask if she will see you, Sir Lennox.”
“Great. Thank you,” I said.
The woman closed the door, and I heard muffled words from the other side. I thought they would have opened back up the door within a few moments, but the time continued to slide by, and I guessed that ten minutes had passed. I supposed I was the one calling on her, and she might have wanted to see me, but needed to look more queenly, or something. Fuck, I didn’t know how royalty was supposed to act in a virtual video game.
“Lady--ahhh Queen Sanduport will see you now,” the servant girl said as she opened the door. “We apologize for the delay.”
“No. That is fine. I was just swinging by. I didn’t give you--”
“Sir Lennox, thank you so much for coming,” I heard the brunette queen call from past the door. I finished stepping inside and then turned to look at her.
The young woman was sitting on a chair I hadn’t seen earlier in the room when I killed the pirates. It wasn’t quite a throne, but it wasn’t really a simple wooden chair either. The thing was made of a rich looking mahogany, exquisitely carved, and had a wingback which rose up over her head.
The queen’s hair was tied up in an elaborate nest of curls, braids, flowers, and ribbon decorations. A few key tresses fell from the top, and they helped accent the smoothness of the skin on her face and elegant neck. Her dress was crafted from white and lilac colored lace, and accents of cream satin material ran through the pattern to give the frills a smoothing effect. The dress was long, and although her feet were concealed beneath the fabric, I could tell that she sat with her legs crossed at the thigh.
I realized I was gawking at the woman, and I turned my eyes away from her to study her room again. I didn’t see any trace of blood on the floor from where I had slain the pirates, or where her other handmaiden had been murdered. Her staff must have done a quick job of cleaning up the place, and I kind of wondered why she didn’t have any elves with her.
“Thank you for receiving me, Queen.” I kind of fumbled the last word.
“I had planned to send for you in a few moments. Perhaps you are a mind reader as well as a skilled warrior?” She raised an eyebrow and gave me a slight smile.
“I just do what I can, Queen.”
“Ugh. The word sounds so formal when we are alone. Also, the title is wrong. I would like you to use my first name. If it suits you, of course.”
“That is fine with me,” I said with a nod.
“Excellent! It is Chrysa. Will you allow me to call you Leo?” The woman’s smile was endearing, and while it lacked the smolder of Zarra or Lady Feeyaz’s, it was still all kinds of beautiful.
“Of course,” I said with a nod. We stared at each other for a few moments, and the young woman’s cheeks suddenly seemed to redden.
“You must forgive me, Leo. I am not used to violence, and I’m a bit… how should I say, exuberant? That you came to my rescue. Yes, exuberant is the correct word.”
“That is fine.” I shrugged. “I wish I’d been faster. Your other servant was murdered before I could save her.”
“I have mourned for her. I will mourn more tonight, tomorrow, and for the rest of my life. She was a dear friend, but I do not blame her death on you. It is my fault she is dead. It is my burden to carry.” The young woman let out a long sigh and then glanced at the other women in the room. She made a small signal with her hand, and one of the girls brought me a chair to sit on.
“You mentioned that earlier. You said the pirates are here because of you?” I knew what the captain told me of Chrysa’s situation, but I wanted to see if the woman would give me more details, or gloss over things that were important.
“Yes. Perhaps I have misrepresented myself to you. You see, Leo, I am not really a queen yet. That is why I am en route to Tylue. Ahh. This is a long story. Would you care to listen?” she asked with a hopeful look in her big brown eyes.
“Of course.”
“Excellent. I should start in the past a bit. A time before I was born. Sanduport was one of the major trading partners of my kin. We are the Aitcha family. You’ve no doubt heard of us.”
“Of course,” I lied a bit, but I feared that if I told her I didn’t know about her family, she might have spent an hour filling me in on their glorious past. She seemed rather proud to say the name.
“Sanduport was in turmoil at the time. They had been at war with their neighbors, Gartuna, for dozens of years. Gartuna is on the opposite side of the continent from Sanduport, and they have only one port city. The place is very far from Iria or Arnicoal, so it is hard for them to trade. They have wanted Sanduport’s coastal cities for some time. My father came into power during the final years of this conflict, and he managed to establish a trade agreement with my family that enabled him to offer Gartuna a deal. They accepted, and it ushered in a time of peace for their land.”
“So your father was a peace bringer. Sounds like a good guy,” I said.
“No. He was a tyrant from all accounts. I never met the man, fortunately. My mother was given to him to seal the trade deal. She was the jewel of our nation and had princes from the islands asking for her hand. That is another story though, and I am afraid I might be boring you with trivial details. My father wanted sons, but he got me. He tried again with my mother, but there were no more offspring. Then my mother grew ill and passed away. I was but four or five summers old at the time, and he sent me back to live with my family.”
“That’s a dick move,” I said as I shook my head.
“Excuse me?” Chrysa asked with confusion.
“Oh, nothing. I’m sorry, please go ahead.”
“He married again, and again, and then a few more times. Each attempt met him with more girls as offspring, and the wives grew ill before they passed. I’ve lost track of all of them. I didn’t care for the man, but then news came of his passing, and I worked to eliminate all thoughts of him from my mind. Then the council of Sanduport sent word that they still considered me royalty. They had no apparent heir, and they wanted me to visit them to determine if I was fit to rule.”
“I see,” I said. It made me happy that her story seemed to match up with the captain’s.
“At first I didn’t want to go. I love my home and am involved in my family's business. I don’t wish to be associated with the politics of running a kingdom. However, my grandparents, aunts, and uncles are savvy with such things. My father’s widow is from Gartuna, and the rumor is that she wishes to use her status as regent queen to eventually give the country over to Gartuna. This makes Binna nervous.”
“Binna?” I asked. I hadn’t heard the name before.
“Binna is the third country on Rinniji. They are on the north side. You haven’t heard of them?”
“No, Chrysa. I am not much traveled. I’ve done most of my adventuring in Cutno.”
“Cutno? Isn’t that the small kingdom east of Arnicoal?”
“Yeah,” I said with a nod. I was thankful she wasn’t familiar with the place, or she might have asked me questions I didn’t know how to answer.
“Ahh. That is far removed from the western trade routes. Binna is a small kingdom, but they are rich with metal ore. They are Sanduport’s primary trading partner, and through them, move their exports through our part of Ohlavar. They are worried that Gartuna will invade after they take over Sanduport. They are probably correct.”
“I don’t see why you would care about Binna,” I said.
“My family has some ties there. We don’t trade directly with them, but the agreement they have with Sanduport benefits all of us. It is not the real reason I am going, though. There is a question of my future safety, even if I don’t go. It needs to be resolved with my presence.”
“I’m not sure I understand,” I said. “You can’t just, ahhh, bow out and let someone else be queen? Sounds like you aren’t excited about this trip.”
“I wish I could. My family has considered all options. They feel my father’s widow, or other agents from Gartuna, will make moves to assassinate me. Even if I don’t speak to the council.”
“Why is that?” I asked. “It makes no sense.”
“If the council refuses to have me be queen, it will be the end of the matter, and I can go home. If I never come, there will be people who will use that as a reason to fight against whoever is chosen as the new ruler. Even if it isn’t my father’s widow, one of my half sisters will want to make sure there aren’t any loose ends who might one day rise to take her power. No, I need to make an appearance. Even if the council merely dismisses me.”
“I’m guessing your family has ships, and an army. Why are you on this boat as a normal passenger?”
“My half sisters, and my father’s widow, all want this much more than I. The best way for them to assure themselves the throne is to kill the rest before they can make it. My family launched three ships, and various members of my kin are on board with girls who have a similar appearance to me. I am on this ship to throw them off. No one knows I am here.”
“Except they do.”
“Yes, it appears someone does. The First Sunrise is a fast vessel and will make it to Tylue many weeks before the rest of my family. It has never been caught by pirates. Those raiders were a special force, and I think they must have used magic to reach us.”
“Do you think there is someone aboard the ship who knows your identity?” I asked the slow ball question. This was working out easier than I had thought it would.
“Perhaps. It is the only answer that makes sense.”
“You’ve got money, why not use one of the Mind teleporters to get you to Tylue?” I recalled Cornalic telling me about them as soon as we set sail, and I thought the concept would save a lot of in game time.
“Using a teleport to travel to another location is generally safe, as long as the mage has been there. However, there have been attacks on people while they travel.”
“How can that be?”
“If another with strong magic and the ability to teleport knows the identity of someone who is traveling to their city, they may be able to interrupt the journey. They wouldn’t be able to kill me, but they could divert the teleport. I could end up at all sorts of places in Ohlavar.” The beautiful girl shivered. “It was also one of the ways my enemies expected me to take. So…” she gestured to the boat. “I came with some of our best guards and the captain who has been with our family for over twenty years. They were good men, but they fell against the pirates.”
“One of the pirates used a pair of magical weapons that blinded the people he cut,” I explained, and I realized that Allurie still had the daggers. I hadn’t seen them on her dress when she left, and I guessed she may have left them in the room. “The other men could have also used magical weapons or abilities. I didn’t inspect their equipment.”
“I see. That explains it. My man was a powerful Body ability user, and I have seen him lift hundreds of pounds over his head with ease. I was terrified when he died, and I felt ashamed when I asked you to help me. You might have faced his same fate, but I didn’t want my friends to die.” Chrysa gestured to her girls.
“I’m hard to kill. Don’t worry,” I smiled at her.
“I know that now. You amazed me with your combat ability. The five men you killed murdered my bodyguard with ease, but you defeated them even easier. Then the other two men showed up, and you protected us again. I would like to ask you for your assistance, Leo. You and your friend, Sir Cornalic of the Mind, seem to be the adventuring type. Can you tell me what your reason is for traveling from Arnicoal to Tylue?”
“I’m looking for something. It’s actually a magical item rumored to be in your father’s possession. I didn’t know he was dead, but I planned on trying my hand at adventuring, and then trying to trade him for it.”
“Ha! My father was a braggart. In truth, I have no idea if he even had a quarter of the treasure he claims. However, I would bet he would have never traded any of it away. I’m surprised that was your plan.” She smiled at me, and the way she did it made me think she was implying that I intended to steal it.
“My plan might not have worked, but I wasn’t going to get what I was looking for in Arnicoal. So…” I shrugged my shoulders.
The beautiful brunette looked thoughtful for a few moments, and then her big brown eyes met mine. “What treasure are you seeking?”
“I’m not sure. I’ll know when I see it.” I thought about lying, but I figured it wouldn’t get me anywhere. I doubted Chrysa even cared about the Pieces of Heliotrope. It sounded as if she just wanted to show up, get told “no” by the council, and then head back home to her previous life.
“Perhaps I can help you get it?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
“If you were the queen, you could give it to me, but that doesn’t sound like what you want,” I smirked at her.
“Your words are somewhat true, Leo. Perhaps I am indifferent. I love my home and would be happy to return there, but if this council determines I am fit to be queen, I will fulfill my duties to the best of my abilities. This is where I need some help. The captain has informed me our trip will be a bit delayed because of the pirate attack, but we will still make it to Tylue before the rest of my family and their guards. My men are dead, and I am left with my servants only.”
“So you would like Cornalic and me to serve as your bodyguards while on the ship? That shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Ha! Leo, you have made this easy for me. Then again, you are a man of honor. I knew that when I spoke with your servant. Allurie is her name?”
“Oh, Allurie isn’t my servant. She is my friend.”
“You are interesting. When you first saved us I was astounded, and I must admit, a bit fascinated by you. However, when I saw that you had a pretty elf girl in your cabin, my fascination turned to disgust.”
“It did? Why?” I felt my hackles rise, and I thought about the old woman at the fancy restaurant in Arnicoal who gave Allurie dirty looks.
“Most men traveling with elf women treat them as concubines. It is disgusting because the poor things don’t know any better until they age. Most civilized countries have outlawed elf girls or boys being sold into the sex trade, but people often end up acquiring one or several as ‘servants’ since it isn’t against the law.”
“It isn’t like that with--”
“Oh, I know. Your friend expressed her endless frustrations with us. It was quite funny.”
“Ahhh. She’s my friend, so I don’t find her advances that funny.”
“Good,” the woman said with a cheery smile. “Let us then speak about payment. I would like to retain your services for the remainder of the voyage and during my stay in the palace in Tylue. Let us say a month at the most. Would you be open to employment for that length of time? What about your friend, Cornalic? Do you think he will be willing?”
I sat back in my chair and puzzled through the young woman’s offer. If I could get access to the palace by being in her employment, it would take me one step closer to the relic.
Assuming there even was one in the dead king’s treasure trove.
Best case scenario, Chrysa was chosen as queen, and I could probably get her to gift me the relic. Worst case scenario, the relic wasn’t even in the treasure trove, and I’d be wasting four weeks. Then again, I was sure that I’d have access to the Sanduport Palace Library. Did the king have a loremaster or Mind Sage? Maybe someone would know about the location of one of the relics.
Surrounding myself with rich traders, noble persons, and the kingdom’s decision making council was probably going to be the quickest path to finding the relic, even if it wasn’t in the palace.
“I think we can be free for that long. What about payment?” I asked as I recalled Sal’s lessons on negotiating.
“Our guards made five silver a week,” Chrysa said proudly, and then her smiled faded when I didn’t look impressed. “How much do you feel would be appropriate?”
“How many hours will you need me to guard you?” I asked as I crossed my arms.
“All the time, Leo. Either you or Cornalic. I imagine the assassins will seize any opportunity they can to take me out of the competition.”
“The last dungeon exploration Cornalic and I went on earned each of us over four thousand gold pieces plus several magical items, and it took us about six hours.”
“Four thousand gold pieces!” she gasped.
“Each. For a quarter of a day’s work. Granted, my friend and I are skilled adventurers, but if you want us to be guarding you, it will mean that we cannot be leaving to do the task which we are journeying to Tylue for.”
“Earlier you said that you came looking for the something out of my father’s treasure room,” she pointed out with a huff. The way she said the words made me think she had plenty of money but hadn’t planned on spending it on bodyguards.
“That is true, but you might not become queen, so--”
“What if I could get you into the treasure room? What if I could give you this item you are seeking?”
“Can you do that? I’d hate to take less pay and then reach the end of our term and come to find out you couldn’t get me what I am looking for.”
“Leo, I feel as if you have suddenly turned into a businessman, instead of the heroic adventurer, willing to die to save the beautiful woman.” Chrysa laughed and then shook her head.
“I’m always available to save a beautiful woman, but I also have to complete my quest. I only have a limited time. Four weeks is a long time to spend not making the kind of gold I am used to making. Especially if the time doesn’t get me closer to my goal.” I smirked at her and then sat back in my chair. I could tell the woman was used to negotiating, but she wasn’t nearly as skilled as Zarra, and not even on the same level as Sal.
“I will pay each of you two thousand a week if I cannot get the item you seek. If I can get the item you seek into your possession. I will pay you each five gold per week.” The brunette nodded after she spoke, and she fluttered her dark eyelashes at me.
“Make it five thousand a week if you can’t get me the item,” I said.
“But we don’t even know if it was in my father’s possession!” she cried out with a hurt expression on her face, and I guessed I may have pushed the negotiations too far. The woman was in desperate need right now, and there was a real possibility she’d get murdered if I didn’t protect her. I just didn’t want to spend four weeks working for her, and then not get the relic at the end. I only had two years to get all fifteen, and every month was precious.
“If that is the case, will you ensure your palace loremasters or mind sages help me find the item?” I asked.
“I will do what I can with the powers I am granted during this process. Leo, I swear on my honor as a member of the Aitcha family that I will help you if you help me. That is good enough for almost anyone, and I am somewhat--”
“It is good enough for me as well, Chrysa.” I nodded at her. “It is important to me that I find this item, but it is also important to me that you live. How do we seal this deal?”
“I can draft up a contract if you wish. I will have it ready by the time you return with your belongings. Oh, and of course. . .” She held out her hand to me with her palm facing down. Lady Feeyaz had made the same movement to me when we first met, and I wondered if it was something that noble women did.
I raised my fingers to touch her palm and then lowered my lips onto the back of her hand with a soft kiss. The woman made a gasping motion, and so did her servants. She didn’t pull her hand away, and I gave her a puzzled look after I kissed her.
“Sir Lennox, hmmmm, Leo. Why did you kiss my hand?” Her face was bright red, and one of the girls behind me started to giggle.
“Uhhh. Didn’t you want me to? Wasn’t that why you held out your hand to me?”
“Ohhh my.” Chrysa’s bare arms were colored red now, and she looked as if she was about to explode.
“Did I do something wrong?” I asked.
Now all three of her maids were laughing.
“Ahh. No. Well. Yes. Ohhh. I don’t know. Leo, you have flummoxed me.”
“I’m sorry, Chrysa. I’m from an isolated part of the world. I’m not used to your culture. Where did I make a mistake?”
“I intended for you to kiss my ring.” The beautiful woman gestured to the gold piece on her middle finger. “It is the house sign. It is what is done when someone vows to serve you or your family.”
“So what does it mean when I kiss the back of your hand?” I asked with a grimace.
“It means. Ahhh. It means that you intend to marry me. Or bed me. Or bed me in a way which means I shall marry you because I will carry your child. It is ahhh . . .”
“I’m so sorry. I’m really out of place. In Arnicoal, a woman I met demanded I kiss the back of her hand like that, and I guessed it was what you wanted.”
“Oh, my. A woman asked you to kiss her hand? I’ve never heard of such a thing. How scandalous. She must have wanted to . . . Ahhh. Oh, my.” I didn’t think Chrysa’s skin could get any brighter a shade of red, but it somehow did.
“Yeah. I think she might have intended that,” I said with a laugh. Lady Feeyaz had been quite a puzzle, and part of me still wondered what would have happened if I’d joined her in her large bed. “I’m sorry to have blundered. Please accept my apology.”
“It is fine,” the brown-eyed woman said, but her exposed skin was still bright red, and I wondered if I had set our relationship off on the wrong foot. I needed to focus on keeping her alive for now, and that meant investigating the crew of the ship. Starting with the people closest to her.
“Do any of your servants have Mind messaging abilities?” I asked.
“Yes, they all do,” Chrysa said.
I turned around in my chair to look at the other women. They were trying their best not to laugh. One of them had even retreated to the other side of the room by the bed. I saw her pretending to fluff a pillow by squeezing it to her chest and burying her face into it. I couldn’t imagine any of them feeding information that would end with their mistress’ death.
“Is there anyone else on this boat who knows your identity?” I asked Chrysa.
“No. I suspect the captain might, but he has not said anything. Most are guessing I will take one of the ships that my family is using to travel to Tylue. We made many announcements about it. Then I left almost immediately through a servant’s coach. I boarded a private charter to Arnicoal, then I stayed in an inn there for three days before boarding this boat. We were careful, and most are still reeling from my father’s death.”
“What about anyone from your family? Maybe someone who would have known your plans before you left?”
“I would never suspect anyone from my family. It is possible there are spies in my staff. They might have found out I left early and then extrapolated what my plan was. If they delivered a mind message to my enemies, they could have set up spies in Arnicoal harbor, or even at the shops of any Mind mage capable of teleporting. There is a lot at stake here. The lives of millions of people. I believe that they will stop at nothing to kill me.” The woman sighed heavily, but her shoulders didn’t slump.
“Alright. I’m going to interview each of your girls, then I’ll get my possessions and move into these rooms. Does that door connect?” I asked as I pointed to the door behind her.
“Yes, it was where my head guard stayed. If you took your lodging there, I would feel much safer. Sir Cornalic of the Mind can use an adjacent room as can Allurie.”
“I’ll see what they want to do. They are my friends, I don’t order them around.” I smiled at her.
“Oh, no. Of course not. I didn’t mean to imply that.” The beautiful woman waved her hands.
“Can I speak with each of your maids privately?” I asked as I gestured to the next room.
“Of course!”
“Great,” I said as I stood from my chair. I pointed at the girl clutching the pillow and then gestured to the door. “You first Miss Giggle Skirt.”
The room erupted into laughter, and the blushing maid followed me into the other room.








Chapter 4
Later that day, Cornalic, Allurie, and I moved our things over to the room beside Chrysa’s suite. We decided to sleep in the same room since it had two beds and a couch, and I’d be heading back home when I needed to rest.
“Tarry was of great help, dearest Leo. He was able to obtain the ship’s manifest, and he told me he would keep an eye out for stowaways. He said he has heard rumors of a pretty elf girl on a ship that didn’t pay for her passage.” The half-orc winked at Allurie, and the girl opened her eyes wide.
“Oh, no. Will they find her? She might be lost and without a place to sleep. She can come stay with us!” she exclaimed with a clap of her hands.
“He was talking about you, Allurie,” I sighed as I rubbed my hand over my face. It had been a long ass day. Part of me wanted to log out and get some sleep. Well, after I checked to see if Zarra was back at the Arnacript campus. I still had questions for her.
“Oh, that is silly.” She smiled at us and fluttered her silver lashes.
“Here is the manifest,” Cornalic said as he produced a tightly wound scroll. “This is actually the second copy. I’ve set the boy on an errand of double checking that everyone is still on board. The dear lad set upon the task as a noble knight would embark upon a day of dragon slaying.”
“How about you?” I asked Allurie. “Did you get a list of passengers that could send Mind messages?”
“Yes!” she said with a nod.
Cornalic and I waited for her to pull a scroll out of somewhere, but she was still wearing her servant’s clothes from Cutno castle, and there was only a single empty pocket at the front of her apron.
I really needed to get her some more clothes. The outfit didn’t look dirty, but I noticed that the shoulders and elbows had some off color patches on them. My heart suddenly ached when I realized that she must have needed new garments for a long time and had repaired them the best she could so that she wouldn’t bother me.
“Uhh. Where is it?” I asked.
“Where is what?” She tilted her pretty head.
“The list?”
“Oh. I asked everyone. I know who can use mind magic.”
“But did you write it down?” I sighed and recalled that I hadn’t asked her to write the names on anything.
“Oh, no. I have a great memory!” The girl’s turquoise eyes glittered with joy as she listed off a bunch of names.
“Whoa, hold on a second. Cornalic, let’s mark them on the manifest.” The half-orc and I rolled out the scroll, and Allurie recited the names again. There were eighteen of them, and she’d even listed Chrysa’s servants, even though I hadn’t seen the elf girl anywhere near the queen’s quarters.
“You have a good memory,” I said to her after I studied the list for a few moments.
“Have I made you happy?” she asked. “I just love making you happy, Leo.”
“You did a great job. Thank you,” I said to her, and she did her usual hug motion over her chest as if she was squeezing the life out of an invisible stuffed animal.
“I spoke with these three already,” I said as I checked off the names of Chrysa’s maids. “And this was the one who was murdered by the pirates.” I drew a thin line through the fourth girl’s name.
“So sad. I thought pirates were supposed to be sexy, not mean,” Allurie sighed.
“Yeah, it is. So that leaves us with these people. Cornalic, can you talk to the ones up top while I--”
A knock sounded at the door that led to the hallway, and the three of us looked up from the scroll.
“Yoo hoo! Who is it?” Cornalic called out.
“Hello! It is Tarry! Captain wants to see both of you topside. We found something on the pirate ship.
“We’ll be right out!” I called through the door.
“Perhaps just you should go, dear Leo. I am nervous about leaving this fair queen alone. She might be attacked if we are absent, and not only would it make me feel terrible if she died, but I would imagine it would make getting your next relic rather difficult,” Cornalic said.
“Alright. Allurie, can you go next door and ask Queen Chrysa if she has any spare clothes for you?”
“Yes!”
“Do you still have the daggers?” I asked.
“Yes!” The naked blades appeared in her hands so suddenly, I almost didn’t see the girl pull them from behind her back. For a half a second, I felt my adrenaline surge, and I took a step away from her. Holy shit balls. The elf woman was incredibly fast. If she had any inkling to fight, I could probably train her to be a whirlwind of destruction.
“Allurie, the first rule about carrying weapons is that you don’t draw them unless you plan on using them. Understand?”
“Oh, I like rules!”
“Do you want to learn how to fight?” I asked, but there was another knock on the door.
“The captain did say that it was urgent!” Tarry yelled through the door.
“I dunno, Leo. I don’t really want to hurt anyone. I like to make people happy!” Allurie said.
“We’ll talk about it later. I’ll be back,” I said to my two friends.
“Sorry,” I apologized to Tarry when I walked into the hallway.
“Hurry!” he yelled as he started running.
I followed the boy through the twisting hallways of the ship and then came out on top after half a minute. Then we met the captain at the bridgeway that connected the two ships.
“What is going on?” I asked.
“They have a prisoner down below. The person has asked for you,” the captain said with a raised eyebrow.
“Asked for me? How? By name?”
“I’ll show you.”
The captain was flanked by two of the crew, and we all descended into the stomach of the pirate ship. I didn’t know much about wooden boats, but this ship was much sleeker than the passenger ship, and even though it only had two sails, I didn’t doubt that it could travel much faster.
The inside of the vessel was cleaner than I expected for a pirate ship. The walls were polished, the floors were clean, and it smelled just about as good as the inside of the First Sunset. The captain noticed me appraise the walls, and he moved to my side so that the other two crewmen couldn’t hear him whisper.
“The condition here confirms my belief that this was no regular group of pirates.”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“There are a group of jail cells in the hold. I’ll let your imagination tell you what their purpose is really for. We found him down there. As soon as we saw him he started--”
“Bring him to me! I need to challenge his might against my own! The gods demand it!” the words cut through the wood of the hallways. The voice was a scream so intense, it sounded as if the man was shouting them at the expense of his vocal cords.
We continued down a set of stairs and then reached the holding area of the ship. It was a larger space than I would have guessed. Half of the side was filled with six sets of metal cages; the other half was filled with wooden boxes that I guessed were dry goods. The voluminous space was lit with only a pair of emberbrands, and it was hard to see the man that paced back and forth in the cell.
“You have brought him. Yessssssss! I need to feed my soul with his screams. I need to break him against my muscles. I need to taste his blood on my mouth. It is our way. Our way. Our way!” He jumped an impossible ten feet in the air, grabbed onto the caged roof of the cell, and started shaking the metal with his body.
The man was shirtless, and his body was made of lean muscle, taut sinew, and covered with swirling tattoos. His head was covered by a mop of long dark hair, and the pants he wore looked as if he hadn’t been out of this cell for a good year. Or maybe two.
His insane behavior might have been intimidating if he was a human or a half-orc, but I had to fight against my laughter. The man was obviously strong, but that didn’t change the fact that he was a gnome.
And probably wasn’t even four and a half feet tall.
“You!” he stopped mid hang and pointed at me with his left hand. His right still clutched the top of the cage, and he started to do a bunch of half pull ups with the single arm. “You are required to battle me for dominance. It is our way. Our way! Our way!”
“Uhhh. What is his problem?” I asked the captain.
“I have no idea. I’ve never seen a gnome act this way. He’s also rather large for one.”
“Leooooooooooooo,” the man seethed before he dropped to the ground. He did a quick front roll and then sprang up to clutch at the cage closest to us like some sort of Rastafarian monkey man. “We must fight. We must battle. I need it. The gods need it.”
“How does he know my name?” I asked as a shiver descended my spine. We were standing a good ten feet from the side of the cage, and the man’s arm was straining through the bars to grab at me.
“That may have been my fault, sir,” one of the men said. “He was going on about two great warriors ‘in our possession’. I was a bit of an idiot, and I asked if he meant you and Cornalic. So he got the names.”
“Cornalicccccccccccc,” the gnome hissed. “I must battle for dominance. The gods demand it.”
“Gods? The man is quite insane.” The captain sighed and pulled his cutlass out of its sheath.
“Why is a belief in the gods insane?” I asked.
“They passed into death at the time of Helio--”
“No! They didn’t! You lie! They live. I am one of them!” the gnome gasped. “I can tell you of them. But first. Leo and I must battle.”
“You are a god?” the captain asked with another sigh.
“Yesssssss. The God of War. It is why I must battle Leoooooo.” The man hissed the last part of my name and made another reach for me through the bars.
“Why must you battle me?” I took a step closer to the insane gnome, but he still couldn’t reach me.
“The voices. The gods. The God of War tells me I must battle you.”
“But I thought you were the God of War?” I asked with a smirk. Maybe it was mean to talk to the guy, but I didn’t really want the captain to kill him. Yeah, he seemed insane, but maybe he just needed some sort of healing or something that I could get him when we got to Sanduport.
“I am. Yessssss. Also, he talks to me. Yessssssss.” He strained against the bars again.
“How can you both be the God of War and then have him talk to you?” I asked with a shrug.
“The gods work in mysterious ways, Leo. Who am I to question their intent? Especially when they want us to battleeeeeeeeee.”
“But you are a god?”
“I feel the war raging inside of my soul. It is my power. I will give you a taste. Let us battle for our lives!”
“You are a four and a half, maybe five-foot tall gnome stuck in a cage without a weapon. I don’t think it will be a fair fight. Sorry.”
“This was the only body I could occupy. Leooooo. Do not question the power of my avatar. It shall crush you between its massive fists like the insignificant egg of a quail.”
“I wouldn’t call them ‘massive’,” I said with a shrug. “Look, it is obvious that you are ill. Have you ever seen a healer? They might be able to cure your men--”
“Those that have seen the future are named insane by those that don’t dream. Those that have seen the gods have been changed so that their words cannot be understood by the fools who have not opened their eyes to the wonders of the universe. I am enlightened by the power of the magic that flows through me. Leo Lennox, you shall face my anger. You will be crushed beneath my power, beg for mercy, and then be reborn as my disciple. I have seen the future, and your power becomes mine.”
“I can understand why the pirates left him in this cell,” the captain sighed. “I think we should end his misery and be done with it.”
“Sir Leo,” the crewman said. “I, ahhh. I didn’t tell the man your family name.”
“Hahaha. Fools,” the gnome said. “I told you. Your fate is sealed. I will battle Leo. None shall stand in our way.”
“Okay, that’s nice and all, but--” the words caught in my throat when the man flipped back his nasty mane of dreadlocks. His face looked like a gnome's would, but his eyes were large, and he stared at me with an intensity of someone that looked as if he was trying to see my soul.
Then he began to twist the bars open in his hands.
His shoulders seemed to expand. His biceps tensed, and the veins on his chest popped up from his muscles as if they were a city roadmap. The metal actually pulled apart, and the gnome let out a horrific scream.
“I will battle. It is my destiny!”
I couldn’t believe what was happening. The bars were a good two inches thick, and he was pulling them apart much easier than I expected. The gnome must have had some sort of crazy Body attribute, or an ability that raised the stat for a period of time.
“Get behind me,” I told the three men, and I realized that Tarry was still here. Shit. I didn’t want the boy to get hurt.
I pulled my magic short sword out of its sheath, and the other men took the advice to stand behind me. The gnome had stretched the bars wide enough to get out, and he stepped between them with a wiggle of his tattooed torso. I should have been intimidated, but the man was just so tiny. His head didn’t even come up past my chest.
“Your swords will not work against me, fool, but you will learn that shortly.”
“I don’t want to hurt you. You are obviously sick, just please get back to your cell.” I said. Ugh. My mom had attacked me once when she didn’t know who I was. This guy was obviously not in the right state of mind. I really didn’t want to kill him.
“Your strength must put me back there. Mortal. Have you ever fought a god?”
“No, but I don’t want to hurt you, so can you--”
I stopped talking when the man charged. He came in quick and low. I took a step back as my mind spun with a dozen methods of taking him out without hurting the poor little guy. I probably shouldn’t have pulled out my sword, but it was too late to put it away.
I kicked out with a Muay Thai shin kick. He was running right into it, and the bottom of my leg smashed right into the side of his head. I didn’t use my full strength, but it probably didn’t matter. I was strong, the man was short, and he was running at me.
I expected his head to snap around with a broken neck, but it didn’t. The man spun with the impact like a tennis ball, and he rolled across the floor of the hold before he smashed into a pile of crates.
“Yesssss! I have tasted your power!” the small man shouted as he sprang to his feet. He looked completely unaffected by my attack, and I sighed when I realized I was probably going to have to use my swords on him.
He circled back toward his cell. His long nasty hair covered most of his face, but his fighting stance looked intimidating. The little guy obviously knew what he was doing, and he feinted a quick grab at my left arm. I guessed he was going to make the movement, and I lifted my arm so that he couldn’t grab it. I realized my mistake half a second later. His movement had been a feint, and he shot toward my legs in an attempt to do a leg take down.
I stepped back with my right leg to strengthen my base, and then I brought the pommel of my magic short sword down on his muscular back. I didn’t use my full strength again, but I still figured that the hit to his spine would have put an end to his struggle.
My blow bounced off his back as if I’d slammed the pommel into a slab of concrete. I didn’t even think the gnome even felt it. He didn’t even grunt when I hit him, and my world tumbled as he took me down.
I had spent thousands of hours wrestling on the mat, and I guessed his next move just as he tried to get a mount position. I slammed the hilt of my sword into the side of his skull as I lifted my knee to stop his advance. My hit twisted his head around, but the guy didn’t stop moving, and I had to punch him in the nose with the grip of my left sword. That attack made his head snap backwards, and I saw the man’s face when his hair flew away.
He was smiling.
I managed to free my left leg from under him, and I stomped on his stomach with the bottom of my boot. He flew off me and then crashed into the metal of the cage with a rattling boom. I flipped my legs around to the side, and the action gave me enough momentum to stand without needing to push off the ground with the hand that held my sword.
The gnome landed on his feet, and he wiped the back of his arm across his dirty face as he took up his fighting stance.
“Do you feel it, Leo? This is who we are. We are alive. Only in battle are we connected as lovers, sons, brothers, enemies, and fathers. After I break you to my will, I will challenge Cornalic. Then you will both serve me until your bodies give up their final death rattles.”
“Look, last chance. I don’t want to kill you. Just surrender. You might feel better after a meal and some water.”
“I am fueled by battle. As are you. Our souls are the same, and will be united once I’ve beaten the sense of the gods into you.” He moved to dart forward again, and I guessed he was feinting. I was correct, and he made his true dash forward after I flinched.
He shot low again, and I greeted his takedown attempt with a front kick to his face. I felt his nose break under my boot, and his legs kicked out beneath him from the force of my impact. I had thought that he would have been knocked unconscious, but the gnome somehow wrapped his arms around my shin, and he kicked his legs into the knee that held all of my weight.
My leg broke with his kick, and I gasped with shock when I hit the ground.
He was on me instantly, and I twisted my face to avoid a palm strike that he had aimed at my nose. The attack left him unstable on his right side for half a second, and I hooked his legs with my boot so that I could roll him over. He seemed to have predicted my movement, and he pushed his elbow on the wood floor of the ship so that he could hold the position. It didn’t matter, though, I outweighed the man by probably eighty pounds, and I was able to roll on top of him.
Then I was flying through the air.
My back slammed against the ceiling of the hold, the air exploded out of my lungs painfully, and I fell back to the floor. My mind spun as I tried to figure out what had happened, but then I realized that the gnome was jumping up toward me with some sort of uppercut move.
I used Guardian of Fortune half a second before his fist hit my falling face, and the blow glanced off me without causing any pain. I tried not to land on my broken leg, but my fall was too twisted, and I ended up collapsing backwards as soon as my uninjured leg pushed against the floor.
“The end is near!” he shouted as he tapped his right elbow with his left hand. It looked like he was charging it up, and the elbow did actually start to glow with a strange pink light. Then he jumped into the air and aimed his body down so that he would land with the sharp point of his arm on my stomach.
I rolled on the floor and heard the sound of his small body smashing into the wood planks next to me. I glanced toward the sound and saw that the crazy gnome had actually smashed through the thick planks. He was all tangled up with the split wood, and I guessed I had a few seconds to plan my next move.
The fucker’s health bar was still at full.
How was that possible? I’d hit him really hard a few times. I had accidentally killed NPCs when I kicked them. This crazy gnome didn’t even seem fazed. I was going to have to cut him with my blades if I wanted to get this over with quickly.
I used Breath of Life on myself, and my shattered leg started to itch. As soon as the orange glow came to my body, I also triggered Rwunidar's Might. It was probably too heavy of an ability to use against an unarmed opponent, but the crazy was making this motherfucker strong.
“You will bow before--” the gnome started to say, but then one of the crewmen stepped at him from the side and brought his cutlass down on the gnome’s head.
My leg wasn’t strong enough to stand on yet, so I could do little but watch the blade cut into the small muscular man.
Except it rebounded off as if the bare-chested gnome was made of rock.
“You dare defile our battle with your presence!” The gnome spun his arms around, and his fists crushed the wooden planks around him as if they were fragile stalks of wheat.
The crazed man leapt at the crew member that had tried to cut him, but as my leg now felt strong enough to bear weight, I dropped down to shoulder check him. My hit knocked him back into the cage, but he bounced off the steel as if it was one of those bungee ropes that they wrapped around a wrestling ring. He jumped to tackle me again, but I drove the point of my magical sword into his stomach.
The blade in my right hand made a snapping sound and then broke off from its hilt.
His small fist swung from below and smashed into my face while I stared at my broken weapon, and my head whipped around. The punch had caught me totally off guard, but it didn’t actually hurt that much because of my stance.
“Your weapons are useless against me, Leo Lennox. We are engaged in a blood struggle for dominance. Just as the ancient gods wrestled for control over the sacrifices of the mortals. We wage war against each other to see-”
I kicked him in the face while he was talking. It was a snapping side kick, and the edge of my foot connected squarely with his face. I thought that I had already broken his nose, but it cracked again, and he staggered back into the metal of his cage. His health dropped a bit, and I guessed that this guy might have some sort of ability that made him immune to weapon damage.
I let go of the broken short sword and started to beat the shit out of him. Old school style. My left fist smashed into the side of his face, and I felt one of his teeth break free of his mouth. My next punch hit him from the other side, and his head bounced back to smack into the cage. He raised his arm to block my third attack, but I draped my arm over his shoulder, stepped in toward him, and then kneed him in the face. He actually grunted against my hit, and I saw his health bar drop a little more.
Damn. This guy was tough.
I kneed him again, then again, then a third time before I let loose of my grasp on his shoulders. He tried to dance away from me, but the cage was right there, and I just slammed my fist into his muscled stomach again.
“Gooooooood. I thought you would never start fighting back!” he shouted as he threw a flurry of punches back at me. The first two were aimed at my balls, and I used a combination of parries and backpedaling to escape them. The blocks made my body hunch over a bit, and he seized the opportunity to try and uppercut me. I saw the attack a mile away, and I brought my left hand up to push his hand outside of my face. This made his left side unprotected, and I slammed my fist into his side with enough force to lift him into the air.
“Ooaf!” he grunted, and I heard several of his ribs crack. The health bar above his head dropped a little more, but the small man was only at about eighty percent.
He was out of range of my punches, so I feinted another Muay Thai shin kick. He raised his hand to block me, but I twisted my leg in mid-air so that the ball of my foot slammed into his face again. He stumbled back, and I shuffled forward with another snap sidekick that broke two of the ribs in his chest.
The gnome smashed into the stack of barrels, and a spray of flour filled the air like a poof of fresh snow.
“You will not beat me. I own your soul! Just as the--” he began to yell at me, but I grabbed onto his nasty mane of dreadlocks and started kneeing him in the head. I thought he would have fallen unconscious after the fourth or fifth powerful strike to his face, but his health was only halfway gone now, and he finally caught my knee when I tried the seventh attack.
He lifted me up with a surprising surge of strength, and my back slammed onto the wooden floor of the hold again. It didn’t really hurt me, and I was able to get a few more palm strikes into the small man’s face before he could let go of my leg. He was trying to go for a mount position again, and I decided to let him have the opportunity. I moved my leg around as if to kick him, but I made my movement slower than I normally would have, and he managed to lie on top of the limb.
I snaked out my right arm and then grabbed the back of his long hair. We both flailed against each other for a few moments as he tried to get my hands off him, and I tried to get his head into position. The fucker was unbelievably strong for his size, but he wasn’t as strong as me, and I managed to spin him around so that I could hook the heels of my boots in behind his leg.
Then I wrapped both of my arms around his neck in a classic rear naked choke.
The gnome tried to punch my face with his right hand, but I pulled my face down against my own arms to protect my nose and eyes. His fist just scraped the top of my head, and Rwunidar's Might kept me from taking any real damage. He tried to push off the ground with his bare feet, but I had my legs hooked around him, and I just pulled tighter against him like a python.
He groaned frantically and tried to elbow me. He was too close and couldn’t get enough leverage. Then he tried to strike me in the groin. This was actually a good plan, but I didn’t take any damage from his strike.
I kept squeezing my choke hold.
His squirming started to weaken, and he began to tap against my arm. In martial arts training, this would have meant that he was submitting, and that I had won the match, but I guessed that the guy just wanted me to let go so that he could attack me again, so I continued to hold onto his neck until his body stopped moving. I held onto him for another ten seconds after I thought that he had fallen unconscious and then I let go of the man.
“Sir Lennox! Are you okay!” the captain asked as the men rushed to my side.
“Yeah,” I said as I coughed up some flour. The Rwunidar's Might stance faded from my UI, and I saw that the gnome’s health bar was a little under halfway. It was a kind of reddish-gray color, and I guessed that it meant he was unconscious.
“He was a monster.” One of the crewmen signed.
“We’ll throw him overboard. No sense in having one such as he on--”
“No,” I said as I stood. “You gave those pirates quarter, and they killed your passengers and crew.” I looked at the unconscious gnome and thought about my parents. There was something obviously not right with his head, but he had strength and great fighting abilities. “I want to see if we can heal him when we get to Tylue. Can you tie him up with a rope?”
“Sir Lennox, the man is dangerous and strong. If I had not just seen him bend those bars, I would have not believed it was possible. I fear that we cannot contain him.” The captain crossed his arms and let out a huff.
“Then chain him and find a better cell for him. You let the pirates live. Let this man live. Please.”
“Very well, Sir Lennox.” The captain nodded to Tarry, and the boy ran back through the ship. “We will take him off this vessel and keep him down where we have the captured pirates. The cells onboard my ship have thicker bars. And you will be closer if he escapes.”
“Sounds good,” I said as I picked up the pieces of my broken blade. I almost couldn’t believe that my Short Sword of Minor Damage had broken off against the man’s bare chest. He must have some crazy cool abilities.
How in the hell did the little man know my last name if the crewman didn’t tell him?








Chapter 5
“How did it go, Champ?” Ky asked as he helped me step out of the VRIU.
“Good. Is Zarra back yet?” I asked. I’d spent my last hour in the game telling Cornalic and Allurie about the strange gnome before I decided to log out for the night.
“I’m not sure. She hasn’t been in the lab room. Should I give her a call for you?”
“Naw. I’ll call her when I get changed,” I said as I stepped into the privacy alcove.
“Gotcha,” the man said. He had already grabbed his paddle and was working on the black liquid of the VRIU.
“How is Zarra going to sell this unit? It seems like you need to maintain it each time I log out,” I asked.
“We are almost done with the self-maintenance systems. Well, it is actually ready to roll right now, but we don’t want to test it on you in case it messes up the system. Ms. Zerne doesn’t want you to miss any game time.”
“Ahh. That makes sense,” I said.
“Hey, Leo. Do you have any feedback for me?” Jennifer’s voice came across the speaker in the room.
“Yeah, a few things. I’ll sit on the stool.” I walked out of the alcove and sat in my usual spot next to the VRIU. I realized that my heart wasn’t racing like it normally did after a game session. Maybe I was getting used to the VRIU?
“What feedback did you have?” Jennifer asked as she sat across from me. The blonde woman was wearing a tight green pencil skirt with matching heels, and she crossed her legs as she spoke.
“Cornalic didn’t show up on my party window when I first logged into the game, but he came later when I saw him on the mast of our ship. Was that some sort of range thing going on?”
“I’ll take a look through the log files. Sounds like it could have been a bug. There is a range limit of half a mile, but it seems like you two were much closer.” Jennifer made a note on an old fashioned notepad with a ballpoint pen.
“Yeah. The blind effect that the weapons placed on me were cool. Just wish the pain didn’t hurt so bad.” I rolled up the sleeves of my robe and glanced at my forearms where the pirate had sliced me with his magical daggers. There was no scar there of course, but I could still remember the pain of the cuts.
“That’s all Ms. Zerne’s idea. Haha.” The lovely woman laughed and gave me a sweet smile. “I think you already talked to her about the feedback. She wants this to feel--”
“Real. Yeah, I know. Guess that is what makes it so addictive. So…” I smiled at the blue-eyed woman as my voice trailed off. “Zarra isn’t going to give me any help with my quest, but maybe you could? Wanna tell me who the spy is on the ship?”
“Teehee,” Jennifer giggled a bit, and her cheeks turned red. “If I knew, I would tell you, but I don’t. Honest. The AI has come up with it all by itself. I have no insight into this. It could be anyone.”
“I’ve got a week or so to figure it out. The travel time is killing me. I only have a hundred weeks to find these relics, and I don’t want to spend two on a ship. At least I got lucky with Chrysa.” I smiled at Jennifer, and she nodded back at me without speaking.
“She’s an interesting character. Don’t you think?” I asked.
“Oh, I’m afraid I wasn’t paying much attention to your session, Leo. I’m sorry. I wish I could say you were my primary job, but I’ve got a bunch of others that I need to do. You’ve been playing enough hours for me to feel comfortable double tasking while I’m in the observation room.”
“I see,” I said. I didn’t know what to think about Jennifer’s words. It made sense that she shouldn’t be expected to just sit and watch me play a video game all day, but I thought that Zarra had put a lot of importance on my task. Hell, she was giving me a shit ton of money and ownership in her company once I completed it. I would have thought that the purple-eyed woman would have assigned me someone that could devote a hundred percent of their attention.
“Was there anything else you wanted to talk about for game improvements?” she asked.
“Did you see that gnome at all?” I asked.
“I caught a little of him. He seemed like an interesting character.”
“Does he have a mental illness?”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“He thought he was the god of battle or something weird like that. Seemed like he might have had some sort of split personality or a Cluster A personality disorder. I’m not sure. He was a bit off.”
“I can review the game logs. There have been a few NPCs like that in the game. We have plenty of doctors here that can review the recordings and let you know. I’ll send them tonight. Should be an interesting experiment.”
“Yeah. Cool. Let me know tomorrow. I’m going to take a shower, try to get a hold of Zarra, and then get some shut eye. What do you two say about eight tomorrow morning?”
“Sounds good to me,” Ky said.
“Same here. Good night, Leo,” Jennifer said as she stood from her stool.
I walked out of the lab and back into my suite. A few minutes later I was in the shower and washing off all the VRIU juice. When I finished drying off, I heard a knock at the front door. I walked through the living room and then looked through the peephole.
“Well, well, well. I thought you were avoiding me,” I said to Zarra as I opened the door.
“Hi, Leo,” Zarra said with a smile. “Oh, my. Did you put that on for me?” she gestured to the wet towel around my waist. “You didn’t need to.”
“Ha. Just finished my session. How was your business trip?”
“It was okay. Sorry I had to leave so quickly. Want to have dinner?”
“I’d love to. Let me go put some clothes on,” I said as I opened the door more so she could come inside.
“I can wait out here…” she began to say.
“Or you can come in. I don’t bite unless you ask me to.”
“Ahhh,” the beautiful girl stepped inside of my room and moved to sit on one of the small loveseats in my living room. She was wearing one of her business suits with the pants. I had trouble deciding if I liked her in pants or the pencil skirt better. With the skirt I could see her bare legs, but she always wore pants that were perfectly tailored to showcase her every curve.
“Miss. Zarra Zerne, are you blushing?” I asked her once she sat down. Her cheeks seemed brighter hued than normal.
“No. Of course not.” She crossed her arms and scrunched up her nose at me.
“Oh, of course not,” I echoed her voice with a laugh that she shared, and then I went to my chest of drawers to get some clothes.
“So why did you have to go so suddenly?” I asked as I walked to my bathroom with my underwear, pants, and a shirt.
“There was a VR conference in Austin. I’ve been trying to recruit this woman who does stunning visual design and texture mapping. I found out about her a touch too late, and I thought your pal Arnesto was going to grab her. A little birdie told me last second she hadn’t accepted his deal yet, so I wiggled my way into this conference and got to spend some time with her. I didn’t get a yes from her, but she’s coming by tomorrow to see our outfit.
“Ahh. I guess recruitment is a problem with game companies.”
“With any company really. Only as good as the talent we have working for us. She had heard about us. Well, you of course, so I think that was why she didn’t take Arnesto’s deal.”
“Huh?” I asked as I stepped out of the bathroom with my clothes on.
“I think I liked the towel better,” Zarra winked at me as she stood from the couch.
“Maybe you’d like nothing better?” I smirked at her.
“I think you know the answer to that without even asking. Dinner?”
“Yeah. Let’s do it,” I said, but I did see the beautiful woman’s eyes stray to the bedroom door that was only a few feet from us.
“You are leveraging me for recruiting?” I asked as we stepped out of my suite and walked down the hallway toward the cafeteria.
“Of course! Everyone wants to work with the champ. It’s all part of my plan. We are going to save so much money on payroll. I’m getting tens of thousands of resumes a day since the announcement that you are working with us. I kind of thought they would slow down a bit, but they haven’t. This young woman didn’t know who I was when she saw me, but as soon as I introduced myself, she was almost drooling. I love it!”
“Ha, I bet you love people drooling over you,” I said to the gorgeous woman with a chuckle.
“Doesn’t everybody?” She let out a surprisingly mirthful laugh, and she somehow seemed to grow even more beautiful. “Can I have you for lunch tomorrow?”
“Oh?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “You don’t really need to ask if you can have me.”
“For the interview. Ha!” Zarra chuckled at me. “Just lunch. I hate to take you away from your game, but you are just stuck on that ship for the next few days. I’ll close the deal if I can show you off.”
“Is she a fan?”
“Leo, everyone is a fan. I just need you to eat with us and maybe shoot her one of your charming smiles. She’ll sign the paperwork over the dessert.”
“Haha. So that’s it then. I’ve been reduced to arm candy?” I laughed as I shook my head.
“Leo, I’ll have you know that you are probably the most expensive piece of arm candy in the entire world.” She laughed.
The cafeteria wasn’t that busy, and we found our usual booth in the corner unoccupied. As soon as we sat down, a waitress came to give us menus.
“Do you wish to see the chef, Ms. Zerne?” she asked.
“I feel like sushi. How about you, Leo?” Zarra asked me.
“Sounds great.”
“And pizza,” Zarra added. “Pepperoni.” The dark-haired beauty turned to me. I’ve been thinking about the diner where we first met. I really liked that pizza.
“Me too,” I agreed and then I turned to the waitress. “We’ll split the pizza.”
“Wonderful. Drinks?” the waitress asked.
“Water, sake, green tea, and Japanese beer. I don’t care about the brand.” Zarra handed her menu back to the woman.
“Damn. She’s reading my mind. I’ll have the same,” I chuckled as I handed the menu to the woman.
“Great. I’ll be back with your drinks soon.” The woman gave both of us a big smile and then she walked away.
“So that is why I missed your call… Yesterday? Or was it the day before? I’m getting my days mixed up. Too much work. I haven’t even been able to review your game footage from when you got the relic,” Zarra sighed.
“Ahh that’s probably okay,” I said. I thought again about Lady Feeyaz. I hadn’t actually done anything sexual with the sensual drow woman, and Zarra and I weren’t actually dating, but I did feel some shame when I thought about how much the white-haired woman with the mint colored eyes had aroused me. I shouldn’t have flirted with her as much, and I guessed that Zarra would not be happy when she saw the replay.
But then again, Zarra and I weren’t in a relationship. We were working together, and I was a man that hadn’t been sexually active in probably way too many years. I probably shouldn’t feel bad for getting distracted by the drow woman.
“That’s okay. I got it. That is what matters.”
The waitress came with our drinks, set them down on the table, poured our beers, and then poured our sake from the ceramic jug. Zarra waited until the waitress left before she spoke again.
“What did you want to talk about?”
“Talk about?”
“You left me a voicemail or… was it two? As I said, I’ve been a bit scatter-brained.”
“Yeah,” I said as I glanced around the cafeteria. There was no one within earshot, but I leaned forward to whisper, anyway. “There is something strange going on.”
“Strange?” she raised an eyebrow and leaned forward to mirror me.
“I’m really strong.”
“Oh, I know you are, Leo,” the woman smirked at me. “I can see the muscles pushing against your shirt. It’s really ho--”
“No, I mean that I’m much stronger than I normally am. I’m lifting some seriously heavy shit, and I’m not getting tired. I feel like I’m almost as strong as I am in the game.”
“We were in the gym together a few days ago, and you didn’t express any--”
“I kind of felt it then also, but I was distracted a bit by watching you work out.” I laughed.
“Was it the outfit? I love that outfit,” she said with a coy smile.
“Ha! Okay, yes.” I thought about the tight gym pants Zarra had worn, and my imagination pushed all memories of Lady Feeyaz away. “But I’m stronger; quantitatively stronger. I was doing stuff that an Olympic lifter would probably have an issue with.”
“You are the world champion, Leo. You are really damn strong. How much have you been hitting the gym? I haven’t seen you in there every morning.”
“Only one other time since you and I worked out together.”
“Maybe your muscles needed a break?” she asked as she raised her beer glass toward me.
“No. I thought that might have been it, but this is way beyond that. Cheers,” I said as our glasses touched.
“Cheers,” she said before she took a long sip from the glass.
The beer was great, and we each took a few more sips before we set our glasses down.
“So…” Zarra began with a sigh. “You might not be crazy.”
“Ha. That is good news,” I chuckled.
“I am assuming that you know how muscles work since you’ve got a lot of them.”
“Yeah, I know how they work,” I said before I took a drink of water.
“Do you really? Do you know they work as brakes?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Huh? What are you talking about?”
“How do normal everyday people perform heroic acts of strength in times of need? You’ve seen the various news reports over the years of mothers picking up cars and such. How do people do that?”
“They get a boost of adrenaline, and it pushes their nervous systems to work.”
“Ahh, exactly!” she whispered exorbitantly. “Our nerves and tendons are already super strong, muscles act as a brake so that we don’t injure ourselves.”
“I’m not sure that is what is going on here,” I said.
“I’m not either, but it makes sense with our treatment. We are curing people of neurological diseases by working their brain in new ways. We are teaching them new skills, and it is helping to strengthen the nerves in their brain. If your brain and nervous system are used to lifting a lot of weight in Ohlavar Quest, it might be that it thinks you can do it in real life, and it is working past the weight that your muscles consider safe.”
“Huh. It just seems like I should be sore or something. I felt just fine,” I said as I thought about the time I spent in the gym with Chip. I had not felt a bit of fatigue from the ridiculous amount of weight I had lifted.
“What else could it be? Magic?” Zarra laughed. “I still don’t know if I believe you. Can you give me a short demonstration after dinner?”
“Ha, sure, as long as you put that gym outfit on.” I winked at her.
“Oh, I can do that. Maybe you’ll help me take it off?” she raised an eyebrow, and our eyes met. My pulse quickened immediately, and I felt as if I was falling into those lavender orbs.
“Your eyes are very beautiful,” I said.
“Thank you,” she licked her lips, and I saw her eyes glance between my mouth and my eyes.
“Alright! Here is your miso soup.” The waitress set down the wood bowls in front of us, and I felt the air leave my body with a slow sigh.
“Edamame, soy sauce, and pickled ginger. Do you want horseradish? The chef told me not to bring it out because he has real wasabi that he is adding to some of the rolls.”
“No, we are fine. Thank you.” Zarra smiled at the girl, and the waitress nodded before she walked away.
“Do you get compliments on them often?” I asked.
“Hmmm?” She was blowing on a spoonful of soup with perfectly pursed lips.
“Your eyes. They are such an unusual color.”
“I do, but tell me more about how beautiful they are. I enjoy it even more when it comes from you.” She winked at me playfully before she ate the spoonful of soup.
“I’ve never seen anyone with purple eyes before. They are striking. Have they always been that color?” I had asked before I tasted my own soup. I really loved Japanese soup, but the chef here at Arnacript made the best damn miso I had ever tasted.
“Purple? Leo, what are you talking about?” Zarra asked with a surprised expression on her lovely face.
“Your eyes are purple. Gorgeous, and unusual. I--”
“Leo, my eyes aren’t purple,” Zarra said flatly.
“They look purple to me,” I said.
“Are you fucking with me? It isn’t funny,” she growled.
“No, of course not. Why would I be fuc--”
“Okay. Sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t be this mad, but I’m kind of upset that you don’t know the color of my eyes,” she sighed and crossed her arms.
“I do. Zarra, your eyes look purple to me. They are strange and beautiful. This isn’t--”
“Leo, my eyes are hazel. They are a light hazel. Purple? I’ve never had anyone tell me I have purple eyes.”
“I’m sorry. They look purple to me.” I shrugged my shoulders and tried to think of what to say next. The woman looked pissed.
“Are you for real? You really think I have purple eyes?” she asked after a few moments of painful silence.
“Yeah. Sorry. Maybe it is--”
“Did you sleep well last night? How about the night before? You have put more play testing hours into the game than anyone else. I’m worried that it might be doing something to your vision. Have you seen weirdness with other colors?”
“No. I haven’t. I don’t think it is something wrong with my eyes,” I said as I looked around the cafeteria. The colors looked normal to me; it was just Zarra’s eyes that looked like amethyst stones. I thought about telling her that I noticed her purple eyes when we first met at the diner in the Bronx, but it didn’t feel like the right time. The waitress was approaching our table with a large tray.
“Here is your assortment. He made some Spanish Mackerel sashimi as the centerpiece. He did some more western rolls on this end. Then we have your more traditional sushi over here.” the waitress gestured to the beautiful array of food as she spoke, and my stomach reminded me that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.
“Can I ask you a question?” Zarra looked up to the waitress.
“Of course, Ms. Zerne.” The woman looked a bit nervous.
“What color are my eyes?” the dark-haired beauty asked.
“Ahhh.” The woman looked at me and then back to Zarra. “Is this a--”
“No, it isn’t a trick please take a look and tell me what color they are. The champ and I were talking about them and had a bit of an argument about the color. Don’t worry, just be honest.”
“Uhh, well. Hmmm.” The woman leaned down a bit, and Zarra looked up and opened her eyes with a wide smile, “Ms. Zerne, they look light greenish brown. Uhh, hazel I guess. They are really pretty, especially with your dark mascara.”
“Thank you!” Zarra beamed at the woman, and the waitress’ shoulders relaxed.
“Okay. Good. I thought I was going to get it wrong, or something,” the woman said with a big smile.
“Nope, you did fine. Thank you.” Zarra turned to me with an ‘I told you so’ expression on her face.
“Great! I’ll come check on you in a few minutes.” The woman left, and Zarra began to pick some pieces of sushi from the main dish.
“It’s weird that I don’t see your eyes as hazel. It is evident that everyone else does,” I said after I watched her pick her food for a few seconds.
“Yes. I’ll have Trina take a look at you tomorrow,” Zarra said with a sigh.
“I don’t think that is really needed. I’m totally fi--”
“It is!” she hissed at me, and her purple eyes seemed to glow with anger. She suddenly realized she had snapped at me, and her face softened. “Ahhh Leo, I am sorry.” Zarra set down her chopsticks and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I’m really stressed out. I need to rest more. I’m concerned that there might be something wrong with your eyes, or your muscles.”
“I’m fine. I’ve never felt better. There isn’t anything wrong with the VRIU.” Zarra really did look upset, and now that she mentioned how tired she was, I noticed the dark circles under her eyes.
“You say that, but you are putting the most hours in. We need to--”
“When is the last time you had a good night sleep?” I interrupted her.
“Ha. That depends on what you consider a ‘good night sleep.’” She let out a long breath and then picked up her chopsticks.
“Like eight hours of sleep,” I said.
“Ha.” She shook her head and put a bite of sushi in her mouth.
“Six hours?” I asked.
“Haha,” she replied as she chewed her food.
“Uhhh, five hours?” I winced.
“I probably get two, maybe three hours a night. I have awful insomnia. Always have. Although, I have to say that it feels like it is catching up to me today. I’m sorry I snapped at you, and I’m sorry I got so mad about my eyes. Just kind of thought the guy I liked would know what color my eyes were, but I think you are being truthful.”
“I am,” I said. “But hey, sleep is important for high performers like you and me. Let’s skip the gym tonight. Let’s just split this meal together, and then you get some shut eye. Okay? We can work out tomorrow or something.”
“Ugh. I have so much to do. This trip took a chunk out of my--”
“It will still be there. You won’t do anyone good if you aren’t one hundred percent. Promise me you’ll go to bed after dinner and sleep at least eight hours?” I asked.
Zarra leaned back in her chair and fixed her purple eyes on me. Maybe I did need to get my eyes checked out. Everyone else seemed to think they were hazel.
“Okay. I’ll sleep tonight, but I do want a rain check on our workout.”
“You got it,” I said. “Now, let’s kill this sushi and drink some beer while you tell me more about this texture artist I’m supposed to seduce tomorrow.”








Chapter 6
“Anything happen while I was gone?” I asked Cornalic when I logged into Ohlavar Quest the next morning. I didn’t see Allurie in the room.
“Nothing of urgent importance, dear Leo.” The man was sitting cross-legged on his bed. His cloak, shirt, armor, weapons belt, boots, and socks were off.
“Did I wake you up? Sorry, buddy.”
“Tis alright, dearest of my friends.” The half-orc stifled a giant yawn with his green, ham-sized fist. “I’ve been awake for too many hours. Sleep calls. Allurie is next door with the future queen. I’ve marked off the crew members I have interviewed on the ledger. Oh, and the captain has sent people to find you a few times. It is about that new prisoner.”
“Ahh. Has the Gnome woken up?” I asked.
“He has, but I did not have a chance to speak with the man. I’ve had to keep my eye on the noble lady next door and also interview the crew. I shall leave it in your capable hands, dear Leo.”
“Thanks, Cornalic. Get some rest.” I got off my bed and moved to the table in the room. Cornalic had made marks against the names there, indicating that he had spoken with them. I memorized the next five names on the list and then moved to knock on the door leading to Chrysa’s room.
“It is Leo,” I said after I knocked.
“Leo! Come in! Yay! I missed you!” Allurie exclaimed as soon as she pulled open the door.
My jaw almost hit the floor as soon as I saw the elf girl.
“Allurie, you look--”
“She looks wonderful! Don’t you think, Leo?” Chrysa stood next to my friend, and the noblewoman gestured for me to step inside.
“Yeah, wow, Allurie. I ahh.”
The elf woman wore a dress that was a few shades darker gray than her silver hair. It wasn’t quite as elaborate as a gown, but it was still crafted with elegant sweeps of cloth, sparkly glass sequins, and a somewhat sheer bottom skirt that hinted at her long legs. The top part of the dress had a deep neckline that was held together by a thin glittery piece of cord. The fit of the dress pushed Allurie’s breasts together and perfectly showcased her cleavage.
There was a jeweled choker tight around her neck, and it was decorated with what looked like diamonds, sapphires, and emeralds. The blend of blue and green stones went well with her turquoise eyes, and the matching jewelry on her ears, and wrists drew my eyes to the bare skin that the dress didn’t cover.
Her silver hair was braided back with a clasp that was designed to look like a jade-encrusted butterfly with sapphire eyes. The style added a lot of depth to Allurie’s mane, and I realized that her hair wasn’t just silver, it had strands of bronze, black, red, and blonde mixed under the surface layer.
“Leo?” my friend asked as she clasped her hands together. It was a nervous gesture, and I saw her cheeks blush slightly. She was even wearing eye shadow. It was a dark burgundy, and the shading really made her bright ocean eyes pop.
“It looks wonderful,” I said. I meant every word of the sentence. I had always thought Allurie was pretty, even beautiful, but the outfit she wore made her seem like a goddess that I was not worthy to look on. I couldn’t believe the transformation.
“She didn’t need much polishing,” Chrysa said. “I’ve seen many elves, but your friend is quite gorgeous. Hard to believe she was cooking and cleaning in a kitchen in such a backwater kingdom. She would be the gem of any party I would throw in Iria.”
“I love cooking and cleaning, though!” Allurie said with a happy smile. “But not as much as I love Leo. Do you really like it? It seems too fancy for me. It sparkles so much.” The elf girl put her hands on the side of the skirt and swished it with a motion of her hips.
“Yeah,” I whispered. “It looks great. I like the choker.”
Allurie raised her hand to touch her neck. I noticed her nails were polished the same color as her eye shadow.
“She is your friend, so I thought something like this was more appropriate than one of the servant's dresses,” Chrysa continued.
“Well. Yeah. Ummm. Good job,” I stuttered my words, and I noticed that Chrysa’s servants were giggling in the back corner.
“I still have my daggers. They fit in the dress! I won’t take them out until I need to use them. I don’t really want to use them.” Allurie frowned, and I tried to keep my eyes from looking at her lips, or her eyes, or her breasts. Shit, I needed to get out of here.
“I heard the captain was looking for me. I’m going to go talk to him and then meet with some of the people on the list. Uhhh. I’ll be back in a bit. Cornalic is sleeping in the other room so you can grab him if something comes up.”
“Oh, I wish you could stay! I really miss-” Allurie started, but I was already stepping out of the door.
“Talk later, bye!” I said right before I closed it. Then I took a deep breath in the hallway and set off to find the captain.
The crew members that I passed all thought that he was in his cabin, so I made my way through the hallways in that direction. The tall man opened the door a few seconds after I knocked, and he gestured for me to come and sit on his couch.
“You were looking for me?” I asked.
“Indeed. Sir Lennox, we must speak about the gnome you captured on the pirate ship.”
“What’s going on? Did you get him into the cell down below?”
“We did, but there were some consequences,” the man sighed a bit, and I felt dread enter my stomach as if I’d swallowed ice. “We were short on cells because of all the pirates, so we had to put him into one with ten other men.”
“Ahhh. Did they kill him?” I asked with a sigh. Damn, I really wanted to help that guy.
“No, Sir Lennox. I’m afraid that the opposite happened.”
“He killed ten men?” I gasped.
“Yes. Quite brutally. Then he arranged the bodies in a circle, sat in the middle, and hasn’t moved for the past ten or twelve hours. He is repeatedly asking for you. My men are terrified to even descend into the hold, and the other pirates need their food, water, and latrines changed.”
“Did he say what he wants from me? I guess he just wants to fight again.”
“He did not say. Sir Lennox, the man is trouble. The pirates are guilty of obvious crimes, but they asked for quarter, and I am honor-bound to deliver. I would prefer to throw the gnome overboard.”
“I’ll try to talk with him first. I don’t want to kill the man.”
“Sir Lennox. There is obviously something wrong in the man’s brain. We are doing Ohlavar a favor by putting him out of his misery. People with conditions like that are a danger to themselves and society.”
“No. I’ll talk to him first,” I growled the words, and the captain’s eye brows rose with surprise.
I stood from the couch, nodded to him, and then left without another word. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been upset with the captain. He was just looking to protect his people. There were a lot of responsibilities on his shoulders, and he looked like a man that had many years of experience.
I just didn’t like the idea of murdering someone because they had a mental disorder.
I made my way through the halls of the ship and into the hold below decks. A group of the ship’s crew stood at the stairs leading down to the makeshift jail area. The men all looked terrified, and they parted to let me pass.
The storage room of this ship was a good three times the size of the one in the pirate’s vessel. There were four cells pushed to one corner of the hold, and I wove through stacked crates to stand before the iron bars. The three on the left were filled with several pirate prisoners. The men all began to shout when they saw me, and they pointed fearfully at the end cell. I saw the strange tattooed gnome inside of it, and a pile of the dead surrounded him.
He’d laid them out in a perfect circle, and the gnome sat in the middle cross-legged as if he was meditating.
“Get us out of here!”
“He killed them!”
“With his bare hands!”
“He started to bend open the bars!”
The various pirate voices shouted to me.
Then the gnome opened his eyes, and the bright blue orbs focused on me.
“You have come, Leo Lennox. Just as I asked. No, as I demanded!” The gnome shot to his feet like a jack in the box, and his dreadlocks swung around his head like a whip crack.
“Did you kill these men?” I asked the obvious question about the six bodies piled around him
“Yes. They were almost unworthy of the death I granted them. My fists and body carry the divine powers of the God of Battle. To destroy them was as easy as flicking a fly off of this vessel’s skin.”
“Uhhh. But they were--”
“Not innocent. These were evil men who only carried hate in their hearts. They engaged only in pillage, and not in battle. No. They were not fit to be in our presence, neither are these others.” The gnome looked at the group of men in the other cells. He was less than five feet tall, and there were more than thirty men in the other three cells, but they all took a collective step away from the diminutive tattooed gnome.
“When we get to Sanduport, we will take you to a healer so that--” I began, but the man interrupted me.
“Why?” he asked, and I realized that he was much calmer than when I had first seen him in the hold of the pirate ship. He’d seemed only interested in fighting me then. Now he was having a conversation with me. It gave me hope that his condition wasn’t as bad as I had first thought. Perhaps he was just in a bad mood when we first came to him.
“You aren’t in your right mind, and--”
“I am the God of Battle. The Lord of War. My mind has been honed to a razor’s edge, and all my enemies shall fall before the scythe of my battle prowess.”
“See, the thing is, you are short. So I just think you might be a bit confused,” I said as gently as I could.
“Do you not see the evidence of my powers?” The man gestured to the ring of bodies around him. “Did you not match your mettle against mine in a year long struggle of our souls, Leo Lennox?” The small man took a step toward us, and the other pirates whined.
“Are you talking about the wrestling match we had? It didn’t actually last a year. It was more like a few min--”
“It was felt across the entire world of Ohlavar!” he shouted. “The magic that courses through all the living, and the dead, and the unliving-undead, felt the throngs of our passionate struggle. They felt our raw bodies collide again, and again, and again while we struggled to achieve victory over each--”
“Okay, I think I get the idea.” I raised my hands to keep him from talking anymore about how our bodies kept battling. “I didn’t want to hurt you, but--”
“You didn’t hurt me, Leo Lennox, but you defeated me. It was what I wanteddddddddd!” He raised his small, but surprisingly muscular arms up into the air as he shouted.
“Uhhh--”
“Don’t you see?” The man leapt like a wolf spider and grabbed onto the bars of the cell wall nearest to me. “I’ve been searching for the greatest of warriors to challenge, and they have all fallen before me. As soon as I achieve the greatest victory of all, I can reach enlightenment and ascend to the heavens to take my rightful throne.” His voice was now a whisper, and his eyes opened wide to stare at me.
“I don’t really see, I’m--”
“You! You! Leo Lennox!” He pointed his finger at me. “Have defeated me. The gods have shown me the path. They have laid it out before me with glittering nuggets of gold, with beacons of diamond pedestals, and the heralding of scantily clad half-orc women warriors. You will lead me to my enlightenment!”
“Well, uhh, no, I won’t. Let’s just calm down a moment and--”
“How can you be so calm, Leo Lennox?” the man asked in his whispered tone. “Don’t you feel it?” He gestured for me to step closer to him, but I didn’t. “It is the bond between us. The gods have granted you to me, and me to you. Until we--”
“Listen, I think you might need to rest some. These men you killed, they were probably worthy of the justice you brought them, but they had surrendered and begged for quarter.”
“They had no honor. They preyed on the weak and defenseless. I have taken one more step closer to ascension by destroying them.” The gnome growled and then looked over at the other men in the cells. Some of the pirates were half-orcs that were almost twice the size of the gnome, and they were apparently terrified of the little man. I could understand why. The corpses in his cell were bent and twisted, as if their bones were made out of noodles. The crazy gnome berserker had obviously broken their bodies into pieces.
“I don’t understand half of what you say, but you can’t kill anymore of the pirates. Understand? We are going to bring them back to Sanduport, and they will be put on trial. When we reach the city, I will take you to a healer to be treated.”
“Leo Lennox!” the gnome shouted suddenly, and I took a step back despite my intentions. I wasn’t really scared of the man, but he was a little creepy, and his eyes were all kinds of intense. “I will do as you ask. I will follow you. You will lead me to my ascension. The gods have shown me.”
“Uhhh. Okay. So you won’t kill any more people?” I asked.
“Not unless you wish, or they wish to harm you with dishonorable undertakings. I will be your shield, your arm, your chest, your hips, your--”
“I get it. You promise not to kill any of these pirates or any of the crew?” I thought about pointing out that he kept calling himself a god, but also claiming that the gods were telling him to follow me. People with mental illnesses didn’t respond well when you pointed out the flaws in their logic. They also didn’t respond well when you kept agreeing with their incorrect reasoning. It was a tough road to travel, and I hoped that a healer would be able to take care of the man. I didn’t know exactly how gnomes were supposed to be in this world, but the ones I had seen in the streets or shops of Arnicoal seemed like the usual fantasy tropes. I imagined some of them took up adventuring, but I hadn’t seen any exceptionally muscular ones.
“I will follow your orders, Leo Lennox. I will crush all that stand before you. Then I will join you on the stairs that lead us toward the heavens. I will take my rightful seat upon the Ascension Throne and drink from the hollowed out skulls of the foes I have defeated. When I reach that place, I will remember the help you have given me, and I shall gift you with your own harem of warrior women.”
“Uhhh, that is okay. I don’t really--”
“I can give you a harem of warrior men if you--”
“No! Warrior women are fine,” I sighed. Fuck, this guy was all sorts of crazy. He really could fight, though. I didn’t think he would have actually beaten me when we battled in the other ship’s hold, but he’d done really well considering I had tried to cut him with my swords.
“How did your skin break my sword?” I asked.
“I am the God of War,” he answered my question as if I was an idiot.
“No, I mean, did you use an ability? The blade you broke was magical.”
“It was puny magic. Not fit for a true warrior. The best magic comes from here.” The small man jumped off the bars of the cell and landed on the back of one of the pirate bodies. He pushed a thumb into his own chest and grunted. “A warrior’s noble heart and the unending desire to better oneself through endless battles with stronger foes. You know these things, Leo Lennox. You have the pure soul of a true warrior, and the gods already know of your power. We will use you to save Ohlavar from the tentacles of darkness that threaten to pull it back into slavery.”
“Maybe we can talk about it later. Can I ask the crew to take care of these bodies? Will you promise not to harm them?” I asked.
“Yes, Leo Lennox. I will follow your orders now. I have sworn on my honor to serve you, and by accepting my fealty, you are vowing to lead me to the Throne of Ascension.”
“I didn’t actually say that I would lead you to--”
“The gods have spoken!” he shouted with his small arms in the air. “Our fates are now entwined, and the path to my throne has come to light. The fog of war has parted, and our brotherhood is now written in blood!”
The gnome’s face and health bar appeared on my UI next to Cornalic’s.
“Wait, hold on. That’s not right. I didn’t agree to that,” I said as I motioned up to gesture over the strange gnome’s face. His name read as Insane Gnome Berserker. I clicked on the icon, but I didn’t get an option to remove him from the party. Shit, the UI must be having an issue or something. I didn’t even accept this guy into my party. Why did the UI put him there?
“Sir Lennox, can we take the bodies out?” One of the crewmen had come to stand next to me, and I hadn’t noticed him because I was messing with my UI.
I looked at the gnome berserker, and the small man nodded.
“Yes, I don’t think he’ll attack you, but I’ll be right here,” I told the crewman, and he sighed with relief.
The gnome moved back to the center of corpses and returned to his meditative position. The crew cautiously moved in, but when it became apparent that the gnome wasn’t going to attack them, they quickly cleared the bodies. Then they shut the door and locked it again. The small man hadn’t moved the entire time, and I wondered if he had fallen asleep. That could sometimes happen when someone had a psychotic episode.
“It is Bolverk,” he said as I turned to leave.
“Huh?”
“My name. Bolverk, the God of Battle and War. Son of the Wolf God of the Four Winds and the Goddess of the Underworld. We were cast from our domains and made to wander. They have all forgotten, but I remember, Leo Lennox. I remember.”
The tag above the man’s name changed to Bolverk, the God of Battle and War but the name on my UI screen just read Bolverk.
“Thanks, I’ll come visit you every day before we dock. Then we’ll go see a healer,” I said to the man before I turned to leave again.
“They will try to stop you,” he whispered, and I paused my turn.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Your quest, Leo Lennox. The relics. They know you have one. They will send the night creatures, the hellspawn, they will move between the realms of gods and men to stop you. The danger only grows with each step you take.”
“How do you know about the relics?” I asked as the hairs on the back of my neck rose. First, this guy knew my name, and now he knows about my quest. Was the AI trying to drop me obvious hints?
“What do you think will happen when you find them all?” He opened his eyes, and the blue orbs almost looked as if they had lightning inside of them.
“Uhhh…” I was about to tell him that I’d “win the game,” but this was just an NPC.
“We will ascend to godhood again!” he whispered urgently. “Then you will receive my gift of a harem. That is good. We should hurry up and do it. Now I will sleep.” The man lay down on the blood soaked floor of the cell. Almost before his nasty hair touched the floor, the small man began snoring.
“Sir, I am quite certain he is insane. Now that he is sleeping, should we attempt to put the chains on him again?” one of the crewmen asked as he pointed to the metal shackles in the corner of the gnome’s cage. It looked as if they had been twisted a bit so he could pull his hands out.
“No. I think he’ll be okay,” I said, but I felt my stomach drop a bit. The small man was totally unstable and dangerous, but he had said he would do as I wished. I just hoped that he would keep that commitment. I’d feel all sorts of bad if he went on a rampage and killed innocent people. I knew I tended to trust too quickly, but the man had seemed rather committed to following me.
I needed to log out so I could talk to Jennifer about the UI bug, but first I had to do some interviews. There was still a spy on the ship, and Chrysa’s life would be in danger until I figured out who it was.
I gave one last look at the sleeping gnome and then walked out of the hold. It was going to be a long day of talking to NPCs. The process would have been terribly boring in any other game, but Ohlavar Quest’s NPCs were incredibly detailed and fun. I was really looking forward to these interviews.








Chapter 7
Quest Failed: Find the spy onboard the ship
The words scrolled across my UI just as the First Sunset pulled next to its dock in Sanduport.
“Damn it,” I groaned and rubbed my palm over my face. Cornalic and I talked to everyone on the ship and asked them a ridiculous amount of questions. We figured out everyone that could send Mind messages and had done multiple sessions with them to make sure their stories matched. We hadn’t found any sort of leads that convinced us that anyone was a spy, and I’d grown more frantic as the days on the ship passed.
We hadn’t gotten attacked by pirates again, which was good, but the failure of the quest didn’t sit well with me. I wasn’t used to failing things, and I had really worked hard to find the spy. Ohlavar Quest definitely had some challenging NPC interactions. A lot of games had a highlighted dialogue tree with responses that a player could pick to push the conversation. Ohlavar was just free form, and you could talk to the NPCs about whatever you wanted. I’d never been trained in any sort of police interrogation technique, so I was running with a bit of inexperience.
At least Chrysa was still alive, and that meant there was still a good chance that I could access her father’s treasure hoard. I didn’t know if the next relic would be in there, but I didn’t have any other leads.
The conquered pirate ship sailed into the harbor behind us, and it docked right beside our spot. The crew, passengers, and even people on the docks let out a cheer as soon as the two ships came to a stop, and the workers began the task of tying everything down.
“Wow. It is a pretty city!” Allurie commented. The turquoise eyed elf was leaning on the ship rail beside me, and the ocean wind made her silver hair dance behind her head like a glittering flag.
“It really is,” I agreed as I studied the city again.
Sanduport had a bit of an Arabian or Moorish kind of feel. The homes, buildings, and temples were made of brightly painted brick or covered with stucco. The roofs were all domed and had arching eaves. The color palette of the city was varied, but the main colors of choice seemed to be gold, bronze, and burgundy. Like Arnicoal, Sanduport was located on the coast of a bay and was in a bit of a valley. The north and south side of the city were set on high cliffs, and I could see that the homes there were the size of palaces.
But where I had been impressed by the size of Arnicoal when I first saw it, nothing had prepared me for the scale of Sanduport. This new city was at least twice the size of Arnicoal, but the far edges seemed to roll over the hills and cliffs. I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was three or four times the size. The streets also appeared to be more densely packed, so I guessed that the population of Sanduport dwarfed Arnicoal’s by much more than I’d be able to guess from just estimating by square acre coverage.
“It is beautiful. I will admit I don’t remember anything of the city.” Chrysa was standing on my other side, and the woman smiled at me before she turned back to the city.
“How old were you when you left?” I asked her.
“I had seen four winters. We have a few grand cities such as this in my home country, but I do have to admit that something about the architecture and coloring of this place brings me comfort. Perhaps a part of me remembers my birth here, and my mother,” she said, and there was a bit of sadness in her voice.
“Will there be an escort waiting to take us to the palace?” I asked as I studied the crewmen working on the docks below.
“No. I had thought about going to the first inn and then alerting the council by messenger, but now that it is apparent assassins are after me, I do not know what to do. I would like to leave the matter in your hands, Leo. Should we go to an inn and then send word for an escort, or do you think we should head directly there so that my enemies have less chance to prepare?” The woman’s pretty brown eyes stared into mine, and they were filled with hope.
“It is a big city,” I said as I looked from the beautiful woman. “With a lot of streets and paths we could take to reach the council. I’m guessing they are all in that palace in the middle?” I pointed toward the south, at the center of the valley. There was a multi-roofed palace there that seemed larger than any other building in the city.
“Yes, dearest friend. That is where the king lived,” Cornalic said from behind me. I hadn’t heard the man walk up to me, but that in itself wasn’t surprising.
“I say we hit the streets. Wind through the less direct paths and then get there before our enemies have a chance to prepare.”
“But we will have no more guards than just the three of you. Will it be safe?” Chrysa asked, and her eyes opened wide with fear.
“Two of us, actually.” I laughed. “Allurie isn’t much of a fighter,” I said as I gestured at the elf.
“Also, what of my things? I suppose I can have porters return to retrieve them.”
“Yeah.” I looked at the potential queen and then glanced at her three handmaidens. I really didn’t think that any of them were traitors, but I hadn’t found the real traitor, so it could be anyone. “We’ll leave as soon as they lower the ramp.”
“But there are some possessions that I will need to bring with me. Jewelry and such that--”
“Leave them for now,” I interrupted her.
“Leo, I cannot. They must be retrieved. They are priceless family heirlooms.” She crossed her arms, and I realized I wasn’t going to be able to convince her.
I turned to my two friends and gestured for them to step away with me a few feet so that Chrysa and her servants couldn’t hear us.
“Do you both have all your things?” I asked them.
“I do travel light, friend Leo. Everything is already on my person,” the half-orc said.
“All I need is you, Leo. Oh, but I did like all the dresses that Chrysa gave me. They were beautiful.” Allurie gestured down at her clothes. She was wearing a simple cream colored summer dress that hugged her upper body delightfully before falling loosely to her ankles.
“Yeah. We need to get you some pants and adventuring type gear. That dress isn’t going to help us much if we get attacked.”
“Can you take me shopping? I will try all of them on for you, and then maybe, if you like one, you can come back in the dressing room with me and--”
“Go talk to Chrysa and find out what jewelry she wants. Then go to her room and get it all. Come back here, and we’ll all leave together. You’ve got five minutes. Can you do this job?” I asked the elf girl before she could tell me what she wanted to do alone with me in the dressing room.
“Yay! A job! I’ll be back!” Allurie stepped around us and almost jumped on Chrysa.
“I’m going to tell the captain we are leaving. You’ve been to this city before. ” I looked at Cornalic. “Can you take a look out across the docks and plan a route for us to take?”
“Yes, I can, dearest friend.” Cornalic nodded to me, and we parted.
I walked across the deck of the ship and looked for the captain. The man should have been easy to find since he was a bit taller and more regal than the rest of the crew, but I didn’t see him. I asked a few of the sailors, and they said that he had already gone down below.
The ship was filled with frantic activity. Crewmen were leading passengers through the halls, hauling goods, or carrying luggage. Heading back down into the depths of the ship meant that I was going against the flow of traffic, and I had to stand aside a few times so that people could leave. It probably wouldn’t be that hard for Allurie to get down here and out, since the elf girl was smaller than me, but my shoulders almost filled the entire hallway, and no one could walk by me unless I turned to the side and pressed myself against the wall.
I finally reached the captain’s quarters and raised my fist to knock on the door. Then I noticed that it was slightly ajar, and I heard a muffled shout from inside the room. I jumped inside and saw the captain on the ground with a woman sitting on top of his chest. The woman wore tight leather pants, a leather jacket, and a wrap over her hair. She was leaning on a dagger that was just a few inches from poking into the chest of the gray-haired man.
He was at 40% health.
I cast Guardian of Fortune on the captain and then dashed toward the woman. As soon as the captain’s body began to glow, the assassin turned to me. She had a veil over her face so that I couldn’t see her nose or mouth, but her dark eyes widened with a tiny amount of surprise.
I aimed my kick right at her face.
But it was as if I had just kicked through smoke.
The woman was no longer where I had aimed. She had twisted out of the way of my leg by ducking down lower on top of the captain’s chest. I saw her try to yank the dagger away from him, and I guessed that she would have used it to cut my leg. The older man also guessed her intent, and he tried to hold onto the blade so that she couldn’t use it on me.
It was a bit sloppy, but I let the momentum of my missed Muay Thai kick carried me around in a circle so I could reach down to grab the woman quicker. I should have just drawn my sword to kill her, but we wouldn’t be able to get any information out of her if she was dead.
My hands closed around empty air. The woman had disappeared from on top of the captain. The man still held onto her dagger, but he looked just as surprised as I did.
“Behind--” he started to shout, but I had seen his eyes widen a fraction of a second before he spoke, and I was already turning.
The woman was somehow behind me, and she stabbed forward with another dagger. My hand reactively slapped down to knock the trajectory of her wrist away, and I used Guardian of Fortune on myself. Her blade didn’t extend far enough past my guard to touch me, and she took a step back to study my face.
“You aren’t going to get out of--” I began to say, but the woman suddenly turned into a puff of dark smoke.
I guessed that she was going to try to appear behind me again, so I drew my broadsword with a smooth swinging motion while I spun. The blade connected with the woman’s stomach, and she let out a surprised scream. She stumbled back through the room while she clutched her bleeding midsection, and I saw the captain reach up to hook the back of her leg with his arm. Her health bar text said Smoke Assassin and was at about 60% full. I figured that another attack would probably incapacitate her.
Her body started to glow red and her health bar filled to about 85%. Shit, she must have some healing abilities.
I stepped forward and aimed a vertical cut at her dagger. I figured that she’d try to step back so that I couldn’t disarm her, but then get entangled by the captain. Instead she seemed to understand what was going on, and she turned into smoke again.
I spun around and waved my sword through the air behind me, but then I saw a shadow on the wall and realized my mistake.
“Shit!” I shouted as I jumped to the far wall of the captain’s quarters. The woman was at the glass window of the room, and she was wiggling her hips through the small opening.
I jumped over the captain’s desk and reached out to grab her dangling legs, but she slipped through the window half a second before I got there. I felt the edges of her boot when she fell, but I was just a fraction too slow to grab her.
I heard the splash below and poked my head out of the window. I didn’t see the woman for half a minute, but then I saw her head pop out of the water about eighty yards away. The veiled woman turned to wave, blew me an exaggerated kiss, and then dove back down into the water.
“Are you okay?” I asked as I returned to the captain’s side. I hadn’t seen an injury on him when I first entered his room, but now that he was struggling to sit up, I did notice a deep stab wound on his back. I used Breath of Life to heal him and then pulled him over to one of his couches to lie down.
“She was on me as soon as I got back into the cabin. She was looking through my desk. I don’t think she was intending to kill me, just looking for information.” The man coughed when he finished speaking, but his health bar was a bit over 55% now.
“Where was she looking?” I asked as I glanced over at his desk. I took four long steps to get there and looked down at the assorted paperwork.
“My passenger manifest and captain’s log. If I were to guess, this is someone going after you know who.”
“Right.” I glanced through the paperwork and found his log. It was a beefy leather bound book with neat handwriting across its pages.
“I kept my thoughts about the matter we have discussed out of the log. She would have found nothing,” the captain wheezed.
“Good,” I sighed and pondered my next move. Every second I was away from Chrysa put the woman in danger. I did want to investigate the room more, and talk to the captain more about how the assassin got into his office, but I guessed I would come up with little more information than I already had. I decided to stick to what I originally planned.
“We are going to escort our friend to the destination. I’ll send someone to let you know where we are staying. Can you have someone take the gnome to the local healer? I can reimburse you with my share of the profits from the sale of the pirate ship.”
“Sir Lennox, I would be more than happy to do that for you under most circumstances. However, the man is too dangerous. The best I can do is leave him in his cell until you return. My crew is terrified of him, and none wish to let him out of his cage unless you are here to safeguard them.” The captain’s health bar was close to full, and he stood from the couch.
“Shit. I get it. I’ll return then. Might be tomorrow. Is that okay?”
“Of course, Sir Lennox. I will do my part. May the Light be with you. Thank you again for helping me. I’d be a dead man if not for you. More than once.”
“Just trying to help my friends. You would do the same for me,” I said to the captain with a nod.
“Aye. I see that. I must admit that I was a bit frustrated about the gnome prisoner, but now I am ashamed to say that it was because I might not be quite the man you are, Sir Lennox. You have done the right thing. Thank you for convincing me not to throw him overboard. I justified it at the time, but I believe it would have haunted my dreams for many years. Being a captain often means having to make difficult decisions. I am fortunate you kept me from making a poor one.”
“Uhh. Thank you,” I said. The stoic man’s words were unexpected, and I could see that it was a bit of a struggle for him to say them. “I’ll speak with you tomorrow.” I gave him one last nod and then fought my way out of the hallways of the ship to reach top deck.
I found Chrysa, her handmaidens, Cornalic, and Allurie waiting for me beside the flow of traffic leaving down the exit ramp of the ship.
“Did you get her jewelry?” I asked the silver-haired elf as I gestured to the backpack that she wore.
“Oh yes, and I got all of Chrysa’s dresses, and the handmaiden’s dresses, and her coins, and her gems, and her--”
“They are all in that backpack?” I asked. I didn’t quite see how that was possible, and none of the other women were carrying any sort of pack.
“Oh yes!” Allurie smiled at me and clapped her hands together. “Did I do a good job?”
“Yes. You did.” I looked at Cornalic and then pointed to the city. “You have a route?”
“Yes, dearest friend. Let us make haste through this city.” He gestured to the ramp, and we all began our walk down to the dock.
New Quest: Follow Cornalic’s route to Sanduport Palace. Chrysa and her handmaidens must survive.
“The captain was attacked in his room,” I whispered to the half-orc after we made it down the ramp. “It was a female assassin with some sort of teleporting abilities. I fought her, but she escaped. She was looking through his logs. I was able to heal him.”
“I must confess, this clandestine trip will only be the start of our worries.” The half-orc man had put his arm over my shoulders and whispered in my ear so that Chrysa and her servants couldn’t hear him.
“What do you mean?” The sensation of having the man’s arm over my shoulder was somewhat strange. Garf, Jax, and I had been friends for most of our lives, and we had no problem bro hugging, but just a few weeks ago I’d wanted to run Cornalic through with my sword for swindling me.
But even though the half-orc’s arm of my shoulder felt strange I didn’t mind it.
“We won’t be able to count on the royal guards to protect our new friend. Not as long as this queen debate is active. Even if the council decides on the pretty young lady in our care, she will probably be at risk until her competition has been escorted from the country.”
“Yeah. There are going to be more assassination attempts in the palace. I had already thought of that,” I said.
“It could come from anywhere. Perhaps I am wrong. Some might see her as the rightful heir and desire to protect her as such, but I think that we are metaphorically stepping into a den of hungry bears while each of us carries a hunk of raw meat. Never fear, friend Leo. Once, when I was but a wee lad of only knee height, I came across a group of hungry bears, and rode one as a steed for a year or so.”
“Was this before or after you killed the dragon that landed on your mother?” I tried not to keep my eyes from rolling.
“After, dear friend. It was actually a lich king that had enslaved the dragon.”
“So then you went after the lich king?” I asked.
“Yes, but he is still out there, dearest friend. Let us speak more of my vengeance later. For now, we have a beautiful woman to protect.”
“That is fine. Your eyes are sharper than mine. Do you see anyone suspicious?” I asked as I scanned the throng of people. It was mid-morning, and the docks were filled with the passengers exiting our ship, dock workers, merchants, sightseers, and porters.
“Nay, dearest friend. The ocean has too many waves. It will be easier for me to tell once we get onto the streets. I will take the lead if you watch the rear.”
“Sounds good,” I said, and my friend moved to the front of our group.
There were too many damn people, with too many tags over their heads. The graphics engine wasn’t slowing down in the slightest, but I was visually overwhelmed by the amount of people. In actuality, the docks of Sanduport were no more packed than the busy city roads of Arnicoal, but I hadn’t been worried about assassins in the streets of Arnicoal. I kept expecting someone to jump out and drive a dagger into Chrysa. I ended up wrapping my left arm around her waist so that I was closer to her than the crowd at our sides.
Cornalic was a tall guy, his muscles were large, and his shoulders were broad. The crowd did part around him easily, and even though it felt as if our trip from the docks had taken an hour, it had probably only been a handful of minutes. Then we were at the mouth of one of the narrower streets.
“I do believe it will take us an hour to reach the palace. I will remain in the lead. Please walk as if we are out for a shopping stroll, acting as if we are in danger might make us more of a target,” Cornalic said.
“I’ll stay in the rear,” I said as I let go of Chrysa’s waist. The young woman cleared her throat a bit and then adjusted her dress when she stepped away. Her cheeks were a bit red, and I guessed that she wasn’t used to standing so close to a man.
The half-orc pivoted on his heel like a dancer, and we began our trek through the streets.
The women did try to walk naturally, but Allurie was the only one that seemed blissfully unaware of our danger. The elf tried to peer into the windows of every shop that we passed, and she gasped at the different designs of the buildings. She looked like a tourist, and I did spot a few citizens in the streets that looked to be sizing her up for pick pocketing opportunities. They were mostly kids, though, and as soon as their eyes fixed on Cornalic or me, they decided to look for a less risky mark.
“How much farther, do you think?” Chrysa asked as she slipped her right arm through my left. Her big brown eyes had darted to the buildings on the side of the cobblestone street before they fixed on me.
“It has only been ten minutes,” I said. I nodded up to where Cornalic was in the lead. “It might be longer. He knows what he is doing though. Just trust him.”
“I do, and you as well. It shames me to admit that I came here so unprepared. My family has plenty of money and guards. I should not have to rely on you. I apologize for putting you in this situation, and I am grateful that you have accepted my offer to be my champion.” The beautiful brunette fluttered her dark eyelids at me. I was attracted to her, but she didn’t make my head spin as much as Zarra, or Lady Feeyaz’s presence did.
“I am helping you, and you are helping me. Don’t worry about it,” I said. Cornalic had made a right turn up ahead, and I made a quick glance around the road before I led Chrysa after the group. This was a narrow path, little larger than an alley, but it was clean and seemed to be lined with tailor and textile shops.
Cornalic flicked his finger over his right ear and then made a motion with his hand. It was a quick thing, but I saw him flash two fingers twice. I guessed it meant that he had spotted two groups of men following us, and I fought against my sudden desire to turn around and see if I could spot them.
“Yes, but it is a noble thing. Sir Lennox, I mean Leo. Might I ask you for another favor? I feel as if I am already such a burden to you. I am afraid to ask. I don’t even know if I can get you the item you seek. I will try of course, but I do need your help with another matter.”
Chrysa didn’t seem to be as nervous now, which was good, but Cornalic’s signal had filled my body with adrenaline. I was trying hard to hold the smile on my lips when I spoke to the noblewoman.
“Sure. What do you need help with?” I turned to look at her and saw a flash of movement on top of the roof behind us. Was that one of the people the half-orc had seen? Or were there more following us? Shit. If these fuckers had crossbows, it was going to be a tough battle. I was confident that Cornalic and I could kill pretty much anything in our path if it were a melee fight, but we had to protect Chrysa, her handmaidens, and Allurie. All four of them were going to be next to useless in a fight.
“One of the men with me, he was not just a guard. He had been with our family for years. I almost thought of the man as my uncle.”
“I’m sorry. I wish I could have gotten there sooner,” I said, and I caught another flash of movement on the street behind us. It took all my willpower not to spin my head around.
“No, Leo. You did everything you could. More than any man might have been able to if we are, to be honest here. You said you were an adventurer, but you also seem to have a keen eye for strategy.”
“Yeah. You could say that I have played a lot of strategic war games.”
“You have?” Chrysa gasped slightly and brought her gloved fingers up to her full lips. Her eyes grew large, and there was no mistaking the adoration there.
Oh shit.
“Uhh yeah.”
“What style of war games do you play at Cutno?” she asked, and her tone was surprisingly urgent. The half-orc made a left turn onto a wider road, and I breathed a bit of a sigh of relief. The street here wasn’t as packed as the first major road we had taken so it would be easier to see enemies approach.
“Uhh. All kinds,” I said. I saw Cornalic flick his hand past his ear again, and the half-orc rotated his shoulders a bit to loosen the joints.
Shit.
“Have you played Castles before?” she asked, and her right hand squeezed around my bicep.
“No, but I’m good at games. Some say I’m the best.” I saw Cornalic drop his hands down to his belt, and I didn’t bother trying to look at Chrysa anymore. I turned while I walked and saw three cloaked figures about fifty feet behind us. They saw me spot them, but instead of trying to make as if they weren’t following us, the trio pulled their swords.
“That is encouraging to hear--”
“Get behind me!” I interrupted the young woman as I pushed her hand from my arm.
Chrysa gave a startled gasp a half second before the crowd started to scream. The three cloaked attackers were plowing over any citizen that got in their way, and their pulled swords reflected the mid-morning sun in a way that made it look as if they carried fire weapons. The tags over their heads read Sanduport Assassins, and their health bars were all full.
“Roof!” Cornalic shouted, and I glanced up to see a pair of crossbow carrying assassins lean down from the closest three-story structure. They were a good sixty feet away from us, but I guessed that the downward angle of their shot would help their accuracy.
They were aiming at the beautiful woman standing behind me.
“Shield,” I said as I raised my left arm. The crossbows above me sang out like bass guitar strings, but the bolts both slammed into the magical shield attached to the bracelet around my wrist.
“Cornalic! Get the guys on the roof!” I shouted at the man, but then I saw four more sword carrying assassins charge through the street on the other side. My half-orc partner had both of his swords out, and his blades turned into a flurry of steel.
The crossbowmen on the roof were reloading, and I turned my eyes to the trio of assassins running toward me. Two were men, one was a woman, but all had their faces concealed by the hoods of their cloaks. I freed my broadsword and short sword from my belt, and twisted at an angle in the street so that I could keep my eye on the crossbow-carrying assassins while I exchanged sword strikes with the three on the street.
This was all sorts of bad.
The woman reached into the belt over her leather armor and then flicked her fingers at me. I moved my bracelet shield into the way, and a flurry of throwing needles bounced off the magic protection there. She didn’t seem surprised by my movement, and she stepped to my flank as the largest man hacked his sword at my left shoulder. He was wielding a one handed knight’s style sword. It was about as long as my broadsword, but the blade was more in a long triangle shape than the rectangular shape of my own weapon.
His sword met my shorter blade with a clang, and I twisted my wrist to try to knock his arm wide. My strength came to my aid, and he let out a surprised yelp when my jerking motion actually threw his weapon free of his grasp.
Before I could shuffle forward and end the defenseless man, the other male attacker stepped in and thrust at my right shoulder. His movement forced me to sweep my right arm up and parry with my broadsword. It also gave the other man a second to fall back, and the assassin brought his hand down to the short sword in his belt.
At least none of these assholes were dual wielding.
One of the crossbowmen on the roof had finished loading, and he aimed his weapon down at me again, I didn’t move until I saw the weapon jerk, and my shield managed to catch the next bolt before it could rip through Chrysa.
The woman assassin made her move when I brought my shield up, and she darted forward with a low thrust aimed at my right leg. I smacked her attack away with my broadsword and then stepped toward her. The movement would have left my left side completely open to attack from the assassin I had just disarmed and the one in the center of the trio, but my movement was a feint, and the dumbasses fell for it.
The man in the center darted forward and made a horizontal chop at my left shoulder. I was already ducking, though, and his knight’s sword passed over my head by a few inches. I twisted my hips as I whipped my right arm around, and my magical blade separated his shoulder from his torso with a satisfying cutting sound.
The assassin screamed and stumbled away from me. The other two assassins were taken aback by my unorthodox strike, and I thought about stepping toward them, but the second crossbowman on the roof had finished loading, and I had to step back around Chrysa and block the next bolt.
I glanced toward Cornalic to assess the situation. The half-orc’s twin swords had taken care of three of the four men, and he finished off the last as I looked. I felt a flash of relief flood into my stomach, but then I noticed another trio of cloaked figures pour into the street from the alleyway we had just walked through.
And another group of five cloaked attackers was running toward me from behind the three I had just battled.
“Cornalic and Allurie! Into that store!” I yelled at my two friends as I blocked the male assassin’s next sword thrust and gestured at the store where the assassins with the crossbows perched. It might have been an inn or an apartment. I didn’t know for sure because I couldn’t quite see the sign from where I stood. I did know that my magical shield was about to run out of time, and it was going to be way too hard to try to defend against them and the three different groups of assassins while we were in the open street.
“Okay!” Allurie said happily as she began to walk in that direction.
“Bring Chrysa and her servants!” I yelled as I blocked the woman’s thrust with my broad sword and then pivoted my chest so that the man wouldn’t run me through with his pointed blade.
I didn’t have time to see if the pretty elf followed my order. I did see Chrysa’s dress move away from the corner of my vision, but the other two assassins each made thrusting attacks at me, and I had to sweep my blades between both of them to keep from getting ventilated.
Cornalic stepped to my side and parried two of the attacks from the woman. I had been stepping back so that I could follow Allurie inside of the building, but his arrival allowed me to move a bit quicker. We made it to the door of the place before the other two groups of assassins got to us, and I gestured for him to step in before me.
“I’ll hold this door, you take the rear,” I said to him.
“Dearest friend, this situation does not inspire hope,” he said as he parried a series of vertical cuts from a new assassin.
“Maybe we can hold them off until the city guards arrive,” I huffed. “We’ll keep them at the door.”
Cornalic jumped behind, and we both fell back into the opened doorway of the building. One of the assassins shuffled forward and might have stabbed me, but a dagger flew from over my shoulder and sunk into the man’s skull. I tried to kick the door closed as soon as we crossed the threshold, but the assassins were already there, and one of them stepped into the doorway. I was going to have to kick him back into the crowd of cloaked figures so that I’d have enough space.
But then what?
Cornalic was right. The situation didn’t look good at all. There were at least ten of them out front, two on the roof, and there might be more in the back of this building. If it was just Cornalic and me, we could probably escape, or tear through them with a combination of my healing, and our swordplay, but we didn’t have the numbers to do that and also protect Chrysa. It could take half an hour for the city guard to show up, but they might not be able to fight off these attackers. Cornalic had managed to kill his four, but I guessed he had used his Never bracelet for increased attack speed, and it would be awhile before he could do that again.
The assassin at the door interrupted my thoughts with a quick thrust of his sword. This man was using a broadsword, and I managed to push the tip of his blade out of the way at the last possible moment. The guy was big, fast, and looked to be wearing black chain mail. This might be the boss assassin or their leader. This single attack and his position in the doorway hinted at his skill.
His next series of attacks convinced me of his skill.
The man was fast, and he thrust the tip of his broadsword back at me with a reactive flick. I knocked his weapon aside with another push from my own blade, but he had expected me to block in the manner that I did, and he stepped toward me while he tried to punch with his other hand. It was a risky move considering I still had the short sword in my hand, but his body suddenly glowed a greenish-orange color.
It looked as if he was enchanted with Guardian of Fortune.
I brought my short sword up to stab into his neck, but the blade just slid across his throat. The fucker had some serious balls, and his punch almost landed. I just barely managed to tuck my head down to my chest. His knuckles grazed my scalp, and I flicked my sword across his chest with a combined effort to push him away. This didn’t cut him, and his arms wrapped around my neck.
Fuck.
I wrapped my left bicep around the man’s shoulders and then kicked my left foot out at the open door. My toe caught the edge of it, and the thing swung closed before the next assassin could step through the doorway. Before the man grappling me could get the sword in his left hand free of my blade, I pushed against him and slammed his back into the door. He let out a gasp when his back collided, and I felt all the air escape from his lungs.
Guardian of Fortune didn’t catch that one, asshole.
The door buckled as the cloaked people on the other side pushed on it, but I just pushed the door back and then made a kidney punch into the man’s side. He didn’t cry out, so I hit him again, then a third time, and then a fourth. The last strike actually made him scream, and his hug around my neck loosened enough for me to pull my head free of him.
The women screamed behind me, and I heard the sounds of battle in that direction. There must have been a group of assassins coming in the back, but I couldn’t really look. The man had yanked a dagger out of his belt and lunged toward me. The hallway where we fought was the entrance to the store, and it was only a few feet wide. I had used Guardian of Fortune on myself before he made his first cut, and his attack slid across my stomach without doing any damage.
“Leo!” I heard Allurie shout behind me, but my attacker made another quick series of slashes that I had to parry with my short sword. Our situation had changed a bit. The man was now trying to pin my broadsword against his so that he could use his faster dagger against my sword. It would have been a solid tactic against someone with less blade skill, but the man had underestimated my ability, and he made a grunt of pain when I cut off his right hand with the side of my weapon.
Then I drove the tip of the short weapon into his face, pinning his skull to the door.
I turned around to see Cornalic fighting against a trio of men. This looked to be a clothing shop, and there were wood tables, shelves, and hat hangers spread throughout the space. The men were in the middle of the room, and I saw the five women in the corner to the left of me. Chrysa and her handmaidens were cowering on the floor, but Allurie stood with both of the blinding magical daggers in her hands. The elf-girl had a determined look on her face, and I guessed that she planned on defending the other women.
The sight made me almost fall in love with her.
The door kicked open a bit behind me, and I grabbed the locking handle. There was an iron bar that slid into a place of security, and I moved the thing into the locking arms. Once it was in place, I freed my broadsword from the tangle of the dead man’s weapons and stepped toward my half-orc friend.
As I watched, Cornalic blocked two attacks from the opponents, then cut a third with the short sword in his left hand. The man was a fantastic fighter, and I guessed that I would have had a difficult time going toe to toe with him. He moved with an amazing amount of grace for such a big guy, and he spun his blade around as if he was wielding two paint brushes.
Two sharp bloody paint brushes.
There was a thud behind me, and I turned to see the bar over the door bend across the side latch. Then there was another thud, and I saw the blade of what looked like an axe cut in through the wood of the door. This wasn’t some massive piece of oak. The door was probably only a few inches thick, and the hit from the axe made a crack that ran down the length.
I turned to Cornalic and used Guardian of Fortune on him. As soon as the enchantment landed on my friend, he darted forward, ducked under a swing from the man on his right, and then came up with a series of cuts from both of his weapons. The blades ripped the assassin into pieces, and the half-orc turned to handle the remaining one.
There was another smash behind me, and I prepared for the group of assholes to run through the broken door. I was just glad that this building didn’t have a front window, or we would all probably be dead by now. I could probably hold them off in this entryway for a bit of time.
Unless the crossbow-carrying assassins came down to the street and started taking shots at me.
The axe smashed into the door again, and the piece of oak fragmented into three long pieces held together by just threads of wood, the hinges, and the locking bar. The next hit would end the thing.
“Dear Leo! More men behind us!” I heard Cornalic shout. I spun to hit him with another Guardian of Fortune, but I couldn’t really pay attention to how many assassins were entering the back of the store.
Then I heard screaming outside the front.
A lot of screaming.
I sighed with relief. The city guard must have arrived, and the shouts of a melee convinced me that the guard must have brought at least fifteen men. I took a step away from the door as the axe blade was pulled from the wood. I was about to turn away and help Cornalic, but then I heard a familiar voice shout.
“You will feel the wrath of my justice, mortals! I will feast upon your blood, your bones, and your souls. Then, I will hunt down your ill-begotten kin and do the same to them. Your blood will power my magic, and when I ascend to the Throne of the Gods, I shall craft my chair with your still wet bones. Fear me, mortals!”
“Ahh shit. How did that guy escape and follow us?” I said aloud as I turned to check on Cornalic again. The half-orc was blocking the sword swings of three more assassins, and one of the men was trying to get around him to attack the women.
I took half a dozen steps into the room and swung my broadsword at the flanking opponent. He moved his sword up to parry my attack, and I locked up our hilts with a twist of my wrist. My opponent tried to wrench his blade away, but it was as if a child was yanking on my arm. He couldn’t get his sword from me, and he was unable to block my shorter blade from punching through his ribcage.
Before the assassin’s corpse hit the ground, I leapt to the next man attacking Cornalic. This asshole had seen me rip through his friend, and he turned to meet my sword thrust with his own blade. He was actually wielding a sword in each hand, and he picked to match his longer blade against me.
“Leo, the front door!” Allurie warned me, and I performed a series of offensive katas while I turned my head to the side. One of the assassins had yanked open the battered door and was in the process of lifting the bar away so he could come inside without hunching over.
“I’ve got these two!” Cornalic said as he drove his right boot into the knee of the man I was tangling with. The move required the half-orc stepping forward into striking range of the man on his left, and I hit my friend with another Guardian of Fortune. My timing was perfect. The other assassin was prepared for the half-orc’s movement, and he made a precise cut toward my friend’s leg. The blow slid across without doing any damage, and Cornalic tore open the throat of the man he’d just kicked with a rake of his short sword.
I jumped back to the front door of the store and drove the tip of my broadsword into the chest of the man lifting up the lock bar. The assassin shifted his weight back to try to escape the point of my weapon, but he was too slow, and my strike landed true. The magical sword that Gratia had given me pierced his chest and cut his heart in two.
Now that the door to the store had been removed, I could see the battle on the street. There were only five assassins left, and they formed a semicircle around the tattooed gnome. The short man was covered with blood, held an axe in his right hand, and one of the assassin’s swords in his left. Both weapons looked ridiculous in his tiny hands. The sword was nearly as long as he was tall, and the blade of the single sided battle axe was probably as large as the man’s head. He didn’t seem to mind the weight, though, the man spun the axe around in his hand as if it weighed as much as a feather, and his grip on the sword made me think the man was used to carrying awkwardly sized weapons.
“If you surrender now, I will not use your bones for my throne. I will just slay you swiftly,” the gnome growled at the other men. His health bar was at 80%, and his icon suddenly appeared on my UI party tab in the top left corner of my display.
When I’d logged out of Ohlavar Quest a few days ago, I had told Jennifer about the issue with the gnome appearing on my UI even though I hadn’t invited him to my party. The techs had looked into it and then fixed the issue the next time I logged in on the ship. It looked like the bug was back.
I heard a twang of crossbow bolts up from above me, and I used Guardian of Fortune on Bolverk. One of the bolts missed the small man by what looked like three inches, but the other one connected with his bare chest, and he glanced down when it bounced off his tattooed skin. Then the man saw me, and he gestured with his axe.
“You all are in luck. The chosen Avatar of Heliotrope stands before us. You will feel his god-like powers rip the flesh from your bones as the tornado rips the branches from the trees. Your deaths will be swift, but filled with sweet agony!”
The woman assassin that I’d tangled with earlier was still alive, and she shuffled toward the gnome at exactly the same time another assassin swung at him from the other side of the semicircle. It was obvious from the movement that the group of darkly cloaked figured were used to working together. The man attacked high, and the woman came in low.
Bolverk flipped his sword across with a sweeping motion. His grip was half on the handle of the blade and half on its guard. It was kind of weird holding style, but it allowed him to spin the blade around almost as if it was a staff and not a sword. The lower part of his blade caught the woman’s weapon, and the force of his strike actually spun her arms to the side as if he’d pushed on her shoulder
As he parried the woman’s attack, he raised his axe over his head. It looked like less of a parry and more of a “look at my awesome weapon” type of movement, but the top curve of the axe caught the man’s sword with a thunderous clang, and the assassin’s blade bounced off.
Then the gnome attacked.
He held his weapons out to his sides like a child pretending to be an airplane before he somersaulted forward. He was a ball of deadly points and edges for a few moments, and then he popped up with a leap. His jump carried him high into the air, and he twisted his hips while in mid-flight. His body made a 360-degree spin, and his sword removed the head from the woman who had just attacked him. Bolverk continued his rotation through the air, and his axe slammed into the face of the assassin standing next to the woman. The man’s health bar dropped down to nothing, and his corpse tumbled to the ground as the gnome landed.
The tattooed gnome’s Guardian of Fortune wore off, and I hit him with it again. I felt a little pressure form in my chest, but it wasn’t quite uncomfortable yet, and I figured I had a good five or six uses of the enchantment before things were going to get serious.
I doubted that these assassins would live that long.
Bolverk jumped over a low sword swing, spun in the air again, and removed the arms from the next assassin. The cloaked man screamed when his limbs flew off with a bloody spray, but his voice was cut off when the gnome ran up his chest and slammed his axe into the front half of his skull. Before the man fell, the gnome was already diving toward the last pair of assassins.
The crossbows twanged above me, but both of the bolts missed the tumbling gnome. I couldn’t quite believe how quickly the little guy was moving with the oversized weapons. He was like an acrobatic monkey, and the last two men took frantic steps backward to try to keep him at the correct range for their swords.
They were backing up toward me, so I leapt from the entryway of the store with a vertical cut of my broadsword. The man on my right hadn’t expected me to attack him, he’d been too worried about the Tasmanian Devil in front, so he didn’t even turn to face me. My sword ended his life with a cleave of blood, bone, and brain.
“The powers of the gods flow within my veins. I am their avatar, their entity, their unforgiving judge!” the gnome screamed at the last attacker as he swung both his axe and sword across like twin scythes.
The assassin stepped past one of the swings and blocked Bolverk’s return with the side of his hip, but I stepped beside the gnome and drove my short sword into the man’s armpit. Blood exploded out of his mouth, and his health bar dropped to 40%. He staggered back from us, but the gnome’s axe caught him in the knee, removed the lower part of his leg, and then caused him to collapse on the cobblestone sidewalk with a horrified scream.
Then my broadsword ended him with a thrust through the neck.
“The roof!” I shouted to Bolverk as I rolled to the side. Twin crossbow twangs sounded, and both of the projectiles bounced off the stone of the road behind me.
“I will teach them of our power. They will know fear, then death, then the endless suffering that creatures of malice encounter in the afterlife,” the gnome growled. “Boost me!”
I dropped my swords and cupped my hands while I squatted. Bolverk put his right boot into my grip, and I performed a snatch type movement to bring him up to the roof above us. I had actually meant to raise him so that he could grab onto the first set of tiles there, but I’d forgotten about my strength. The small tattooed man flew a good fifteen feet above me and then stepped onto the tile where the second floor awning was.
“Good throw, Leo Lennox! The gods have gifted you with strength and accuracy, as they should have. You are their servant after all.”
The screaming started three seconds after the gnome yelled down at me. They were just brief shouts of surprise, but then an arm landed on the road, and then a decapitated head smacked against the cobblestones of the street like an under-inflated volleyball. Blood began to drip from above me, and I stepped closer to the front door so that the stuff wouldn’t pour onto me.
“They are ended. None that stand before us will live, Leo Lennox.” The gnome flipped down from the roof tile above me and hung suspended from the handle of his axe. He’d hooked the thing into the tile above us, and he grunted before he dislodged himself. Then he landed on the ground with a roll and came to stand before me. His blue eyes looked all sorts of insane, he was covered with blood, and his muscles were overlaid with hundreds of taut veins.
“Uhh. Thanks,” I said to the small man.
“Dearest friend, is the front clear? I have dealt with the villains inside.” I heard Cornalic call out from inside the doorway.
“I think they are all dead,” I looked at the gnome with an eyebrow raised, and the small muscular man nodded. “You can bring the women out. We must keep moving before the city guard shows up and decide that we need to be questioned.” I didn’t know how long our battle had taken, no more than ten minutes, but I was a little surprised that a horde of city guards had not shown up to try to defend us. It made me think that they might be under the control of people that wanted Chrysa dead.
“Allurie, can you loot all the money, gems, and any small magical items you can from the bodies? You have fifteen seconds,” I said to the elf girl when she popped her head out of the shop.
“I’d love to do that! Do you want to use their bodies for--”
“No, you don’t even need to take their clothes off. Just search their pockets, take their pouches, rings, bracelets, necklaces, and anything else that is small. Hurry.” The pretty elf girl nodded at me and then spun around Chrysa and her servants before running back into the store.
“Leo, you did all this? You are truly a warrior beyond compare.” Chrysa gasped when she saw the slaughter on the street. Her words were a blend of surprise, fear, and awe.
“No. Bolverk did most of the work. You should thank him,” I said as I pointed to the terrifying gnome berserker. His icon was still on my UI, and I noticed that he had healed some. He was now at 90% health, and I hadn’t used Breath of Life on him. Did he have a self-healing? I wanted to ask, but I kind of guessed I would get an answer that had something to do with gods and ascending the throne of power and righteous fury, so I left it alone.
“Good sir, thank you. I owe you--” Chrysa began to speak, but the gnome interrupted her with a wave of his axe.
“I serve Leo Lennox until our destinies take us to the Ascended Throne. I care not for soft, weak women who cannot wield the Hammer of Fury or the Axe of Repentance. You must experience a rebirth of your soul, body, and mind by bathing in the spa of your defeated enemies. Only when the blood of your slain enemies caresses your skin and builds your muscles, will you be worthy of the powers and truth that I have seen. You!” Bolverk pointed his too long sword at Cornalic as soon as the half-orc stepped from inside of the shop. “Have come down from the mountain. I recognize your soul as brother and kin. Our souls should be united when we smash our bodies into the minions of evil that threaten to pull this world into a never ending darkness.”
Cornalic stared at the gnome for a few seconds. Then he grinned and shrugged his shoulders. “I would prefer that you smash your brave body into the minions of evil while I approach from behind. I have this medical condition that entails me not desiring to be injured. Would that be agreeable to you?”
“Yessssssssss!” the gnome hissed as he nodded. “We are bound now. Forever. I am Bolverk the God of War and the Avatar of Battle. I will take my place on the Ascended Throne and gift Leo Lennox a harem of half-orc warrior women. What is it that you desire, Cornalic?”
“Oh, so you have heard of me? I’m flattered, dear friend. I have tried to date a few half-orc. Now, I will tell you first of all that I am no racist, but I did find them a little too intense for my own tastes. It was always ‘When are we going to go battle?’ or ‘I just got this new axe, can you sharpen it for me?’ or ‘We should try that position again while I wear my armor.’ It was honestly a bit exhausting. I think I’m just not quite ready for womanly love. There was this elf girl once who I did--”
“We need to get out of here. Talk on the way.” I interrupted Cornalic’s usual long-winded monologue and pointed at the far end of the street. A few citizens of the city were starting to poke their heads out of the stores or alleys where they had hidden, and I wanted to be long gone before anyone could get a chance to study us.
“Ahh! Excellent point, dearest Leo. I shall lead,” Cornalic said as he gestured for us to follow him.
“Allurie?” I called back into the shop.
“Yes, Leo?” the girl answered from behind me, and I spun to find her already in the street. The bodies of the assassins were stacked in a neat pile, and the woman held a soccer ball sized sack out to me.
“Did you get--”
“Yes! It is all here,” she said as I took the bag from her. It felt as if it was filled with a dozen other bags, and I could feel the coins inside. It wouldn’t replace the 4,000 gold she’d left in Arnicoal, but it was a good start.
“Thanks, Allurie,” I said to the elf girl, and her cheeks turned a lovely red color.
“Let’s get out of here,” I said to the other women, and then I gestured for them to follow the half-orc scoundrel and gnome berserker through the maze of streets.
“Leo,” Chrysa whispered to me five minutes after we had run from the scene of the carnage.
“Yes?” I asked. The woman had wrapped her arm around mine again. She was obviously terrified but was doing a good job of putting on a brave face.
“Is that strange gnome safe to be around?” Her whisper was even lower, and I had to strain to hear her over the sounds of everyone’s labored breathing.
“I hope so.”








Chapter 8
It took us another half an hour to reach the front gates of the Sanduport palace. The property was surrounded by a twenty-foot high wall, and it stretched for at least five city blocks in each direction. It had been hard to get a clear understanding of how large the place was from the harbor, but I guessed that the property was at least a hundred square acres. I could only see the top half of the tallest part of the palace, but the main structure was composed of sweeping towers, gold domed roofs, blue and burgundy tiles, and ivy trellis. It looked like something out of an ancient Byzantine painting, and I felt another surge of appreciation for the art design of Ohlavar Quest. Had Zarra’s design team built this palace? Or did they just give the tools to the AI and let it do the heavy lifting? Either way, I couldn’t wait to get inside and tour the grounds.
Even if I suspected it was going to be more dangerous inside than outside.
Quest Completed. You have been awarded 10 attribute points.
I smiled and resisted the desire to look at my stats screen. I was now at 68 attribute points. I knew that the game was going to get tougher, but I still felt like I was plenty badass for my current progression in the game. I’d been chewing on where to build out my abilities in the last week or two, and I realized that I had a lot of fun doing healing in this game. I had thought before about doing a kind of paladin build so that I could do melee and heals, and each combat encounter was pulling me more in that direction. A lot of these decisions were going to depend on the people that I could recruit into my party. Cornalic was a skilled swordsman, but he obviously didn’t want to be going toe to toe with anything. He preferred to attack things from a more indirect route. He was my damage dealer. I was going to have to get an excellent tank to soak up the damage. I guessed from my dealings in Arnicoal that I’d be able to find someone rather easily. Mirea had seemed plenty talented, and Cornalic had hinted that our old party was impressed with how well I had protected the group.
“Allurie, do you have my documents?” Chrysa asked my friend as we approached the main gate.
“Yes! Thank you for letting me carry it!” The pretty elf seemed to have pulled a foot long scroll out of the air, and she held it out to the beautiful noblewoman.
“No, thank you for returning to my suite to get it. This will make it much easier to gain entrance. Especially since they are expecting me to arrive with a royal procession in two weeks.” Chrysa smiled at the elf, and Allurie fluttered her eyelids in return.
“Leo,” the brunette said to me. “Will you accompany me to the primary guard station? I believe it will be easier to make my introduction if it is only the two of us.” The woman’s eyes shifted to look at Bolverk, and I could put the pieces together. The gnome man wasn’t wearing a shirt, and his torso was still covered in the dried blood of the assassins he had slain.
“Sure.” I gestured to my companions, and they gathered around me. “Lady Chrysa and I are going to speak to the guards. You all keep an eye on her handmaidens. I’ll give you the signal when it is time for us to enter the walls.”
The six of them nodded, and I walked across the street with Chrysa on my arm.
The conversation with the guards went quicker than I expected. The lovely woman didn’t say anything at first, she just handed the scroll to the first guard to address her. The man looked at the wax seal, opened his eyes in amazement, glanced at the woman, back to the scroll, and then told us to wait while he grabbed the captain.
Ten minutes later our group of eight was walking inside the palace. Chrysa had explained to the captain about the attack on the ship, and on the streets of Sanduport, so we had a good thirty soldiers as an escort. These were hardened men and women. They wore thick polished plate armor, shields with moon symbols carved into the metal, and swords that I guessed were magical. It was clear that Sanduport had a lot of money, and I started to wonder if I had gotten in way over my head by agreeing to help the beautiful woman.
“Dearest Chrysa! Oh, how I have longed to see you again!” A man’s voice cut across the magnificent garden that the guards led us through. The group stopped, and a well-dressed man descended from the marble stairs ahead of us. He was a large man, maybe six and a half feet tall, and his fat stomach rolled over his belt with a generous hang. His robe was the same burgundy color as most of the decorations, and he wore a large gold medallion around his neck.
“Sharles?” Chrysa gasped, and the guards parted so the two could see each other better.
“Yes, child. Oh, I am so pleased to see how you have grown!” The two embraced as they laughed, and the big man lifted the much smaller noblewoman in the air like she was a child.
“I do remember you! Thank you for the letters all these years,” Chrysa said.
“Thank you for writing back! I know most prefer to just Mind message, but I love the wait and the handwritten correspondence.” The man turned to see the rest of us, and he raised a large hand to his mouth. “These do not look like your family guards. Unless they are suddenly making men in Iria as my dreams create them.” The man stepped toward me and made a deep bow.
“This is Leo Lennox, Cornalic of the Mind, Allurie, and Bolverk,” Chrysa hesitated a bit before she introduced the gnome, but the tattooed man didn’t even look like he was paying attention to anything but the axe he’d pushed into his belt. “Leo has agreed to be my Champion. We were attacked by pirates while we--”
“Goodness! Pirates?” the fat man asked, and the beautiful woman quickly summarized the story for him. Then she told him of the battle in the street. I noticed that she glossed over most of the gory parts, and I had to correct her a few times when she exaggerated my role in the battle.
“Sir Lennox. If even half of what Chrysa says is true, you are indeed a noble knight and a true champion of the crown. I have yet to introduce myself to you. I am Sharles Kailifar. I am the Royal Herald of Sanduport and Chief Administrator of the Council. I am a lover of art, wine, food, and dancing.” The man bowed deeply again, and Chrysa let out a cute giggle.
“Sharles is modest. I will fill in for you, Leo. He does everything around the palace. The place would fall apart without him. I suspect he is also the reason that I was invited to this election. I am more than sure that the council didn’t care about me.”
“That is not true, dear one. Everyone remembers you running around the palace when you were a babe. You were the sun to everyone’s morning. I might be the only one who sent letters, but you were never far from everyone’s heart. They are all beside themselves with thoughts of seeing how you have grown. Once you have been settled in your room, I will take you to them.” Sharles spoke with grand movements.
“Ha. I hope you are right. I have passed through many hardships to reach here. I do not have many memories of this place, but I seem to remember this garden and the beautiful armor.” Chrysa gestured to the guards standing around us, and I saw a few of the chiseled men smile.
“Let me walk with you. I have our most splendid rooms made up for you and your champion. Come!” Sharles wrapped his left arm around Chrysa’s right and his right arm through my left. Then we were walking through the palace.
The interior of the palace was more beautiful than I had expected. The Turkish theme continued from the outside decorations to the interior. The floors, columns, and walls were all made of a pale white marble. The spaces were grand, open, and airy. Hundreds of servants scurried past us as we walked with our entourage, but the hallways were wide, and there was plenty of room for the guards and servants to walk.
Sharles was a bit of a motor mouth. The man talked nonstop, and I wondered if he was able to breathe through his nose while words poured out of his lips. His conversation was like a flock of hummingbirds, and he fluttered from giving us a tour of the palace to asking me about my history, to inquiring about Chrysa’s family, to updating us about the latest drama with the chariot races, to asking about her painting hobby, to giving us the detailed taste description of the last bottle of wine he drank. Jax, Garf, and I were used to talking quickly with each other about our video game stuff, but Sharles made my head spin. Even Cornalic had shut up to let the man talk.
“I have placed you on the fourth floor on the west side of the southern wing. It has the best views of the gardens. We will have to walk up these stairs, it will not be a problem for you young folk, especially Sir Lennox here.” The man gave my bicep a squeeze and opened his mouth with appreciation.
“Sharles, you delight me. You are hardly old,” Chrysa said.
“I do feel it, though. This place has been lifeless for so long. Your father…” the man’s voice trailed off and then became a whisper. “I am good at my job, he tried to replace me four times and his operations fell apart. The man had little love for the things I hold dear. Your mother did though. Ahh! She enjoyed the arts and beautiful things.” Sharles winked at me when he finished, and I let out a chuckle. I was comfortable enough with my own sexuality to not mind men hitting on me.
“Here it is!” The herald gestured to a grand doorway. “This entrance leads to a semi-private wing. There are eight rooms here. The guards will be posted outside of this doorway, but also near the various windows and the individual suites inside. Come, let me show you what I have prepared.”
The herald led us through the rooms. They were each large, with private bathrooms, giant beds, lounging areas, and enough furniture to stock a retail store. Chrysa’s room was the biggest of the bunch, at about two thousand square feet, with an upper loft level where her servants could sleep if they wished. There was an eight-foot tall fountain off the side by the balcony doors, and the bubbling water cascaded down the marble sculptures of riding chariots.
“This is the size of three of my rooms put together,” Chrysa gasped as she studied the fountain.
“I am glad it pleases you. Come, let me show you the view.” The robed man gestured to the balcony doors, and the party followed him outside.
The balcony doors opened up to a veranda that was about half the size of a football field. It was crafted of granite, and four foot high stone fencing rimmed the perimeter. We passed another fountain styled with stone griffons, half a dozen individual pavilions, and then came to the edge of the balcony.
“Great view,” I commented.
“I didn’t even know that I missed this place,” Chrysa said with a sigh.
Half of the palace spread out beneath us. We had a clear view of the gardens we’d walked through earlier, a marble building that looked like it was some kind of mausoleum, and a fruit orchard. The designers of the grounds had crafted a small canal system through the gardens and orchards, and I could see a few small rowboats tied up against strategically placed docks.
“Oh Leo, this is so lovely. It looks like they have elves working in the gardens and orchards! I would love to work here,” Allurie said as she shuffled up to the railing next to me.
“We can always find a place for good workers!” Sharles said to my friend. “We have five kitchens on the property as well.”
“Oh! Maybe the old me would have wanted to stay, but I’m with Leo now,” the elf girl wrapped her arms around my bicep and then leaned her head on my arm. “Isn’t he wonderful? He hasn’t mated with me because--”
“Let’s talk about something else,” I interrupted Allurie.
“You are the last potential queen to arrive, Chrysa,” the fat man said as he faced the beautiful woman. “The council will want to move up their plans. We will begin the official process soon. I apologize for the suddenness of it all, but the political environment in the country is stressful. Have you lunched yet? I will have servants bring you and your entourage a meal. Then we will have a grand banquet tonight.” The man made a flourishing motion with his hands, and then he leaned in close to whisper to both of us. “That will actually be when the unofficial selection process begins.”
“Sharles, I wrote to you about this; I will do my best to serve if selected, but will feel no great disappointment if I am not. I love my home, and will be happy to return there,” Chrysa said.
“Dearest, we will feel a collective disappointment if you are not selected. Ha! I will go see to your lunch.” The man turned to me. “Is the champion ready?”
“I’m always ready, but I feel as if I might be missing something. I am being referred to as the champ--”
“Leo will be ready. Have no worries. Thank you, Sharles,” Chrysa said quickly, and she gave me a look that told me to stop talking.
“Very well! I will have servants return with food!” The fat man bowed and then walked away with surprising speed.
“What was that about?” I asked as soon as he was out of earshot.
“I was speaking to you earlier about the game Castles. Do you recall?”
“Yes,” I said, and I started to feel the cold tingle of dread enter my stomach.
“You told me you were good with strategy games. Are you good at Castles?”
“Leo is wonderful! He can beat anyone at any game! Have you seen his muscles? They are so strong,” Allurie said with a sigh.
“Allurie, maybe you can go find a bath for Bolverk, and some clothes for him. Oh and maybe ask around for directions to a Mind Healer? Can you do that job?”
“Yes! I can do that!” The elf girl spun around with a spread of silver hair and ran to the gnome. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but the woman grabbed onto the tattooed gnome’s arm and then proceeded to drag him back into the suites.
“So what about this game?” I turned to Chrysa.
“Each of the queens were to bring their champion to this trial,” the beautiful woman began to say, but she sighed at the end of her sentence.
“And?” I promoted after she paused for too long.
“And the captain of my guards was to be mine. So I am without one. Which will mean that I shall not be elected Queen, or I will have to represent myself during three of the five challenges.”
“So you want me to be your champion?”
“Yes. I am sorry, Leo. I should have been more direct with you earlier. When I had started to speak to you about it on the streets--”
“We were attacked. I understand,” I interrupted her. “What are these five challenges? What are the three you need me to do?”
“You will help me?” Her brown eyes were full of hope, and she took a small step toward me.
“Yes. You have agreed to help me find the item I want. I will do what I can for you. We are friends.” I smiled at her. I didn’t know exactly what these challenges were yet, but how hard could they be? I was the best video game player in the world. I’d be able to hack some mini games.
“Leo, you are--” the woman paused and then bit her lip as she looked around us. Her servants were standing on the edge of the balcony a good twenty feet away from us. They were speaking with Cornalic, and I could overhear the half-orc talking about saving orphan girls. I doubted that they could hear what Chrysa was saying. “You are honorable. I have the feeling you would help me, even if I couldn’t help you find the treasure you seek.”
“Maybe,” I said with a laugh. “I’m in a bit of a hurry.”
“I understand. I will briefly explain how each of these challenges works. The first is a simple melee tournament. The champions of each potential queen will meet in a ring and battle each other. The last man or woman standing will be elected the winner.”
“A fight to the death?” I asked with a bit of surprise.
“Oh no, they will be given protection amulets, and there will be a series of healers surrounding the circle with a hope of preventing accidents.
“How many of these women are you up against for election?”
“Five. My father had nine daughters in total, but four of them are seconds, and would not be in contention.”
“Each of these five women has a champion?”
“Yes, I wouldn’t call them women, though, Leo. I am the eldest and have just passed my nineteenth Winter. Most of them are girls and are being put up for election by their powerful families. That might be another reason why the council could favor me; I am old enough to rule without regency.”
“Five of these champions are going to enter this ring, and then just try to kill each other? I’m not seeing how that helps your country pick a queen.”
“I will admit that it is a bit barbaric, but there is some logic behind it. Rulers are only as powerful as their recruitment skills. Having a strong champion will mean that I am able to attract powerful men and women.” Chrysa shrugged. “There is also a political aspect to this challenge that I should speak to you of.”
“What do you mean?”
“It will be five champions in the ring, with little rules. During our dinner tonight, and until the time when the challenge starts, you and I will try to make allies with the other girls and their champions. If you enter the ring with two or three allies, it will make the conflict easier.”
“But it will be a fleeting alliance. If I make friends with someone, then I’ll just have to fight them at the end,” I said.
“That is true, so you might not want to pick the most powerful warrior as an ally since you will have to end up dueling them at the end. You want to ally with someone you think you can beat.”
“I see.” I leaned against the railing of the balcony and ran through a few scenarios in my head. I had first thought that Chrysa’s explanation of the challenge was ridiculous, but now I saw the genius behind it. This wasn’t all about combat prowess. This was about identifying an enemy’s or ally’s strengths and weaknesses to exploit them. The other champions were going to either sandbag their skills or bluff their abilities. I was going to have to see through all the bullshit and figure out who to work with.
If I even wanted to work with them at all.
“What is the next challenge?” I asked.
“The second one is something you will excel at. It is a dungeon exploration with a maximum of three members. The party to return with a magical item from the bottom of a chosen dungeon will be determined the winner,” she explained.
“Yeah. I’ll do great at that, but I don’t see how doing that will mean you are fit to be queen.”
“Oh, I will be the fourth member of the party. So the three will have to protect me during the exploration.” She smiled and nodded as she spoke as if her explanation should have made sense to me. Chrysa must have read my expression because she waved her hands and corrected her comment. “I am supposed to be directing the party. It is perhaps the worst of the contests because it doesn’t actually happen that way, but that was the tradition. Perhaps it is set up as just a temptation for the contesting queen to blunder her way through the event by ordering her champion and his party around. I know enough to just be quiet and let you work within your area of expertise.”
“Alright. The third?” I asked.
“Is Castles, and this might be the most important challenge.”
“What does it entail?”
“It is a strategic war game played on a life-sized field.” The beautiful woman gestured out past the garden, and I could see the edge of a grassy plain. “The champions summon golems to move across the field. There are a variety of castles to capture, and the game is won when all the castles are captured. The game is simple to learn, but it is deceptively complicated. There are three types of golems: Melee, Missile, and Support. You will want to get a balanced array of them, pay attention to what the opponent is doing, and then adapt your strategy. The good news is that it will be one of the last contests of the selection process, and the council will eliminate one of the five contestants by then. So you will only have to participate in two matches.”
“Will I get some time to learn and practice the game? I have never heard of it before,” I asked. The game she described sounded really damn cool, and I wondered if the Arnacript team had come up with it, or if the AI had made it.
“Yes! I will ensure that you get plenty of time to practice. We will need to be careful, though, or our enemies will see your strategies.”
“Understood. What of the other two contests? You said there were five in total?” I asked.
“Yes, the fourth is a summary of my poise and grace during this process. The council will vote on that. The last one is a bit tricky. The other potential queens will be asked to vote on who they want to be queen. They cannot choose themselves. So I must defeat the other girls, but still have their blessings to take the throne.”
“I understand, but let me summarize. You are getting a point or more for each of these. You get one from each of the challenges I do, one from the council, and then one from the other girls?” I asked.
“That is almost correct. There is a bit of a change of weight depending on where you place in the challenges, or how many votes you get. I’ll give you more details on that later.” The young woman pointed behind me, and I turned to see a group of servants enter with trays of food. “Let us eat now, then you can see to your strange friend. I can explain the rest to you over dinner tonight.” Chrysa wrapped her other arm around my bicep.
“That sounds good,” I said as I escorted the beautiful woman toward one of the dining tables that the servants set up.








Chapter 9
Later that day, Chrysa was able to get a squad of palace guards to escort Bolverk and me to the Sanduport’s most experienced Mind healer. She’d even procured a letter from Sharles with hopes it would let me get service without making an appointment.
The group of guards and the letter got us through the front door of the healer, and we were soon sitting in a lounge room.
“Leo Lennox. My muscles beg to rip out of this shirt,” the gnome said as he fingered the green tunic Allurie found for him. She’d also given the gnome a bath, and his hair was no longer a tangled weave of dreadlocks. Allurie had tied it in a ponytail that fell down his back. It actually looked healthy, and I was a bit surprised Allurie was able to sort the mess. Jax once tried dreadlocks and he had to shave off all his hair because he couldn’t get it untangled.
“Just wait a bit. I think this person will be able to help you,” I said to him.
“Like your pet elf helped me? She will be the first I feed to my orc-women harem,” the man growled.
“Ha.” I laughed at the man. “Allurie said you liked the bath. She told me you tried to punch the bubbles.”
“They outnumbered me at first, but I vanquished them all with the unbridled strength of my fists. None shall stand before our ascension to the Throne of War.”
“Greetings!” Called a voice from a doorway to the lounge. I looked over at a good looking young man with tan skin and dark brown hair. He wore an easy smile on his face and was dressed in a long cream-colored robe. “How might I help you two this fine afternoon?”
“We spoke to the women at the front and gave them a letter from Sharles Kailifar. I encountered this man during my travels,” I said as I gestured to Bolverk. “He was a prisoner of pirates, and he may have some injury his--”
“I am invincible, Leo Lennox. None can damage me. I am the God of Battle. His Avatar of War. When I ascend the Throne of Skulls, I will look over my domain and vanquish the unjust with a wave of my war hammer and a smash from my three-headed axe of malice,” Bolverk growled as he pointed his finger at me.
“I see,” said the tan young man.
“Are you the healer?” I asked him. I didn’t want to imply he wasn’t skilled, but he looked young.
“Yes, I am Taran. I’ve read the letter from our city’s beloved Royal Herald.” The young man turned to Bolverk and nodded his head. “You have magnificent hair. I see tattoos on your skull. Might I ask what they symbolize?”
“They are the markings of the gods. Put there to ensure I am their avatar on this world,” the gnome answered plainly.
“May I study them closer? Would you mind if I shaved your head so I can see them? You have long hair that might hamper you during your great battles.”
“Yes! You make a valid claim, healer. I will be able to kill easier without this mane. I shall let you shave my skull. Then you will behold the glory of my power.”
“Smart,” I whispered under my breath, and Taran gave me a quick wink.
“If you both will come this way, I have a comfortable chair you may sit on.”
Taran led us out of the lobby and into a back hallway of polished stone. We passed a set of closed doors, and he directed us to a room with a few comfortable leather chairs and what looked like a chiropractor’s bed. A tall wooden cabinet sat against one of the walls, and the healer pulled out some soap, a pair of shears, and a straight razor.
The crazy gnome seemed happy enough to climb onto one of the chairs, and Taran immediately set to work cutting the man’s massive mane.
“You seem skilled with those scissors,” I said after he made a few cuts.
“You might be surprised to know how much of my job entails grooming people,” the man laughed.
“Do you sell healing or protection books? Or do training?” I asked.
“I do both actually. You seem more like a warrior than a healer.”
“I know Breath of Life and Guardian of Fortune. I’d like to learn a few others.”
“I have some for you to look at. They are expensive, but you come from Sharles Kailifar, so I will guess that you have the coin.”
“I have some, and might have more in the next few weeks. I’ve diverted our conversation, though,” I said as the man reached for his razor. “I see the tattoos on his skull.”
“Yes. There is a strip in the center that is bare, but there are markings on each side,” the handsome healer said.
“Can you leave the center? Maybe trim it down a bit.” I thought about the British punk rockers and their mohawks. Bolverk would look totally awesome with one. Then I realized I was giving one of my NPC party members a makeover, and I almost laughed out loud. This game was great.
“Sure. I’ll just shave the sides. Yes. See?” the young man finished shaving the gnomes head, and I saw dark blue tattoos woven across his scalp.
“Over both hemispheres. Interesting,” Taran commented. “They are magical runes. I’ve not seen this before. Give me a moment.” Taran set the palms of his hands on Bolverk’s head and closed his eyes. The gnome didn’t seem to mind the man’s touch on his head, but he did sniff his nose.
I waited for what felt like ten minutes. There was no sign that the healer was using any ability. There was no glow or hum of magic, but he didn’t open his eyes during the time he had his hands on the tattoos.
“Ahhh,” the handsome man finally said as he let his hands fall from the gnome’s scalp.
“Did you figure it out?” I asked.
“Yes and no,” the healer said. “Would you two like some tea?”
“Sure. I have a feeling this is going to take a while.” I laughed, but the healer just gave me a ghost of a smile.
The expression made me a little worried.
“I would like the blood of my enemies in my tea. Then I would like the tea to be served to me in the skull of a dragon. If you fail to fulfill my requests, I will destroy you.” Bolverk pointed at the healer.
“No, but I have some honey, and I’ll serve it in a nice pewter mug with dragons on the side of the handle. It is my favorite set,” Taran said with a short laugh. I was surprised he could ignore the gnome’s threat so easily.
“That will do, healer, but I am watching you with my eyes. When I ascend to the throne, I will not be giving you a harem filled with half-orc warrior women.”
“I think I’ll be just fine with the tea.” The healer laughed again. “Come with me.”
We walked out of the operation room and back to the lounge area. Taran gestured for us to sit on a couch there and then he walked behind one of his medicine counters. A few minutes later he brought us a tray of cups and poured us a cup of fragrant tea.
“From what I can tell, it is a Mindlock. His brain might be damaged, but I can’t tell for sure because my magic is sealed from accessing it.”
“I’m not sure I understand,” I said.
“I will try to clarify,” the healer said. “When most healers look at, let’s say an arm, they can see if the limb is functioning properly. They can observe how it moves to see if it has proper muscle structure. They can easily see if the limb is broken.”
“I’m with you so far,” I said as I sipped my tea.
“I can do the same with someone’s mind. Most people have internal injuries caused by head trauma, poor diet, or aging.”
“Like memory issues?” I thought about my parents.
“Of course! I can see them easily, and then I can heal them with various skills I have. Just as you use Breath of Life, I have specific abilities I have mastered. First, I must identify the problem, though. This is the issue with your muscular friend here.” Taran gestured at the gnome. “I can’t see into his mind because someone has put a magical barrier there. Since I can’t see an injury, I don’t know what to heal.”
“Can you try a bunch of different abilities to see what works?” I asked with a shrug.
“Ha! Spoken like an adventurer. Unfortunately, I cannot use my abilities that way. I will need someone else to remove these runes if you want me to look into your friend’s mind.”
“Is there anyone who knows that magic in Sanduport?” I asked.
“I do know of one, shall I write you a referral letter?” Taran set down his tea.
“Yeah. That would be great.”
New Quest: Discover why Bolverk is Mindlocked.
“Something to consider is that he might not be injured,” Taran said as he stood from the couch.
“What do you mean? He says things that show he is not rational, and he could be, in fact he has been, a danger to himself and others,” I said.
“He didn’t attack me,” the healer shrugged. “As I said, I am not an expert on rune magic, but I do feel traces of a calming enchantment.” Taran looked to the gnome and made a sly smile “Good sir, would you attack me?”
“You? I only crush warriors or villains. Not healers. It is not befitting of the God of Battle,” Bolverk growled as he clenched his fist.
“You attacked me on the ship,” I said to the small man.
“The gods demanded that we battle for dominance. You won, now I serve and you will lead me to the Throne of Ascension. The gods have told me this.” The gnome’s facial expression made me think I was an idiot for pointing out that he attacked me.
“Here is my guess: His mind is damaged, and they couldn’t heal it, so they did the best that they could and put the runes over it so no one else would accidentally try again. It was probably a community that lacked a Mind Healer but had rune magic. Might be a deep gnome or dwarf society. I don’t think your friend will become aggressive unless he is provoked. He does seem fierce, but unless someone attacks him, he won’t do anything but growl at them.” Taran shrugged.
“But I need a second opinion?” I asked him.
“Yes. Go see this Rune Mage. He is old, dwarven, and grouchy, but he might be able to tell you more. Here is the note.” The healer passed me a folded envelope after he applied his wax seal.
“Great. Thank you for your help. How much do I?--”
“No charge. It was a favor for Sharles. He sends plenty of business from the castle my way. Would you like to see some of my ability books?” The young man gestured to the counter at the far end of the room. There were dozens of books neatly stacked there.
“Yes, if you don’t mind,” I said as my mouth began to water.
“What is your budget?” He asked.
“Uhhh.” Allurie told me that she’d pulled three hundred gold pieces from the assassins. There were also a few small gems Cornalic thought we could sell for a few hundred. I might also get payment from Chrysa at the end of this job, but at the moment, I was broke and window shopping. “I’m looking for something better than Breath of Life in healing and Guardian of Fortune in protection. Just a little better, maybe under six thousand for each one, if you have something.
“I’ve got two that might work for you.” Taran pulled a book down and set it in front of me. “This is a basic healing spell that will work faster than Breath of Life, and this,” he said as he reached for another book, “will make your targets immune to damage from non magical weapons.”
“Ohh,” I said as I held up the first book. As I pivoted it in my hand, my UI popped up. The orange text read off the description of the ability. It hadn’t done that when I was in Arnicoal, so I guessed the developers must have made a tweak to my UI. I hadn’t asked for it, but it was a splendid idea since I worried about having enough Light ability to learn my previous skills.
 
Minor Heal Light 30, Body 10. Spell. Target is healed for 15% of their total health.
 
“Seems really straightforward. I notice it says, Minor Heal. Is that different from Light Heal?” I asked.
“You saw its name? I didn’t tell you what it was named. How did you read it?” Taran asked with evident confusion.
“Oh, I, uhhh, just guessed it was a Minor Heal. Is there a difference?”
“Yes. The Light
will heal more. Then it is Major, Greater, Full, and Superior.”
“Superior? That sounds interesting. Does that heal someone back to full and then some?” I laughed.
“Yes, it does!” Taran laughed with me. “I’ve only heard of it. Most non-adventuring healers like myself don’t need abilities that powerful. Apparently, Superior Heal will heal someone to full and then give them another half of their life for an hour or so. I once spoke to an adventurer who said he had it cast on him once. He claimed it was the most wonderful sensation he ever experienced.”
“Wow.” I liked the idea of being able to heal my party past their full health. “Let me look at this next book.” I picked up the other ability tome and turned it in my hands.
 
Spirit of Stone Light 65, Mind 30. Enchantment Spell. Intended target is enchanted with Spirit of Stone. While enchantment is active, non-magical attacks against target will do 0 damage. Enchantment lasts caster’s Light attribute divided by 10 in seconds. (5.6 seconds). Once Spirit of Stone has ended, target cannot be enchanted by another Spirit of Stone spell for 180 seconds - caster’s Light attribute. (124 seconds).
 
I immediately saw the advantage to the ability. This enchantment would last a lot longer than Guardian of Fortune, and if I got my Light attribute up high enough, I’d be able to ignore the cooldown. Still, there was a lot of overlap between Spirit of Stone and Guardian of Fortune. I wouldn’t mind having this ability, but I really needed an instant heal that wasn’t on a ten-minute cooldown. Breath of Life just wasn’t good enough for serious combat.
“What is the price for each?” I asked Taran.
“I will do 5,000 gold for Minor Heal and 6,000 for Spirit of Stone. It is a good deal on the latter one. I’ve somehow got three of them so I’m giving you a discount.”
“Great. Thanks. I’ll need to go check my finances,” I said as I forced a smile to my lips. Damn, abilities in this game were crazy expensive. I could understand why Zarra wanted to make it that way, though. She wanted Ohlavar Quest to feel as if it was real life and flipping through a book to instantly learn an ability was not how real life was. I imagined a lot of players would take the time to come to a class every day so that they could learn new abilities without spending a ton of coin.
“I understand. They will be here for you when you are ready. I also have other abilities, if you have more money or a high Light attribute.” Taran waved to the other books behind him. There must have been over 800,000 gold worth of magical tomes on the wall there. The sight made me wonder if stealing and selling ability books was a profession. Perhaps Cornalic would know.
“Thank you again. I’ll take my friend to visit the rune magician. You ready, Bolverk?” I asked the gnome berserker.
He was still sitting on the couch behind me, and I saw that he figured out how to make his mohawk stand at attention. For a second, I wondered what kind of goop he would have used to mold his hair, but then I saw the small container of honey next to the tea was empty.
“Great meeting you, Leo. Come back if you need anything,” Taran said with a wave when we exited his healing shop.
“We will,” I said as I returned his wave.








Chapter 10
“The Rune Mage said the markings were ancient. He had no idea what they meant, or who would have the skill to put them there,” I said to Cornalic when we returned to the palace later that day. It was about an hour before dinner time, and we were both changing into new sets of clothes that Sharles Kailifar gifted to us.
“What are you thinking of doing with the stout man?” the half-orc asked as he tied the laces on the front of his shirt.
Both of our outfits were a teal color and had white embroidery of waves decorating the shoulders, sleeves, and cuffs. The color was the national hue of Chrysa’s land. Each of the contestants and their entourage were supposed to wear their selected color for the rest of the proceedings. The Herald had already delivered us each a chest full of clothes. The two outfits I was switching between were a bit threadbare, so I was delighted to receive the gift from the big man.
“We can’t take him to dinner. He’ll have to stay here,” I said as I glanced to the corner of our suite. Bolverk sat on a rug there with his too large axe and sword on the ground. His eyes were closed, but I could see his mouth moving as if he was having a conversation with himself.
“What of after dinner?” the green-skinned man finished tying the front of his shirt and then lifted one of his five weapon straps.
“We are allowed to bring a long blade and a dagger to dinner,” I smirked at the man as I gestured to the pile of weapons on the ground. “I’ll have to figure out what to do with Bolverk tomorrow. I might try another healer. Do you know of places that will care for someone with his… uhhh, dispositions?” I asked the half-orc.
“Hmmm, might I suggest an alternative, dear Leo?”
“Sure, but I have a feeling that I know what you are about to say.” I sighed and shook my head.
“From what you briefed me on with these challenges, we will need another member for our part of this dungeon exploration. You, my dear friend, are worth two or three normal adventurers because of your amazing fighting skills and zephyr-like healing speed. I have no doubt that the two of us would be able to do this challenge with the beautiful queen in tow. However, we really should have someone devoted to taking the defender role. Just as Mira did in our last dungeon adventure.”
“I’m not sure if that is a good idea, but I will think about it.” I glanced back at the gnome, but the small man wasn’t looking at me.
“Please do. I like the man. He reminds me of my kinsmen, only less smelly and with better table manners.”
“Ha, I don’t think anyone has better table manners than you.” I smirked at my friend.
“Dearest friend, Leo, can you believe it?” Cornalic said as he gestured to his outfit. The suit really did look good on him. No one had taken his measurements, but the velvet, satin, and suede pieces hugged the muscles of his chest, waist, and thighs perfectly. The man’s dimensions were something out of a comic book. I had broad shoulders, but Cornalic’s were a good fifty percent larger, his waist was narrow, and his hips jutted out to form a muscular hourglass shape. “I’m but a simple half-orc orphan adventurer, but now I am to be dining with a room full of queens. I shall be hobnobbing with nobility. I shall tell them jokes, make them laugh, and feast upon the most delicious of foods while I keep my sharp ears open for skullduggery.”
“It’s a nice looking outfit. You are a charming guy, I think they will be impressed with you,” I said to my friend. I hadn’t noticed any sort of the same racism against half-orcs that I noticed with elves and Fenia, but I hadn’t paid much attention to the glances of NPCs toward Cornalic. He was physically intimidating, and I guessed most people wouldn’t risk giving the man the stink eye.
“I’m supposed to wear this amulet to show I am Chyrsa’s champion,” I said while clasping the thick medallion around my neck. The piece of jewelry was made of gold, in the shape of a coin three inches in diameter, and etched with the design of a crown.
“You look dashing, dear friend. I’m sure the other champions will be intimidated by your physique and charmed by your warm smile.”
“Thanks, buddy. Let’s get going.” I turned to the gnome sitting in the corner and cleared my throat. “Bolverk, we are going to a dinner. I asked the servants to bring you some food. Are you okay to wait here?”
“When you descend the mountain of war, and see the broken bodies of your enemies, you will know that time has no meaning. All is as I have foreseen during my life as a warrior god,” The gnome said without opening his eyes.
“I’m going to take that as a yes. We’ll chat later.” I nodded to the muscular half-orc, and we left our room.
It was a short walk to Chrysa’s domicile. Before I could knock, the door opened, and Allurie stepped out of the hallway.
“Leo! You look so handsome! Oh!” the elf girl sighed when she looked at me.
“Uhhh, you look great also, Allurie,” I said hesitantly. My friend was wearing a teal satin dress that seemed to drip down her body like water. One of the shoulders was bare, the front was cut so low that it almost reached her bellybutton, the middle hugged her hips tight enough to show the small shapes of her lean muscles, and the bottom swept out as if it was a ball gown. Most of the cloth was bare of decoration, but the bottom hem of the dress was embroidered with the same white wave pattern that Cornalic’s and my outfit possessed.
“You like it?” she asked as she raised one of her hands to shyly brush across a black pearl necklace which lay across her collarbone. Her hair was tied tightly back, and her silvery mane was decorated with black pearls that offset her creamy skin.
“Yeah. Uhh. You look beautiful.”
“Thank you, Leo.” Allurie blushed.
“She does!” Chrysa exclaimed as she stepped around the elf. “I hope you don’t mind me dressing up your friend. I asked if she could be my handmaiden during this dinner. Allurie has been helping me dress and has told me you taught her how to fight. I am only allowed to bring a small entourage to this dinner, and I figured that--”
“It is fine,” I said to the beautiful brown eyed woman. She was also wearing a long teal colored dress, but while Allurie’s was smooth satin, Chrysa’s looked to be a textured and delicately stitched wool. The top half of the dress over her bodice was made of a white wavy lace. The bottom of the dress was also crafted of the same sheer material, and I could see a hint of her shapely legs through the fabric. The young woman’s hair was not pulled back like Allurie’s, but it was styled with the same wavy curls. The noblewoman’s hair, neck, and arms were decorated with white pearls, and she presented a nice contrast to Allurie.
“Your glance convinces me you also like my dress,” Chrysa said to me, and her cheeks flushed a pretty red color.
“Yeah. You look great. Like a queen. I’d vote for you,” I said with a laugh.
“Thank you. Shall we leave for dinner then?” she asked.
I nodded to the brown eyed beauty, and the four of us walked down the hallway of her wing. There was already a group of guards waiting for us, and the armored soldiers led us through the grand palace.
“Leo,” Allurie whispered after we walked for a few minutes with the guards.
“Yeah?”
“I have been thinking about some things…” her voice trailed off, and she looked down at her beautiful dress.
“Okay…”
“I have the daggers on me, but I kind of lied to Chrysa. I don’t really know how to fight. Part of me doesn’t want to know. It doesn’t seem fun. Another part of me wants to go with you when you explore dungeons. I never want to leave your side. When I left Gratia’s stronghold, I was going to--”
“Yeah, let’s not talk about that right now. Are you asking me to teach you how to fight?” I raised an eyebrow at her. She had never seemed interested in learning, but I remembered her standing with her daggers in the shop while Cornalic fought the assassins.
“Yes.” Allurie sighed. “In a perfect world. I would mate with you every few hours, give you lots of pretty little children, and then take care of you. I know you have a mission, though. I know you want to find these relics. I love you. I want to help you find them.”
“Can human and elves have kids?” I asked. I realized that I hadn’t seen anyone I would have classified as a half-elf, but Cornalic was a half-orc, so it must have been possible.
“Oh yes, when two people love each other enough, anything is possible. Cornalic is a half-elf! His parents must have loved each other very much.”
“Huh?” I looked at my muscular friend. He was walking a few steps ahead of me and chatting with Chrysa about her dress. The man must have heard Allurie say his name, and he turned his head to wink at me. I felt like I was a bit of an ass for just thinking the man was a half-orc and half-human, but as soon as Allurie pointed out his heritage; the shape of his ears, the graceful movements, and the talkative personality made a lot more sense.
“I know you prefer men, but at night, when you lie down to return to your home, I often look at your handsome face and daydream about what our children--”
“Let’s talk about the training stuff,” I interrupted her with a chuckle. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to do any of this. I heard that elves don’t like fighting. You are my friend, and I will care for you even if you aren’t exploring dungeons with me. I don’t want you doing this because you think it might get me to--”
“Oh, no! Leo! I would never think that. I want to make you happy. It is true, the thought of fighting or hurting someone makes me sad, but what makes me sadder is the idea of not being able to protect my friends. When we were attacked by those mean men, I realized that I didn’t know how to help you or Cornalic. I felt so useless. I didn’t like the feeling. Chrysa might have died if you or Cornalic failed to protect us. I don’t know how to use those daggers you gave me. I wanted to help, but I couldn’t. Will you teach me?”
“Yeah. I think I can do that,” I said after I thought about it for a few moments. This was a new angle to Ohlavar Quest I hadn’t even thought about. Could I train NPCs to fight? Could I teach them new abilities? The old adventurer Switt once told me elves could become powerful adventurers, and I had seen Allurie pull out those daggers with amazing speed. Could I train her to be a powerhouse? Would she even have the disposition to be dependable in combat?
“That makes me happy. Can we start tomorrow? I am eager for you to teach me all sorts of things.” She said the sentence with the word “teach,” emphasized and I almost rolled my eyes.
“You aren’t just using this as a reason for me to--”
“Oh, no! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. Although the thought of you giving me your undivided attention, maybe with your shirt off, maybe with your chest oiled, maybe with most of my clothes off, maybe with you running your fingers over my body, does make my heart skip.”
“It won’t be like that. Martial arts are a lot of work,” I said.
“Ohhhhh,” she said with a long sigh.
“No, it’s, uhhh--” I tried to think of the right world that wouldn’t give Allurie any more sexual ideas.
“Like a job? I love jobs!” She beamed at me.
“Okay. I’ll think about how to get you started. Let’s focus on this dinner for now. I want you to listen to everything you can and pay attention to anyone whispering about Chrysa, Cornalic, you, or me. Can you do that?”
“Yes, Leo. I like this job. I will do my best for you.”
“Great. We’ll talk after dinner.” I moved from the side of the elf to stand closer to Chrysa.
We reached the door to what I guessed was the banquet hall. Sharles was addressing a group of red clothed nobles, and the big man gestured for our guards to keep us stationed some thirty feet behind them.
I guessed the group in red was one of our competitors. I noticed a girl of maybe fourteen years, standing next to a couple who looked like her grandparents. The man and woman both had long gray hair and sharp features. The young girl was pretty, but she shot a sour glare toward Chrysa as soon as we arrived.
On the other side of the girl stood a tall woman wearing a ruffled red tunic with thick leather sleeves. The tunic came down to a tight black leather corset and then flared out to a skirt that looked as if it was made of studded vertical leather straps. The woman turned to look at me, and the bands of leather shifted to reveal the red bikini style underwear and toned legs. She wore a scimitar on her belt opposite a curved dagger, and the champion amulet was around her neck. The warrior woman’s obsidian hair was tied back in a simple ponytail, her face was a perfect diamond shape, and her green eyes glowed with fierce intelligence. We both studied each other for a few more moments, and then the woman turned away so she could speak with Sharles.
“She is beautiful,” Allurie gasped.
“I believe that is the Teedan family. They are powerful nobles from the continent of Quator. The girl is Yenna, her grandparents are Keenha and Sullna. I believe her champion is named Moryana,” Chrysa explained. “Sharles gave me a brief description of who everyone was while you were out helping your friend.”
“Dearest Leo, we might have a problem,” Cornalic whispered.
“What?” I leaned over.
“I have been to Quantor. Lovely continent. There are five different kingdoms there with many powerful people. I have heard of Moryana if this is the same woman. It is said she is a sword dancer.”
“What is a sword dancer?” I asked.
“They can channel magic through their blades when they fight. Even the most novice of them are said to be near impossible to defeat. If this is the Moryana I have heard of, then she is the most feared of the bunch.”
“You’ve never fought one?” I asked the half-orc.
“No, dearest friend. I prefer to run away from people who could hurt me. If you recall, I have a medical condition in which I bleed when people cut me.” He shook his head and let out a sigh.
“They must have hired her for this. The Teedan’s are said to be wealthier than my family so they can afford someone powerful to be their champion,” Chrysa whispered. “What do you think, Leo?”
“I believe I need to talk to her. If I think that she can beat me, I’ll figure out an alliance with someone else.” My gamer’s mind was already twisting through the options. As much as I didn’t want to lose any of these challenges, the idea of dueling someone who might be able to beat me in virtual combat was all sorts of exciting.
Sharles finished speaking to the red-garbed nobles, and he gestured for them to enter the doors of the hall. The black-haired woman turned again to glance at me, and then she nodded before turning to walk through the doors.
“Ahh. My dear lovelies! I am happy to see you. Let us speak a few moments.” The tall, fat man gestured for us to step to the door with a wave of his thick fingers.
“Are we late?” Chrysa asked with concern.
“No, darling. However, everyone else is early, so you are the last to arrive. It is no worry; you will have the grandest of entrances. I will announce you myself. It might anger the other families, but most of them believe you are in my heart already. They are correct, of course.”
“Can you tell me who is wearing which color, and who I need to look out for?” I asked the robed man.
“Yes, good Sir Lennox. That was the Teedan family. The child is Yenna. She is a pretty thing but spoiled. Her champion is Moryana.”
“The sword dancer?” Cornalic asked.
“Yes, Sir Cornalic of the Mind.”
“Oh dear,” my friend signed.
“I would not fret. Sir Lennox is quite large, muscular, and his face shows cleverness. I have no doubt Chrysa has picked the correct champion for her crown.
“Who else is inside?” I asked.
“The three other families are the Freelans, the Grytars, and of course, the Sanduports. We have asked the King’s widow to dress in the colors of her home country since we have not yet determined who will have the throne. The Freelans are wearing yellow. The Grytars are in gray, and the Sanduports are in dark green.”
“Can you tell me about their champions?” I asked.
“Of course! The Freelans have brought one of their knights. A man named Rodin Worred. The Grytars have brought a minotaur named Tia’tor Barta, and the Sanduports have brought Cesnie Kayleic. She is considered to be one of the finest Castles strategists in our land.”
“Ahhh,” I said as the pieces fell into place. I had not met a minotaur in the game yet, but I had seen one strolling through the streets of Arnicoal. The creature stood nine feet tall, maybe ten including horns, and I wondered if the other families were figuring that Sanduport would win at Castles no matter who they brought, so they decided on a strategy which would let them win at the melee or dungeon exploration challenges.
How in the hell had Chrysa believed she was going to win by bringing her guard captain as her champion? The other families were obviously spending a lot of money and putting a great deal of thought into this contest. Then again, the young woman admitted to me that she didn’t care about winning. She just wanted to get out of this situation alive.
“Should I know anything about the girls?” I asked the Herald.
“I’ve spoken at length with Chrysa about them. They will be her worry, Sir Lennox, but I imagine you will easily determine their weaknesses by observation. I will only warn you about our beloved king’s widow, Queen Yrisi. You will understand why our king engaged her in marriage as soon as you see her, but you will understand why he is no longer with us if you exchange words with her.” The large man leaned toward my ear, and I barely heard his soft whisper.
“I’m guessing you don’t like her.” I chuckled softy.
“I do fear for our kingdom, good Sir Lennox. Now, let me walk you fine folk inside and make a grand announcement.” The man gestured for us to follow him, and he walked through the double sets of doors.
“May I present to you: Chrysa Aitcha Sanduport! Her champion, Sir Leo Lennox! Their entourage of Sir Cornalic of the Mind and Lady Allurie of Cutno!” Sharles spread his arms wide as he spoke and then bowed to the crowd as he gestured to us.
The grand hall was set with a single large table. A quick count gave me thirty seats in total, so I guessed there were ten people on the council. The hall was much too large for such a small gathering, but the walls were lined with armored guards, and a group of servants stood to the side at the ready. I was actually surprised at how mingled the different family colors were. I half expected this to be similar to a high school dance, with a clear division of cliques, but yellow, red, green, and gray clothed people were mixed across the hall. There were also people dressed in burgundy robes similar to Sharles, and I guessed them to be members of the kingdom’s council.
The eyes in the room all turned to us, and I almost waved out of force of habit. It would have been something world champion gamer Leo Lennox would have done, but I wasn’t that person anymore, and this wasn’t real life.
Chrysa did make a low curtsey gesture, and I followed her movement with a bow toward the finely dressed people. Then the beautiful woman wrapped her arm around mine, and I walked her toward the gathered crowd.
I felt like we were pieces of meat at a butcher’s auction. The champions were standing on the right side of the room, and they whispered to each other while they watched me. As soon as we joined the main crowd, there was a flurry of conversation around us, and Chrysa introduced me to way too many people, way too fast. As soon as the first wave of names had passed, I excused myself from her arm and walked over to where my medallion wearing competition was standing.
“Greetings, I’m Leo,” I said once I stepped into their circle.
“We heard,” a blond man said to me. He was tall, good looking, and sneered at me. The man wasn’t as muscular as me, but he had the alert stance of a warrior. His hair was a straw-colored blonde, and he wore it like a mullet.
“Rodin Worred?” I asked.
“Sir Rodin Worred,” he corrected with a sigh. “Your accent is atrocious. Where are you from?”
“Cutno,” I replied as I turned to the rest of the group.
The minotaur was rather intimidating. He was at least ten feet tall, with hairy arms as thick as my thighs. Both of his horns were sawn off, and they were capped with a dark metal. His hair was a dark black color, and he had white spots on his shoulders that might have actually been scars.
“I’ve never heard of the place,” the knight said as I looked up into the dark eyes of the massive creature.
“It is near Arnicoal. Please forgive me, Sir Lennox, I have traveled to that place, yet your accent is still not familiar.” The woman who spoke wore a tight fitting dark green uniform and a rapier with a decorative dragon hilt. She wore her platinum blonde hair in a bob haircut, and her steel-blue eyes stared at me behind half-closed eyelids. I couldn’t tell if the woman was interested in me, or bored.
“I sometimes feel as if I am a stranger in a strange land. I’m guessing you are Cesnie Kayleic.”
“You guess correctly. Although, I should point out the reason Sir Rodin was so rude to you is because you forgot his title.” The woman’s lips formed a half-smile.
“My apologies to the both of you Sir Rodin and Lady Cesnie.”
“I take no offense,” the blonde woman smiled fuller, and her eyes twinkled a bit. She was pretty, not as beautiful as the leather skirted warrior woman who stood next to her, but her reputation as the kingdom’s best Castles player was intriguing. I didn’t know if she could use the sword at her hip, but her smile made me think she might be open to an alliance.
“I still do take offense, but what can be done about people from backwater cities? Just ignore them, I suppose.”
“I suppose,” I said to the man with a shrug, and the five of us were silent for a few moments as we stared at each other.
“You are Moryana? Errr, Lady Moryana? I have heard you are a sword dancer. I am ignorant of the classification, can you tell me more about your skills?” I finally asked the darkly beautiful woman in red.
“Ha. She's no lady. Sir Lennox is quite confused,” the blond knight sighed.
“Ahh, I’m afraid I don’t know how many of these titles work, but it does sound like you are insulting her.” I shook my head at the man.
“Sir Rodin Worred is correct, I am not in the service of a house or interested in being part of one. I am here as a hired mercenary. After I win this crown for my patron, I will sell my skills to the next bidder.” The beautiful warrior woman’s voice as sultry and her accent made the W’s of her words sound like V’s.
“No honor. See?” He shrugged at me.
“You could say the same of me then, Chrysa Aitcha has hired me for this job, but I am a free agent.”
“No, Sir Leo Lennox. You allow yourself to be titled, but I do not.” The obsidian haired beauty shrugged. “We are different.”
“I see,” I said, even though I didn’t really understand. “Can you tell me more of sword dancers? I am ignorant of the subject.”
“It is a sword technique as old as Ohlavar. We allow the flow of our bodies to enter the stream of magic which surrounds us all. It gives us unbridled power.”
“Ahh. Is it Body magic, or Mind magic?” I asked.
“I can shuffle between the axis like a tornado’s current. Such things like Body, or Mind. Light or Shadow. They mean nothing to me. I dance with my blade as the situation deems necessary and end all who stand before me. Do not worry, Sir Leo Lennox, I will do my best not to harm you during our battle. Your face is handsome, and I can tell you use your looks to overcome most of your challenges.” The woman’s green eyes stared at me intently when she finished speaking.
“I’m not sure if you complimented me, insulted me, or warned me, but thank you for the education,” I said as I smiled at her.
“And you are Tia’Tor Barta? Do I need a title?” I asked the minotaur.
“No, Sir Lennox.” The deepness of the massive creature’s voice made my ribs vibrate. “You may call me what you will. It will not matter. You will not pass the second round of our conflict. You lack the skill, strength, or discipline. Do not bother attempting to befriend me. Just be grateful that you will wear the protective amulet the day after tomorrow.”
“Ahh. Okay.” I shrugged and caught the eye of a servant. I gestured for her to come over and grabbed a glass of wine from her tray. I didn’t really feel thirsty, but it gave me something to focus on while the four champions stared at me.
I was used to getting shit talked. I was a pro gamer. The taunts from these assholes didn’t really intimidate me. Well, maybe the minotaur's did because he was almost twice my size, but I was sure the others were just posturing.
“How did you come to be in Lady Chrysa Aitcha’s employment?” Cesnie asked after she also took a glass of wine from the servant.
“We met on a ship coming here from Arnicoal. We were attacked by pirates, and her guards were killed.”
“Frightful business, piracy. We don’t have such issues near our kingdom,” Rodin grunted. The servant went to walk away, but the knight stopped her with a wave and then took a glass of wine. “We aren’t battling until the day after,” he said after he took his first sip.
“How many pirates? Which ship were you on?” the blonde woman asked over the edge of her glass.
“More than four,” I said to her with a wink, and she chuckled. “But I’m guessing you already know the name of the ship.” I met her steel-blue eyes with mine and held her gaze.
“Perhaps you are more than just some muscle,” she said after a few moments.
“Probably not,” I said as I took another sip of my wine. “I’m afraid that I haven’t played Castles before. Would I be able to beg some lessons from you tonight or tomorrow?” I asked her.
There was silence between the group for a few moments, and the blonde woman’s left eyebrow raised.
“Sir Lennox, why would you think I would want to teach you?” she asked.
“Because the rumor is that you are the best, and if someone ends up the best at something, it is normally because they love it. I’m sure you can’t teach me enough in one day to beat you, but you might be able to help me defeat whoever I face in the first round.” I gestured to the other three champions. Tia’tor huffed, and Rodin’s eyes were wide. Moryana’s green eyes distracted me for a second, and I saw the woman smile.
A bell rang out through the hall, and the five of us turned to the head of the table.
“Royal guests, dinner will be served shortly. Please sit where you feel most comfortable,” Sharles called out with his honey voice.
“I will consider it over dinner, Sir Lennox,” Cesnie said. “Perhaps you would sit next to me so we might speak more?” the woman slid her arm around mine and nodded toward the table.
“And I will sit on the other side of Sir Leo Lennox.” Moryana’s hand wrapped around the bicep of my other arm. I hadn’t even seen the woman move from her spot in our standing circle, and I felt a shiver of dread tingle down my spine.
“I will not argue with this arrangement. My mother always told me not to make beautiful women angry,” I said to both of them.
“She is a wise woman. I hope you have followed her advice,” Moryana said.
“No, I must admit that I haven’t so far.” I smiled at the dark beauty, and her eyes narrowed.
Then I escorted both women to the dining hall table.








Chapter 11
“Leo, I’m concerned about a potential alliance with Lady Cesnie Kayleic. I would wager Queen Yrisi is the mastermind behind the two assassination attempts,” Chrysa said. It was after dinner, and the four of us had just returned to our set of suites.
“I would agree with that theory, but Cesnie hasn’t agreed to anything beyond meeting me tomorrow morning for breakfast and some time on the Castles board.”
“I’m sure an alliance is what she wants, and it seemed like you might have been interested in that, and maybe more, when I saw you two at dinner.” Chrysa huffed a bit and crossed her arms.
“All the champions sat next to each other, Chrysa.” I gave the young woman a smile. “Is there something you want to talk about besides this selection process?”
“I will take Allurie into our room for some rest,” Cornalic said as he stood from the couch. “I do believe I will be taking the night watch. Is that correct, dearest Leo?” the half-orc said.
“Yeah. If you wouldn’t mind,” I replied. It was a code between the three of us that I would be leaving to go home. I needed to eat, and take a shower, and then get some rest. I had a big day tomorrow.
“It will be fine. Let us go, Allurie,” Cornalic said to the elf girl.
Allurie gave us both a smile and then left with the half-orc. Once they were gone, I turned to Chrysa and waited for her to speak.
“I apologize, Leo. My comment was uncalled for. I am very happy you are my champion,” she said as soon as my friends had left the room.
“It’s fine. I understand that Cesnie is sworn to the team we’ve got to beat, but I do need to use her to learn how to play Castles better.”
“I understand. I did attempt to make friendly conversation with Queen Yrisi last night. The woman was difficult. Perhaps I am grateful you have made allies. It seemed the Teedan champion also spoke with you.” Chrysa arched a delicate eyebrow, and her eyes narrowed a bit.
“Yeah. Moryana and I only talked a little. I can’t tell which one is more dangerous. Cesnie asked way too many questions, and Moryana just watched me like she was a huntress studying her prey. I was in a strange spot because I wanted Cesnie to think I was strong so she would ally with me, but I don’t want Moryana to believe I’m a threat, or she might go after me first.” I reviewed the dinner conversation in my mind again. I was used to being surrounded by attractive women, but my two dinner companions had been both beautiful and deadly.
I still didn’t know which one was the deadliest.
“I have played Castles many a time. Perhaps I can join you two--” Chrysa began to say, but there was a loud knock on the door to her suite.
“Sir Lennox, you have a visitor,” a female guard said after my friend asked them to enter.
“At this hour? Who?” Chrysa asked.
“Sir Rodin Worred. Should I send him in?” she asked.
Chrysa and I looked at each other. I read the expression on her face, and I turned to the guard. “I will meet him in the front lobby of the wing,” I said.
“Very well, sir,” the guard said.
I gave Chrysa a nod and followed the guard to the front doors of our wing. The blond knight was waiting there. The man carried a wooden box in his hands, and he nodded to me when I approached.
“Good evening, Sir Lennox.”
“Good evening, Sir Rodin Worred. How can I help you?”
“I’ve brought you a gift, and I was hoping you could share it while we talk in private.” The man nodded at the box in his hands. He was dressed as he was at dinner, with a sunflower yellow suede suit that had leather pads on the elbows, knees, and shoulders.
“Yeah. I ahhh…” I turned to look at the guard who escorted Rodin here, and the woman guessed what I wanted.
“This room over here is empty, Sir Lennox. Would you like me to call the servants to bring you both food and drink?”
“That is unnecessary. I have brought the drink,” Rodin said with a chuckle.
We followed the guard into one of the grand rooms. Then we sat at a table near the door. The knight opened the box as soon as we were seated. It contained a bottle and two tumbler glasses.
“This is the finest from my country. I hope you will accept it as an apology,” the man said as soon as the guard had left the room.
“An apology?” I asked.
“Yes, I was rude to you during dinner. My intention was to throw off the other champions, but I might have gone a bit too far. Please enjoy.” The man handed me a glass of the dark purple liquid and then poured one for himself. Once he was done, he raised his glass. “You are the variable in the equation. My game might not have worked, but it didn’t hurt. Unless I have hurt your pride, in which case, allow me to apologize again.” The blonde man sipped his brandy, and I followed his example. It was superb, but I never felt much hunger or thirst during the game.
“Maybe you should explain why you are here before I accept your apology,” I said.
“Yes. That would be appropriate. I do not know if you have heard of our reputation. I will start with that. I have served with the Freelans all my life. As my father, grandfather, and great grandfather have. I will not go into great detail of my life, but I will tell you the worst day I have ever lived was the day my beloved Reallna was given to the King of Sanduport as a bride. When her daughter was born, I wanted to hate the girl, but she reminded me too much of her mother, and my heart melted for her. Her mother had just died, in similar circumstances that your patron’s mother passed.”
“I see,” I said as I watched the flurry of emotions on the man’s face.
“I am glad the man is dead, I am unhappy it wasn’t by my hand, but I am just a knight, and while I had a fantasy of avenging my beloved Reallna when the marriage was announced, my role has always been to serve.”
“It seems as if no one liked the king,” I said as I took another sip of the brandy. The taste of it spread across my mouth like sweet fire, and I was again amazed by the technology of Ohlavar Quest.
“My family has considered all alternatives. We would like to offer you an alliance during this contest. We feel Lady Aitcha is the legitimate heir to the throne, and we will support her during the fifth contest. I would also like to have your back during the melee contest if you will have mine.”
“Ahh,” I said as I set the glass down.
“During the dinner, it appeared you might be forming an alliance with Lady Cesnie Kayleic or Moryana. I would caution you against such an activity,” the knight said before I could say anything else.
“Why is that?”
“Ha! Sir Lennox. You are quite unusual. I will say I’m an excellent judge of fighting spirit and prowess. I can tell you are a great warrior, but I wonder if you are pleading ignorance of our competition,” the man chuckled, but I realized he had said “our competition.” I had to give it to him for assuming the sale.
“I am from a rather backwater country.” I smiled at him. Sal would have told me to “shut the fuck up and let this guy talk himself into a corner,” so I was following my dead friend’s advice.
“In my own country, my fighting skills are unmatched. I’ve led countless orc, troll, and giant incursions, and been the single melee champion for over thirty political dispute bouts, but even I felt fear in my heart when I heard that Moryana and Tia’tor Barta were to be champions. The sword dancer is perhaps one of the best-known duelists in the western side of Ohlavar. Tia’tor has never been defeated in combat, and he often explores dungeons alone. Then there is Lady Cesnie, who is perhaps the most dangerous in this competition.”
“Why is that?” I asked.
“The woman is an excellent swordswoman and a skilled adventurer, but where she really shines is in Castles. We all know that we will be unable to beat her in that contest. I might come in second since I have many years of experience playing the game, but she is a master without peer. If she doesn’t come in last during the first two contests, she will take the win by her victory in Castles. Our only hope is to eliminate her during the melee round and hope we can outperform her in the dungeon exploration. If that happens, she will be removed from the competition, and only the four of us will battle each other in Castles.” The man took a long gulp from his brandy and then sighed. “I can guess her strategy. She will want to form an alliance with you and then work to eliminate me quickly. Then she will betray you afterward to ensure she places third. That will guarantee she will get to the third challenge, even if she places last at the second.”
“That seems like it would be smart if she doesn’t think she can win the first challenge. What of Moryana and Tia’tor?” I asked.
“I do not know which is the greatest warrior in single combat. I would give the edge to the minotaur during the second challenge. There might be a possibility they will both ally together to dismantle the three of us. I imagine each has hubris, and they will think they can beat each other. However, an alliance between them doesn’t help past the first challenge. Tia’tor will probably place better than Moryana in the dungeon exploration, and it's possible the sword dancer will place higher than the minotaur in Castles. If they were smart, they would want to take out Lady Cesnie first, and then go after the other one to create a points gap.”
“Can you explain how the points work?” I asked. I didn’t want to tell the blond man that Chrysa hadn’t explained it to me, and I figured the more he spoke the more I could learn of his strategy.
“Of course. The winner of the first challenge will receive four points. The second place will receive two. The third will get one. Same with the second and third challenge. During the fourth and fifth contests, the points will be divided the same way depending on voting placement. So, whoever gets the most votes from the council will receive four points, then two. The last round will be the same.”
“What happens if two people tie for the lowest points at the end of the second challenge?” I asked.
“The decision will be based on either a duel or a game of Castles. It will be determined by a dice roll,” the yellow suited knight answered.
“What if there is a tie of points at the end?” I asked.
“Unlikely, but then they will go with whoever has the majority of council votes. If those votes are equal, then there will be another dice roll to determine if there is to be a final duel or game of Castle.”
“Ahh, I see. Thank you for explaining it,” I said to the knight as I took another sip of brandy.
“I am surprised that Lady Aitcha has not--”
“How do they make the dungeons equal? Are there five different ones?” I asked Chrysa about the second challenge a few times, but she hadn’t known for sure.
“It is the same dungeon. It is a special one under the palace, accessed through a portal, and filled with golems similar to those used for Castles. Each will be of equal difficulty. The challengers will run through the maze with their own party, and be timed by the council. Whoever returns with the token treasure the quickest will win. If the potential queen is injured or knocked unconscious, the team is disqualified,” Rodin explained.
“It seems really dangerous to bring the girls. Some of them are young,” I said with a frown.
“I agree, Sir Lennox. The council looks at this as a way to determine a potential ruler’s ability. This will be a stressful event for her party. Will she be able to direct them? Console them? Will she hamper them? Or will she let them do their work? Also, the golems are trained to use non-deadly attacks on the person wearing a specific amulet. Each of the contestants will wear one. It should keep them safe.”
“Ahh. I guess that makes sense,” I said, even though I recalled one of the girls looked to be about eight years old. The Queen Yrisi’s daughter was not even a toddler. The idea seemed dangerous.
But there had been plenty of danger for Chrysa so far.
“What are you proposing then?” I asked him.
“Simple, really. As soon as the match starts, we both attack and eliminate Lady Cesnie, or we let Moryana or Tia’tor do it. She is our primary objective. She will take four points from Castles, so we need to do what we can to make sure she loses the first challenge,” the knight explained.
“After we take care of Lady Cesnie, who is next?” I asked as I leaned back in my chair.
“I believe I can beat both Moryana and Tia’tor in Castles, but I think the minotaur will win the dungeon exploration. I believe we should take care of him next, but Moryana might have already eliminated him, so then we can attack her.”
“Or Tia’Tor could have eliminated Moryana first. Or either of us first,” I said.
“True. Our strategy must be flexible.” The knight smiled at me.
“If it is just the two of us at the end, what then?” I asked.
“We will battle.” The man shrugged.
“I thought you said your family will support Lady Aitcha?”
“We will, in the fifth round, she shall have our vote if you will have Lady Chrysa vote for us, but if I end up winning the second and third round, then that will be the way the contest worked out.” The man took another sip of his brandy.
“Are there any rules to this melee? It seems like someone with offensive magic abilities would be able to--”
“Magical items are not allowed. There will be no powerful weapons, armor, or other trinkets to worry about, but abilities can be used. If there were a mage, we would all attack them first. The closest person with those kind of magical abilities is Moryana, but sword dancers are said to harness their powers through the rhythm of their blades, and they grow stronger the longer the melee lasts. This is another risk we run by taking down Tia’tor first.”
“Can we wear any type of non-magical armor?” I asked. “Will they give us weapons to use?”
“Yes and yes. Did you not bring a suit, blade, or shield?” he asked with surprise.
“Nope. I wasn’t prepared to champion for Lady Aitcha,” I said.
“You should have her ask Sharles to prepare gear for you. I would recommend nothing too bulky. Our opponents are masters of their weapons, and most armor will be almost worthless against them, even if they are carrying non-magical weapons. Get some light chain with plates in the common spots, or even leather. It might save you from minor injury.”
“Okay,” I said. “Your strategy makes sense to me.”
“So, you will agree to ally?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.
I thought through the man’s words again and considered my options. I would probably be able to get an alliance with Cesnie tomorrow, but Rodin was probably right about his strategy. The blonde woman needed me to help her in round one much more than I needed her to teach me Castles. If she didn’t score any points in challenge one, she would be at risk for challenge two. All her experience with Castles wasn’t going to matter if she couldn’t get to the third round of the game.
Everyone was a threat in this, and there was no telling who else was making an alliance behind the scenes. Rodin could go visit Moryana, or Tia’tor after speaking with me and make another deal with them. My only asset here was that I was an unknown. None of these warriors knew how good of a fighter I was, or how skilled I’d be at dungeon exploration. Then again, I didn’t really know how skilled they were either.
This was going to be a complete clusterfuck.
I loved it.
“Yeah. I agree,” I said to the knight.
“Thank you, Sir Lennox. Let us finish this brandy and speak about our previous adventures. I am eager to know more about you and your travels.”
“I would love to, but can we speak tomorrow over dinner? I have a long day ahead of me, and I do want to get some sleep.”
“Ahh. You are still planning on meeting with Lady Cesnie Kayleic over breakfast?” he asked.
“Yes. I’d like the learn how to play Castles from her, but I will tell her I am unable to form an alliance--”
“Sir Lennox, if I may. Perhaps you should accept her proposal, should she ask,” the knight said with a heavy sigh.
“And then betray her right at the start?” I asked.
“Aye. As much as I hate such tactics, she is extremely talented at Castles, and her patron, Queen Yrisi, might have most of the council under her sway. If Lady Cesnie is not defeated first in the initial round, there is a good chance that she will win the most points in the first three rounds of competition. Then Queen Yrisi will probably tie your Lady Aitcha in the final two rounds and win the Queenship for her daughter.”
“I see,” I said.
“Good. Can I change your mind about drinking?” the knight asked as he gestured to his bottle of brandy. “I really do feel terrible about my rudeness to you today, and I wish to get to know you better.”
“I’d like that, but let us try for tomorrow,” I said.
“Very well. I shall take my leave of you then, Sir Lennox. Have a splendid rest of your evening.” The man stood and gave me a bow that I returned. Then he spun around and exited the room.
I returned to Chrysa and gave her the update on the conversation with the Freelans’ knight. The beautiful young woman nodded while I spoke and then sighed at the end.
“He is correct, Leo. I’m glad you took his offer. He is probably the least threatening to you. I have heard of the man’s combat talents, and he is known to have an incredible mastery of Castles, but the real threat here is Lady Cesnie and her Queen.”
“Yeah. I’ll sleep on it. I don’t know if I feel good about betraying someone, but I understand that is the name of this game. I’ll meet with her tomorrow morning for breakfast and then see what I can learn from her. I really do need her help to learn Castles.”
“I can help.” The beautiful woman fluttered her eyelashes. “Or perhaps Sir Rodin Worred can. Either way, be careful with Lady Cesnie Kayleic. You might be concerned about betraying her or lying to her, but I can guarantee you she has no such qualms. I will imagine Queen Yrisi has promised her a reward many times the value of the treasure you have asked from me.”
“Ha!” I laughed at the irony of Chrysa’s words. “I do need your help with a few things. I need Sharles to get me access to an armory so that I can pick some non-magical weapons and armor for the first challenge. Can you ask him for me?”
“Of course! I will speak with him in the morning. I’m sure the guards have plenty of equipment you can borrow.” She smiled at me, and her eyes searched my face. “Is there something else?”
“Yeah.” I let out a long breath. “How much gold do you have on you?”
“Gold?” she asked with some confusion.
“Yep. I know you had some chests in your room, and Allurie brought some things for you. How much do you have?”
“I, ahhh. I am prepared to pay you if that is what you are ask--”
“No. I need more abilities. I only have three right now. One just makes my weapon glow. Ember, I’m sure you have heard of it. The others are Breath of Life and Guardian of Fortune.”
“Oh.”
“Yep, you are starting to understand. When I took Bolverk to the healer, he had a Minor Heal and a Spirit of Stone ability book. He also had a bunch of others I didn’t look at. Spirit of Stone will make me immune to non-magical weapons for a short time. Minor Heal would also really help me. If you have the funds to spare, this would be a good use of the coin.”
“How much are the books?” she asked.
“11,000 for the pair,” I said.
“I don’t have much money in my possession.” She sighed. “I was going to pay you as soon as my parents arrived. I have a thousand, and some jewelry.”
“Would you be willing to sell your jewelry?” I asked with a shrug.
“Leo,” she cleared her throat and blinked a few times. “They were all my mother’s pieces. I don’t know if I can part with them. I don’t even know if I want to be queen.”
“I understand. I will do the best I can with the abilities that I have,” I said as I smiled at the girl. “I wouldn’t want to give up my parents’ heirlooms either.”
“Thank you for understanding.” The young woman reached to the pearls on her wrist and ran her fingers along the edges of the white globes.
“Well, then I best be going,” I said as I stood from the couch.
“Where?”
“I’m going to head to bed. I’ll speak with you in the morning.”
“Oh, so soon? It is only a bit after dinner. I was hoping we could spend some time together. I can ask the servants to bring us some more dessert.” The woman’s brown eyes stared into mine, and I guessed what she really wanted to do tonight.
“I’d love to speak more, but I can’t tonight. How about tomorrow after dinner? We’ll have to strategize for the first challenge.”
“Very well. Good night, Leo,” she said with obvious disappointment.
“Good night, Chrysa.”
“Leo, wait,” the young woman said, and I turned around to face her.
“I will think more about the jewelry. I imagine my mother would have wanted me to be queen more than wear her jewelry.”
“I didn’t know your mother, but that might be true.”
“I can always buy it back when my grandparents arrive. Or if I become queen.”
“I’m sure you’ll be able to do that,” I replied.
“Good night, Leo,” the beautiful woman said as she looked down at her bracelet.
“Good night, Chrysa.”








Chapter 12
“How did it go?” Ky asked when I got out of the VRIU.
“Good! I’m really having a ton of fun in this section. A lot of cool political stuff I have to figure out. Are you watching me play?” I asked him as I put on my robe.
He opened his mouth to answer, but Zarra’s voice came over the intercom of the room. “Hey Leo, do you have time for dinner?”
“Of course, I wanted to talk to you about a few things as well. The bug is back with that Bolverk guy, he just appeared in my party UI without being invited.”
“I thought you fixed that?” I heard Zarra whisper across the speakers. She did not sound happy.
“Yes, Ms. Zerne. I asked the interface team to do it. They said it was fixed and then I checked the code. I was--” Jennifer began to say, but the speaker turned off, and I glanced over to Ky. The man gave me a smile, shrugged, and then began to stir the liquid in the tank.
“Programmers. Sometimes I think they should just hire trained monkeys.” He laughed.
“Aren’t you an engineer?” I asked him as I smirked.
“Yeah, but look at me.” He shrugged his shoulders at his paddle. “I can get replaced by one of those KitchenAid mixers at any moment. It will probably be a pink one.” We both laughed, and I pressed the privacy button to un-dim the glass where Zarra and Jennifer spoke.
The dark-haired woman stepped out of the glass room and gave me a dazzling smile. “Why don’t you take a shower, and we can head over to the cafeteria to--”
“Or we could eat in my room.” I smiled at her and raised my eyebrow.
The woman’s lavender eyes ran over my robe, and she bit the side of her bottom lip for half a second.
“I can arrange that. What do you feel like eating?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
“I think you know what I want.” My smile turned into a smirk.
Ky cleared his throat and started to whistle, and Zarra’s cheeks turned a bit red.
“Okay. I’ll have it delivered. You take a shower.”
“You got it,” I winked at her and then walked through the door to my room.
Half a minute later, I was washing myself off in the bathroom and humming one of the songs a traveling bard had sung over dinner. The melody of the tune was really stuck in my head, and the words came to my mind as soon as I started to hum.
 
Ages past, before my love
Hands of fate, white as doves
Will we be, apart for long
Until the sky, forgets our song
Then the clouds, will cry their tears
We’ll be gone, beyond their years
They will sing, but not of us
For we know, thus we trust
 
The actual words sounded terribly sad, but the song had been upbeat. I couldn’t remember the words to the verse, but the song seemed familiar. It probably had similar key changes to another song I once heard. Jax would have been able to tell me. He had a brain that could keep track of the song lyrics and name of the actors in most movies. Neither of my friends looked like geniuses, but they were both incredibly smart dudes.
The song made me miss them.
I finished the shower and dried myself off. Then I reached for my toothbrush and looked in the mirror.
My eyes glowed the strange purple color.
“No fucking way,” I gasped and blinked a few times. The color remained though.
I rubbed my eyes closed and then opened them again. They were like amethyst gems.
They looked like Zarra’s.
I ran out the door to my bathroom and looked for the woman. I didn’t see her, so I ran to the door leading to the lab. My hand twisted against the handle, but the door didn’t move. It didn’t even jiggle with the tiniest of movements. The thing must have been locked from the other side.
“Hey! Open up!” I shouted as I pounded against the door. “Ky! Zarra! Jennifer! My eyes!” I slammed on the door to the lab room again, but no one answered.
I ran to the front of my suite and reached for the door handle. I almost thought this one would be locked as well, but the lever turned in my hands, and I stepped out into the hallway. I was wearing just my bath towel around my waist, but I didn’t care.
Dale was standing in the hallway.
His white polo shirt was still covered with blood from when he’d been shot, and the red liquid poured from his wounds. My friend’s eyes were wide, and he opened his mouth to talk. No words came, but then he pointed down the hallway past me.
I turned and saw that the hallway ended as if it had been sheared by a jagged blade. Where there should have been the path to the cafeteria, was instead the view down to the surface of a distant planet. An orange colored band of dust bent around part of my view, and I realized it looked a lot like the ring around the purple world I saw in the sky above Ohlavar. It was as if I was staring down a hole from that purple planet toward Ohlavar, much like the view of Earth from the Moon.
A long shape twisted around the distant world. It bent and shimmered under the surface of the distant planet as if it were a worm emerging from the dirt. It broke free of the surface, and I saw that it was a dragon. A massive serpent that was all shades of purple, black, and magenta. It rose from the surface of the planet, that I guessed was Ohlavar and its massive jaws opened impossibly wide. It began to swallow the orange rings, and then the world was darkness.
“Leo?”
I gasped awake, and heard the knock on my door.
“One second!” I shouted as I rolled out of my bed. My heart was racing, and my back was soaked with cold perspiration. My brain struggled to make sense out of my sweatpants and tee shirt, but then I saw the towel over one of my chairs and breathed a sigh of relief. I remembered getting out of the shower, brushing my teeth, and putting on the pants and shirt. Zarra hadn’t been in my room, so I decided to lie on my bed and wait for her. I must have dozed off.
What a crazy dream. I didn’t really have purple eyes.
“Hey, sorry about that. I passed out for a few minutes,” I said as I opened the door leading from my suite to the hallway.
“Oh, are you tired? Want to skip dinner? You did have a long session today,” she asked.
“No. I’m hungry, and I want to see you. You weren’t here when I got out of the shower, so I grabbed a quick nap.” I smiled at the beautiful woman.
“Sorry! I ran to my office quickly so I could send out a few emails and close out for the night. I caught the cafeteria staff in the hallway and joined their procession.” Zarra gestured to the three women behind her. They each pushed silver trays and wore dazzling smiles. The scent of the food they brought made my stomach growl, and I motioned for everyone to enter my room.
The staff quickly set up my dining table with the food, and then they left my room. Zarra and I sat down in our usual chairs, and I started on the miso soup. The dinner was an assortment of sushi, Korean style barbecued meats, and salad. It all looked beyond delicious, and the long session of gaming had left me ravenous.
“How is your progress toward the next relic?” she asked after I finished my first bowl of soup.
“Great. Have you been watching? I really love this contest idea. Do you have any advice about who I should align with?” I winked at her. I already knew what Zarra’s answer would be, but I figured I would ask, anyway.
“I believe you always align with the beautiful women.” She smiled at me and then took a sip from her cup of soup.
“Speaking of beautiful women. I wanted to talk to you about something that Allurie said to me. It’s been bothering me.”
“Yes?”
“She was talking about having kids, or whatever. I think I remember you saying something about players being able to have sex in the game. Did you mention anything about making children? I don’t remember for sure, but I know you are aiming to make this Ohlavar Quest ultra-real.”
“Yes, if you have sex with someone in the game, they might be able to get pregnant and bear children. Same with women players.” Zarra smiled at me, set down her cup of soup, and then used tongs to pick up ribs from the plate of cooked meat.
“Wait, so women players can have sex with NPCs, or other players, and then have children in the game? How does that work? Do they feel the pain of childbirth?”
“Yes, yes, yes, and they will feel the pain, yes. It won’t be as painful as real life, but I’m going for realism.”
“That is… I don’t know,” I said as I sat back in my chair. “It just seems problematic.”
“Why?” she raised a perfect eyebrow.
“How will the AI create the child?” I asked.
“In a similar way that offspring are made in real life. Ohlavar will look at the physical makeup, personality traits, neurofeedback, and then mix and match between the parents. The child will be a new being taking traits from both parents. It will be great!”
“It’s dangerous.” A shiver of ice descended my spine.
“Why? I thought you would love the idea. It is a true gamer’s paradise. People want this kind of--”
“No. Here is the thing: You are treading on making the game better than life.”
“Leo, that is the idea. I want people to get addicted to the game.”
“Oh, I get it. I want that too, but there is a difference between addicted, and having a child hostage in another world will--”
“What do you mean hostage? No one will be a hostage,” she said as she narrowed her eyes.
“Okay. Let me explain. Let’s say a player has a child with an NPC. The child looks like the player, acts like the player, and grows up with the player. Ohlavar Quest is ultra-real. The NPCs in the game are exactly like real people. These children are going to be like real kids, the players will bond with them in the way parents do in real life, but the difference is that players won’t be able to see them unless they log in. They are going to have to pay us the subscription fee every month to see them. That is why I think this is like a hostage situation.” I rubbed my fingers over my eyes. I was suddenly exhausted. “What if the player is already married? What if they have kids already in real life? They're going to be torn between two families. The lines are getting really blurry, Zarra. Would they be cheating on their spouses? What if the players decide that they want to focus on their families in the game instead of their real-life ones? What if they quit their jobs to play more? What if they then can’t afford the monthly fee? We could be ruining thousands of people’s lives.”
“But this is already happening, Leo!” Zarra set down her food and wiped her hands off with her napkin. “There are already millions of people fully immersed in Astafar Unlimited. Video games have been ruining marriages and families for the last hundred years.”
“Yeah, but we don’t have to encourage that to happen. This game is already addictive enough. What will happen if everyone would rather play it than live in real life?”
“Then we’ll be rich? I don’t see what the problem is, Leo. Why is this such a big deal to you? Players can already interact with each other and even get married in Astafar Unlimited. They can even have child--”
“They are just NPCs, though! You just set their looks and they spit out canned lines when you walk by them.” I realized I was shouting, but so was Zarra.
“They are just NPCs in Ohlavar Quest!”
“But Ohlavar Quest is too real. The NPCs are too real. The children will seem too real. People will love them as if they were their own. They might even love them more because they are part of such a fantastic fantasy world.”
“Leo, it is just a game. They aren’t real. I am glad you love my-- no our game, but every character there was created by the AI. They aren’t real. I could turn the server off tomorrow, and they would not exist anymore. It is just a game, and people want these mechanics to escape the harsh reality of real life.” Zarra’s purple eyes flashed dangerously at me.
Why did I still see them that color? Maybe I needed to talk to an eye doctor. There might be something wrong with me.
“No, Zarra. I don’t like the idea. I know you want to justify it, but we are supposed to be providing entertainment to people, not trying to ensnare their souls. I just--”
“Every other game developer is trying to do this. Do you think Arnesto will care about people becoming addicted? Sure, he has an apologetic press release when someone dies from playing Astafar Unlimited too long, but the game mechanics don’t really change. Most of the world is already addicted. These games aren’t escape for people anymore. They are their entire lives, and they work the bare minimum so they can play them. That was why you are a hero to them--”
“I feel like your argument has boiled down to: ‘because everyone else is doing it, we must as well. We’ll just do it better.’ Sorry, Zarra. I don’t like this. It feels wrong to me. We need to talk about what this powerful technology will do to mankind. Ohlavar Quest doesn’t just feel like a game. It feels like I’m going to another world,” I said as I closed my eyes.
“That’s the point. People can, and will, choose which world they want to live in. Some people will like this reality.” The beautiful woman gestured to our room with open hands. “Some will rather be in the one we build in Ohlavar Quest. Some will be fine with both. You love this game, everyone else will. They want the realism. They want to be able to find love, have sex, and make offspring in these games. They want their children to grow up into--”
“Who are we to play God? We could be creating emotional slaves,” I interrupted Zarra.
“Who are we? Who are you?” Zarra stood from her chair and leveled a finger at me. “People want this, and you are going to deny them because you don’t think it is good for them? Leo, when was the last time you walked amongst the people of our world without the mantle of your fame? The world isn’t beautiful, or loving, or caring. People are already slaves to their cultures, to the mega corporations, or the governments. They feel like they are taking control of their lives every time they step into a virtual reality game. We are offering them real life.”
“What about the Alzheimer's cure? I thought that was your goal in all of this. Didn’t you want to fund the cure with the game? I don’t unders--” I started to say, but Zarra slashed her fingers through the air with an angry motion and cut me off.
“Yes! That’s the goal. Of course! Leo, I’m giving people the freedom of choice. They can do whatever they want in Ohlavar Quest. Yes, some people will play it as you fear, and it might destroy families, but most won’t. Most will just use it as they are using current video games: as a pleasurable escape from reality for a few hours a day. You can’t be the one that decides for them. People are responsible for choosing for themselves.”
“I get that, but people can also get addicted to drugs, and what you are saying is ‘let them. It is their problem. They are adults.’ What if a kid plays this game, has sex, and has a kid?”
“I’ve already told you I would put some controls on it for underage players.”
“What about controls for making virtual babies?”
Our eyes met from across the table, and I crossed my arms. Neither of us said anything for a few moments.
“You are tired. I’m going to go.” Zarra wiped the edges of perfect mouth off with her napkin.
“No, I’m fine.”
“Okay, then I’m not fine,” she growled at me. “I need to think. You need to think. I don’t want to distract you from your goal with long-term plans.”
“If not now, then when?” I asked. “I’m part of this now.”
“I know,” she said with a sigh. “We are going to have arguments like this. It’s okay. I just want some time to think about what you have said, and you need to think about what I have said. I wish you would try it out in the game.”
“Try what out?” I asked.
“Sex. You will probably like it.” Zarra smirked.
“Ahhh, no. I kind of feel like it would be cheating,” I said as I shook my head.
“Cheating?” she asked, but then her mouth opened a bit. The beautiful woman smiled and then let out a laugh. “Leo, you are so sweet, and now I feel like a bitch. I’m sorry.”
“No, that’s okay, Zarra. I ahhh, maybe I need to think more about what you have said.” I tried to force a smile to my own lips, but my emotions were conflicted.
“Leo, you are a great guy. I have feelings for you. Strong feelings. I don’t want them to get in the way of our work though. Ohlavar Quest is just a game, but it is my life’s work. If you want to have fun with any of the women in the game, it is fine. I won’t be jealous or think you are a terrible person. I want you to experience all aspects of it and give me feedback.”
“Ha. This sounds like you are telling me you want an open relationship.” I chuckled at her.
“No! Not at all,” she said as she laughed with me. “I know it feels real, but it isn’t. It’s just a game. Also, you and I haven’t really committed to each other. Well,” she glanced at corner of the suite where the door to my bedroom was. “It’s been a while since I have dated anyone, and I can’t say my last relationships ever even got off the ground. I always got too wrapped up in my work, and the men were uninteresting.”
“Yeah. I’ve been there. It’s hard when we're working so much.”
“But we work together, so that might make it easier for us to develop a healthy relationship.” Zarra looked at the dinner on the table, and I saw her eyes slide over to my bedroom once more. “I’d like to think more about what you have said.”
“Okay,” I said. I knew she was about to leave and debated saying something to convince her to stay. Then I realized I wanted to think more about our conversation.
“I’ll check in with you tomorrow. Oh, the designer we met with a few days ago accepted the position. You really sealed the deal for me. She mentioned you a good twenty times when we spoke last.”
“Great,” I said. I had almost forgotten about the woman Zarra wanted me to help recruit. I’d spent some time with her when she took a tour of Arnacript’s facility. I hadn’t talked to her all that much, but it was obvious she was a fan of mine.
“Good night, Leo. Get some rest.”
“Good night, Zarra,” I said as she gave me a last smile
Then she was out the door, and I was alone with my meal, and my thoughts about Ohlavar Quest.








Chapter 13
“Dearest friends, I have spoken to the captain of the First Sunset. He has said he is underway with the sale of the pirate ship, and should have the payment for us in a few weeks. I have also sold Lady Chrysa’s jewelry.” Cornalic bowed to me and then set down a backpack that I guessed was filled with the remainder of the gold coins from his trading. “I have also purchased the two books you asked me to buy from the Mind Healer, Taran. As you said, he was very nice and inquired about the health of our tiny new friend.” The muscular half-orc pulled the two ability books out of his shirt and then handed them to me. The tomes were large, and I didn’t really understand how the man carried both on his person without me noticing them when he first walked into our suite.
“Thanks, Cornalic. I’ll read them now,” I said. It was the next morning, and Chrysa had decided she wanted to sell her jewelry so that I could have the new abilities. Cornalic ran the errands while I got ready to have breakfast with Lady Cesnie and kept an eye on Chrysa. I looked back from the books to the backpack packed full of coins and thought that I should have asked the half-orc to buy me a few other books.
“Dear Queen, here is the address of the jeweler who bought the pieces. Once I told him who you were, he was more than happy to agree to hold your items for a few weeks.” The half-orc handed a slip of paper to Chrysa.
“Thank you Cornalic. You are a great friend. I am surprised the buyer told you he would be willing to wait,” the lovely woman said.
“You should not be surprised, dear Queen. People of this city love you.”
“I am flattered. I had thought that most forgot about me. My father did have so many children,” Chrysa sighed and glanced down at the note in her hand.
I turned away from the woman and looked down at my new books. I realized this would be a good time to also update my attributes, so I excused myself from my friends and walked into one of the many empty rooms in our private wing. Then I sat down in a comfortable chair and examined the ability books again.
 
Minor Heal - Light 30, Body 10. Spell. Target is healed for 15% of their total health.
 
Spirit of Stone - Light 65, Mind 30. Enchantment Spell. Intended target is enchanted with Spirit of Stone. While enchantment is active, non-magical attacks against target will do 0 damage. Enchantment lasts caster’s Light attribute divided by 10 in seconds. (5.6 seconds). Once Spirit of Stone has ended, target cannot be enchanted by another Spirit of Stone spell for 180 seconds - caster’s Light attribute. (124 seconds).
 
I motioned over my UI to open up my stats screen:
 
Leo Lennox
 
Body (Overall) - 33
Body (Magic) - 0
Body (Stats) - 33
Brawn - 17
Quickness - 16
 
Mind (Overall) - 31
Mind (Magic ) - 0
Mind (Stats) - 31
Intelligence - 15
Willpower - 16
 
Light (Overall) - 56
Light (Magic) - 10
Light (Stats) - 26
Perception - 13
Charisma - 13
 
Shadow (Overall) - 32 (33)
Shadow (Magic) - 0
Shadow (Stats) - 32
Comeliness - 16
Luck - 16 (17)
 
With 68 unspent attribute points.
 
I was 9 Light (Overall) points too low to use Spirit of Stone. If I raised both my perception and light two points each so that they were at 15, I’d only end up with a Light (Overall) of 60 and 10 attribute points left over.
I was going to have to pour some points into Light (Magic) again, so I started playing around with the point distribution on my stats UI. If I raised my Light (Magic) up to 14, it would give me the 42 points toward Light (Overall) plus the 26 from Light (Stats) to get 68. Then I would have 18 Attribute points left over. Should I spend them to shore up one of my lower stats like Perception or Charisma? My Mind (Overall) was my lowest stat right now, and I guessed I was going to have trouble with my new abilities if I didn’t raise it. Then again, my Body (Overall) was only a few points higher. I understood why “Healers” and “Protectors” could be so rare. You really had to have high stats in three different attributes. Since the protection abilities seemed a lot harder to use, it made sense that the NPC’s would probably side towards just doing heals. The players would probably do that as well.
Except protection magic meant you never got hit in the first place. A player would never have to feel pain. I started to understand Zarra’s game development choices a bit more now. If she got rid of the pain players received when they got damaged, it would mean that no one would care about protection abilities. Which would be a shame because they were really cool and they would be a way for players to showcase their talents while also supporting their party.
How important was Charisma? Zarra once told me that 13’s were still high attributes. Would raising it help me work out an alliance better? Would it help with NPC interactions? Ohlavar Quest had a bunch of great role playing situations. Having a high Charisma would probably be a sound investment in the future. I had raised my Perception when I was in Arnicoal, maybe I should raise my Charisma now?
I considered for a few more moments before I made my selection. Then I took a moment to look at my character sheet before I hit the confirm button.
 
Leo Lennox
 
Body (Overall) - 33
Body (Magic) - 0
Body (Stats) - 33
Brawn - 17
Quickness - 16
 
Mind (Overall) - 31
Mind (Magic) - 0
Mind (Stats) - 31
Intelligence - 15
Willpower - 16
 
Light (Overall) - 69
Light (Magic) - 14
Light (Stats) - 27
Perception - 13
Charisma - 14
 
Shadow (Overall) - 32 (33)
Shadow (Magic) - 0
Shadow (Stats) - 32
Comeliness - 16
Luck - 16 (17)
 
With 4 unspent attribute points.
 
Jax would have totally said something about having a “69” in Light (Overall) and I chuckled a bit before I pressed the button to confirm the changes. There was the usual flash on my UI screen, and my vision seemed to sharpen for a second. I didn’t feel anymore charming, but I’d put that to the test in a few minutes when I meet Cesnie for breakfast.
First, I had to learn these abilities.
I picked up the Minor Heal book and ran my thumb across the closed pages opposite the spine. Then I opened it to the first page and started to flip through. It made the same flip-book style image appear on the pages as the other skills I had learned, and I saw the sketched design of a beating heart with a small cross in the middle. Then my UI glowed a yellowish-orange color. The pages of the book were now empty, and I set it down on the table.
My fingers grasped the hilt of one of my daggers, and I wiggled it free of its sheath. Then I made a small cut across the back of my arm. The injury started to bleed a bit, but I hadn’t really felt any pain.
“Oh, cool!” I said as soon as I thought about healing myself. My skin glowed a yellowish-orange, and then the cut sealed itself. There wasn’t even a scar left.
I picked up the Spirit of Stone book and flipped through the pages. The graphic of the pages showed a wall of bricks forming from a series of wings. My UI flashed a blueish-green color, and the designs disappeared from the pages of the tome.
I thought about protecting myself with Spirit of Stone, and my skin was suddenly covered with a glowing rectangular blueish-green brick design. They were only about half an inch long, but they moved with my hands and arms just like Guardian of Fortune did. I reached for my dagger and then slashed it against my skin. I felt the blade touch my arm, but it didn’t hurt, and my skin didn’t open with the cut. I made a few more slashes, and none of them did any damage.
Damn, this was cool. The ability would be a great asset for the upcoming battle royal. I was sure the other challengers would have similar skills, but every trick I could bring with me could help me win. I would probably be able to juggle between Spirit of Stone and Guardian of Fortune for a good dozen seconds, which was a lifetime in combat. If I did get injured, I could heal myself with Minor Heal and Breath of Life, although I would only be able to get one use out of the latter with its 10-minute cooldown per target.
Now I just had to worry about alliances, betrayals, and nothing going as I planned.
I rose and made my way to the front doors of Chrysa’s private wing. The guards there asked if I needed an escort through the palace, but I declined. Then I reconsidered when I realized I didn’t quite know how to get out to the place where I was supposed to be meeting Cesnie for breakfast.
“That is no problem, Sir Lennox. We can escort you to the Castles Field,” one of the guards answered after I asked them if they could help me. A pair of them split off from the door, and they led me through the marble palace.
Ten minutes later we arrived at the outskirts of the garden. The area was a square about a hundred yards on each side with a hexagonal array of stone spacers evenly mixed with grass patches. It was somewhat like a chess board, only one of the colors was grass, and the other was the gray stone. Lady Cesnie Kayleic was on the other side of the field, and I saw her instructing servants to set up a table for our breakfast.
“I should be fine the rest of the way. Thank you,” I said to the pair of guards who escorted me.
“Sir Lennox, are you sure? We could attend to you while you are here,” one of the men asked as he looked across the field toward the blonde woman.
“Do you think I am in danger?” I asked them with an eyebrow raised.
“Sir, you will be at risk until the third challenge is completed,” the other one whispered.
I turned to look at Cesnie, and the woman beckoned for me to come join her. I didn’t see any guards around her, just servants, and I wondered if it would be rude to show up with an escort. She probably would think I didn’t trust her, which would have been correct. I did want to figure out how to play Castles though, so I needed to be polite.
“I should be okay. Thank you both,” I said to the guards. They gave me a quick salute and then walked away. Then I strolled across the playing field and gave the pretty blonde woman a smile.
“Right on time, Sir Leo Lennox,” she said with a slight bow.
“Thank you for having breakfast with me. Please call me Leo,” I said to her.
“Ahh, since Sir Rodin Worred isn’t here, we can do away with all the formalities. Please call me Cesnie.” She laughed, and it sounded like wind chimes. “Will you sit with me? We can eat, speak of my favorite pastime, and then talk about your history. I’m sure you realize you are a bit of a wildcard in all of this, so I’d like to get to know you better. Much better.”
“I’d like that too,” I said as I sat at the table. The meals in Ohlavar Quest were always interesting. This breakfast was an assortment of flatbreads, soft cheese, hard boiled eggs, and a blue vegetable that looked like a cucumber, but tasted a bit like sweet cabbage. There was tea and water to drink, along with a sour pink juice. It was all good, and we made small talk about our evenings while the servants set the food on our plates.
“You said you are unfamiliar with Castles, how is that so?” Cesnie asked as she took a sip of tea.
“I’ve never played. I have played other games though,” I said.
“I’m sure you have.” The corner of the blonde woman’s mouth upturned slightly. “I’m surprised Lady Aitcha did not offer to teach you.”
“She did, but you are the best. So, I figured I should learn from you. Thanks again for agreeing to--”
“Ahh, Leo. I have not quite agreed to anything besides breakfast.” She laughed lightly and put some of the soft cheese on her flatbread.
“I’ll take one small victory at a time,” I said with my best smile.
“You were right last night. I do love the game. It’s been my passion since I was a girl. My father planned on marrying me off to one of the many Dukes in Sanduport. However, I brought fame to the family with my victories, both in Castles and on the rapier dueling circuits. I was able to convince him to abandon the idea,” she explained after she had taken her first bite of the cheese covered flat bread.
“I doubt you have a problem finding men who desire to marry you. I guess I’m guessing none of them could beat you at Castles?” I asked with a laugh.
“No, Leo. It has been a long time since I’ve lost, but I might not even care so much about that. It is the losers who carry the burden of defeat in their hearts. Most men can’t tolerate a woman smarter or more accomplished than they. I am better with a blade than most and better at Castles than all.”
“How did you first learn?” I asked.
“My mother taught me.” Cesnie chuckled. “Then I studied with others. Every time I lost I tried to figure out why. The game is simple to learn, but it has a depth which continues to elude me. I learn from every game I play. Even the complete novice often teaches me things.”
“Ahh, so that is why you agreed to teach me.” I smiled at her before I took another bite of my food. I normally didn’t feel hungry in the game, but I had skipped breakfast this morning, and my stomach was grumbling.
“I still haven’t agreed yet, Leo.” She laughed again. “There are still many questions I have for you.”
“Go ahead,” I said.
“Did you study to be an adventurer? How about swordplay? There are rumors about a battle on the streets of Tylue. Some say you and your companions defended Lady Chrysa Aitcha from over twenty attackers.”
“I’ve been an adventurer for the past twelve years,” I answered.
“Around Cutno? Or Arnicoal?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “Your accent isn’t from there.”
“Yeah. I get told that all the time.” I shrugged.
Her steel-blue eyes met mine, and she smiled before she took her next bit of food. The woman ate with measured purpose.
“Is the broadsword your preferred weapon?” she asked after she finished chewing.
“It is currently. I can use everything though. This sword was a gift from a good friend.”
“What did Lady Chrysa Aitcha think of our breakfast meeting?”
“She isn’t happy about it,” I said with a laugh. It wouldn’t make sense lying to the woman about this. She must have already suspected.
“What did Sir Rodin offer you last night?” she asked.
I met her eyes and tried to calm my emotions. What would Sal do right now? Part of me wanted to admit the man had visited me, but I knew that my Jewish manager would have just played dumb.
“What do you mean?” I asked as I forced a confused look on my face.
“Oh.” Her eyebrows knit together. “He was quite rude to you yesterday. It seemed as if he was being obvious about not liking you. I heard a rumor he left his wing in the mid-hours of the night and walked toward your area of the palace.”
“I’m sure he doesn’t think I am worth his time.” I grabbed my tea and took a sip. Did Cesnie know I was bluffing? Or was she playing me?
“So, you have not made an alliance with one of the other challengers?” she asked.
“Perhaps I did.” I smirked at her. “It seems to me that the strategy would be to eliminate you in the first round so that you won’t be present in the third.”
“Yes. That is what I would do,” she admitted with a sigh. “So, you are here, I am here, let us not play any more games, Leo.”
“Ha!” I laughed and pointed to the Castles field. “It looks like we are close to playing a game.”
“Indeed. I would enjoy teaching you. In exchange, I would like an alliance in the first round.”
“What exactly do you mean by an alliance?” I asked before I took another bite of food. I’d eaten almost my whole plate and didn’t feel hungry anymore.
“Simple, attack with me, instead of against me. Our first target should be Moryana or Tia’tor. Then Sir Rodin.”
“Who is the most dangerous between Moryana or Tia’tor?” I asked.
“That is a good question,” the blonde woman said with a smile. Her shoulders relaxed just a bit when I asked my question, and I took it to mean that she thought I was considering her offer. Sal would be proud of how much better I had gotten at negotiating.
“You are the strategist.” I smiled at her. “I don’t know anyone’s reputation beyond what Lady Aitcha has told me.”
“I would relate them as equal in the first challenge. I have not seen any of them fight, but their reputations are notorious. Perhaps Tia’tor might have a slight edge because of his reach. The minotaur will probably equip himself with a tower shield and longsword for the battle, maybe perhaps a long-hafted axe. Sir Rodin might be able to defend against his attacks, but I would not be able to. Moryana will get stronger as the battle progresses. Each of her movements creates a flurry of magic that she will harness to increase her Body. I have not seen her fight, but I have seen sword dancers of lesser reputation, and they are very powerful.
“Do you think they might form an alliance?” I asked.
“I doubt it. They will both assume they will be the ones standing in the end, anyway. Which will probably be correct,” the short-haired blonde woman shrugged.
“What about the second challenge?” I asked.
“This is also a tough guess. I would give the edge to Tia’tor if the dungeon is shorter. His reputation as an adventurer and dungeon explorer is not exaggerated. I have been practicing with my party, but I have no illusions of placing in the top spot. I figure that I will place a third or fourth.”
“And who do you think will come in last?” I asked.
“My apologies, Leo. I do think you are outmatched in these challenges. You do seem as if you have confidence in your abilities, but Sir Rodin is one of the most powerful knights in the western side of Ohlavar. However, Moryana or Tia’tor would destroy him in a few moments. I put my blade skill a few hairs under him, and he might still hold the edge over me in the second challenge. You are an unknown. Perhaps you have great power, but if your reputation were even half of Sir Rodin’s the three kingdoms of Rinniji would already be speaking your name in excited whispers.” The attractive blonde woman raised her eyebrows apologetically.
“You don’t need to apologize. I wasn’t Lady Aitcha’s planned champion. I just fell into the role. I will do my best though, even if I am outmatched,” I said.
“You are honorable, Leo, but there is a time for honor and a time for opportunity. You can’t win the first three challenges. So, I would like to make you an offer that you might find attractive.” Cesnie smiled a bit and leaned forward in her chair. The servants had retreated from the sides of our table, and I doubted they were within earshot of our conversation, even if the blonde woman wasn’t whispering. “My patron and I are willing to give you a substantial reward for your alliance.”
“Oh?” I asked. I wanted to tell her that I couldn’t be bought, but I thought about what Sal would have done and tried to force my expression to remain calm.
“Yes. All you need to do is attack with me during the first round, and you shall be well rewarded.”
“How are you and your queen defining ‘well rewarded’?” I asked.
“We will give you one hundred thousand gold pieces,” Cesnie whispered. “It will be enough to buy a modest home, with servants, and allow you to spend the rest of your life basking in retirement.”
“And your patron will be guaranteed the crown. If you can take a top spot in the first challenge, you’ll make it to the third round. Then you will win that, and Queen Yrisi will get enough points in the fourth and fifth challenges to win,” I said.
“It is the inevitable outcome. Leo, I can understand you wish to do a great job for Lady Aitcha, but you are outmatched here. There is no way you can win the first, second, or third challenges. I know Aitcha has good odds in the fourth and fifth ones, but it won’t matter if you don’t win any other challenges. Your choice is between losing, or losing with enough money to live the rest of your life in comfort.”
I considered Cesnie’s words for a few moments. I really didn’t know how good Tia’tor and Moryana were at fighting, but that didn’t mean they would just kick my ass. My real worry was the third challenge. If Cesnie was still in the competition, I would lose to her, and if I helped her survive the first round, she would most definitely be around for the third.
I let my gamer brain wander through a few probability scenarios. If either Moryana or Tia’tor won the first and second challenges, they would both end up with 6 points. Sure, one could have 8 and the other 4, but the result might not be much different. If Cesnie won the third spot in either round, she would have 5 points, or 6 if she won both. That would put her even with Moryana or Tia’tor when the fourth challenge started. Her only competition would have been me then, but I would probably be--
My train of thought ground to a halt with a shower of sparks.
I knew what her game was.
She would easily win if I were out of the competition. She had just admitted she didn’t think I would win the first or second challenge. If that was true, then why was she talking to me? She wanted to make sure of her victory, and the only way she could do that is if she took me out first. The only purpose of this meeting was to get me to agree to join her so she could betray me at the start of the first match. Her words had given her away.
“I agree,” I said with a sigh. “In truth, I realize I am out of my element here. However, I also realize I am in a unique position of giving your patron the crown. Sure, you might win without my assistance, but your victory will be guaranteed if I help you take out any of the other three challengers. Especially if we manage to eliminate Moryana or Tia’tor.”
Her steel-blue eyes met mine, and I felt as if they were trying to pry the secrets out of my soul. We didn’t speak for a few moments, and then I shrugged at her and took another bite of my cheese covered flat bread.
“So, what is your counter offer?” she asked at last.
“Three hundred,” I said.
“Preposterous.” Her eyes narrowed.
“And I want half delivered within an hour of us finishing our Castles session,” I finished.
“No,” she growled.
“Okay.” I shrugged. “We can always just let the pieces fall where they may. There is a chance that you’ll beat me in the second challenge, but if you are eliminated first in our initial bout, and then you come in last place for the second, your skill at Castles won’t matter.”
“I am confident in my own abilities, Sir Lennox,” she said. Her face was calm again, but I noticed she was using my title instead of calling me by my first name.
“Maybe Moryana or Tia’tor will take the money,” I said to her with another shrug. “Or maybe you already offered, and they turned you down.”
“Or they said yes, and I am offering you a large sum of money to just do nothing.” Cesnie crossed her arms.
“Maybe, but I guess you would have offered me a lot less money if that were the case. Hell, you probably wouldn’t have even bothered to have this conversation with me if either Moryana or Tia’tor agreed to throw their challenges. You don’t think I am a factor in any of this beyond the small amount of help I can give you in the first round.”
“Precisely, Sir Lennox. It is a ‘small amount’ of help. We are being more than fair to you with the initial offer.”
“Everyone will be attacking you at the start. They know they can’t beat you in the third challenge. Without my help tomorrow, you will be the first one to fall. I don’t even need to attack you, I can just move out of the way. You know that Rodin, Moryana, and Tia’tor will be after you.” I shrugged. “My offer is fair. It will mean you might even get a point in the first round. Maybe even two if you are lucky. If you want my blade at your side, you’ll pay what I ask.” I tried not to smile when her eyes narrowed even more.
“Two hundred,” she said at last.
“Two fifty,” I replied.
“Agreed.” She smiled, and her mouth was all perfect teeth.
“Half delivered after we finish our Castles lesson,” I said.
“Very well,” she sighed. Then she closed her eyes for a few moments and smiled. “Now that our alliance is formed. Let us talk of the game. Are you done with your meal?”
“Yes. It was excellent. Thank you again for meeting me, and teaching me.”
“No, Leo, thank you for working with me tomorrow. After this is all over with, I hope you decide to remain in our fair city, so we can meet like this many more times.” The woman smiled, but I saw through her cold eyes.
“I would like that also,” I lied. “What will be our strategy tomorrow?”
“They will arrange us in the Coliseum in a random placement. If you are by my side, it will be a lucky boon. We should attack Sir Rodin first, but only if he is closest to us. If he is on the opposite side of the arena, then we shall attack whoever is closest to you.”
“Makes sense. We should try to take out two as quickly as possible,” I said.
“Yes. Now, let us speak of Castles. What do you know of the game?”
“I know nothing.” I laughed. “You’ll have to start at the beginning.”
“Perfect! That is my favorite place. Let us begin.” The pretty blonde woman stood from her chair, and I followed her to the hexagon checkered field.








Chapter 14
“You are a quick study,” Cesnie said after our second hour of instruction. “I would guess that you could compete well at an amateur level. You said you have never played Castles before?”
“Nope, but I’ve played other games. This seems similar. I’ll move my support golem to this position so I can manage the front line here. Do you think that is a wise move?” I asked her as I gestured over to the hexagons on the field.
“Yes. However, it will leave your missile golems at the back without support. I could then move my melee golems around your flank here.” The blonde woman gestured to her row of six-foot-tall stone clay sculptures.
“Oh yeah. I didn’t see that.” I lied.
Castles was like a combination of chess combined with an elaborate turn-based strategy game. The objective was to capture all of the “castles” that appeared on the board. A six-sided die was rolled to determine the number of castles on the map, and then each player traded turns placing them. The game actually started here, since each player could only place a castle at particular spots on their side of the board. Then the players took turns either placing their golem pieces on the board or moving them.
There were three types of pieces: Melees were like queens in chess. They could move in any direction, but only up to three hexagon spaces. If they moved only one space, they could attack and take an enemy piece, but if they moved more, they could not attack until the next turn.
Missile golems moved one space at a time, but they could attack a piece four spaces away.
Each piece required two hits to eliminate. That was where the support golems came into play. They could move two spaces, or they could heal anything within a space buffer around them. They could also attack anything next to them. However, a castle was considered “captured” if a support golem occupied the same spot as the castle. It made the pieces extra valuable, but it also meant they had to be left with castles already captured, and a player’s offense would weaken in correlation with the castles they captured.
Each player was allowed a maximum of twenty pieces on the board. If a piece was lost, they could bring a new one into play on their next turn, but that would mean they couldn’t move any other pieces. To keep the game from running too long, each player only had thirty seconds to make their turn. If they didn’t choose quickly enough, the other player would take their turn, and the first player would miss a turn. Cesnie explained to me that this was almost always what won her victories. Most of her opponents would lose track of the pieces or need too much time to plan. They would get what Garf, Jax, and I would call “the newb choke” and they would be worrying about things that happened in the past.
“I will move my melee then.” She smiled at me and then pointed to the spot on the field “Piece eight. Move here.”
The clay golem followed her orders and came to stand at the spot that she indicated. I asked her about the logistics around the game field since this seemed like the kind of game only rich nobles could play and not the average citizen, but Cesnie told me that plenty of people played the game with small wood or stone boards. They just set the golem piece on its side when it received one point of damage and then removed it when it was supposed to be “destroyed.”
Cesnie’s last movement opened one of her castles to my own melee group. It was what I intended to happen, and it was a bit puzzling that she’d taken my bait. Part of me wanted to move ahead and take the location, but then another part of me knew that my ego didn’t need any stroking. I needed to sandbag as much as possible. There was also the high possibility that I still wasn’t seeing the many layers of the game, and this was a feint wrapped in a feint.
I moved my piece to block her melee advance.
“Ahh. That was smart, but your defense needs to be met with ways to slowly climb into an offensive position. If you continue to defend, I’ll just push you all over the field.” She moved one of her missile golems, and I saw that two of my pieces were now at risk. I had expected her to make the move, but I still made a sighing sound.
“Ahh. You’ve got me. Your reputation is well deserved.” I made a move she would probably expect me to make and saved my support piece. Then she took my melee, and I counter-attacked with one of my missile golems.
“You did better this time. As I said before, you are a quick study,” the blonde woman said after she beat me ten minutes later.
“Thanks. I do believe I have a feel for the game now. It helps to learn from the master. Perhaps I will be able to give my first opponent a hard time if I make it to the third challenge,” I said to her with a smile.
“I think you will unless you go up against me during the first pairing.” She laughed and then gestured to the sun. “As much as I would love to play with you all day, I must take my leave. I will arrange for the money to be promptly delivered to you, and then I must prepare for tomorrow. Do you have any questions about the first challenge, or our agreement?” she asked.
“Nope. We take Sir Rodin out first if he is standing next to either of us. If he isn’t then, we take whoever is on my right.”
“Yes, but if I am on your right, let us attack the person on your left.”
“I agree with your plan. I’ll await your first payment.”
“It will be delivered promptly. It was a pleasurable morning, Leo. I look forward to tomorrow.”
“Thanks again,” I said as I bowed to the woman. Then we parted, and each walked towards different sides of the palace.
I made my way back through one of the gardens and thought about what I needed to do next. I needed to get some non-magical equipment from Sharles, and I had to figure out what to do with all the money that Cesnie was going to give me. The obvious choice was to buy back Chrysa’s jewelry, but what would I do with the rest of it? Should I go back to Taran and try to buy more ability books? The thought was appealing, but I also wondered if Cornalic could use the money to buy an ability book for himself. It probably made sense to upgrade my party members. I also thought about the second challenge.
I hadn’t even asked Bolverk if he would be in my party. I doubted the crazy gnome would say no, but I would probably need to buy him some armor and new weapons.
“Sir Leo Lennox.” A voice called out to me from the side of a decorative building as I walked by. I turned to see who it was, and my hand fell onto the grip of my broadsword.
“You have no need of that,” Moryana said. The woman was leaning against the wall of the marble structure. She was eating a piece of fruit that looked like an orange skinned pear.
“Sorry. You startled me a bit,” I said as I took my hand from my sword.
“I should apologize then. Will you speak with me?” She beckoned with a finger for me to come toward her, and then she turned to walk behind the building. The woman was wearing the same kind of skirt she wore yesterday, and the leather bands spun to trail behind her. Dang, she had really nice legs.
“Sure,” I said as I moved around the corner of the building. I stepped a bit wide so that I could see around it, but there was no one else standing on the grass there besides the beautiful obsidian-haired sword dancer.
“How was your morning with Lady Cesnie Kayleic?” Moryana leaned against the wall again and took a bite out of her pear.
“It went well. I doubt I will be embarrassed during the third challenge,” I said.
“Hmmm.” Her green eyes turned from her pear to study my face. “If you make it that far.”
“That is the plan.” I crossed my arms and took a slow breath. Moryana was the kind of woman I was into: dark and dangerous.
“That was your plan, yet you made a deal with Lady Cesnie Kayleic.” The sword dancer shook her head and make a tsk sound three times.
“I’m guessing she tried to make a deal with you as well?” I asked.
“Of course.” Her green eyes bore into mine.
“And?” I asked.
“I may be a mercenary, but once I commit to a job, I see it through. If I didn’t, it would tarnish my reputation. Men like Sir Rodin Worred don’t understand that kind of honor, they just lump all of us into one stinking pot.”
“Must be frustrating,” I said.
“He is a gnat. I have more important things to worry about. Like you.” Her full lips formed a small smile that reminded me a bit of Zarra.
“I doubt I am much of a worry for you. I’ve heard of your reputation.”
“Yes, but I can assure you my reputation is only a fraction of the reality.”
“Hey, if you’ve got the talent, go ahead and brag. I’m looking forward to seeing you in action tomorrow.” I returned her smile.
“Ha! Sir Leo Lennox, that may be the first time anyone has ever told me they are looking forward to engaging with me.”
“I doubt that. You are beautiful. I’m sure many men have wanted to engage with you.”
Her smile grew, and I saw a small dimple on each cheek. Her green eyes flowed over my body again and then she shook her head. Maybe my Charisma attribute increase actually worked?
“You are bold. I like that,” she said at last.
“Does that mean you won’t attack me first tomorrow?” I gave her a smirk.
“Perhaps. That is why I wanted to speak with you. I would like an alliance, amongst other things,” she said.
“What other things?” I asked.
“You immediately jump to that? Ha! Men. I should have figured.” Her intense green eyes twinkled.
“You did mention it.” I laughed. “Let’s speak of the alliance. I don’t know what I can offer you.”
“What I ask is simple: If the opportunity presents itself, attack Tia’tor Barta instead of me.”
“That’s it? You don’t want me to attack anyone else?”
“Sir Leo Lennox. I’m sure you have deals already made with Cesnie, maybe you have a deal with Sir Rodin Worred. I doubt you have a deal with Tia’tor, though. I also doubt that any of them have asked you to target me specifically. Their strategies will both be concerned with not losing the first challenge. I am only concerned with winning the first challenge.”
“So, you don’t care who I attack, as long as I attack Tia’tor instead of you?” I asked the obsidian-haired woman.
“Exactly.”
“What do I get out of this deal?” I asked.
“I won’t attack you until Tia’tor is defeated,” she said.
“I’m not sure if I’m getting a fair--”
“You are. Believe me, Sir Leo Lennox. If I wanted to end you first in the challenge, I would. If you deal with me, and can make it past the first few minutes, you might even place second tomorrow.” Moryana spoke with complete confidence, as if she was explaining to me that the sky was blue. “I doubt my offer conflicts with any other deal you have made.”
“No. It isn’t a conflict.” I guessed Moryana had probably figured that Cesnie, Rodin, and I would fight each other, and identified Tia’tor as her only threat during the first challenge. Her deal was really good for her. She probably figured I would get eliminated first, but just in case I did survive, I’d help her be victorious over the minotaur.
“What else can you offer me?” I asked.
“What else?” she raised an eyebrow. “I have already said you are getting a very fair deal from me. I can attack you first if you’d like.”
“When things get going tomorrow, I think the numbers will drop quickly. If you try to attack me first, Tia’tor will take the opportunity to attack you. Sure, you might be able to take me out quickly, but what if you can’t? Are you going to waste time on me when you’ve got Tia’tor at your back? No, you need me to agree to help you more than I need your assurance that you won’t attack me.”
We stared at each other for a few moments, and then the sword dancer nodded. “What else would you like?” she asked.
“What else are you offering?” I asked to buy myself some time to think. I considered asking her to ensure I was the last person standing beside her at the end, but that would betray Sir Rodin, and I kind of wanted to take Moryana out of the first or second spots. I didn’t think it would be worth betraying the knight and then screwing up with a vote in the fifth round just so I wouldn’t have to fight him at the end of the first round.
I also considered asking Moryana to attack Cesnie first, but the sword dancer made it clear that she guessed I had already made an alliance with the blonde tactician. The request might make me seem untrustworthy, and Moryana could decide not to bother with me at all.
“My employer is prepared to offer her vote,” the sword dancer said.
“In the last round?” I asked.
“Yes. We have been courted by Queen Yrisi already, but no commitment has been made. If you agree to attack Tia’tor, I will not attack you, and my employers will pick your Lady in the fifth round. If you make it that far.”
“I agree,” I said after I appeared to ponder the decision for a few moments.
“You’ve made a smart decision.” The smile dropped from her lips, and she took another bite out of her pear. The fruit was just a core now, and she let it fall from her fingers.
“Now that we have an alliance, what are those ‘other things’ you wanted from me?” I raised one of my eyebrows and shot the beautiful woman my trademarked smirk.
“Perhaps you’ll find out tomorrow night. If you aren’t dead, that is,” she said.
“I thought this was a non-lethal battle?” I asked.
“It is supposed to be. We will wear amulets that will keep us from extreme injury, but I still wouldn’t want to feel Tia’tor’s weapon smash into me, and I pity whoever my edge finds first. Of course, that won’t be you, Sir Leo Lennox.”
“Yeah, Tia’tor is rather intimidating.”
“Maybe he isn’t the one you should be afraid of?” Moryana raised an eyebrow and then gestured to the central area of the palace. “I must go prepare for the battle tomorrow. Thank you for agreeing to my terms. Have a good rest of your morning, Sir Leo Lennox.”
“You too, Moryana,” I said to the woman. We both nodded to each other, and she spun to walk away. The movement made the bands on her skirt part, and I found my eyes drawn to the red colored bikini bottom that was wrapped around her tight athletic ass.
Yeah. She was definitely one to be afraid of.
I watched the woman walk away from me for a few moments, then I moved to the other corner of the building and left going the opposite direction. I meandered through the garden so that I could spend some time arranging my thoughts, and then I made my way back to the palace. Five minutes later I was back at our wing, and I was running through the agenda for the rest of the day.
“Sir Lennox, you have a guest,” one of the guards said when I approached the double doors to our wing. “She is waiting inside the lobby.”
“Great. Thank you,” I said as I stepped through the doors.
Sitting inside was a young woman with a dark black uniform. The style looked somewhat similar to Cesnie’s.
“Sir Lennox?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“I have brought you a gift.” She gestured to the coffee table by the couch where she stood. On top was a pouch that looked large enough to hold only a pair of tennis balls.
“What is it?” I asked.
“I was told that you would know. The contents are yours, the bag is ours, and we’ll expect it back in the future.” The woman stood and made a short bow to me. “Good day.”
“Good day,” I said, and then the woman exited the room.
I stepped to the coffee table and reached for the bag. It was heavier than I expected, maybe ten pounds, and I opened it up to see what was inside. It looked empty, which was odd since the bag weighed so much. Then I twisted it in my hands to see if I was missing something.
 
Medium Bag of Holding- Carry up to 1,000 pounds of equipment. Food or drink will perish at half the normal rate. If sharp items are placed into the bag, interior will be cut and items will spill out. Bag can be emptied by holding upside down and saying “Empty.”
 
“Fuck yeah!” I said as I reached my hand inside. As soon as I knew it was a bag of holding, I realized what my fingers just confirmed: It was filled with coins. I pulled some out and then stared at the sparkly platinum goodness. Ahhh I loved loot.
I put the coins back and went to look for Cornalic and Chrysa. I found them both, along with Allurie, Bolverk, and the three handmaidens in the young noble woman’s extravagant room.
“What did you do to his hair?” I asked when I saw the giggling girls. They were kneeling around the tattooed gnome and rubbing his mohawk.
“Oh, Leo! We dyed his hair! Isn’t it adorable?” Allurie cried with glee.
“Uhhh…” I struggled to find the correct words.
Bolverk’s spiky mane was now a blend of green and purple colors. The gnome sat cross-legged on the marble floor, and his eyes were closed. His face looked completely calm, so I guessed he hadn’t minded the treatment.
“Did he say you could--”
“When the gods smash against each other for the glory of war.” The gnome’s voice was an intense whisper. “There rains an endless stream of lava from the sky. The lava forms the spirits of the dragons that lurk under the surface of Ohlavar like maggots under the skin of a diseased rat. You have seen them, Leo Lennox. You will rise to ascension with me, then I shall gift you of the harems that you seek. The women will be of magnificent warrior blood, and they will pleasure you beyond what--”
“Okay, so you didn’t mind the hair dye!” I interrupted him.
“How was breakfast?” Chrysa asked.
“It went well. We need to plan for the rest of the day. Cornalic, can you go back to the jewelry store where you sold the pieces and buy them back?”
The half-orc and brunette beauty both gave me puzzled looks, and I pointed to the bag at my hip. “Cesnie tried to buy me. So now I have 12,500 platinum pieces.”
“She tried to buy you? For that much?” Chrysa’s mouth opened wide enough for me to see the back of her esophagus.
“Yeah. So, I think we should spend some of it to get back what you sold for my attribute books.”
“Leo, that is very kind of you. I am speechless. Thank you,” the beautiful woman choked out the words, and I could see the joy plain on her face.
“You helped me out by selling it. Cornalic, once we buy the jewelry back how much money will we have left?”
“A bit above 10,000 platinum,” he said.
“Great. That should be enough to get you a bunch of new ability books,” I said as I handed him the magical bag.
“Me? What do you mean, dearest friend?” The half-orc tilted his head, and his yellow eyes opened wide.
“Do you know of a vendor who sells books you can use? I know that you haven’t spent a lot of time in this city, but I think you should get some new ones.”
“Leo, I ahhh. I can find some to buy. Are you sure?” The muscular man glanced at the bag and then back to me.
“Yeah, buddy.” I smiled at him.
“I think we will be better off spending this money on you, dear friend. Healers and protectors are quite desirable, and their skills are expensive because they are hard--”
“Then go buy a few for yourself, and then I can go spend the rest of the money once you return. No whores!”
“Dearest Leo, I never spend my money on whores. I only spend my money on girls in need of financial--”
“Whatever. Just spend the money on abilities for yourself.” I shot the man a smirk and lightly punched him on his muscular shoulder.
“Thank you.” The man pulled the bag to his chest, and his yellow eyes met mine. “Leo, dearest friend. I am continuously astounded by your generosity. You are--”
“Wonderful! Isn’t Leo wonderful?” Allurie shouted as she hugged me from the side. “He’s so nice to his friends! Everyone loves him!”
“It’s not a big deal, Cornalic,” I said as I tried to pull the silver-haired elf girl from my arm.
“No, Leo. When I think about kindnesses that people have paid me, they are all from you.” The half-orc glanced down the trio of blades on his belt.
“You are my friend. I’ve got your back, and you have mine,” I said. It was funny how things worked out. A few weeks ago, the half-orc had stolen all my money, and I’d been ready to kill the man. Now I was giving him over ten thousand platinum, and I trusted him to use it how he thought best.
“Greetings lovelies!” a voice called out from the doorway and interrupted Cornalic’s reply. We turned to see the wide herald enter the room. The man’s walk was somewhat like an electric slide, and his belly flopped with each of his jutting leg motions. “I am here for the handsome Sir Leo Lennox!”
“Me?” I asked.
“Yes, oh.” Sharles looked to Chrysa, and the woman’s eyes opened.
“I am sorry, Leo. I forgot to tell you that I talked to Sharles about getting you equipment for tomorrow. He has offered to take you to the royal armory,” the brunette said.
“Oh, thank you. That is a real help,” I said to both of them.
“No, thank you for being the lovely lady’s champion, Sir Leo Lennox,” Sharles gestured for me to follow him.
“I will do as you ask, Leo, but I’ll not spend all the money,” Cornalic whispered to me as I turned to go.
“Whatever you have to do buddy. I trust you.” I smiled at him.
“Thank you, Leo. I won’t let you down, dearest friend.”
“I know you won’t,” I said to him before I followed the burgundy-robed herald out of Chrysa’s room.








Chapter 15
Zarra and I didn’t speak that night when I logged out. All my calls went to her voicemail, and she ended up returning my call when I was in the shower. The message she left said that she was going to be busy the rest of the night, but she had thought about what I said the night before and she wanted to talk more about it tomorrow.
I did get a chance to have dinner with both of my parents and Chip. Only a few weeks ago, my mom believed the blond man was my best friend Jax, but during dinner I was able to re-introduce them, and she was able to remember his name. She even asked him all sorts of great questions about his military past. Chip hadn’t given her many of the details, but the conversation was further proof that the Arnacript treatment was really working.
The next morning, Chrysa, Allurie, Cornalic, and I made our way with the rest of the royal procession to the coliseum. There was a good half hour of organized confusion when we arrived, but I was soon whisked away by attendants to a waiting area so I could warm up alone, and then I was taken to the upper levels of the coliseum so the challenge could begin.
“Champions! Step forward to receive your amulets of protection!” Sharles called out to us, and his voice boomed across the vast coliseum like a trumpet fanfare.
The five of us were standing in a line before the assembled council, queen contestants, and their families. Behind us were the stands of the coliseum, and the gathered crowd watched us with a tense hush.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic!” the herald called out.
There was a long table before us and Cesnie moved to the box resting on green velvet. She wore a light chain shirt with plates on the shoulder. The armor also had leather pants with matching leather plates on top of her thighs. The leather was dyed a dark green to match the color of the family she worked for, and the metal pieces of each part were covered with beautiful etch work of what looked like a crescent harbor. She carried a metal helmet in the nook of her left elbow, and it also had crescents across the polished surface. A long but simple looking rapier hung from her belt, and a small metal shield was strapped to her back.
The pretty woman reached into the box with her mail covered hands and pulled out an amulet to show the crowd. Then she put it over her neck, and her body flashed blue, then yellow, then red before the glow went away.
Cesnie bowed to the council and then turned to take her place in the line.
“Sir Rodin Worred!” Sharles gestured to the yellow-clad knight.
Rodin was wearing a suit of form-fitting plate over thin mail. There were winged gold accents to the shoulders, chest plate, and shingles of the armor. The suit looked as if it could have been really heavy, but the man walked to the table with surprisingly fluid steps. He carried a large metal kite shield with his left hand, and there was an array of swords of various length sheathed on his left hip.
He raised the amulet above his head and then put it on over his neck. The same colors flashed across his body, and then he tucked the piece of jewelry under one of the layers of his chainmail.
“Moryana, the blade dancer!” Sharles called out.
The dark-haired woman moved to the table. She was wearing almost the same outfit I saw her in the last few days: Red tunic with a black leather corset around her narrow waist. She had the leather strap skirt and a scimitar on her hip. She did have additional black leather armor over her arms, and I noticed a second scimitar hanging from her back. The sword dancer put the amulet on without showing the crowd and stepped back into the line before the glow faded from her skin.
“Tia’tor Barta!”
The minotaur grunted and then stepped to the table. The massive walking man-bull wore a shirt of chain mail that hung to his knees. Metal armor plates were haphazardly attached to the chain as if someone decided it would be a good idea to add them last night.
He wore a longsword on his left hip, and while I could have used the blade with one hand, I imagined the minotaur wielded the “hand and a half” sword as easily as I would have swung my short sword. Tia’tor also had a massive single headed battle axe strapped to his back, and he carried a gray painted tower shield in his left. The shield was probably five and a half feet tall and three and a half feet wide.
It was going to be so hard to take this fucker down.
The creature raised his amulet high into the air, and then he let it fall over his neck. “I don’t even need this,” he said with a huff, but then he took one step back to fall into line.
“Leo Lennox!” Sharles called out.
I stepped up to the table and reached for the box on top of the teal velvet. As soon as my gloved fingers picked up the amulet, I turned it in my hand so that I could identify it.
 
Amulet of Minor Color Flash- Wearer glows an assortment of colors when item is first worn. More colors glow randomly while the amulet is worn.
 
“I thought this was supposed to be an amulet of protection?” I asked Sharles.
“Sir Leo, it is an amulet of protection,” Sharles said.
“No. It is an Amulet of Minor Color Flash. Did someone switch it out?”
“Huh? How do you know?” the fat man glanced between the amulet and my eyes.
“I have Mind Sage abilities. This is not the amulet you think it is.”
A flurry of whispers ran through the assembled council and the families of the contestants. I looked to Chrysa, and her face looked white. Cornalic shook his head, and I saw his mouth harden.
“Sir Leo Lennox. We’ve had these amulets tested. My own staff performed the identification using the royal Mind Sage. Everyone has the same amulets,” Sharles said. The man didn’t seem like he was lying, so I guessed that he wasn’t in on this.
“Let me see your amulet,” I said to Cesnie.
“Sir Lennox, this is quite unbecoming.”
“Now.” I beckoned with my fingers for her to walk to me. “There is treachery afoot, and I want to get to the bottom of it.”
“There is no treachery afoot. It is just someone terrified that he is outclassed,” a woman hissed from the chairs behind Sharles. The voice belonged to a beautiful blonde woman who looked to be only a few years older than Chrysa.
“Summon some Mind Sages then. If I am incorrect, then I will forfeit this challenge. Someone has exchanged my amulet for one that only makes light when worn. Lady Cesnie, let me examine yours.” I gestured for the woman to walk toward me again.
“There is no need to forfeit, Sir Lennox, there is no foul play afoot,” Rodin said.
“Can I see your amulet?” I asked the man.
“Of course, I have nothing to hide.” He pulled off the chain, stepped toward me, and placed it in my hand.
 
Amulet of Minor Protection from Death- If wearer is struck with a fatal blow, wearer is instead healed for half of the damage and knocked unconscious. Once the Amulet of Minor Protection from Death is used, it cannot be used again for twenty-four hours.
 
“Your amulet is fine. It will prevent you from dying and instead knock you unconscious,” I said to the knight.
The coliseum below us was filled with people, and I could see the wave of whispers flow away from me and down to the foot of the audience.
“What of mine?” Moryana asked as she pulled the amulet off her neck and held it out to me.
“It is the same as Sir Rodin’s,” I said after I examined the sword dancer’s item. “It could be that they just exchanged mine for a fake one.”
“Sir Lennox makes a mockery of our proceedings. I demand that he be removed as a challenger!” the beautiful blonde woman I guessed was Queen Yrisi screeched as she stood from her chair.
“Call your Mind Sages,” I said to Sharles.
“This is ridiculous. Sir Lennox, you are holding up our entire process,” Cesnie said with a sigh.
“Then let us switch amulets,” I said as I turned to the blonde woman. “If you think I am lying, then go ahead and wear mine and I’ll wear yours.”
“Fine, if that will appease you.” Cesnie shook her head and then pulled her amulet off.
“Well, no it won’t because you could die with this on. It’s fake,” I said as I shook my head.
“I’m sure I’ll be fine, Sir Lennox. Let us trade and then get on with it.”
“Fine,” I said as I handed her my amulet and took hers.
Then I turned it over in my hand and almost lost my shit.
 
Amulet of Minor Color Flash- Wearer glows an assortment of colors when item is first worn. More colors glow randomly while the amulet is worn.
 
Cesnie was wearing the same fake amulet as me.
Had I gotten played? I had thought Cesnie intended to betray me. I had thought that Queen Yrisi was behind the fake amulet, but why would she give her own champion one?
If Cesnie and I died in the first round, neither Chrysa nor Yrisi would end up ruling Sanduport. The two women were the favorites to win either round four or five, so it made complete sense to just eliminate both of us in the first round.
Permanently.
“This amulet--” I started to say, but Queen Yrisi interrupted me.
“You took the amulet from my champion. What is wrong with this one?” The blonde woman pointed an accusing finger at Chrysa. “Is this how you want your champion to act? Is this an example of what your stewardship will be--”
“I am fine! I have no complaints. I apologize to everyone for the outburst. This amulet is fine,” I said as I put the thing on. I glowed just as Chrysa and the three other challengers did when they first put on their items. Someone had done a really good job of making sure that the magic matched.
Was it the Freelans? Had Rodin come to me for an alliance but only meant to stab me in the back?
Was it the Teedans? Did Moryana want to guarantee her victory? If Cesnie and I were dead, the sword dancer would only have to worry about Tia’tor.
Was it the Grytars?
Fuck. I thought I had a plan going into this battle royal, but now I didn’t know who to trust. It seemed like someone I might have thought was an ally wanted me dead.
Only I wouldn’t die. This was just a game, and I would come back in a day and be able to participate in the second challenge. I was going to spoil their plans, no matter what happened in this fight. Still, I wanted to get all these relics without dying, so I didn’t intend to get my ass kicked now. If I had to, I could surrender before someone struck the killing blow.
And if they tried to kill me anyways, I would suspect who the real assassins were.
“Sir Leo, do you still wish for me to call the Mind Sages?” Sharles asked. The sincerity on his face looked legitimate, so I guessed that the man had nothing to do with this. Hell, he spent a few hours yesterday giving me a tour of the armory training rooms. The man had seemed as harmless as a fly.
But maybe I was getting played by him too. Fuck. Dungeon dives were so much simpler.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic’s amulet is--”
“I am fine. Let us get on with it.” The blonde woman’s steel-blue eyes narrowed when she looked at me.
“We will send the challengers down to the arena below. They will form by standing on their assigned number.” Sharles held up a six-sided die and rolled it between his fingers. I could see that five of the sides had our colors, and one was unpainted.
He rolled the die across the table, and the air filled with a silent tension.
“The die has called upon Sir Leo Lennox! Will you please enter the coliseum and stand at the first indicated spot?” Sharles shouted after the die settled.
“I will,” I said to the gathered assembly. Then I turned to my left and descended the stairs toward the bottom of the arena. The throng of onlookers must have numbered over five thousand people, and they stared at me in silence as I walked by their seats.
There was an open metal door at the bottom of the steps, and two Sanduport guards saluted me when I walked past them. Then I stood alone on the empty stone floor of the arena. There was a circle etched out in the middle with chalk, and I saw that five positions were marked with numbers. I found the first one and then stood there.
The crowd cheered when I took my spot, and I raised my hand up to wave at them. I had picked out a nice suit of leather armor yesterday. It wasn’t magical, but it was the best fitting of the wide assortment Sharles had shown me, and the vital points over the heart, spine, shoulders, elbows, and knees were protected with a thick plate of steel. I doubted they would help that much against Tia’tor’s massive swings, but I was counting on my magic for protection.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic!” I heard Sharles’ voice ring out from the stands high above me. A half minute later the blonde woman took the second position on the circle to my right. Her steel-blue eyes turned to me, and she shook her head slightly.
“Does your outburst mean you have changed your mind?” she hissed.
“Both of our amulets are fake. Someone is trying to kill us,” I hissed back.
“Sir Rodin Worred!” Sharles sang out.
“We attack him first,” the blonde woman said after she put her helmet on.
“Got it,” I said with a nod. My own helmet hung from my belt, and I tied it on by the time Rodin took his spot. The man’s blue eyes met me from across the circle, but neither of us communicated any sort of emotion that I thought Cesnie would notice.
“Tia’tor Barta!” Sharles called.
The minotaur stepped into the arena and moved to stand next to Rodin. The two men were opposite me, and they watched the beautiful sword dancer take her spot on my left.
“Ready weapons!” the herald cried out, and we all pulled our weapons.
I had picked a broadsword from the armory. The blade was well balanced, and the edge was sharp enough to shave with. I also wore one of my non-magical short swords and a few daggers on me. In my left hand, I held a metal “heater” style shield. It was one of the classic knight designs with a flat square shaped top half, but a bottom half that was a triangle. It looked somewhat like Rodin’s, only the knight’s shield had a curve to the top, and the bottom portion was a good foot longer.
“Sir Leo Lennox, raise your sword when you are ready!” Sharles called.
I raised my broadsword, and the crowd cheered.
New Quest: Place First, second, or third in this challenge.
I relaxed a bit when I saw the quest prompt. The words on my UI reminded me that this was just a game, and I wasn’t going to die in real life if I lost this match, I was just going to miss out on attribute points.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic, raise your sword when you are ready.”
The blonde woman pointed her rapier into the sky and moved her shield through the air to test its weight again.
“Sir Rodin Worred, raise your sword when you are ready!”
The knight gave each of us a nod and then brought his weapon to the air. Then his eyes met mine.
“Tia’tor Barta, raise your sword when you are ready!”
The minotaur’s longsword came up, and he let out a long growl that made my chest shake.
“Moryana the blade dancer, raise your sword when you are ready!”
The obsidian-haired warrior woman put both of her scimitars up into the air.
“Lower your weapons!” the herald called, and we all followed his order.
“Let the challenge begin!” he screamed.
And the crowd screamed with him.
We didn’t move for a few moments. Each of us had our weapons ready, but no one wanted to be the one to make the first step. We knew that as soon as we made a commitment to attack one challenger, the others could attack our backs. I expected Cesnie to make a move and attack me first, but I guessed the placement of Rodin on her side might have messed up her plans. I didn’t know if Rodin or Moryana intended to betray me, so I didn’t know if I should let them have my back.
My eyes darted between the other challengers, and I wondered if they were thinking the same things as I was. Did they believe I would betray them? If Cesnie thought my issue with the amulet was me going back on our agreement, she might be suspicious. Hell, she probably already was, since I figured that she was going to betray me, anyway. Had she intended to betray me? Then what about the amulet?
Moryana stepped toward me, and I held my shield out toward her. She was still a good fifteen feet away, but I didn’t know how quickly the sword dancer could move. She took another step, and a slight smile came to her beautiful lips.
Shit.
I took a step back, and I saw Cesnie turn her head to me. Then the blonde woman took a step toward my flank.
Double shit.
Rodin shuffled toward Cesnie, and the blonde woman turned a bit so that he couldn’t flank her. I forced myself to take a deep breath, and I wondered if the man was going to stay true to his word.
Moryana took another step in my direction, and her smile widened. She was holding her curved blades at her side, and their tips were almost touching the stones of the ground.
“Tell me when,” she whispered as she took another step toward me. I pulled back another step away from the green-eyed woman and noticed that Cesnie was moving toward my right flank again. Rodin hadn’t advanced on her again, and I wondered if I had been deceived by everyone, and if they all agreed to eliminate me first.
“Huh?” I whispered.
“When Tia’tor charges me, of course,” she let out a laugh and then shuffled toward me with blinding speed.
I raised my shield to block the first flurry of her attacks, but as I did so, I saw the minotaur rush towards the woman’s unprotected back. It was a full on, head down, sword pointed like a spear, bull rush.
“Now!” I shouted as her blades swung out toward me.
But they never connected with my shield.
Moryana jumped back into a handspring that smacked both of her blades into the ground, and then she flipped some ten feet into the air like a twirling gymnast. She passed right over Tia’tor’s shoulders, and her blades spun out to slice into his armored backside.
Rodin shuffled up to Cesnie, and he thrust his sword at her right side, the woman turned to block his attack with her shield, and there was a deafening clang of metal against metal. I sprinted toward the woman’s unprotected back and aimed a horizontal swing at her thighs. I didn’t want to kill the woman, but I knew that I wasn’t going to get through this without taking off the gloves. Everyone else would be going for the jugular, so I had to just hope the healers on standby would be able to keep the woman from dying if I took her legs out.
Cesnie spun around and slashed her blade down to meet my attack. Our swords slid together, and she pivoted her hips a bit so that the tip of my blade couldn’t come free and cut her.
“I see,” she growled at me as she stepped forward. Our blades locked up at the hilt. Her motion put her back open to Rodin’s next attack, and I predicted she was going to try to bring her shield across my right elbow to disarm me before the man could get a cut into her.
“Sorry,” I apologized as I hooked my left heel around her right foot and shoved her. The woman’s steel-blue eyes opened wide as she tumbled away from me. My guess had been correct: Lady Cesnie Kayleic was a well-trained fencer and swordswoman, but that shit wasn’t real combat. It had rules and limits to what your opponent could do to you. She didn’t expect someone to grapple with her.
The blonde woman tried to twist her upper body around so that she wouldn’t fall, but her feet were struggling to keep up with her off balance tumble.
Rodin swung his sword and sliced into the right half of the woman’s chest. She screamed with agony when the blade dug past her armor.
The knight’s blade had cut deep, and her health bar dropped to 80%.
Cesnie hit the stone floor and flipped her legs around with a spinning motion. It was a surprisingly athletic move, and it brought the woman to her feet.
Then she glowed orange for a brief second, and I saw the cut below her breast stop bleeding.
“I will not be vanquished so easily,” the blonde woman said as she leveled her sword at Rodin and me. Her health bar was now back at 100%.
“You don’t have to go easily, you just have to go,” the knight said with a shrug.
“I expected this of you,” she said as she leveled her eyes at Rodin. Then she turned to me, “I did not of you. Perhaps I was foolish.”
“I expected it of you. You can’t say you weren’t going to backstab me if Sir Rodin had ended up on my left instead of Moryana,” I said as I took a step toward the woman. I was approaching her on her shield side, and Rodin came at her on her right sword side.
“You’ll never know for sure.” The woman shook her head. “You won’t be getting the rest of the money.”
“That’s fine,” I said as I thrust my sword against her shield. It was just a test to see how quick her movements were, and I wasn’t surprised to find out that she was quick.
Really damn quick.
Rodin stepped to her right and made a series of horizontal cuts with his sword. The blonde woman twisted her blade to meet his strikes but kept her shield free so she could block any of my attacks. Unfortunately for her, this meant she had to fall away from her position, and I stepped around so that I could move to her unprotected back.
As soon as I got there, the blonde woman pushed aside one of Rodin’s strikes and then sprinted away from us to get back to the center of the arena. We walked after her, and then I took a turn attacking her sword side while the knight moved to try to flank her.
I couldn’t really focus on the battle between Moryana and Tia’tor. I caught a bit of their melee out of the corner of my eye, and it looked like the sword dancer was a bee buzzing around the minotaur’s legs. I saw him make a low sweeping cut with his longsword, but the woman flipped over the attack with a twist of her beautiful body, and then made several slices along the length of the creature’s armored forearm.
Cesnie’s shield work was impeccable. Even when I feinted, the woman seemed to guess my movement and only blocked the real attack. She was also cunning with her positioning, and as soon as I thought I had pushed her into a spot where I believed Rodin could get cut on her, the woman twisted toward him, or me, and then managed to wiggle out of our pincer attack. Then she sprinted away from us.
If we didn’t take her out soon, either Moryana or Tia’tor would fall, and then Cesnie would not be the first one out of the competition.
Rodin seemed to have come to the same conclusion as me, and the knight let out a shout as he leapt toward her. His blade shimmered, and the blonde woman turned her back to me so that she could block his flurry of strikes.
I shuffled toward Cesnie’s exposed back and made a thrust with my broadsword. My attack was true, but her form glowed a dark purple color before my point could touch her. Her form shimmered when my sword passed through her, and I jumped back to avoid her rapier’s counter swing.
“Keep attacking!” Rodin shouted. His arm was as blur, and his strikes slammed into her shield instead of passing through her.
Cesnie must have used some ability that was preventing me from hitting her. I had no idea what it was, but it must have been very powerful. Maybe it was like Guardian of Fortune, and one of my attacks would eventually hit if I kept trying to hit her.
“Slow!” Cesnie shouted at me as I stepped closer enough to stab her again. My body was suddenly encased in a purple glow, and it felt as if I was fighting in a pool. The harder I pushed my sword, the slower it seemed to move. My UI showed a purple pair of chained legs on the top of my vision, and there was a teal colored bar underneath that I guessed would visually indicate how long I would feel the effects of her debuff.
“Chains!” Cesnie shouted at Rodin, and the knight’s feet glowed the same purple color. I could tell the man was trying to move, but his armored feet now had thick chains of magic around them, and he could only move as if he was in shackles.
The blonde woman’s form shifted like she was made of static pixels, then she was standing on my right side, and her rapier was diving toward my chest.
“Haste!” she shouted, and her arm glowed a violet color.
I used Spirit of Stone on myself a fraction of a second before her blade touched me. Whatever ability she used on me had not slowed my casting time, and the surface of my armor instantly glowed with the transparent teal bricks.
I didn’t really need to block, but force of habit made me try to parry her rapier attacks with my own blade. My movement was all sorts of useless. I couldn’t have done anything to stop her flurry of strikes, and I lost count of the number of times her blade hit me after the dozenth strike.
But my Spirit of Stone enchantment blocked all of them, and I didn’t even feel more than a light sensation as her sword danced around my arms, shoulders, chest, neck, and face.
“Huhhhttt!” Rodin grunted, and his armored body dashed across my vision as if he’d been shot out of a cannon. His shield smashed into Cesnie, and the armored woman folded around the lump of steel as if she was made from a noodle.
“Ha!” he cried as he stabbed down into her stomach with his sword. The blade passed through her body as is she was a virtual hologram, and the woman stabbed upward with her own rapier. The tip of her blade slid through the man’s stomach armor as it was made of aluminum foil, and his eyes opened.
The health bar over his head dropped down 25%, and Sir Rodin slashed down with his sword again. His blade passed through the woman once more without appearing to do any damage, and he howled with frustration.
I just couldn’t fucking move. Every step took all my strength, and the teal bar under the Slow debuff was only halfway gone. I was only a few feet from being able to attack the woman on the ground, but my legs were moving as if I was at quarter speed.
Cesnie yanked her sword out of Rodin’s stomach and attempted to make another strike. The man was ready for her this time, and he blocked her attack with his shield, then he slashed his sword down at her right arm, but his blade swung right through her limb as if she was made out of a stream of hose water.
“Shatter!” she shouted, and it felt like a thousand shards of glass had all decided to punch me in the stomach at the same time. My vision turned purple, and then black. I realized I was lying on the stone floor of the arena. I was no longer debuffed with Slow, but every muscle in my body was screaming with agony.
I forced myself to sit up and saw Cesnie get to her feet. Rodin was down on the ground, at about 65% health, and his body was smoking with a purple haze. I realized the same colored steam was coming off my own body, and I realized the blonde woman must have broken both of our snare debuffs with some sort of ability that did damage.
I thought about hitting myself with one of my healing abilities, but while I was in pain, I didn’t feel as if I was severely injured. My heart wasn’t thumping in my head and none of my body parts were numb. It was kind of annoying that I couldn’t see a health bar over my own UI, but other than the sensation of rolling around in a bunch of glass, I didn’t actually feel as if I couldn’t move.
I pushed the edge of my shield into the stone ground and then used it to leverage myself to my feet. I caught the battle between Tia’tor and Moryana out of the corner of my eye, but it looked in a similar state to where it had been a few moments ago. The minotaur was still trying to get a hit on the sword dancer, and the woman was making many insignificant cuts through his armor. Their battle could end at any moment if either of them got lucky, so I needed to take care of Cesnie as soon as I possibly could.
“I’m surprised you are standing,” she said as she shook her head.
“Sorry to disappoint you.” I tried to say the words with confidence, but the fact of the matter was that she’d just kicked both Rodin and my asses easily. The knight wasn’t moving, and if she hit me with another one of her Slow debuffs, she could finish him off before I could get to his side.
“Slow!” she shouted at me half a second before she spun to the fallen knight. My body was again covered with a purple glow, and I couldn’t move.
I could still use my abilities though, and I used Spirit of Stone on the knight as Cesnie’s sword plunged toward him. Her blade was met with the teal brick enchantment, and she hacked a few times before turning to me.
I managed to get off a Minor Heal on the knight, but then Cesnie opened her mouth to hit me with her magic.
“Shatter!” she shouted, and purple shards of glass filled my vision again. I felt my body float through the air, but I didn’t feel myself land, even though I saw the strange purple planet with its orange ring floating in the sky above me.
Okay. Now I was hurt.
Really bad.
I tasted blood in my mouth. My entire body was numb, and the purple planet was spinning in my vision like it was a top set upon a table made of blue sky.
Then I saw Cesnie’s pretty face on the side of my tumbling vision.
I used Guardian of Fortune on myself, and the teal enchantment with the green floating shields caught her next blade strike. My desire to win this contest overpowered the numbing agony that flowed through my nerves, and I spun across the ground enough to avoid her second chop.
I didn’t want to, but I knew I had to use Breath of Life on myself or I wasn’t going to be able to stand. Hell, I was probably going to have to use a few Minor Heals in addition to Breath of Life.
My body glowed orange when I healed myself, and I instantly felt better. Not, “I’m ready to take on the world!” better, but the agony in my body wasn’t nearly as intense, and I was able to get my shield up in time to block her third chop at my head.
“You are better than I thought you would be, but--” Cesnie started to say, but then Rodin appeared in the air behind her, and drove the point of his knight sword into her back as he landed.
Cesnie gasped with surprise and then stared down at the point coming out of her right breast. Rodin landed from his leap and then finished pushing his sword through her so that a good two feet of the blade emerged. Then the knight cut upward, and the edge tore free of the beautiful woman’s shoulder with a spray of blood.
“No!” I shouted as I hit her with Minor Heal. Cesnie’s body glowed orange as she tumbled over, but her health bar lost almost all its red color.
“No!” I didn’t know how I got up, but my sword smacked Rodin’s blade aside as he tried to plunge it into her skull. My block caused the point of the knight’s sword to dig into the stone half a foot away from her head, and I slammed my shoulder into him hard enough to send him falling to the ground.
Cesnie’s steel blue eyes were wide. Her lips opened and closed as if she was speaking, but instead of words, only a river of blood descended from her mouth.
I used another Minor Heal ability on her, and I felt as if someone was starting to squeeze my lungs. Her health bar went up, but it wasn’t the 15% that I expected.
“Sir Lennox!” Rodin growled as he got up from the ground. My shoulder charge had flung him almost twenty feet away, and he turned to me with his sword at the ready and outraged confusion plain on his face.
“Her amulet was fake!” I shouted at him as I gestured at the blonde woman with my sword.
Rodin’s eyes turned down to the woman, back to my face, and then down to Cesnie again. “Oh,” he said. “Now I see.”
“Cesnie Kayleic is the first challenger to fall!” Sharles’ magnificent voice called out. He must have had some sort of magical heralding ability that made his words carry since I easily heard him over the screams of the crowd.
The woman’s health bar was still falling, and I used Breath of Life on her. The enchantment seemed to have stopped her health from dropping, but her life wasn’t going up, and there was only about 5% left.
“I used one of my sword abilities. It reduces the effects of healing and will bleed her life out for a minute!” the knight yelled. He must have been telling the truth because her health bar dropped again.
She was now at 2%, and the blonde woman choked out another mouthful of blood.
“Help!” I shouted to the surrounding crowd. I recalled someone saying that there were healers around, but where in the hell were they?
I used Minor Heal again, and my stomach experienced a chilling punch of mana fatigue. Cesnie’s health only went up 5% though, and it almost immediately dropped down a bit.
I hit her with another Minor Heal, then another, and a third after that. My vision started to swim, and it felt like a moose was standing on my chest. I could hardly breathe, but the woman’s health was now at about 15%. Her steel-blue eyes were focused on me now, and she coughed out a mouthful of blood.
“Look out,” Cesnie whispered, and I turned in time to see Tia’tor sprint across the arena toward me. He looked like a giant stampeding bull, and my tunneled vision made it look like he was moving in slow motion.
“Huhhhttt!” Rodin grunted as his shield slammed into the side of the charging bull-man. I was a bit surprised the knight was heavy enough to do anything to the minotaur, but the two men bounced off each other like billiard balls, and Tia’tor’s sword point missed me by six feet.
“Moryana the sword dancer is the second challenger to fall!” Sharles’ voice cut across the screaming crowd.
I turned my head away from the minotaur to find the obsidian-haired woman. She was lying in a twisted heap a good sixty feet from me. Her health bar was at 20% and didn’t seem to be dropping, so I guessed that the amulet had done its job. I was more than a little surprised that she lost to Tia’tor, and I wished I had been able to pay attention to the battle between the two.
“Let us defeat this brute, Sir Leo!” Rodin shouted to me.
“Yeah,” I said as I stumbled a few steps toward the knight’s side. I felt like I was running out of air, and every breath I tried to take left me more winded. I really wanted to sit down and close my eyes for a few seconds. How many Minor Heals did I just cast within a minute? Seven? No wonder I felt like shit. Even the thought of using the ability again made the world spin, and my stomach fill with nausea.
“You don’t look well, Sir Lennox,” Rodin hissed to me as Tia’tor spun around to face us. I doubted the eight-foot tall bull man had heard the knight over the sound of the crowd, but the creature’s deep black eyes did seem to look at me.
Tia’tor’s armor was a mess. It had been cut open in dozens of places, and the chain shirt half hung, and half dragged on the stone behind him. The monster was also covered in dripping blood. I would have thought him close to death based on the number cuts on his body that leaked blood onto the stadium floor, but his health bar said he was at about 50%.
If Moryana had inflicted that many wounds and only gotten the minotaur down to half health, how in the hell were Rodin and I going to take him out?
“I’m fine. I don’t have many protection abilities left though. Can we not engage for as long as possible so I can get rid of some mana fatigue?” It was the only plan that I thought could work. I didn’t know how my cool down looked for using Spirit of Stone on either of us, but I guessed it had been twenty or thirty seconds since I used it. I was going to need at least another minute before either of us could have the enchantment again.
“I don’t think he’ll wait!” Rodin shouted as Tia’tor charged us again. The minotaur’s shield was almost the size of a door, and he looked like one of those riot police tanks.
He must have figured I would be an easier kill than Rodin, since he sprinted toward me again. I dove out of the way, but the monster expected that also, and his longsword swung out at the last possible moment to cleave me in half. I got my shield up in time, but the force of his attack lifted me up in the air as if I’d been fired from a cannon. I guessed that I flew up a good ten feet into the air, and I landed on the stone like a sack of armored potatoes.
Ouch.
Tia’tor gave me no time to recover from my short flight. Before I could get up, he was making massive overhand attacks with his sword. I managed to roll out of the way of the first one, and his sword shattered the bricks where I lay a split second before. I blocked his second attack with my shield, and I felt the metal bend around my left arm. My shoulder also went numb, but I didn’t think anything was broken.
The monster grunted and then made another overhand strike with his blade. His arm glowed with a red light when he brought his sword down, and I used Guardian of Fortune as I raised my shield up again to block him.
Tia’tor surprised me though. His attack changed mid swing, and he stepped away from me as he adjusted the angle of his blade. The sword came down to his right and then swung around in a circle behind him. Rodin had been approaching from behind, and the minotaur’s sword smashed into the knight’s shield. Rodin flew across the arena as if he was a tennis ball and the knight smashed into the far wall with a deafening crack.
His health dropped down to 40%.
I still felt like I couldn’t breathe that well, but I had Guardian of Fortune on me, and I didn’t want to waste the precious seconds by not attacking, especially when the bull-man’s back was to me for half a second. I dove toward him and then jumped over the return swing of Tia’tor’s longsword. The blade passed under my leap, and I shoved my broadsword into the monster’s bicep.
My blade dug into his arm, and the monster let out a thunderous growl. Then I landed from my leap and yanked down with my sword as if I was splitting a log.
Tia’tor’s arm came off with a firehose spray of blood.
“Ahhhhhhh!” he screamed as he twisted his left shield arm around to smack into me. I tried to step away from the attack, but he pivoted his shield so that it was horizontal, and the bottom part caught me in the shoulder. Fortunately, Guardian of Fortune was still on me, and the enchantment caught the shield bash. I had still stepped away though, and the minotaur managed to bring his tower shield back to block my next series of attacks.
Tia’tor started to glow, and I recognized the effect as Breath of Life. The top part of his sword arm and his blade were still on the stone ground of the arena, so I moved my position to prevent him from picking up the weapon.
It almost didn’t matter that the minotaur had lost his weapon. His shield was massive, and he swung it around his body as if it was a child’s plastic toy. I knew I wasn’t attacking with my best form because I couldn’t breathe that well, but the minotaur was missing a fucking arm, and the injury wasn’t slowing him down at all.
“Hurhg!” the beast smacked my sword out of the way with a flick of his shield and stepped toward me with a grunt. His entire body blurred, and then I felt his massive boot slam into my chest.
I tumbled back across the blood-soaked arena. My shield twisted up with my arm somehow, and I heard my elbow snap before I felt that side of my body go numb. Then my back smashed into the wall of the arena, and the air left my tight lungs with an explosion of surprise.
Breath of Life was still on me, but I saw it only had about 40% of its time left. I didn’t think I could use Minor Heal again and still stand. I was going to need to get away from the minotaur and hope I could buy myself enough time to recover.
But first I was going to have to stand, and my legs weren’t interested in doing that at the moment.
Tia’tor dropped his tower shield on the ground with a grunt. Then he reached back over his shoulder with his left hand and pulled his battle axe from his back. The monster’s right arm had stopped bleeding, and I could see that a new limb was starting to regenerate.
I pulled my knees beneath my chest and then pushed them against the stone ground. The motion raised me up to a kneeling position, and I then leveraged my boot against the brick so I could stand on wobbly legs.
The good news was that every second of Breath of Life was making me feel better. The bad news was that I didn’t think I’d be able to run away from the massive man-beast if he decided to come after me.
Our eyes met across the arena, and the minotaur turned to Sir Rodin. The knight was still on the ground where Tia’tor’s attack tossed him, but he looked as if he was also trying to stand. Then the blond man coughed, and it looked like a bucket of blood splattered on the ground. We were about sixty feet apart from each other, and I wondered if I could use Breath of Life on him, almost as soon as I thought about the ability, the knight’s body began to glow with the enchantment.
Then Tia’tor charged the man.
My heart filled with relief, but I also wondered at the minotaur’s choice. I was obviously the one with the healing and protecting abilities. Tia’tor should have continued his attack against me and eliminated me from the competition next. Then again, the monster man could have been making a shrewd decision. It was probably obvious to him that I was beat the fuck up and suffering from mana fatigue. He was making a choice between who was going to finish second or third in this challenge. He must have believed Sir Rodin was the bigger threat. He probably was, since the man knew his way around the Castles game, and might place better in the second challenge.
Then again, if Cesnie was the first one out this round, and she was the worst performer on the next challenge, Chrysa would take the victory in rounds four and five.
Maybe the beast was only getting paid to score the most points in the first two rounds? Then his decision to change his mind and go after Rodin made a lot of sense. There was also the factor of the Breath of Life I had just cast. If the minotaur wasted time attacking me, it meant Rodin would heal. That was probably Tia’tor’s main reason for attacking the knight. Rodin wasn’t in good shape right now, everyone must have guessed that I couldn’t output anymore heals, and all Tia’tor would need to do is put a single axe cut into the knight to end him.
That was exactly what the minotaur did.
Rodin got to his feet half a second before Tia’tor hit him, and the blond man managed to get his kite shield up in time to block the horizontal axe swing. Tia’tor’s left arm glowed red when he attacked, and Rodin’s shield glowed orange. They shouted, there was a sound of a sharp crack of thunder across the coliseum, and both men stumbled away from each other. Rodin’s shield was still glowing with an orange light, but Tia’tor’s axe blade had ripped free of the thick wooden shaft, and the hunk of metal spun on the stone floor like a confused ballerina.
The crowd gasped with a unified intake of air. I would have guessed that the minotaur would have fallen back to grab the longsword out of his cut off arm, but the eight-foot tall man surprised me again by jumping high into the air and kicking downward into Rodin’s face. It looked like a clumsy attack. It was slow, telegraphed, and Rodin should have been able to get out of the way easily, but the knight was still recovering from his block, and the big monster’s boot connected with his face.
Rodin’s neck snapped back, and his health bar instantly dropped down to 15%. The blond man flew back again, but the minotaur caught his leg in mid fall, and he swung the armored man up into the air before driving his skull into the ground like a mallet strike.
Rodin’s body glowed the rainbow colors, and his health moved up so that he was at 20%.
“Sir Rodin Worred is the third challenger to fall!” Sharles’ voice called out.
Tia’tor let go of the knight’s leg and then turned to glare at me.
We both sprinted toward his longsword.
My lungs screamed, my left arm howled, my vision spun, but I knew I was going to lose if Tia’tor picked up his sword, so I forced myself to sprint as fast as I could. I was great at running. It was how I got around in Astafar Unlimited and I’d once done a 200-meter dash in 20 seconds. Then I’d done a 400-meter run in 45 seconds.
The same day.
I wouldn’t say I was the fastest guy in the world, but I was probably pretty damn close, and none of the men who were faster would have lasted ten seconds with me in the ring.
But none of my speed mattered now. Tia’tor got to his sword before me and scooped up the blade with a sliding move that was straight out of a kung fu movie.
He swung his weapon out with a horizontal cut, and I lifted my own sword to meet his. The steel blades bounced together with a banshee-like screech, and the larger man’s arm was thrown back. I hacked my broadsword across his chest, and the tip of my blade tore off the remainder of his armored shirt. It also cut the top half of his chest open, but the man already had too many cuts to count, and his 75% full health bar only dropped a tiny amount.
He twisted his sword back with a grunt and our blades connected again. My right arm, shoulder, and back numbed from the impact, and I wished that my left arm would hurry up and heal so I could use my shield. Then again, the hunk of metal was bent in the middle, and I doubted it could take more than a few hits from his sword before it was useless.
I flicked my sword down to cut the man on his thigh. My blade took a huge slice out of his flesh above the knee, but his health only went down a sliver again. Shit, this guy was so tough. I started to guess that he hadn’t beaten Moryana through swordsmanship. The hulking minotaur may have just endured all her attacks and then gotten lucky with one or two. He must have put one zillion points in his Brawn attribute.
Tia’tor twisted his hips again, and I raised my sword to block. The base of my weapon collided with his and there was a deafening crack sound. Both of our weapons broke where they met, and the blades spun free of our struggle to each skip across the stone floor of the arena.
I was still fuzzy. I was still tired. I still couldn’t breathe. However, I’d endured plenty of agonizing training to be world champion, and I knew what to do. Tia’tor might have been a foot and a half taller than me, outweighed me by eighty pounds of bone and muscle, and had the head of a fucking cow, but there was one martial art which didn’t care about how big, or strong, the opponent was.
That martial art was Ju-Jitsu, and I was a fucking master at it.
I let go of what was left of my sword and felt my left arm slide back into place as my Breathe of Life healed the broken limb. My hand flicked the shield free, and I felt a surge of power flow into my shoulders.
I stepped into the man and hooked my right arm over his left bicep as I grabbed the back of his right tricep with my left hand. The big man hadn’t expected me to grapple with him, and he also didn’t expect me to knee him in the balls. He howled with outrage and forced his weight down to smother me. I guessed he would do that though, and I twisted my hips in while I threw my left arm across his bloody chest to grab his other arm. His feet came free of the ground when I threw him over my back, and he let out an annoyed grunt when his shoulders slammed into the stone. I still had possession of his right arm, and I twisted the limb back against my right shin to break the elbow.
He howled, and I stomped him in the cow face.
He howled again, and I stomped him once more. I felt his teeth break under my heel, but the fucker’s health bar was still at 60%.
I stomped him again, but he turned his face to the side so that my foot slid off him. He pivoted on the ground by kicking out one of his massive legs, and I fell on top of the man. He tried to tilt his head up to head-butt me with his cut off horns, but I twisted my face out of the way and then slid my left leg over his chest to put him in the grappling “mount” position.
Tia’tor tried to hit me with his half-formed right arm, but that was exactly what I wanted him to do. I pushed the thick arm against the man’s neck, reached my right arm down over the other side of his throat, and then dug it behind him so I could grab my left arm. It was an arm triangle choke, and my head was protected from any bites or head-butts the minotaur might have made against me by his own bicep; which was now choking him.
I squeezed.
He started to huff, and his massive stinky body thrashed from under me.
I squeezed.
He tried to roll, but my feet were based out, and he couldn’t get any leverage.
I squeezed.
He still had his own Breath of Life running, and I was a bit worried that it would heal his broken left arm so he could punch me, but the seconds ticked by, and I could feel the monster’s massive heart struggle to push blood to his brain.
I squeezed.
Then Tia’tor passed out. His body glowed the rainbow color.
I stood from the bull-man and felt the sky start to tumble.
“Tia’tor Barta is the fourth challenger to fall! Sir Leo Lennox is the winner of the first challenge!” Sharles’ voice screamed across the coliseum like a blast from a thousand French Horns.
I raised my hand in the air, smiled at the roaring crowd, and then sat my ass back down.
Quest Completed. You have been awarded 10 attribute points. You have 14 unspent attribute points.
It took all my willpower not to close my eyes and log out.








Chapter 16
“By the Light! You won! Leo! This is amazing! You were amazing!” Chrysa didn’t seem to mind that my armor was covered with Tia’tor’s blood. The beautiful young woman threw herself against my chest, wrapped her arms around my neck, and pushed her full lips against mine.
“Yay! I keep telling everyone Leo is wonderful!” I thought I heard Allurie say. My brain and chest were still fighting against the mana fatigue, and it had been somewhat difficult to walk out of the arena and into the wide hallway where I met my waiting friends. The space was packed full of guards, servants, and the families of the girls competing for the position of Sanduport’s ruler.
Chrysa’s kiss was rather pleasant though, and my mouth unconsciously parted so that our tongues could flick against each other. I felt her moan a bit into my mouth before she released my neck. My eyes met her large brown ones, and her face turned bright red.
“I am, uhh. My apologies, Sir Lennox. I was carried away by the moment.”
“That’s okay. You are going to need a new dress though,” I said as I nodded at the front of her teal satin gown. It was now covered in a mix of mine and Tia’tor’s blood, and if it smelled half as bad as I did, the thing needed to be burned instead of cleaned.
“That’s okay. I can buy a new--”
“Sir Leo Lennox!” I heard Sharles call from behind my friends. The fat herald was running down the hallway with a group of yellow-robed men and women. “I have brought the healers!”
“I thought they were supposed to be next to the arena so that they could keep the challengers from getting killed?” I asked as the group circled around me.
“Yes, in the hallways here,” the man said.
Then my body glowed a vermillion color, and I suddenly felt like a million bucks. My shield arm was no longer sore, my back didn’t ache, my head wasn’t spinning, my legs didn’t feel as if they were made of jello, and my skin didn’t feel as if I’d been cut open with a thousand razor blades. My chest was still tight from the mana fatigue, but it only felt like Jax or Garf had me in “side mount”, instead of an elephant standing on my chest.
“Cesnie needs help, as do the others. Go to them!” I shouted at the healers, and the group ran past me.
“Someone tried to kill Cesnie and me,” I growled at Sharles as I handed him my fake amulet. “Tell your sages to look at it. Lady Kayleic had the same one. You’ve got a traitor in your staff.”
“I will investigate. Sir Leo--”
“I don’t want to talk anymore. I want to go back to my room.”
“I can understand. I will have the guards--”
“Sharles! What is the meaning of this?” a woman’s voice called out across the crowded corridor. I turned to see Queen Yrisi walking from the arena toward us. Cesnie walked with her and was followed by two healers. The blonde woman’s body was glowing with the vermillion light, and her face had most of its color back.
“My representative was given a fake amulet. She could have died! Do you know what it would have meant for Sanduport? Lady Cesnie Kayleic is one of this kingdom’s glittering jewels! How dare you try to manipulate this contest? I demand that the results of this round are ignored!”
“Lady Yrisi--” Sharles started to say, but the beautiful blonde woman cut him off.
“Queen! I am still your queen! But once I become Regent Queen, I will no longer have use of your services, and I intend to exile you.”
“Queen Yrisi. I would like to speak. Will you allow me?” Cesnie’s voice was quiet, but it cut through the mutterings of the hallway as if she had used some silence magic. All the other conversations around us stopped, and the throng of people turned toward us.
“Yes, of course. You are my champion,” the blonde queen nodded. I had thought Yrisi was a bit older than Chrysa, but now that we were standing next to each other, I guessed both beautiful women to be the same age.
“Someone tried to murder Sir Lennox,” the blonde tactician said with a nod to me. “I didn’t believe him, so I switched amulets with him. I almost paid the price. However, the results of the first challenge had nothing to do with the condition of the amulets we wore. I was the first to lose.”
“But if Leo Lennox had known that your amulet was fake--” Yrisi began, but Cesnie raised her hand.
“He did know. He tried to warn us. You observed him protest that his amulet was fake.”
“They didn’t try to kill only me. Both you and I were given fake amulets,” I said. I saw Rodin, Moryana, and Tia’tor push their way through the crowd to stand behind Cesnie. The minotaur didn’t need to push his way through. Everyone got the fuck out of the blood-soaked beast-man’s path with a quickness.
“I will investigate with all of my resources. I will find the culprit and bring them to justice,” a man said as he stepped next to Sharles. He wore a long mustache, chiseled features, and speckled gray hair. He had been at the banquet a few nights ago, and his uniform made me think he was the captain of the guards or military.
“Thank you, Sir Umatar,” Sharles said. “I will assist you with whatever tools you need.”
“Your investigation doesn’t change that this initial round was tampered with. We need to ignore--”
“My Queen, please stop. I was beaten fairly,” Cesnie said. “Sir Lennox won the round. The four points are his. I am also grateful he used his abilities to keep me alive. His kindness could have cost him the victory.”
“I had no idea that your amulet was fake, Lady Cesnie Kayleic. Please forgive me. I used my End Cowardice with Despair ability on you because your back was turned. Had I known, I would not have even attacked you,” Rodin said with a shake of his head.
“You did not know, Sir Worred,” Cesnie said to the knight. Then she turned to face me. “Might we speak in private?”
“I need to go back to my room and rest,” I said as I glanced at Cornalic and Allurie. They both nodded.
“May I walk with you then?”
“Sure,” I said.
The crowd of onlookers moved to the side so that Cornalic, Allurie, Chrysa, Cesnie, and I could walk through. A group of four guards met us at the end of the tunnel, and they escorted us the rest of the way back to our private wing.
“Leo, will you come speak with me once you have had your discussion with Lady Kayleic?” Chrysa asked once we walked into our lobby.
“Yes,” I said.
“I also need to speak with you, dearest of friends,” Cornalic said. “I will wait with the Lady.”
“Got it. I’ll come see you all when I am done,” I said to my friends, and then they left me alone with the blonde tactician. I turned to the woman, and her steel-blue eyes bore into mine for a few moments.
“Thank you,” she said at last.
“You are welcome,” I said. I wanted to tell her it wasn’t a big deal and that she would have done the same for me, but I realized she might not have. Cesnie hadn’t thought the amulets were fake.
“I intended to betray you,” she said after a few moments.
“Oh?”
“Yes,” she sighed. “I doubted you would be able to win the first round, but you were an unknown. If you placed last in the first two challenges, Yrisi would win without question. It was nothing personal. I enjoyed our time together yesterday, but this is business.”
“I figured you would betray me. It was why I attacked you first,” I said.
“I guessed you guessed that as soon as you attacked me. I was a bit angry for not being able to deceive you. That is why I said those harsh words to you during the match. I apologize again. You are a man of honor, Leo Lennox. You could have let me die. You should have let me die, but you almost cost yourself the match to keep me alive. I owe you my life, and I don’t forget my debts.”
“You don’t owe me anything. It’s okay, I ended up getting lucky and winning.” I shrugged.
“Well, I’m glad you feel that way.” Cesnie laughed. “Because I was next going to tell you that I still intend to beat you in the second and third trials, and if we should face each other in Castles, I will not hold back.” She smiled at me, and her cold eyes twinkled with warmth for half a moment.
“Ha! That’s okay. We each have to do what we have to do.”
“However, if I lose the first two challenges. I will make sure you are victorious in Castles,” Cesnie said.
“Oh? I’d imagine your Queen would have a problem with that,” I replied.
“It will be near impossible for her to win if I fail the first three challenges.” Cesnie shrugged.
“I thought that the contestant was out if their champion couldn’t compete in the third round?”
“She can still get votes, but rumor is that the council favors your Lady Aitcha, and the other contestants are split. That can all change though. Coin can buy a lot of favor, even though it didn’t work with you.” The short-haired woman smirked at me.
“Yeah, sorry. You aren’t getting that platinum back.” I laughed.
“It was Yrisi’s money. She has plenty more. She might get mad at me for giving it to you, but I thought it was a good use of it at the time. She can’t be too demanding with me. I can pull my support for her at any moment, and she knows she’ll lose whatever votes she might have on the council.”
“Why is that?” I asked.
“Because I am Cesnie Kayleic. The kingdom’s best Castles player, top duelists, and people love me.” The beautiful woman laughed, and I joined her with a chuckle. The woman did have a lot of confidence, and I could see how she was an accomplished duelist. She had almost taken out Rodin and me.
“Who stands to gain from us both being dead?” I asked.
“I’ve been thinking of that. The obvious answer is the Freelans.”
“Rodin? You think he is behind this?” I asked with surprise.
“He might not know about the amulets. Perhaps none of the champions know. However, he did use a powerful ability on me. It is one he is known for. End Cowardice with Despair is a brutal sword strike that can instantly kill an opponent if you hit them from behind. You don’t use that kind of attack unless you want your enemy to die.”
“But he could have thought your amulet was working,” I said.
“Of course. That is what makes this so hard to identify who is at fault. If both you and I were dead, the Freelans might be able to drum up support for round four and five,” Cesnie explained.
“But they could still vote for Lady Aitcha or your Queen. So, what would be the point?”
“The council doesn’t want this to go on forever. If you and I were dead, then our patrons would not gain any points in the first three rounds. The council will not want to throw away their votes to deadlock the contest. They will pick between the choices that have points.”
“That makes sense, but means the Teedans and Grytars also have a good reason to want us dead. Hell, they might even have more to gain than the Freelans, since they figured that they would probably place higher than Rodin in the first two challenges,” I said.
“Yes, but now you’ve won the first challenge. Whatever plan they had has probably been ruined.” Cesnie laughed and then smiled at me. “Everything will ride on the next challenge. I must place first or second, or I won’t make it to round three. You must place third or better since you will probably lose round three.”
“You don’t have much confidence in my skills.” I was glad that I sandbagged when she showed me how to play the game. If there were anyone else spying on us, they wouldn’t think I was much of a threat for round three.
“No one expected you to win the first challenge. You are full of surprises, Leo.” Our eyes met again, and it looked like the woman was about to say something else. Then the moment passed, and she cleared her throat. “I will go now. My team will train all day tomorrow so we are ready for the following day’s event. I wish you luck, but that is just a formality. I hope I beat you soundly. I hate losing.” She laughed again.
“I get it, good luck. May the best team win,” I said.
“Thank you again, Leo. I won’t forget,” she said again, but before I could reply, the pretty tactician slid out the double doors.
I walked into Chrysa’s room and saw my friends sitting around one of the young woman’s tables. Even Bolverk was on a chair, but his eyes were closed, and he absently rubbed one of his hands over his dyed mohawk.
“We should talk about the next challenge,” I said to them. I’d never felt that tired in the game, but I felt exhausted now. The battle had taken a lot out of me.
“Yes, dearest friend. I know you have been busy with this challenge, so I have taken it upon myself to get the full scope of the next event,” Cornalic said.
“Awesome. We didn’t have time to talk this morning before we left. What did you spend the money on? Did you get any interesting abilities?” I asked the half-orc.
“Oh yes, dear friend. I spent half of the money and purchased two ability books.”
“Just two? Damn, they must be powerful skills.”
“Yes, dear friend. They are. I actually had to talk the man down a significant amount. My leverage was buying both at once.”
“What did you get?” I asked as I sat down at the table in-between Allurie and Chrysa.
“The first ability is named Appropriate Inappropriately. The attack lets me take a target’s enchantment and use it as my own for twice the remaining duration,” the half-orc smirked at me.
“That sounds like a fitting ability for you,” I said with a deep laugh. “What is the other one?”
“It is called Not Very Helpful. It is a very powerful ability, dear Leo. For a dozen seconds, whenever I touch someone with a melee attack, they get a hit of mana fatigue based off the last ability they used within five minutes.”
“Wow,” I said as my imagination spun wild for a few moments. “So, if I were to use Breath of Life, and then you hit me with this ability, it would be as if I had used Breath of Life again?”
“Yes, but I can hit you multiple times. For example, if I did some light but quick jabs on your arms or chest, I could quickly stack up fatigue. It also works through protective abilities that prevent damage but still let me hit them.”
“Like Guardian of Fortune or Spirit of Stone?” I asked.
“Aye, dearest Leo.”
“Wow,” I said again. “You would be a nightmare for a healer or protector.”
“Both new abilities will help me face magic users better. Most of my current abilities are more visceral in nature.”
“I can see why they were so expensive,” I said.
“Part of the challenge, dearest friend, is finding someone who will sell them. These aren’t the kinds of abilities people advertise. Part of the money went towards bribes,” Cornalic said with a shrug. “You should use the rest of the coin to buy yourself some additional abilities.”
“I’ll think about it. What is the set up for the next challenge?” I switched my gaze between the half-orc and the beautiful brown haired woman.
“The dungeon will be the same for each team. They will use the crafted golems similar to those you saw during your time playing Castles, but there will be additional types added,” Cornalic explained.
“What kind of types?”
“Melee ones, spear throwers, magic using types, healers, and protectors. Sharles has told me there will not be anything too deadly, but after the amulet mix up, I am not sure the man can be trusted,” Cornalic’s voice became a growl at the end.
“I do not feel that Sharles would ever do such a thing. He’s written me letters every month since I could write. He wants me to be queen,” Chrysa said with a sigh.
“I would agree that it seems as if he isn’t motivated to kill Cesnie or me, but we can’t rule anyone out at the moment. Queen Yrisi could have still set this up and hoped her champion would make it through.”
“That is mean! Lady Cesnie is pretty and sweet,” Allurie hadn’t spoken yet, but her comment earned her nods from Cornalic and me.
“So, there will be dungeon monsters and these clay golems to overcome? Then we get to the end, and there is a treasure we bring back to the start?” I asked Cornalic.
“That is how I understand it, dearest Leo. The golems will use non-lethal attacks on dear Chrysa, but they will try to injure us with real attacks.”
“Is Chrysa going to have to wear an amulet or something?” I groaned.
“Aye. You will have to use your powers to identify the item. I imagine that whoever tried to eliminate you will do the same to her during this challenge.”
“Three of us along with Chrysa?” I asked.
“Yes,” Cornalic answered, and we all turned to Bolverk.
“I will go! I want to help,” Allurie said before the gnome even opened his eyes to see we were looking at him.
“Sorry, Allurie. We need someone who knows how to fight.” I smiled at her as I spoke, but she still frowned.
“We have a whole day. I’m a fast learner. You can teach me tomorrow!” Her own words brought back her smile.
“When the gods call upon me to execute their righteous vengeance, I will answer their summons with the strength of my avatar’s body. This vessel will carry me to ascension, even if it comes at the price of mortal flesh. Only fools and children of fools will stand before the might of my weapon.” Bolverk still hadn’t opened his eyes, and his voice was a combination of growling and whispering.
“Does that mean you will help us in two days? We need someone that will battle in the front and get the attention of these golems, so they stay away from Chrysa.” I really had no idea what the muscular gnome was talking about, but I had seen him fight, and I knew he could do the job.
“Yes, Leo Lennox. I will be the point to your spear thrust. No mortals shall stand in our path, and the gods will tremble before our might.” The gnome finally opened his electric blue eyes to stare at me.
“My dear friend, Bolverk, sometimes you refer to yourself as a god, sometimes you say you serve the gods, other times it sounds as if you intend to destroy the gods. I am--”
“Shhh, it’s okay,” I said as I waved to Cornalic.
“All of it is true, but it is a lie brought upon us to keep us from the ascended throne. Cornalic of the Mind, you can come with Leo Lennox and me when we ascend the god stairs, and I take my place on the Throne of Ascension. I will reward you with your own har--”
“That’s completely unnecessary, dear friend,” Cornalic said with a laugh. “I don’t need a harem. My soul mate is out there waiting for me, and when our paths cross, the skies of Ohlavar will sing their sweet symphony of--”
“Are you refusing the gifts of a God?” Bolverk asked as his eyes turned to the half-orc.
“Why no, dear friend. I would never refuse a gift from someone who I--”
“Bolverk is so nice!” Allurie interrupted the conversation by hugging the tattooed gnome. “He’s going to give Leo and Cornalic all these pretty women to mate with.” The pretty elf’s eyes opened wide for half a second, and then she brought her hands up to cup over the gnome man’s ears.
“Leo, I don’t want to tell him that you prefer men, and he might not have a harem of men. It might hurt his feelings. When someone offers you a gift you are supposed to say ‘thank you’ even if you don’t really like the gift,” Allurie whispered, and I was more than a little surprised that Bolverk didn’t seem to mind her covering his ears.
“You four are funny,” Chrysa said. Her laughter seemed to ease some more of the tension in Bolverk’s shoulders. “I am fortunate that you were all on the same ship as me. I would be dead without you all. Cornalic, you are loyal, honest, and think of others before yourself. Bolverk, you are fearless, cunning, and such a comedian. Allurie, you wear joy around your shoulders as if it is a shawl and your smile brings the same sense of bliss to everyone. Leo…” the beautiful woman paused as she turned her big brown eyes to me. “I, ahhh, thank you. You didn’t have to help me, but you did. I am afraid I have some bad news for you. I must apologize for telling you now, though. I found out about it when we first arrived at the castle, but I didn’t want to tell you. I thought you would all leave me, but it was foolish of me to think that. You four don’t know me, but you have saved my life and… well, I am sorry I didn’t tell you this sooner.” The woman sighed heavily and blinked a few times.
“What is the bad news?” I asked as my stomach filled with a chill.
“I told you that I would do my best to try and get you access to this treasure you wanted. When we first spoke, I had thought to myself that I might be able to convince Sharles to allow me to gift you it no matter the outcome of these events. However, the royal treasure trove and all the assets of the kingdom are frozen until a new queen is elected. If I do not win, you won’t be able to have this treasure that you seek. I do not even know for sure if it is in my father’s special vault, no one is allowed inside.”
“I see,” I said. In truth, I hadn’t expected that Chrysa would be able to get me the relic before I finished helping her, but it would have been nice to know I could have gotten it even if she didn’t become Queen.
I looked at Cornalic, and his yellow eyes met mine. I guessed we were both thinking along the same lines: There were a shitload of guards in the palace and stealing the relic was going to be a pain in the ass.
But nothing was impossible.
“We’ll just have to win this then,” I said as I looked back to Chrysa.
“I am sorry for not telling you sooner. I was weak and thought you might want to quit. It was foolish of me, I know now, you are a man of great honor,” she said.
“Don’t worry about it. I won the first round. How hard can the second round be?” I gave her my smirk.
Cornalic cleared his throat, and I turned back to my friend.
“Dearest friend, your combat skills are quite amazing. I would also like to say that I am somewhat skilled in the art of using my blades for the purposes of honor and justice. However, I did watch the entire match today from a high up viewpoint.”
“Okay…” I felt as if I knew what he was going to say.
“The beautiful Moryana and the minotaur Tia’tor Barta fought like nothing I have ever seen. I believe they used nearly every trick on each other, and you faced the victor after he had been significantly weakened. Lady Cesnie Kayleic was also incredibly skilled, and she managed to keep you and Sir Rodin Worred at bay for many minutes. The knight might have been an even match for you, but I am somewhat familiar with the ability he used at the end on the lovely lady. It is not a skill that just anyone can acquire. The man must have studied for many years to learn it. I do believe he held back during most of the fight, but I do not believe you did,” Cornalic shrugged at the end.
“You are saying I got lucky?” I asked.
“Dearest friend, I do love you tremendously, but yes. You were lucky. At the end, when Tia’tor had to decide between Sir Rodin Worred and you, I believe he figured the knight was the bigger threat and didn’t want him to heal. I do not know what the next round will bring us, but I am worried that there is a good chance we will place last.”
“Ugh,” I moaned and rubbed the bridge of my nose. Damn, I was tired.
“Please do not be offended, dearest friend. I have a wondrous respect for your talents as a warrior, but our opponents are incredibly skilled.” Cornalic shrugged and his brows came together with an apologetic look.
“Even if you lose the next round and the third, we still have four points to show for your efforts. If I can get the majority of the council and the other girls, I might still win,” Chrysa said.
“All we can do is our best. We should have a strong team with Cornalic, Bolverk, and I. We might not be as strong as the others, but anything can happen. What are the rules about gear? Can we bring whatever we want?” I asked the half-orc.
“Yes, dearest friend. This is also a worry though. Our foes have significant funds and are long time adventurers. As you know, I have some nice items, but you only have a few and Bolverk…” Cornalic turned to the tattooed gnome as his voice trailed off.
“Bolverk, I think I should buy you some new gear. You only have that sword and axe. We need to get you some armor and maybe some new wea--” I started to say, but the man interrupted me.
“No.”
“No? Ahhh. Why not?” I looked at Cornalic, but the half-orc winced.
“The god of strife demands that I take all of my armor and armaments from the broken and dead bodies of my enemies. It is the first step toward my ascension,” the gnome said. His blue eyes were closed now, and the way he said the words made it seem as if he didn’t want to talk about it anymore.
“But I can buy you new gear. It will help you--”
“The path of the warrior is one of pain, death, and then rebirth. The weapons will be born again new in my hand after I slay their previous owner. Then they will make me stronger. Then I will destroy more powerful enemies. Then I will fight against the dragons and gods to take their Throne of Ascension.” The man nodded as he spoke, as if what he told me should have been obvious.
“But you’ll still help us? You just don’t want me to buy you any new gear?”
“Yes, Leo Lennox. We will rise to ascension when--”
“Dear friend, this is a bad idea,” Cornalic whispered to me. Bolverk was still speaking about his stairs, throne, dragons, gods, and half-orc women harems, and he didn’t seem to notice that my attention was now on the green-skinned man.
“Yeah. He has an axe too big for him, a sword that is even more awkward, and no armor. I don’t know how he is going to be in front.” I sighed.
“He does handle himself well, even with the larger weapons. He also seems to avoid any significant injury.” Cornalic shrugged.
“Are you thinking we should just go with him?”
“I can go!” Allurie said over the sound of Bolverk’s monologue. The short man was currently describing the features of the half-orc warrior women that he wanted in his harem.
“No, Allurie. We need someone up front,” I said.
“But Leo, you are so big, and vigorous, and strong. I’ve seen you fight all sorts of evil bad guys with your veiny muscles. It is really sexy. Can’t you be in front?” she asked, and it kind of looked like her mouth was watering as she looked at me.
“I guess I could, but then it would be harder to heal.” I glanced between the muttering gnome and the beautiful silver-haired elf a few times. “Yeah, sorry Allurie, we are going to have to take Bolverk this time. I know you want to help, but we need to train you.”
“I understand,” the beautiful elf sighed. “Can I get trained tomorrow? I really like working! I can work all day at learning how to fight so that I can help you next time?”
“We’ll see,” I said to her.
“Dear Leo, you should spend the rest of the money on new abilities or gear.”
“Yeah. Although, Sharles didn’t take back my armor. Maybe he won’t say anything about it tomorrow. The broadsword he gave me broke, but I have the magical one Gratia gave me.”
I stood from the table and stretched my arms out over my head. The movement actually made Bolverk pause his monologue.
“I’m going to wash up and rest for a bit. I know it isn’t even lunch time, but let’s talk tomorrow morning. I’ll spend some time thinking about what to do with our extra money. Part of me wants to save it, but if we lose this contest, I won’t be able to get the relic we need.”
“I understand dear friend, I will watch over things here. Rest well,” Cornalic said.
“Rest. The soldier with the trident will speak words of warning to you while you are dreaming. Then you will return to crush our enemies beneath your boot. The castle in the sky awaits us. We will sit with the gods, or take their place on the throne,” Bolverk opened his electric-blue eyes to stare at me, and the orbs were all sorts of crazy.
Maybe I should just take Allurie.
“Leo, do you need help washing your back? Or relaxing before you sleep? I would be happy to rub your--”
“No, I’m fine,” I said to Allurie. “I’ll talk to you all later.”
I walked out of Chrysa’s grand bedroom without another word and moved to my own room. It took me a minute to get the bathwater running the right temperature out of the copper pipes, but soon I had my armor off and was washing dried blood from my skin. The process felt a bit strange to me. It wasn’t the soothing sensation of the warm water, it was more the idea that I was going to go clean up again after I logged out of Ohlavar Quest.
It really felt as if I was living two lives.
I dried myself off with a thick towel and then lay in my bed.
Then I closed my eyes and counted.








Chapter 17
Twenty seconds later I was swimming through the liquid of the VRIU and pulling the mask off my face.
“Hey, Champ! How did it go?” Ky asked when I surfaced in the real world.
“You didn’t see the match?” I asked him with a smile.
“Oh, no, sorry. Had some other work to take care of. It went well then?” The man had his paddle ready, but he didn’t put it into the black liquid until after I stepped out.
“Yeah. I won the first challenge, but Cornalic thinks I got lucky. I was hoping you might have seen it and could give me some feedback.”
“Ahh. I can watch it later if you want. You should probably ask Ms. Zerne or Jennifer what they thought about it.”
“Okay. Uhh. You ladies here?” I asked the speakers in the ceiling as I put my robe on.
“I’m here, Leo,” Jennifer said. “Ms. Zerne was here up until about half an hour ago. She asked me to ask if you could call her office after you cleaned up.”
“Great. What did you think of the match, Jennifer?” I asked.
“It was good. I’m glad you have such great experiences. Do you have any feedback for me about the gameplay?”
“No, but I was wondering what you thought about Cornalic’s observation that we might be outclassed tomorrow. I really didn’t have an opportunity to watch Moryana and Tia’tor battle. Do you believe we’ll place last?” I asked.
“Oh, I’m not sure, Leo. How do you feel right now?”
“Fine,” I said as I walked out of my alcove. “What about Bolverk? Do you think he’s the right choice for the challenge the day after tomorrow? Or do you think I should take Allurie? How about Artus? Should I take him instead?” I asked the Fenia’s name to see if I could catch Jennifer.
“I don’t think it will matter which one you take, Leo. I know you’ll do a great job.”
“Huh. Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I forced myself to smile up at the pretty blonde woman in the glass room. “Hey, I notice we don’t really need to do the whole ‘sit on the stool and watch my heart rate’ procedure anymore. Why is that?”
“We’ve been making some tweaks to the logout process of the client. It is less of a dump now and more of a slower log out. You may have noticed the music and the logout screen,” she said across the speaker.
“No. I haven’t heard any music or seen any logout screen. I only close my eyes for twenty seconds, and then I am out of the game,” I said.
“Huh. That isn’t right. Let me look at your client. It should be updated,” she said.
“That seems to happen a lot,” I said.
“What do you mean?” she asked, and I caught Ky pause his stirring out of the corner of my eye.
“That I don’t have an updated client. Aren’t I the only alpha tester? Shouldn’t I always get the updated client?”
“Uh, yeah. Hold on,” Jennifer said, and I saw her stand from behind the computer screens and walk out of the observation room. The woman gave me a shy smile and gestured for me to sit on my usual stool. As soon as I did, she sat on the chair and crossed her lovely legs.
“The developers have a lot of projects going on. I left a bit of a vacuum with them when I was asked to work on this assignment.” Jennifer’s cheeks turned red, and she waved her hands suddenly “Not that I didn’t want to work on this! I definitely did. I am so happy you have joined us and I get to observe you. Ms. Zerne just hasn’t hired my replacement yet for my old team.”
“What did you do on your old team?” I asked.
“I was the lead engineer for the client bit of the software. I’m a smidge overqualified to be working this position I’m in right now, but Ms. Zerne wanted to make sure that none of your feedback would get lost if she couldn’t be here,” Jennifer explained.
“Jennifer, you seem smart and talented. If the team told you they had an updated client code, I’m surprised you didn’t realize they hadn’t actually updated it.”
“I can understand your concern. I don’t want to shift blame here because you are right, I should have looked at the code. We are still very new at all of this though, and there are going to be mistakes. It is my responsibility to ensure you are playing with all the updates as soon as the development team thinks they are stable. I am sorry.” Jennifer’s face seemed sincere when she apologized, so I decided to let it go.
“Okay, I get it. There are a lot of balls in the air. I won’t get on your ass like Zarra would,” I said with a laugh, and Jennifer smiled meekly. “I’m going to go take a shower and grab some food. Either of you two want to join me?”
“Naw, but thanks. Can we do it tomorrow, maybe? I have to tune this baby for you,” Ky said.
“I also need to finish the data log and get with the developers. I’d like to do it another time. We don’t get to see each other outside of this room,” Jennifer said, and then her cheeks got a bit redder after she spoke.
“We’ll shoot for another time when you both are free. I’d like to get an early start on the day tomorrow. Seven cool?” I asked.
“Sure,” they both agreed, and I walked into my suite.
I closed the door behind me and went into my bathroom. I jumped in the shower before it could warm up, and let my mind chew on the talk with Jennifer and Ky. Something about the conversation with them was still bothering me. I had noticed it a little during my earlier sessions, but the questions that I just asked them seemed to confirm my suspicions.
No one was actually watching me play in real time.
Ky might have a good reason. Maybe the engineer really did need to calibrate the machine when I was floating in the water, but he also talked about the latest automation Arnacript had figured out for the VRIU. Did he even need to be in the room anymore?
Jennifer was also lying, or at least, she wasn’t entirely truthful with me. I’d asked her opinion about taking Allurie or Bolverk or Artus with me into the next challenge. She should have been confused about Artus’ name being mentioned. My fenia friend wasn’t even in Sanduport, nor was he a warrior. He was a spice trader.
Was Jennifer just extremely busy with programming work? She did seem to have a lot on her plate, but I thought her role was supposed to be documenting what I was doing and passing my feedback to the developers. Shouldn’t she be watching all of my sessions? How could she miss that thing about Artus?
When I thought about it, all of their answers to my game questions had been vague. Neither Jennifer, Ky, or even Zarra made detailed comments about my game sessions. Well, maybe that wasn’t completely accurate, Ky texted me a few days after I first played to tell me about Artus getting executed, but at the time he hadn’t said anything about my session.
Could they not see me play? That didn’t make any sense. There were plenty of monitors in the observation room. I’d even seen my mom’s session in the game, so I knew they could watch me play. Did they just not want to talk to me about it? That was probably the most obvious answer. Zarra had told me she didn’t want to help me with my quest, but she could have told Jennifer and Ky not to say anything either. I’d have to ask her when I spoke with her tonight.
I finished up my shower and dried myself off as I walked out of the bathroom. My suite was starting to feel like home, and I was beginning to appreciate the life out of the spotlight. I missed Sal terribly, but I didn’t miss the endless press conferences, the dinners with business people who wanted something from me, and the hungry horde of fans that followed me around.
Life was nearly perfect now. I was pleased that I won this first round, but I was concerned about the next challenge. Cornalic, Bolverk, and I would be able to protect Chrysa and get through the dungeon, but would we do it quick enough to win?
A knock on my door interrupted my thoughts, and I walked over to open it. Chip was standing in the hallway with a shit-eating grin on his hardened face.
“Hey Leo, did you know we have a rec room?”
“Huh?”
“Yeah, buddy. I’m talking pool table, foosball, darts, air hockey, and all that real shit. You down for an early dinner? I just got off.” The man’s eyes met mine, and I knew he wanted to talk to me about some stuff.
“Yeah, I was supposed to call Zarra--” I started to say.
“Great idea. Call Zarra up and tell her to meet us there when she finishes the endless mountain of work she’s always doing. The three of us can hang and play some games, eat some food, and maybe drink a beer or two.” Chip gave me a weird smile and then nodded.
“Yeah, sounds like fun,” I said hesitantly. “Let me call her. Come on in.” I waved to Chip, and the ex-SEAL followed me into my suite.
I picked up my phone and pressed the button for Zarra’s office. The phone rang four times, and I almost hung up, but then I heard the click of her answer.
“Hello, Leo,” she purred.
“Hey, Zarra. I just got out of the game. Had a great session. Chip and I were going to go grab an early dinner and hang out in the rec room.” I said as I looked at Chip. “I didn’t know we had one.”
“Sounds kind of fun. I’ve never been in there. Just you and Chip?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“I have a bit more work to do, but I’ll come over as soon as I can,” she said. “Maybe afterward we can continue our conversation from the other night?”
“That would be great,” I replied.
“Okay, see you soon,” she said before she hung up.
“Alright, this should be fun. Haven’t done much ‘hanging out’ since I got here,” I said to Chip when I put down the phone.
“Hard to believe it has only been a month and a half since Sal and Dale died,” Chip said. “Seems like it has been a lifetime. Hey, can you call the cafeteria and have them deliver food to the rec room? They expect the regular staff to eat inside of the restaurant, but you aren’t a normal employee.”
“Sure.” I picked up the phone and asked the operator to transfer me to the cafeteria.
“Get pub food and a bucket or two of beer on ice. We don’t need someone standing around waiting for us. I’d like to have a private conversation,” Chip commented.
“Got it,” I told him, and then I ordered from the young woman on the phone.
A few minutes later we were walking down the gray halls of Arnacript. I ordinarily played Ohlavar Quest all day, so I never got much of a chance to talk to the employees, but we passed some of them while we walked, and they each greeted me warmly.
“People are very proud that you are working here,” Chip commented.
“Yeah, this is much easier to deal with than the mobs.” I smiled at him.
“Ha, you got that right. I feel like I’m on vacation here. What I meant was that the employees here love talking about you. Whenever they see me, they ask how you are doing with the playtesting.” Chip gestured to a doorway that had ‘Recreation Room’ etched on the nameplate, and we walked inside.
The room was bigger than I expected. There were three pool tables, an air hockey table, a foosball table, a pair of skee ball alleys, a shuffleboard station, and several dart boards. There were a dozen various sized tables and chairs for people to sit scattered in the center of the room. The far side of the room had a large panel screen TV with a few plush looking couches around it. I saw a few retired console game systems stacked on a table by the screen, and I figured some of the employees used the systems to get the feeling of non-VR games.
“Nice place, huh? Looks like no one ever uses it,” Chip said as he walked up to one of the pool tables. The ex-SEAL ran his hand over the felt of the top, and my eyes followed his movement.
The table looked brand new. As did everything else in the room.
“Let’s check out these old game systems,” I said as I walked across the long room to the TV. “Man, I haven’t seen a Playstation 6 in ages. My grandfather bought one for my dad when he was a kid. I remember finding it in a box when we moved once.” I laughed a bit. “I played it a bunch, but I was into basketball then. Jax and Garf weren’t interested in the thing.”
“How long ago was that?” Chip asked. “You had to have been in high school.”
“Yeah. It was about two years or so before Astafar Unlimited came out. The VR games up until then were all kinds of cool, but we didn’t really get into them. Once we started playing Astafar Unlimited, I got more into video games, and I’ve played a bunch of the classics. Heck, I can play all the games on this system on my phone. Look, it even has a cable to connect it to the TV.” I laughed as I pointed at the cord.
“Let’s play some pool. I’m pretty sure that is a game I can kick your ass at,” Chip said as he gestured to the table.
“I dunno man,” I said as I smirked at him. “I’ve clocked a bunch of VR time playing cyber billiards. I hit top ten in the USA a few years ago.”
“You are fucking with me,” Chip said as the smile faded from his face.
“Yep. Haha. You are going to kick my ass.”
We both laughed and then walked to the table. I knew how to play the game, but I probably hadn’t spent more than an hour total messing around with it. My house in Los Angeles had a table, but I only lived there for ten or so weeks out of the year.
“I’ll rack,” Chip said as he grabbed the triangle shaped device from under the table.
“Cool. So, what’s up?” I asked as he arranged the balls.
“Hold up.” Chip looked over his shoulder at the closed door. “I’m going to turn on some music.” He pulled out a device from his pocket and set it on the table, it looked like a phone, but a little thicker. My friend pushed a button on the top of the device, and angry rock music started playing from its tiny speakers.
“I’m confident they missed this room with their surveillance. I’ve been inside of every security station in the building now. Most public areas are tapped, along with some of the rooms. As I said before, I didn’t see your room anywhere, but I also didn’t see this room.”
“Okay,” I said.
“What did Zarra say about your strength?” he asked as he lined up his first shot.
“She said that my nervous system was probably used to me lifting more in the game, so it thought I could do it in real life,” I said.
“Huh, you know, that makes a bit of sense actually,” he said as he hit the white ball into the other balls. One of the striped ones went in, and he moved to line up another shot.
“It does?”
“Yeah. Fucking old man strength. You know what I mean?”
“Huh?” I asked.
“I’ve worked with a ton of old military guys. Dudes who look like they have gone soft on the outside, but then they can lift heavy when they need to. Their bodies are used to doing those things, even if they don’t have the muscles for it anymore. Did you ask her about her eyes?”
“Yeah. Zarra confirmed that she has hazel eyes.” I shrugged.
“Maybe the VR system they have you use is messing up with your vision?” he asked.
“When I first met her, I noticed her eyes. I think I need to get mine checked. Damn, you are going to win before I can take a shot,” I said as Chip knocked his third ball into the hole.
“I once spent eight months on a battleship waiting for a mission to get the proper authorization to start. The only thing to do was workout, play poker, or play pool,” he said with a smile.
“Yeah. I’m smart enough not to play poker against anyone that has ever been in the Navy,” I said.
“Not so much anymore. Everyone has a VR headset in their bunks. I was one of the last generations to play cards.”
The door opened, and three men from the kitchen staff entered with rolling carts. Chip turned off the angry music quickly, and the staff set the food on one of the tables, opened bottles of beer for us, and then asked if there was anything else we needed. I told them we were good, but then one asked for my autograph and a picture before they left.
“That will probably go on for another ten years,” Chip said after they left and he had turned on his music device again.
“The autographs and photos? Yeah, probably.” I sighed. “I don’t mind actually. It was what I wanted when I set out to be the best, and the Arnacript employees are super friendly. I guess they all kind of work for me now.”
“Cheers to that,” Chip said as he raised his bottle of beer. We touched them together, and then each took a drink.
“I talked to Jax and Garf,” Chip said after he set his beer down and lined up his next shot.
“How are they doing? I need to set up a visit with them,” I said.
“Good. You probably aren’t watching the news at all.”
“No. What’s going on?” I asked.
“With Astafar LLC’s stock. There are rumors that people are asking Arensto to step down.”
“Ugh,” I said.
“Yeah, but Jax and Garf are benefiting from all the confusion. They landed some of your old sponsorship deals.”
“Cool. I need to talk to them,” I said. I did miss my friends, but I had to focus on getting these relics.
“I’ve done more of the things I told you about the other day,” Chip said as he lined up another shot. He made this one also, and the eight ball was the only one left for him.
“Oh?” I asked, and I guessed he was talking about snooping around Arnacript.
“Yep. More along the lines of our boss. I got a lead on one of the numbers that Sal had called before he died.”
“Who was it?” I whispered.
“It was Zarra. Left center,” Chip said a second before he hit the eight ball into the pocket he indicated.
“Wait, so you are saying that he called Zarra right before he came to the gym. I thought no one knew who those numbers belonged to?” I asked.
“I got an update from a friend I have that is close to the investigation. The number was traced to Arnacript. Yesterday I was at one of the security desks, and the other guys were on break. I’m no computer guy, but I was able to check out some phone logs. We have records of the call coming in from Sal, getting routed to Zarra’s secretary, and then going into her office.”
“What do you think it means? You were in the room with him. Did you hear him talk to Zarra?” I asked.
“He spoke to a bunch of people. He was also walking between the rooms of his bungalow. When he actually got someone on the phone, he would kind of walk away from me. In hindsight, I should have paid more attention, but Sal was on phone calls all day long, so I didn’t think anything strange was going on.” Chip shrugged.
“He was speaking Hebrew on most of the calls.”
“Yep. I couldn’t understand what he said.”
“Even on that last one? You think he spoke with her?” I asked. Zarra’s skin and hair coloring made me think she could have been Persian or Middle Eastern, but I hadn’t thought of her as Jewish.
I really didn’t know much about her.
“Hey, it could have been that he didn’t actually talk to her. Okay, here is the deal.” Chip sighed and then racked up the balls again. “I really don’t have much of a reason to be suspicious of anything. Yeah, they have some security here, but that is all standard corp stuff. She can’t afford to have any of her secrets stolen, and corporate espionage is very lucrative.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“She also hired me. If she had something to hide why would she do that?” Chip asked with a shrug.
“That is also a good point,” I said.
“Also, I like her. Obviously, she is damn good looking, but she has been very kind to me. The few times I’ve talked to her she’s been great, and I can tell she has a thing for you. Hey, most women do, but she’s doing a poor job of hiding it.”
“Yeah, I like her. I like her game as well,” I said.
“But there is still something weird going on, Leo,” Chip’s whisper got even lower, and he leaned over the device that was playing the music when he took his shot. “I don’t buy that Sal was killed by the Cult of Leo fucks. Maybe Arensto actually set it up, but my gut is telling me that Zarra knows way more than she is letting on. I don’t think she had anything to do with Sal’s death, but I bet she knows exactly who they are, or she has a good idea.”
“Okay,” I said, and it felt as if a hundred pound weight had just been set on my shoulders. “How do we do this?”
“I don’t think it is a ‘we’ buddy. It is a how do ‘you’ do this,” Chip said with a chuckle. “She likes you. You like her. There are only two reasons she might not be telling the truth. She either wants to protect her own ass, or she is trying to protect you. Maybe it is a combination of both.”
“What if it is just the first one? What if she’s at the center of all of this?” I didn’t want to ask him that question, but I did anyway.
“Eh… I really doubt it. Unless she’s got Dinah, you, me, and all of her employees fooled. Everyone here loves her. They say she is tough, but they adore her. I’m sure you’ve seen that as well.”
“Yeah,” I said. “You said Sal was speaking to others in Hebrew for a long time?” My brain did a painful shuffle back to the day my manager and Dale had died. It had taken us a few minutes to get unpacked, then to the gym, then we worked out a bit before Sal came in. He had been worried. He had wanted to warn me about something. It had obviously been about Zarra.
“Yeah. The last call was Zarra, or her office, or maybe someone else here. Then he left in a hurry and said he needed to speak with you. I asked if I should go with him, and he said not to worry.”
“Alright.” I sighed and then caught a whiff of dinner. Smelled like hamburger, french fries, chicken wings, and grease. “I’m starving. Mind putting your ass kicking on hold so we can eat?” I asked as I gestured to the pool table.
“Do you want to wait for Zarra?” Chip asked, but on cue, the beautiful woman walked through the doors.
“Hey guys, sorry I’m late. Leo, do you remember Daisy?” Zarra asked as she gestured to the pretty woman that walked behind her.
“Of course! Nice to see you again,” I said to the VRIU tech.
“Great to see you also,” she smiled at me and ran her fingers along the edge of her short haircut.
“This is Chip, he is--” Zarra began to introduce my friend, but Daisy interrupted her.
“We met at the gym when I went to get Leo once.”
“Perfect! We all know each other,” Zarra said. “I figured that we could do some girls versus boys stuff when we finished eating.”
“Sounds great. Food just got here.” I pointed to the table, and then everyone moved to sit down.
“How many games did you get in before we got here?” Zarra asked Chip and me when she sat. The woman was wearing her usual expensive business suit, but Daisy was wearing an Arnacript polo shirt and tight blue jeans.
“We were about to start our second. Chip kicked my ass the first round,” I admitted.
“What? You mean there is a game you aren’t good at?” Zarra flashed me a killer smile that made my heart race.
“Ha, I’m not the best at everything, but I’ll--”
There was a flash of lights in the room, and a siren cut off my sentence. The four of us instantly stood. Chip and Zarra both pulled phones out of their pockets, and they started to dial.
“What the hell is going on?” Zarra growled over the sound of the alarm.
Chip turned away from us, and he cupped the device to his head so that he could hear better.
“Okay. I’ll be right there,” Zarra said before she pressed a key on her device.
“Is this for real?” Chip turned to ask her. His phone was still pressed up to his head, and he had a puzzled expression on his face.
“What is going on?” I asked.
“Yes. Can you take Leo to his room?” Zarra asked.
“Probably best if we all stay here. We’ve got food, water, and there is only one entrance,” Chip said as he pointed to the door of the rec room.
“I defer to your expertise, but I have to go to Security Station A and make sure that--”
“What is going on?” I asked again.
“You can’t go there alone, if they are inside, then you are a target.” Chip raised a finger and then spoke into his phone. “Yes, she is with me. So is Mr. Lennox and Daisy…”
“Camilo,” the young woman said. Her pretty face looked terrified.
“Camilo,” Chip replied on the phone. “I’m in the recreation room in the Hospital wing. Ms. Zerne wishes to leave, but I am advising her to stay here with me. Can you send additional staff to the room?”
“Will someone tell me what the fuck is going on?” I demanded. My heart was pounding in my chest, but Chip’s face didn’t look very concerned by whatever the person on the phone was telling him.
“Okay. Understood. Update me when you can,” Chip said before he put his phone back into his pocket.
Then he lifted up his polo shirt and tucked it behind his pistol holster.
“Someone bombed our front gate and drove an armored vehicle through,” he said.
“Oh shit,” I replied.








Chapter 18
Zarra asked for Chip to let her leave a few times, but my friend refused to let her go, and she eventually gave up. The ex-SEAL asked us to move to the rear of the room in the first few minutes so he could have a position closest to the door, and he spent most of the time turning over tables on that side of the room and making phone calls to get status updates. Within five minutes of the alarm sounding, four guards with assault rifles and heavy looking riot armor showed up. They took Chip’s previous position while he came back with us.
“We should probably eat,” he said. “No telling how long we are going to be holed up here, and the food will get cold.”
“Is there any news? What kind of bomb was it? What was the vehicle? Why in the hell are people attacking us?” I asked Chip, but my eyes shifted to Zarra while I spoke.
“I don’t have any details right now. They will let us know,” Chip said.
“Zarra, do you know anything about this?” I asked the beautiful woman.
“No,” she answered as she crossed her arms over her chest.
“You sure? There isn’t anything you know about a group of people bombing the front of your compound and driving a tank through the front door?”
“Chip did not say it was a tank,” she pointed out.
“Armored vehicle means tank to me.” I gestured to the guards at the door. “Is there another company trying to take you out?”
“Always. That is the way of things,” Zarra turned to Chip. “I’m sure the bomb at the front was a diversion.”
“Yep. Your Chief Security Officer has already secured the AI, lead architects, and your parents. The crews are performing sweeps across the property.”
“We need to ensure our intranet is locked down. If someone is inside the property, they can do significant damage to our infrastructure.” Zarra pulled out her phone again, and she started to tap her fingers on the screen.
“Well, I’m going to eat,” I said as I stepped toward the table with the food on it.
“How can you eat? I am terrified!” Daisy said as she walked with me.
“I’m hungry.” I shrugged and lifted one of the lids off the serving plate. It was fish and chips with a neatly cut lemon, tartar sauce, and coleslaw. I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten fish and chips, but my stomach was telling me that I didn’t need to worry about being the world champ anymore, so I should scarf this down.
“Okay. Good news,” Chip said a few minutes after I started eating. “There were four men in the APC. Three have been shot, and the other has been apprehended. Our security is still sweeping the property, so we have to wait here for another hour or two, but these guys seem like amateurs, not military.”
“That’s a relief,” Daisy said as she hugged her arms to her chest. “This probably was the best place to be, though, at a time like this.” She flashed me a cute smile and then glanced down at the food. She shrugged and started lifting up the lids on the plates. She went through three before she found one filled with potstickers and moved the dish to the spot in front of her.
“Beer?” I asked, but I didn’t wait for her reply before I popped open one and handed it to her.
“Uh, yeah. You know, if someone would have told me that getting a job at Arnacript would have meant that I got to have dinner and a beer with Leo Lennox; I would have told them they were crazy, but then I would have also taken the job for a quarter of the pay.” The short-haired woman let out a laugh, and we tapped our beers together from across the table.
Zarra sat down next to me without saying anything and then began to sort through the plates. One of them was a hamburger with fries, and she picked it from the selection. I opened a beer for her, and she tapped our bottles together without speaking.
I had finished my fish and chips before the women got started so I sorted through the remaining plates for another meal. Playing Ohlavar Quest was truly messing with my appetite, and I was eating as if I was doing heavy workouts every day. I found a plate that had cups of the miso soup I liked and took one before I asked the women if they wanted one.
“No thank you,” Zarra said after she finished chewing on a bite of hamburger. “I doubt I will be able to finish this. I am a bit of a stress eater under most circumstances, but if something happens to the AI…” The beautiful woman sat back in her chair, and her purple eyes seemed to lose focus for a bit.
“You don’t have it backed up?” I asked.
“Yes, but it will lose everything you did today. Maybe. I am not sure.”
“Shit,” I said. “Why wouldn’t it back up every minute?” I asked.
“We were doing an update today,” Zarra said, and her jaw hardened. “We were doing an update today.” The woman shot to her feet and turned to Chip. “They have to be going after the AI servers. This is an inside job. Someone at the company has betrayed us.”
“But we already have a team there,” Chip said.
“Frankly, I don’t trust anyone right now besides you two,” Zarra said as she looked at Chip and me.
“Uh, Ms. Zerne, I had nothing to do with--” Daisy began, but Zarra cut her off with a motion of her hand.
“But you knew we had an update today, wait here. Leo, Chip, and I are going to the server room.”
“Ms. Zerne, that is a bad idea. Your staff is securing the area and--”
“I have to go. You are either coming with me, or you are waiting here, Don’t try to stop me.” Zarra turned away from us and stomped to the four heavily armored guards at the door.
“Wait!” I walked after her, but she made it to the guards before I could grab her arm.
“You.” She pointed at the nearest guard. “Give me your rifle.”
“Ms. Zer--”
“Now,” she growled, and the sound from the beautiful woman’s throat was filled with enough malice to turn the man’s face white.
He handed her his rifle.
“Give your sidearm to Leo,” she commanded another guard, and the man pulled his pistol out of his holster.
“We seriously going to do this?” I asked her as I took the pistol. My heart was hammering in my chest.
“Yes. You coming?” she said to Chip.
“Yeah, but so are they,” my friend issued orders to the four men, and they moved to the exit door.
“What about--” Daisy began, but Chip interrupted her.
“Stay here. Lock the door behind us,” he said.
“Got it,” the short-haired woman replied, and her face turned another shade of white.
Then the seven of us ran out of the rec room door.
“The server room is on the other side of the complex,” Zarra said as we ran. The woman had taken off her heels when we exited the rec room, and she was running barefoot across the gray carpet. It looked like the beautiful dark haired woman knew how to carry the rifle, and I wondered if she had any military training.
We passed through the hospital checkpoint, but there were no guards at the stations. The airlock doors did have to be operated by someone on one side, so I realized that this was kind of security measure in itself. It would slow down any attacking group because they would have to split at least one person off to set the controls while everyone else went through.
Chip seemed to know how to operate the thing, so he stayed behind at first, and then Zarra flipped the switch so he could run through. The whole process cost us an extra thirty seconds, and I could see Zarra’s frustration as she waited for my friend to exit the chamber.
Then we were running again, and the four armored men were having a hard time keeping up with Zarra, Chip, and me. I didn’t know exactly what time it was, but I guessed it was close to 6:00 PM, and I figured that most of the employees had gone home for the night.
“Where is this AI room?” I yelled after we jogged through the hallways for a minute.
“It’s right up here! Maybe another two hundred yar--” Zarra started to say, but then the sound of gunshots interrupted her. The popping noises seemed farther away, but Chip, Zarra, and I increased our running speed and started to leave the armored guards behind.
I could have run at four times the speed we were moving and made it to where the gunfire was in a few seconds, but that was probably a bad idea. I was one of the world’s most deadly martial artists, but I had only a few hundred hours of training with a gun. Granted, I’d gone to one of those expensive “tactical schools” that Chip and Dale recommended, and they had given me some firearms instruction, but I didn’t think I’d be able to do much more than getting shot once I arrived at the server room. I’d never, in fact, had to shoot anyone with a gun.
“Let me take the lead,” Chip must have read my mind. He made a brief sprint to take the lead over Zarra and me. We were coming up to a “T” shaped corner where our path could either go right or straight, and my friend made a stopping motion with his hand. Zarra and I skidded to a halt behind him. I turned to see that the other guards were still forty feet behind us down the hallway.
There were more gunshots around the corner, and Chip poked his head forward and then quickly moved it back. He held up five fingers to us, then closed it, and then opened with two more fingers. Then my friend pointed to one of the rifle-carrying guards that had caught up to us. The guard nodded, and Chip gestured for the man to replace himself at the corner. My friend then pointed at another rifle carrying guard and motioned for him to cross the hallway junction so he could take a position that could give us cover on the other side.
The second guard sprinted across the hallway while the first one covered. Whoever was down the hallway let out a shout of alarm, and there was a spray of bullets that slammed into the far wall. The bullets missed the guard who ran across, and the armored man was able to take his position on the other side without injury.
Zarra stepped up to the corner, but Chip motioned for her to stand back a few feet. The beautiful woman shook her head, but then my friend gave her a dead stare, and she nodded before she followed his instruction. Chip held three fingers up, then two, then one, and then he swung his pistol out from behind the corner while the other two guards poked their rifles out.
There was a flurry of gunfire from the three men, and there was a retort of more gunshots from the other side. Chip pulled back around the corner and then held up five fingers to us. I could hear screams of agony around the corner and figured that my friend had been able to hit two of the fuckers with his pistol.
More bullets slammed against the corners of the walls and Chip motioned for the guards stationed there to pull back. Then he pointed at the other two guards to move up to stand next to him. They followed his order, and he motioned for the guy who gave his rifle to Zarra to sprint across the hallway and join the man on the other corner while they provided cover fire. The pistol wielding guard nodded, and the team popped out from behind their cover of the corner a bit so that they could fire again. The man sprinted and dove across the hallway before the unseen group could shoot him.
Chip raised his hand up with four fingers.
The unseen enemies around the hallway stopped firing, and Chip made a motion for everyone to wait. Then he sprinted across the hall to join the other two men. This drew the enemy fire again, and Chip pointed at our guards to pop out and shoot. They did so, and I heard screams from down the right-hand hallway.
Then I saw a group of three armed men turn the corner about sixty feet from us. The men were wearing gray military fatigues, had armor on their chest, and each carried rifles. For half a second I wondered if they were Arnacript guards, but they raised their guns toward us, and I screamed out a warning.
All hell broke loose.
I threw myself on the ground and pointed my pistol in the direction of the trio of men. They were probably too far away to hit with my weapon, but I still did my best to “Put the ball in the bucket” as Dale once told me when trying to figure out how to sight down the barrel of the Glock pistol. I pulled the trigger when I had thought my sight was set, but the new enemies were already firing.
One of the men’s faces exploded in blood when someone on my team shot him, then my bullet actually hit the second guy in the chest. I doubted that I killed him, but it made the man fall on the ground. The third got off a burst of shots at us, but then his body blossomed into red as a dozen rifle bullets tore through him.
“Everyone okay?” Chip called out when the third man fell.
“Fine!” Zarra said.
“I’m good!” I yelled.
“I’m hit!” one of the guards shouted. It was the man who gave Zarra his rifle, and I saw that one of the enemy rounds had ripped through his stomach armor.
The other three guards all said they were fine while Chip crouched at the side of the injured man.
“You took a hit in the gut. Put pressure here.” My friend moved the man’s hands to cover his own wound, and then he turned to the other guard standing next to him. “Check that hallway. Make sure they are either dead or unarmed and then cover the far corner. We’ll push on to the AI room.”
“Got it,” the guard said, and then he ran toward the three men we had shot.
“Leo, go grab a rifle and come back,” Chip ordered me. There was more gunfire from the four men down the hall where the AI room was, and even though they couldn’t hit us around the corner, I flinched.
I turned to run toward the three men we just shot. I made it there before the guard that had left a second before me, and I saw the man I shot was trying to pull his pistol. I kicked his hand away from his holster and slammed the heel of my shoe into his face. I hadn’t intended to do more than knock him unconscious with a broken nose, but the man’s skull caved in like it was a rotten tomato. Blood, brains, and skull fragments splattered across the hallway and my pant leg, and I gasped with surprise. I knew that the man had intended to kill me, but I didn’t realize my kick would do so much damage to him.
More gunshots echoed in the hallway behind me, and I bent down to grab the man’s rifle. The other guard had reached me, and he glanced down at the three obviously dead bodies before he took position at the corner.
“Clear!” he shouted as he looked around.
“I’m running back!” I told him before I returned to Chip and Zarra’s side.
They were both leaning around the corner of the hallway and shooting toward the server room.
“There is a lobby room before the servers. They are taking cover in that alcove. If we don’t stop them, they will be able to break through the door and get into the AI room,” Zarra hissed as she spun back around the corner.
“They are dug in. We need to try to--” Chip began to say, but Zarra cut him off.
“You cover me. I’m going to sprint there.” The beautiful woman pressed a button on her rifle and the magazine fell away. Then she crouched beside the injured man and yanked a full one from his ammo belt.
“No. I can go first if you cover--” Chip started to say.
“You are the better shot. I’ll keep on the right side of the hallway,” she said slamming the full magazine into her rifle. It was obvious that Zarra knew her way around the weapon.
“I can run the fastest. Give me cover,” I said.
“Leo and I will go. Now!” Zarra yelled as she jumped around the corner.
I wasn’t prepared for her to go quite yet. We were charging head first into a group of gunmen without any cover. I had wanted to convince her not to run, or to wait, or not to be stupid, but it was evident that Zarra would rather risk her life before she let these assholes into the AI room.
“No!” I shouted as I chased after her.
The bullets of Chip and the guards behind us whizzed by our heads like angry wasps. The corner of what I guessed was the server room was only forty yards ahead, but there was absolutely no cover. Just an open gray hallway and the business ends of four rifles pointing in our direction.
Zarra aimed her rifle at the men as she ran. I tried to catch up to her, but she had a bit of a head start on me, and she’d sprinted surprisingly fast. The world seemed to slow down as she fired at the same time as the other men’s guns shot flame.
I thought about using Guardian of Fortune, but this was real life and not Ohlavar Quest. My heart leapt into my chest as I realized I was about to see the beautiful woman get filled full of bullets. Why had she run ahead of me? Why did she charge down the hallway? Who the fuck cared if we lost a day’s worth of data? It wasn’t worth her life.
One of the enemy attackers fell back against the corner when a bullet tore through his skull. Another took a hit to his right shoulder, and he spun as his rifle punched bullets into the far wall of the hallway.
The remaining two gunmen had pulled back around the wall edge, and Zarra dove to the ground so that she could slide around the corner. Her rifle barked automatic fire as soon as she began to slide and I heard the last two men scream when her shots found homes.
I spun around the corner and aimed my gun. I confirmed that the last two men were down, but there was an opened glass door some twenty feet past them. Past the door was a dark marble lobby with chairs, sofas and green plants arranged in a tasteful manner. On the other side of the room was some sort of giant metal bank vault looking door. Three black garbed men worked on opening it. One of the men carried an assault rifle, and he was pointing it in our direction.
His shot went wide, and I heard the bullet bounce off the wall of the hallway to my left. My shot went true and hit him in the chest. The man fell with a spray of blood and a scream of surprise. The other two men turned and reached for pistols at their hips, but both Zarra’s and my guns rang out in unison, and the men’s bodies spasmed as a dozen bullets filled them.
“What the fuck are you doing?” I shouted at Zarra as she sprang to her feet.
“Protecting the fucking AI!” she growled at me as she darted past the glass door. She swung her weapon around to check the corners we couldn’t see, and I guessed it to be clear since she didn’t fire.
“You could have been killed!” I followed her into the room as I looked over my shoulder. Chip ran around the edge of the corner, and he nodded at me before he posted there.
“I wasn’t though. Watch the door,” she ordered as she reached into her coat for her phone.
“Why did you do that?” I demanded, but the woman had her phone up to her ear, and she motioned for me to wait a second.
“I am here with Leo, Chip, and four of our guards. One man is wounded. You better fucking tell me that this is the last of them.” Her words were filled with venom, and I guessed she was talking to her CSO.
I walked over to the three dead men by the vault door. These men weren’t as heavily armored as the other assholes, but their clothes were a dark gray and black military style. I turned to look at Zarra, but she was still on the phone and wasn’t looking in my direction.
I crouched down beside one of the dead men and reached a trembling hand out to check and see if he had a tattoo behind his ear. Part of me didn’t want to see the strange mark, but the earlier conversation with Chip had me thinking that Zarra was connected with Sal’s death and the group that was trying to kill me.
There wasn’t a tattoo on this side of the man’s skull, and I shifted my weight over so that I could look at his other side. There wasn’t one here either, and I breathed a sigh of relief. There were two more bodies to check though, and I scooted over to the next corpse.
“Leo, can you watch the hallway with Chip?” Zarra’s voice called out to me. “Our guards are still sweeping the area.”
“Yeah,” I said as I stood from the bodies, but as I took a step away from the vault door, a group of Arnacript guards rounded the corner going past Chip. Then another group came, and there were soon twenty heavily armored and armed guards taking up a defensive position.
“You ten, escort Ms. Zerne and Mr. Lennox to their rooms,” Chip said a few seconds after the guards took up position.
“No, I will remain--”
“Ms. Zerne, the server room is secure. I don’t understand why you thought it was worth risking your life for, but I’m going to recommend a group of your men take you to your room and guard you there.” As Chip spoke another unit of guards turned the corner. A quick count gave me forty guards that I could see from my spot by the AI vault door.
“Ms. Zerne, our men have swept the facility. This was the last of them,” one of the armored guards said to her. He took off his helmet, and I saw that it was Roger Finn, the CSO of Arnacript. I’d only met him once, but he seemed like a decent guy.
“Good,” Zarra said, but her voice didn’t sound happy. The beautiful woman looked back at the corpses, and then her purple eyes settled on me. “Leo, can you go back to your room, please? I am going to be up all night figuring out what happened, and I know you have a major prep day in the game tomorrow.”
“I want to help--” I began to say, but the woman cut me off.
“You did help. I need you to focus on your job. Every day is precious. I can give you an update tomorrow night. Over dinner, if that is okay with you?”
“Yeah. I guess,” I said as I looked back at the corpses of the men at the vault.
“Good,” the woman nodded at the ten men who Chip had just asked to escort her back to her own room, and the men instead turned to me.
“I need to check on my parents,” I said as I thought again about the gunmen running through the hallways. “I also want to check on Daisy.”
“None of the attackers made it into the Hospital wing. It seemed that their objective was the AI room,” Roger told me. “I’ll have the men go with you to double check, then you can return to your room.”
“Okay. Thanks,” I said as I nodded at Roger, Zarra, and Chip.
“Right this way Mr. Lennox. We’ll take you back,” one of them said, and then I followed the group past the carnage in the hallways and into the hospital wing of the Arnacript facility.








Chapter 19
I didn’t think I would sleep that night, but the events of the day in and out of the game had exhausted me, and dreams took me as soon as my head touched the pillow. I woke up at my usual time the next morning, did some warm-up exercises, took a shower, brushed my teeth, and then walked into the VRIU room a bit before 7:00 AM. Ky and Jennifer were waiting for me, but they did look a little uneasy.
“You both heard about last night?” I asked as soon as I saw their faces.
“Yeah, man. Scary shit. I’m kind of glad I got home before all of that started,” Ky said.
“I was in my office. Had to lock the door and hide under my desk,” Jennifer said. Her pretty blue eyes were opened wide. “Rumor is that you killed them all? Is that true?”
“No,” I replied. “We ended up going to the server room. It was a fight. I don’t want to talk about it. Have you spoken to Zarra today?”
“No,” they both said.
“I did get an email from her instructing us to continue with your testing,” Jennifer followed up.
“Yeah. I’ve got a lot to do today, and then the second challenge is tomorrow. By the way, did you have a chance to review my session? Do you have any advice about Bolverk?” I asked.
“I did review it last night,” Jennifer said with a slight nod. “I can see your predicament. Ms. Zerne has asked that we do not give you specific game strategy advice that doesn’t have to do with playtesting, but…” her voice trailed off and she looked over at Ky.
“I’m not saying anything to anyone!” He laughed. “I want the champ to kick some ass.”
“Elves can be really great in parties, but they just don’t want to fight.” Jennifer shrugged. “If you can get one to agree to party with you, you’ll have an amazing ally.” Jennifer leaned in a bit closer to me, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “You weren’t able to see the part of the game where Bolverk fought. I know he seems a bit unhinged to you, but he has extremely high attributes and a lot of Body abilities. I think you were right to pick him for tomorrow, but you should also work on adding Allurie to your party.”
“Okay, that was what I was thinking anyways. Thanks, you helped me out.”
“Or… I didn’t because you were already planning on doing that, anyway.” The pretty blonde woman winked at me, and I laughed.
“Let’s get it going then. Should be almost dawn there,” I said before I walked into the privacy alcove. A few seconds later I’d taken off my clothes and climbed into the VRIU. Ky didn’t need to help me get the mask on my head anymore, but he did anyway. Then I floated in the black liquid, closed my eyes, and waited for the game to boot up.
I opened my eyes in my room in the palace and moved to put on my clothes. Someone had laid out a fresh teal colored outfit, and it looked like the armor I borrowed from Sharles was clean. I thought about leaving the armor off while I went about my day today, but the leather suit had been easy enough to move in, so I decided to put it on.
“Leo!” Allurie shouted a second before she jumped on me. “Good morning! You look so handsome in the new uniform and armor!”
“Thanks. Did you get me the new one and clean my armor?”
“Yes! Do you like it?” she asked as she fluttered her silver eyelashes.
“Yeah. You did a great job. Is Cornalic around?”
“I am here, dearest Leo,” my friend said from behind me.
“Everything good?” I asked.
“Yes, I’d like to have a little sleep, but I can do that once you return from buying new skills. I do not think the Lady is awake yet.”
“Has the sun risen?” I asked.
“It is just starting to. You will probably make it to the healer Taran at the moment when he opens. Then I can take a nap when you return.”
“Great, I’ll hurry up,” I said.
“Can I come with you?” Allurie asked.
“Ahhh, sure. You can help me count the gold.” I turned to the half-orc. “Do you have the bag?”
“Aye, friend.” The muscular man handed me the Medium Bag of Holding.
Allurie and I walked toward the lobby of our suites, and I saw Bolverk sitting cross-legged in front of the door. The man’s oversized axe was lying across his lap, and he ran his fingers along the haft as if it was a long lost lover.
“The gods demand that I accompany you,” he said when he saw us.
“Okay,” I replied as the man stood. As soon as I said the word both Allurie and Bolverk’s face icons appeared on my UI’s party window area. It was kind of weird that Allurie was showing up there, but I was happy that Bolverk wasn’t hijacking it anymore. The client might still be a bit buggy, but at least it was moving in the correct direction.
The guards outside our doors asked if we wanted an escort into Tylue, but I wanted more guards with Chrysa, so I refused their help and let them know we’d be back in a few hours. The three of us made our way through the expansive palace and out onto the city streets. The sun filled the gold city with a matching colored glow, and the avenues were filled with a thousand different NPCs setting off on their morning duties.
Allurie hadn’t been out of the palace since we’d originally arrived, and she pointed to all the interesting buildings and people we walked by. The amount of conversation flowing from her mouth convinced me that my friend had been suffering from cabin fever, and I did my best to comment on her observations. Bolverk didn’t say anything until we made it to Taran’s shop, and then he only grunted when he opened the door for us.
The receptionist led us to the interior lobby, and the healer met us at the counter where the books were located.
“Hello, Leo and Bolverk! Who is this sparkling elf?” the young man asked.
“I’m Allurie,” she said to him with a short bow.
“I’m happy to meet you, Allurie.” The healer returned her bow and then turned to me. “Were you able to help your muscular friend there? What did the rune mage say?”
“It was just as you said. I’ll have to keep looking to find help for him. I'm here today because I wanted to see if I could buy any more protection or healing ability tomes from you,” I said.
“Of course, what is your budget like?” he asked.
“Uhhh. I’ve got 7,500 platinum, but I’d kind of like to keep some of it.”
“Well,” he said with a laugh, “you are in luck. I don’t have anything more expensive than that. The question will really be about how much Light, Mind, and Body you have. Have you been tested?”
“Yeah actually,” I lied a bit since I didn’t need anyone to figure out what my attributes were rated. I could just open my UI to look. “I have 33 Body, 31 Mind, and 69 Light.”
“Ahh. You found someone to give you exact numbers. How recently did you have them look at--”
“Really recently,” I told him with a smile.
“Ahh. It’s a shame you don’t have a 70 in Light. I have a great ability, but you won’t be able to use it,” Taran said.
“Can I see it? Maybe I can learn it later.” I had 14 unspent attribute points, and my Perception was still at 13 so I could get my Light (Overall) up to 70 if I needed to use a cool ability.
“Sure. I’ve got six abilities that you might find useful. Let me get them for you.” The healer turned to his shelf and ran his hands down the spine of a few of the thick tomes. It took him about half a minute to find the half dozen he wanted.
“This one is a better heal than the one I sold you the other day. This one is a group healing rune you can set on the ground. This one is a heal that is almost as good as a Medium Heal, but you have to touch them, and it has a long reset,” Taran said as he touched each of the first three books.
“What of the other three?” I asked.
“Protection abilities. This one will remove a negative enchantment from you or a friend. This one will prevent any negative enchantments from being cast on who you want. This one,” Taran gently tapped the last book, “Is the one you need 70 Light for. It will make it so that every time you enchant someone, they get an immediate heal. It is quite powerful for adventurers.”
“Ohhh, sounds great. Let me take a look at it.”
The healer passed me the book, and I held it in my hands so that the UI could show me what it did.
 
Shroud of Divine Light - Light 70, Mind 30. Enchantment Spell. You are enchanted with Shroud of Divine Light for seconds equal to your Mind attribute (31 seconds) and all your Light ability mana fatigue is reset. While enchanted with Shroud of Divine Light, you move at half speed, cannot speak, and feel four times the mana fatigue from any ability that does not use Light Attribute. All enchantments with Light attribute used while you are enchanted with Shroud of Divine Light heal target for 25% of their health in addition to the effect of the enchantment ability. When Shroud of Divine Light ends, you are healed for 100% of your health, but cannot use another Light ability for 200 seconds - your Light attribute (130 seconds). You can end Shroud of Divine Light before the (31 seconds) have passed.
 
As I held up the book, Taran explained the details of the ability. He didn’t leave anything out, and I thought about the possibilities when I set down the book. With this buff on, I’d be able to be a serious healing machine. The obvious downside was not being able to move quickly, or talk, and I couldn’t use any other abilities without getting my ass kicked. It would also be awfully bad once the enchantment left me. I wouldn’t be able to heal for over two minutes. That could be all sorts of rotten.
“How much?” I asked.
“You said you have platinum? It is 4,000 or 40,000 gold.” He winced when he spoke.
“Ouch,” I said with a laugh.
“It is a difficult ability. I actually do not know it. I traded the book for some service work a few years ago. There might be a few adventures in the city that know the ability, but not many.”
“I agree. It is powerful. Can I hold the other ones?” I asked.
“Sure,” he said, and I went through the other five books.
 
Light Heal - Light 40, Body 15. Spell. Target is healed for 25% of their total health.
 
Mark of Healing Drip - Light 40, Body 15. Area of Effect enchantment. Lay a mark on any surface that lasts for seconds equal to twice your Light rating (138). All living creatures gain 1% of their health per second when they stand within a 10 foot radius of the mark. Undead minions lose 1% of their health for every second they stand within a 10 foot radius of the mark. Healing effects of Mark of Healing Drip stack with other healing effects.
 
Healing Touch - Light 40, Body 10. Touch Spell. Target other than you is healed for 50% of their total health. You must touch target. Target cannot be healed by you again for the amount of seconds equal to your Light attribute (69).
 
“This one is interesting,” I said to Taran. “Can you explain to me how it works?”
“Sure. It is just like a Major Heal, but there you can’t heal the target again for a few seconds,” he explained.
“How many seconds?” I asked.
“It gets longer the more powerful you are with your Light ability,” Taran said with a shrug.
“Huh,” I said as I thought about the spell. Part of the challenge with Zarra’s development team would be balancing all these skills against each other and mana fatigue. Since the abilities didn’t cost mana, it meant that a player would get exponentially more powerful when they put more points into attributes. Healing Touch looked to be vastly superior to Light Heal when I compared the attribute requirements. Granted, you had to touch someone to use it, but that wouldn’t be much of a hassle to get a heal that was twice as effective. The penalty was really what made the Healing Touch interesting. It was beginning to look like Ohlavar Quest was about acquiring as many abilities as I could so that I could juggle mana fatigue.
If I had four different skills that all healed, I could just use them after each other and then not feel any issue with mana fatigue. The fact that some of these heals had drawbacks to them meant I needed to be a bit more careful about using them. I couldn’t start off a fight using Healing Touch because it would mean I wouldn’t be able to heal someone for half a minute, but I could use it close to the end of a battle when I was confident that there wasn’t going to be much need for any more healing. The description also didn’t say anything about protection type abilities, so I guessed I would still be able to use those on a target.
I moved on to the last two books.
 
Remove Curse - Light 40, Mind 20. Spell. Removes single hostile enchantment/hex/curse from target. If multiple are on target, the last to be applied is removed first.
 
Stainless Virtue - Light 45, Mind 30. Enchantment Spell. Target is enchanted with Stainless Virtue for half of Mind attribute in seconds (15.5). While enchanted with Stainless Virtue, target cannot suffer from the effects of negative magical effects, enchantments, hexes, or curses. If an opponent attempts to enchant the target with such an ability, they will fail and suffer twice the usual mana fatigue. Once Stainless Virtue has ended, target cannot be enchanted by another Stainless Virtue spell for 10 minutes.
 
“These are fascinating,” I said after Taran explained the last ability to me. “What is the cost of each?”
“Light Heal is 10,000 gold. Mark of Healing Drip is 9,500 gold. Healing Touch is 11,000 gold.
Remove Curse is 14,000 and Stainless Virtue is 15,000,” Taran said.
“Okay, let me think about it for a few moments,” I said. The young man nodded, and I started to consider my choice.
Remove Curse and Stainless Virtue were both somewhat redundant. Stainless Virtue seemed like a harder ability to use since I would have to know an enemy could use hostile enchantments. But then again, if I did know that, and I used the ability at the right time, it would be able to counter an opponent’s strategy. Still, if I could only have one, I’d have to pick the reactive skill that I could use multiple times if I needed. Remove Curse was the winner between the two skills.
I turned my attention to the heals. Both Light Heal and Healing Touch seemed great, but I had learned Minor Heal already. Did I need three instant heal abilities right now? I thought about the battle in the arena and the mana fatigue I suffered by trying to keep Cesnie alive. I could have used one Healing Touch on her instead of the half dozen Minor Heals. That would have saved me a lot of fatigue. Healing Touch’s negative effect was quite bad though. If I made a mistake using it, I could run into a situation where I wouldn’t be able to heal someone when they needed it. The ability would have to be a last ditch move I only used when I had too much mana fatigue with my other spells. Did I want to bother buying an ability that I might only use in rare circumstances?
Mark of Healing Drip also seemed like an ability I would only use every once in a while. The description seemed to indicate that it healed everything within the radius, so even enemies would be healed. It might be useful if I was fighting undead or in some sort of massive army situation, but it wouldn’t help with the battle tomorrow.
Or would it?
“Hey Taran, do you know anything about the golems that the royal types use to play Castles with?” I asked.
“The clay golems?” he asked.
“Yeah. They are animated, but not alive. Will Mark of Healing Drip heal them?”
“No. They aren’t alive. They can be healed by the other heal abilities, but Mark of Healing Drip specifically says it only works on living creatures.”
“Great,” I said as I thought more about my selection. In some ways, Shroud of Divine Light had the same issue as Healing Touch. I needed to be damn sure that I wasn’t going to need to heal once I was done with the enchantment. While it was going, I’d be a powerhouse and bring some serious healing might. If the battle lasted longer than 31 seconds, I’d not be able to do any healing.
“When I use Healing Touch, I can’t heal the target afterward?” I asked.
“No, not for the length of your Light rating,” Taran answered.
“Does it count for the healing that happens when I use an enchantment on the target while I have Shroud of Divine Light on myself?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Huh. I never thought of that. Hmmm,” Taran put his hand to his chin and rubbed his fingers across his bit of stubble. “I have no idea. What an interesting idea. I think the heal coming from Shroud of Divine Light originates from the enchantment you are using, not from you directly.”
“So it doesn’t count as me?” I asked.
“This is my hypothesis. If you have two healers, and one uses Healing Touch on a third person, the other healer can still heal that person. Just the first person can’t.”
“So this might work?”
“Ha! It might, or might not. I’d like to see you try it.”
“I think you just want me to spend my money,” I smirked at him.
“That too. This ability book has been looking for a good adventurer,” the healer said as he tapped the cover of the tome.
“How typical are these other ability books? Do most healers sell them?”
“Yes. You might not be able to find them all in one place, but I’d guess that you could find two or three more of each of these in the city if you went to every healer or ability trainer, but I’ll bet this is the only Shroud of Divine Light in Tylue. Might be the only one in the whole kingdom of Sanduport. Maybe only one of two or three in the continent of Rinniji.”
“You are doing a good job of selling it to me,” I said with a laugh, and the healer joined me.
“It will work well for you. What other ones do you want?”
“Well, all of them, but I’ll take Mark of Healing Drip, Healing Touch, and Remove Curse. That should make it 74,500 gold even, or 7,450 platinum. Maybe you can give me a discount since I am buying so many at once?” I asked the healer as I flashed him my smile. I didn’t know if my increased Charisma attribute would help me with this, but this healer had already helped me out a bunch, and I liked the guy.
“Sure Leo. You are actually paying for three years of my rent with this purchase. How about 7,000 platinum for the four books?”
“That sounds great. Thank you so much,” I said with a grateful nod.
“No problem. Maybe you’ll let Lady Aitcha know how much I helped you? Rumor is that you won the first challenge yesterday.”
“Oh, I didn’t know you were paying attention to that stuff,” I said with a laugh, and I realized I might have been able to talk him down even more if I had brought up the current political scuffle.
“Everyone is paying attention to it,” the man said with a smile. “Will you use these now?”
“Yeah. Do you mind if I sit on the couch over here?” I nodded to the sofa’s where Bolverk and I had sat the other day.
“Of course. I’ll make some tea for you all. Oh, I’m going to need the money as well.” He laughed again.
“Allurie will count it out for you. She is great at math,” I said as I handed the pretty elf woman the magical bag. She gave me a cheerful smile and then went to work on pulling the coins out of the pouch.
I grabbed the four books and took them over to the couch. Bolverk followed me, but the man was acting a bit strange. Normally he muttered under his breath or talked to me about ascending the stairs to his throne, but he hadn’t said a word since we left the palace.
“Something wrong?” I asked when I sat down on the leather sofa.
“Nothing that destroying our enemies and enslaving their women will not fix,” the short man grunted. “When the blood flows down the stairs of the heavens, the firesticks will bring their angry retorts. Gods care not for the outrage, they must keep the heaven gate open so we can reach the Throne of Ascension.”
“Ahh, and here I was, thinking you were starting to act strangely.” I laughed as I gestured to open my UI window. I flipped over to my status screen and read through everything again.
 
Leo Lennox
 
Body (Overall) - 33
Body (Magic) - 0
Body (Stats) - 33
Brawn - 17
Quickness - 16
 
Mind (Overall) - 31
Mind (Magic) - 0
Mind (Stats) - 31
Intelligence - 15
Willpower - 16
 
Light (Overall )- 69
Light (Magic) - 14
Light (Stats) - 27
Perception - 13
Charisma - 14
 
Shadow (Overall) - 32 (33)
Shadow (Magic) - 0
Shadow (Stats) - 32
Comeliness - 16
Luck - 16 (17)
 
With 14 unspent attribute points.
 
Ugh. I needed one more point to bring my Light (Magic) to 15. That would have given me 72 Light (Overall). Part of me wanted to wait until I got my next attribute reward, but I just spent 40,000 gold on a powerful skill that I wasn’t going to be able to use until my Light (Overall) was 70. I would probably need Shroud of Divine Light tomorrow. I couldn’t risk waiting.
I motioned with my hand over my Perception skill to change it to 14. It raised my Light (Overall) to 70, but now I had no more unspent attribute points. I considered again for a few moments but then gestured over the button to confirm the selection. Edges of my vision glowed, and the observable details of the room sharpened for a few seconds before returning to normal. I noticed Bolverk watching me with his intense blue eyes, but the man didn’t say anything.
 
Leo Lennox
 
Body (Overall) - 33
Body (Magic) - 0
Body (Stats) - 33
Brawn - 17
Quickness - 16
 
Mind (Overall) - 31
Mind (Magic) - 0
Mind (Stats) - 31
Intelligence - 15
Willpower- 16
 
Light (Overall) - 70
Light (Magic) - 14
Light (Stats) - 28
Perception - 14
Charisma - 14
 
Shadow (Overall) - 32 (33)
Shadow (Magic) - 0
Shadow (Stats) - 32
Comeliness - 16
Luck - 16 (17)
 
With 0 unspent attribute points.
 
I flipped through the four ability books after I gestured to close my status screen. Shroud of Divine Light looked like a pair of light green angel wings with golden sparks running down the feathers. Mark of Healing Drip looked like an orange pitcher pouring out sparkling blue and red liquid. Healing Touch looked like a red hand touching an orange pool of water. Remove Curse looked like a dark purple string being pulled from a green outline of a man’s chest. My UI flashed after I flipped through each book, and I opened my status screen again so I could double check that the new abilities were there.
“That is all the money. Thank you for counting it for me, Allurie,” Taran said from his spot behind the counter.
“Do you want these books back?” I asked as I stood from the couch.
“Sure. I can reuse them. Thank you for your platinum.” The young man gestured to the stacks of glittering coins spread out before him.
“I can help you put them in your safe!” Allurie offered.
“That is okay, you did plenty already. You are great customers. Come back and see me anytime.”
“Will do, take care.” I nodded at the man, and then I motioned for my two friends to follow me out of the shop and into the early morning streets of Tylue.
I guessed we had been in Taran’s shop for only twenty minutes, and I realized that the UI clock still wasn’t displayed on my view. I hadn’t mentioned the issue to Jennifer in a while, and I reminded myself to do it again when I logged out.
Thoughts of Jennifer made my mind wander back to the events of last night, and my conversations this morning. I hadn’t been able to talk to Zarra at all, but the words Chip spoke to me were still running circles in my mind. The beautiful purple-eyed woman knew way more than she was telling me. Why would she risk her life to save the AI servers?
Why was the server behind a vault wall? Corporate espionage could have been the answer, but these companies all backed up their shit by the minute. If another corporation wanted to hack Arnacript’s intranet, all they had to do was walk in the door and find a computer on the network. Heck, I was sure that any of the employees could be bought. It seemed beyond weird that a group of armed men would drive a tank through the front door of the gated property, get into a crazy gunfight, and then make a suicide run to the server room.
The streets of Tylue were about half full with walking citizens. I noticed the name tags over their heads only appeared when I looked directly at someone, or when they stepped within ten feet of me. It was a good update that I hadn’t even thought to mention to Jennifer or Zarra during my sessions in Arnicoal. When I walked around in that city, the writing over everyone’s head had been a bit distracting. This was much better, and I felt as if I could see more of my surroundings without having to peer through an alphabet soup.
There was a flash of movement to the side of me, and I turned away so that the person tailing me wouldn’t think I noticed them. I kept my head forward while we walked and then motioned for Allurie to look at a dress shop window with me.
“Do you like any of these?” I asked her as I stared into the window. The reflection angle of the glass wasn’t perfect, but I saw a woman in tight brown leather off to the side of the busy street behind us. The woman wore a veil over the lower part of her face, but I recognized her outfit and stance as the assassin that who tried to kill the captain on The First Sunrise. The tag above her head said Tylue Assassin.
“Oh, these are really nice. I like the yellow one,” the pretty elf said as she pointed at the lemon colored dress in the window. It was a simple summer dress with no sleeves and a billowy lower skirt.
“Do you want to try it on?” I asked as I studied the woman in the reflection.
“Oh Leo, it is too fancy for me,” Allurie said as she gestured down to her teal servant’s outfit of loose pants, long sleeved shirt, and dark apron. Chrysa had let my friend borrow some lovely dresses, but I realized I had forgotten to make sure that she had some good clothes.
“Okay. I want you to use some of the money in the bag. Buy yourself three dresses, a couple pairs of adventuring pants and shirts, and shoes to go with each outfit. Try to get some good boots.”
“Will you help me pick them out? I’m not very good at--”
“Leo Lennox,” Bolverk growled, and I turned to face the gnome. He nodded his head down the street, and I saw a trio of men in chain armor walking toward us. They looked like they could have been adventurers, but I noticed them steal glances in our direction as they walked. It could have been because the gnome was carrying an axe that was almost three-quarters of his size, but the tattooed gnome had the blades of the weapon covered with a leather sheath.
“You are going to have to pick the outfits out yourself, Allurie,” I said to my friend.
“Awwww,” she whined.
“Think of this as a job. You can surprise me with what you pick when we get back to the palace.” My eyes drifted back to the mirror, and I saw the leather wearing woman glance down the street at the approaching men. For half a second, I thought she would move to join them, but she instead stepped back into the doorway of the store where she was positioned.
“Oh, that sounds like fun. How much money can I--”
“Sure, like a few platinum. Whatever, go inside and shop. If we aren’t out here when you finish, meet us back at the palace. Understand? I want to be surprised by the outfits you pick out,” I said to her with a smile that I hoped didn’t seem too nervous.
“Yay! I’ll pick out some that you will like. Thank you, Leo!” She gave me a quick hug, kissed me on the cheek, and then walked into the store.
Then I saw the three men stand behind Bolverk and me in the reflection of the mirror. The tags above their heads all read Tylue Mercenary, and I guessed their titles were a not-so-subtle hint of why they were following us.
“You two look lost,” the biggest of the men said. Their chain armor looked to be of a high quality with accents of black leather under their shirts. A ring of black dyed fur lined each of their cuffs and the open necks, and the armor looked as if it might have been suitable for colder weather.
The man who spoke had a longsword on his left hip, short sword on his right, and a bandolier of throwing daggers across his chest. One of the other men had a pair of hand axes on his belt, and a pair of long daggers strapped to each of his thighs. The third man wore a saber on his belt and a crossbow slung over his shoulder.
“We are good. Thank you for asking,” I said as I risked a glance at the woman who had been watching me. She was leaning on the doorway of the store still, but her eyes were on me.
“I don’t think you two look good. This one doesn’t even have a shirt on,” the man said as he nodded to Bolverk.
“He doesn’t want to wear one. It’s warm enough out. You three seem to be dressed as if you are expecting a cold storm,” I replied.
“Maybe we are,” he said, and the three of them stared at me for a few moments.
“Have I done something to offend you?” I asked.
“That depends. Are you Leo Lennox?” The man spit on the ground at his feet and then sniffed the air.
“Nope,” I said with a shrug. I noticed a movement to my left, and I turned my eyes a bit. A woman wearing the same style of dark chainmail was standing across the street a few storefronts down. She wore her brown hair back in a tight ponytail, and her right hand was wrapped around the handle of a crossbow.
“So you are a swindler and a liar,” the man growled.
“Not sure who you are looking for.” I shrugged.
“I’m looking for the man who stole some money from Queen Yrisi. You’ve got two options: give us back the bag with the money, or we hurt you and take back the bag with the money. When we hurt people, they tend to become accidently dead soon after.”
“Your axes,” Bolverk said suddenly, and the three men turned to face the gnome.
“What?” the man with the axes at his belt asked as he touched his weapons.
“Give them to me, or I will cut your left leg off and laugh while you bleed out on the street. The power of the ancient gods of battle flow through my veins, and they have demanded that I take tribute from you.” Bolverk’s eyes opened wide when he spoke, and he pointed at the man’s weapons.
“Is he insane?” the axe man asked me.
“Probably,” I sighed. “Look, gentlemen, and lady,” I said as I nodded to the crossbow carrying woman standing fifty feet down the street. “I don’t have the money anymore. I spent it all. Tell Yrisi--”
“Queen Yrisi!” The man shouted. “I have orders to bring the lady her money or bring your head. Which will it be?” the man with the longsword asked.
“Aren’t there guards or something around? You actually want to fight here?” I looked around the street and didn’t see any of the city’s armored protectors. What was with this place and the lack of guards? Maybe they were all at the palace. That place seemed to have four guards for every servant.
“This is your last chance,” the man said as he slowly drew his longsword from his belt. A lot of people were confused by the exact name of the weapon. They often thought that a broadsword or a knight’s sword was really a “longsword,” but in truth, longswords were hand and a half swords that were sometimes called bastard swords. The term could also get a bit fuzzy and apply to the classic Scottish claymore two-handed swords or even the German flamberges. The blade this man pulled was more of a traditional bastard sword that was balanced enough to use with one hand, but was probably better off with two on the hilt.
He didn’t have a chance to properly grab it though. As soon as the chain wearing man had the blade out of its sheath, Bolverk leapt into the air and kicked the man square in the face. As soon as the leader stumbled back from the surprise attack, I jumped toward the crossbow carrying man.
My target was flipping his weapon over his shoulder, but my blade cleared its scabbard and cut through the air with an angry swish sound. The man threw himself away from me and avoided my broadsword cutting his upper body in half. The tip of my sword still slashed across his chest though, and it cut open his mail as if it was made of plastic chain.
“Shield,” I said as the woman with the crossbow let her bolt fly. I could guess where the quarrel would land from where she was aiming, and I flipped my arm up to deflect the projectile.
My entire arm went numb, and I spun around as if someone had just twisted me like a top. My right shoulder slammed into the cobblestones of the street, and I glanced down at my arm. The woman’s crossbow bolt had passed through the magical shield my bracelet made as if it wasn’t there, and it penetrated my forearm and bicep as if it was a toothpick passing through a bent hotdog.
Holy shit. She had magical bolts. Or a magical crossbow. Or a magical crossbow shooting magical bolts.
The man I’d almost cut in half finished swinging his crossbow around, and I used Guardian of Fortune on myself as his weapon twanged. The bolt slammed into the magical shield created by my bracelet and bounced off like a spinning coin. I should have been happy with the result, but the hit to my shield changed the numbness in my arm into sharp pain, and I gasped with surprise agony.
I rolled backward across the street away from the two fuckers with crossbows and then twisted around on my back as the attacker with the two axes came after me. I managed to get my sword up in time to block both of the weapons, but the beard of both axes hooked onto the edge of my sword, and the man tried to yank the weapon out of my hand. Fortunately, I was much stronger than him, and it felt as if a child was trying to tug on my arm.
The man leaned away from me with his effort to disarm me, and his right foot stepped back. This left his left leg in front, and I brought the ball of my foot against the side of that knee while I tugged down in the same direction with my blade. The man’s leg crumpled with my kick, and he stumbled to the side in an attempt to remain on his feet.
Bolverk was waiting for him.
“Haaaarrrrrrwaaang!” the gnome screamed as he brought his oversized axe around. The blade lopped the left leg of the attacker off at the hip, and the man screamed as he tumbled to the ground. His health bar dropped down to 40%, and I guessed the man would bleed out.
The woman with the crossbow shot again, and the bolt slammed into the side of my head. I would have instantly died if Guardian of Fortune didn’t protect me. I was a good fifty feet away from the woman, so she was either an incredible shot, or the magical weapon was helping her aim. Maybe both.
The man who had first fallen to the ground with Bolverk’s kick had leapt to his feet, and he jumped at me with his longsword over his head. I rolled out of the way as I used Minor Heal on myself. My body glowed orange, and the crossbow bolt popped out of my forearm as the man’s heavy blade smashed into the ground.
I kicked out with my left foot at the mercenary’s shin and hooked my right boot around his knee. My movement collapsed his left leg, but as he fell, he raked his longsword across the ground in my direction. I brought my own blade across my body, and our blades came together near the guards with a loud clang.
My left hand was free, and I reached up to cross-grab the fur of the man’s armored collar. A quick tug pulled him further off balance, and he fell onto the ground next to me.
On top of the blade of my sword.
I yanked my weapon out from under the man, and he let out a shocked scream. I had a firm hold on his collar still, and I brought the pommel of my sword down to smash into the back of his skull. The blow should have killed the man, but as my fist descended, he glowed a teal color. The glow had orange shields dancing across the surface, and my hammered attack bounced off his skull as if I’d tried to put the beat down on a slab of concrete.
It was Guardian of Fortune, and I didn’t need to look down the street to know that the woman with the crossbow had used the protection ability.
“Fuck you,” I growled as I smashed the pommel of my broadsword into the man’s skull again. This attack also bounced off the protection enchantment, as did my third, but the man couldn’t escape the tight grab I had on his armor, and my fourth blow turned his skull into something that resembled a smashed in watermelon.
I hit myself with Guardian of Fortune as soon as the first enchantment faded and half a moment before the woman shot me again with her crossbow. The bolt hit me in the right shoulder, and my protection magic didn’t catch it. I spun around as if someone had yanked an invisible rope that was attached to my sword, and my spine cracked half a dozen times.
Bolverk jumped over me and swung his too-large axe at the last male mercenary that was still standing. The black garbed man was too slow to block my friend’s wild strike, but a glow of Guardian of Fortune highlighted his body, and my friend’s axe attack bounced off the chain armor without doing any damage.
“The woman with the crossbow is healing them!” I shouted as I reached up to the bolt sticking through my left shoulder. My fingers closed around the feathery end of the quarrel, but I noticed that the other end had a wicked looking barbed tip. I was going to have to yank it out by pulling on the other side.
My left arm still hurt from the first bolt, and my right shoulder felt as if it was on fire. I’d felt worse pain, but it was getting hard to breathe, and I didn’t honestly want to know if my body could handle another crossbow bolt. I didn’t want to use Breath of Life on myself because of the ten-minute delay, but I doubted I’d be able to do much more in this fight if I didn’t get the bolt out of my shoulder. My body started to glow with the effects of the enchantment, and I glanced back to see how Bolverk was doing.
The gnome was frantically swinging his large axe at the last man. The woman was aiming her crossbow at my friend, and I hit him with a Guardian of Fortune as her weapon’s string sang out. Her bolt went high and parted the gnome’s dyed mohawk. Bolverk didn’t even seem to notice her attack.
I set my left foot against the cobblestone of the street and pushed with my legs. I kind of misjudged my strength, and I shot to my feet with a sudden surge of speed. The woman with the crossbow fixed her eyes on me, and she took a step back as I yanked my short sword out of its sheath with my left hand and charged her.
I sprinted past Bolverk as the tattooed gnome slipped under his opponent’s sword swing. My friend took his left hand off of his axe haft, punched the much taller man in the groin, and then flung the blade of his weapon upward with his right arm in some sort of crazy weird golf swing looking attack. The black armored mercenary had bent over when he got punched in the groin, and his face was at the perfect angle to receive Bolverk’s axe blade.
I hit myself with Guardian of Fortune again, but this woman was either incredibly lucky, or her weapon was somehow ignoring the effects of my enchantment. Her bolt slammed into my stomach like a kick from a mule, and my torso was yanked backward while my legs continued to sprint toward her. I was suddenly looking up at the alien planet in the sky, and every part of my body was screaming with agony.
Okay, now this was the worst pain I’d ever experienced, and my mind screamed with confusion for two seconds before I reminded myself that I was a healer and I had used Minor Heal half a dozen times on Cesnie the other day.
I hit myself with Minor Heal three times, and the bolt buried in my stomach came out as if my abdominal muscles were pushing against it. The bolt in my shoulder also began to slide out of my back with a thankful release. My chest felt a bit of mana fatigue, but the rest of the pain in my body fled. I was able to reach my left hand around behind my right shoulder to yank the bolt out the rest of the way.
There was another twang from the woman’s crossbow, and I rolled across the ground in an attempt to dodge the bolt, but the missile still hit me. Fortunately, Guardian of Fortune protected me from this one, and the quarrel bounced off my twisting body as if it was a nerf foam bolt.
I sprung to my feet and turned to see where Bolverk was situated. The muscular gnome was sprinting toward the crossbow woman, and it looked as if she was turning to run. The berserker was incredibly fast though, and he sprinted the fifty feet as if he was an axe wielding cheetah.
“Wait! Don’t kill her!” I screamed at Bolverk as the gnome leapt into the air. His body bent back like a pulled bow while he flew over the street, but then his axe came forward to cut the woman in half. An explosion of blood sprayed across the walls of the alley where her body fell, and I couldn’t help but wince at my friend’s brutal attack.
“You going to watch? Or you want to fight?” I said as I turned to the veiled woman that stood across the street from me. She had brown eyes above the piece of cloth, and I could make out a scatter of freckles across the bridge of her nose.
We stared at each other for a few moments, and then I took a step in her direction. She instantly vanished, but I spun to block the stab that she no doubt aimed at my unprotected back.
But she wasn’t standing there. Instead, she was on top of the roof of the woman’s clothing store that I’d sent Allurie into. The woman raised her hand to wave at me, and then she turned to walk away.
“I will hunt her down and rip the soul from her screaming corpse.” I hadn’t noticed Bolverk next to me, but the little man looked like he’d taken a shower in blood.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said as I looked at the surrounding street. This probably wasn’t good. Yeah, we were attacked, again, but I didn’t want to stick around and talk to the city guard, they might decide to keep us all day, or maybe until tomorrow. I didn’t want to risk losing the match. We would need to get back to the palace quickly.
“Allurie!” I yelled as I opened the door to the shop.
“Yes, Leo!” The silver-haired elf was peering over the top of a doorway that I guessed was the changing room stall.
“We have to go!”
“But I haven’t tried on--”
“Now! Just put all of them in the bag, give her the money, and run out front,” I shouted.
“Should I change back into my--”
“No! Hurry!”
“Okay, Leo,” she sighed and then her head disappeared below the door. A second later she was running out of the changing room in the same yellow dress that we had seen in the front display.
“You have to pay for--” a store clerk yelled, but Allurie already had a platinum in her hand, and she tossed it to the woman as she ran.
“Thank you for letting me in your lovely store! I’ll come back!” Allurie yelled over her shoulder as we exited the door.
“Do you like my dress?” she asked as we stepped into the street.
“Yeah, can you loot them? Quickly. Put all their coin pouches, jewelry, and weapons in the bag. Make sure the blades are sheathed.” I was looking at the far end of the street, and it seemed as if there was some commotion as people began to poke their heads out of alleyways and stores.
“Okay, Leo. I will do it. You never looked at the stuff from the last group of men that attack--”
“Hurry!” I shouted as I saw the crowds part.
There was a shitload of guards running our direction.
“My axes hunger for the blood of all who challenge us,” Bolverk muttered. The man had grabbed the axes and belt from the man he cut the leg off, and my friend wore the leather strap across his chest like mini Rambo. He carried each of the smaller axes in his hand, and the larger axe was somehow now attached to his back.
“No time, and we don’t want to go to jail. I think we’ll be safe if we can get to the palace.” I turned to look back in the direction of the corpses and saw Allurie putting the crossbow from the woman Bolverk had killed into the Medium Bag of Holding. The sight of it was a bit weird since the mouth of the pouch seemed to stretch over the sides of the missile weapon to swallow it like some sort of animal.
“That is everything, Leo!” The turquoise-eyed elf waved back at me.
“We should stay and fight these men. They should all know what happens when mortals challenge the--”
“No, let’s go,” I told Bolverk as I glanced back at the guards. We had about a hundred yards on them, and they were all wearing heavy looking chain armor. I didn’t think it would be hard to run away.
Fortunately, the crazy gnome berserker nodded at my words, and the three of us sprinted through the chaotic city and back into the palace gates before the city guards could apprehend us.








Chapter 20
“We need to tell Sharles that Yrisi is trying to kill you,” Chrysa said after I had updated her on what happened in the city streets.
“No,” I said as I looked around the table where my friends sat. “We have to ignore it.”
“No? But why? She hired mercenaries to kill you,” the beautiful, noblewoman said with a huff.
“Yeah, but this started because I agreed to betray Rodin for a bunch of money that Cesnie gave me. Imagine if Sharles brings this story to the council. It makes me look dishonorable, and it might reflect poorly on you,” I said with a shrug. “Besides, we lived through it and got all their loot. Allurie even got some new dresses.” I smiled at the beautiful elf. My friend had been a bit downcast since we made it into the palace, and I guessed she was upset that I’d pulled her from the store. “Will you try them on for us?”
“You want to see them? I picked out three. I don’t know if they will all fit, but I would love to show them to you!” Allurie fluttered her silver eyelashes.
“Sure. Can you put all the weapons, jewelry, and other loot on the table here so I can look at them while you change?” I said.
“Yep! Here!” Allurie reached into the Medium Bag of Holding and pulled out the two crossbows with their quivers of bolts, the bandolier of daggers, two daggers with thigh sheaths, a broadsword the woman carried, the saber that the other man wore, the longsword the leader wielded, four rings, two bracelets, and a blood covered amulet. It was a shitload of loot, and I had to chuckle at how quickly Allurie had been able to gather it all.
“There were also three rings, a bracelet, and a necklace you asked me to take from the group who attacked us when we left the ship,” Allurie said as she pulled the items out of a separate pouch that was inside of the Medium Bag of Holding and set them on the table.
“I forgot about those, thank you. I hope none of this blood got on your dress, I said as I touched the amulet. Then I realized it wasn’t real blood. The item had a strange magical glow that dripped from it as if it was bleeding.
 
Amulet of the New Vampire
Armor Rating - 2
Durability - Magical
Br+2
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch+2
Co--
Lu--
 
Every time wearer deals melee damage, wearer gains 5% of their health back. Only 100% of health (20 hits) can be healed every five minutes.
 
“This is great! Which of the group had this amulet on?” I asked Allurie. It was a blue item, and I was a little surprised that it wasn’t actually purple colored. The vampire effect seemed very powerful, but then again, it was only 5% per hit and had a five-minute cooldown. This would definitely take some pressure off a healer.
“The man who carried that sword,” she said as she pointed to the longsword on the table.
“What does it do, friend Leo?” Cornalic asked. The man had seemed sleepy when I first got back, but he perked up when I told him about the people who attacked us on the street. He looked wide awake now that there was new loot on the table.
“It gives health back when you attack. Do you wan--”
“No, dearest friend. I believe the item would be best assigned to you or Bolverk. I plan on not getting hit, and I am outfitted with many magical items at the moment. I believe you only have a few, and our new friend doesn’t have any.”
“Here, Bolverk,” I said as I handed the man the amulet. I kind of wanted to wear it, but if I was going to be healing and the gnome was going to be tanking, it would only make sense that he wear it.
“The gods smile upon me. I will use this to drain the life from our enemies, then we will feast upon their souls and enjoy their endless agony,” the gnome said as he slipped the amulet around his neck.
“Can I show you the dresses now?” Allurie asked.
“Sure,” I said.
“I will help you put them on,” Chrysa said as she stood from the table. The two women walked out of the room, and I reached for the longsword on the table.
 
Longsword of Chilling Edge
Damage: 20% above standard - longsword
Durability - Magical
Br+2
Qu+2
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
Opponents hit with the Longsword of Chilling Edge have a 20% chance of being chilled. While chilled, they move 25% slower and take 10% extra damage.
Wielder of the Longsword of Chilling Edge has a Light Resistance to cold and fire elements.
 
“I believe you are the only one suited to carry that weapon, friend Leo,” Cornalic said after I read them both the description of the blue text weapon.
“Yeah. I’ll just need to figure out where to put it. It’s a large weapon. I’ve always liked these big swords though.” I said as I pulled the longsword from its sheath to look at the blade. I could see little snowflake designs etched in the blade by the guard, and the grip was quite comfortable.
“What next?” I asked the men, and Cornalic pointed to the broadsword that the woman with the crossbow had worn.
 
Broadsword of Light Luck
Damage: 10% above standard - broadsword
Durability - Magical
Br--
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu+2
 
“It’s lucky, but not that powerful,” I said.
“But still magical?” the half-orc asked.
“Yeah.”
“Allurie wishes to adventure with us, perhaps we can make a set of equipment from the items here?” Cornalic nodded at the sword. “Unless you need to replace your broadsword.”
“No, mine is good because it helps with mana fatigue. You make a good point though, let’s check the saber next,” I said as I set aside the broadsword and grasped the slightly curved blade.
 
Saber of the Ancient Tortoise
Damage: 20% above standard - saber sword
Durability - Magical
Br--
Qu--
In+2
Wi+2
Pe+2
Ch--
Co--
Lu+2
 
Wielder of the Saber of the Ancient Tortoise health points are increased by 25% and their armor rating is increased by 14. Wielder also has a 35% chance to resist Illusion or Charm abilities. Wielder requires a quarter of the usual food and water to survive. Wielder has these bonuses as long as the Saber of the Ancient Tortoise is worn.
 
“Wow. This would be great for her,” I said to Cornalic as I studied the purple text of the item. “It adds armor and life to whoever holds it. They are also resistant to some magical attacks and need less food and water.”
“Fantastic! Allurie will be pleased.
“Let me look at this short sword next,” I said as I picked up the weapon. I needed one to replace the green text one I had broken on Bolverk when we first wrestled.
 
Short Sword of Balance
Damage: 10% above standard - short sword
Durability- Magical
Br+1
Qu+1
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
Wielder is harder to knock down and is resistant to minor snare effects.
 
“I’m guessing you don’t need this?” I asked Cornalic, and the half-orc shook his head. “How about you?” I asked Bolverk, but the man shook his head and pointed at the longer thigh daggers. Those were practically like short swords to the man.
I moved the short sword off the table and set it next to the longsword. I was probably going to have to take off my old short sword and just use this magic one. I was starting to have too many blades tied to me, and while that wasn’t a problem in most VR videogames, Ohlavar Quest was real enough to make it feel awkward when I moved around with too many things hanging from my belt.
“Let me check these two long daggers,” I said to the gnome as I picked one of them up.
 
Dagger of Minor Bleeding
Damage: 10% above standard - dagger
Durability- Magical
Br--
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
Causes target to bleed 1% of their health every five seconds until either they are healed, or stop moving for sixty seconds.
 
“The gods have granted me that,” Bolverk said after I finished reading the stats of the green weapon.
“Let me look at the other one,” I said as I passed him the first dagger.
 
Dagger of Piercing
Damage: 20% above standard - Dagger
Durability - Magical
Br--
Qu+2
In--
Wi--
Pe+2
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
Armor rating of target is reduced by 25%
 
“Huh. It has blue text,” I muttered to myself.
“What was that, dear friend?” Cornalic asked.
“Oh, I’m wondering if it is more valuable because of the armor penetrating ability. The stats on it don’t seem high, but my ability appears to think it is valuable.
“Armor can be a problem, especially when fighting some monsters. I have some other daggers I prefer, but if Bolverk does not want the blade, I would add it to my assortment and probably find a good use for it someday soon.”
“I will take it, and use it to pierce the heart of evil,” Bolverk growled as I handed him the blade. He stood from his chair and went to work on strapping both of the long blades to his legs.
“What of these crossbows? Perhaps Allurie could use one. Elves have natural affinity with such weapons because their hands move so fast.” The muscular half-orc gestured to the two weapons, and I picked up the first one.
“This is just a normal one; I’m guessing the man carried it. I’ll look at the other,” I said as I set the first one down and reached for the one that I thought the woman had carried.
 
Thizzle Thrower
Damage: 20% above standard - Heavy crossbow
Durability - Magical
Br--
Qu+2
In--
Wi--
Pe+2
Ch--
Co--
Lu+5
 
Thalanious Thizzle The Third created all sorts of gadgets during his career as royal gadget maker for the Litana Dynasty. He crafted this crossbow for the Prince when the young man demanded something that would deliver “The kick of a blue dragon” but also be able to be “worn over my shoulder so that I could hold onto my crumpet while I drank my tea.”
All bolts shot from the Thizzle Thrower have a 15% chance to do an electrical shocking attack that numbs the opponent and causes 50% of weapon damage. Critical hits do an additional 100% shocking weapon damage. Numbed opponents cannot use limbs for 0-3 seconds, depending on Brawn attribute rating and placement of shot.
 
“That explains why this hurt so bad. Damn. Would you consider this a ‘heavy crossbow’? It seems kind of small,” I asked Cornalic.
“Agreed, dear friend. I would call this a middleweight, perhaps even a light crossbow. The heavy ones must be loaded with a winch and gear. With this,” Cornalic pointed at the front of the weapon where there was a metal loop, “someone who isn’t strong enough to load it by their arm strength can put their foot in and pull up with their body to load.”
“I see,” I said as I looked again at the weapon. I’d used a crossbow against the Cutno soldiers who tried to capture Artus, Allurie, and I when we tried to escape to Arnicoal. Those weapons also had the loop in the front, but I had pulled back the string of the weapon to load it without any problem. “Do you know a lot about crossbows? I’ve used them a few times, but I am no expert.”
“Yes, dear friend, I’ve used many a crossbow and short bow.” The man’s yellow eyes twinkled, and he grinned so that I could see his sharp teeth.
“Can you teach Allurie then?” I asked.
“Of course! I would love to. This weapon will suit her. I believe she will be a quick study. Having a skilled crossbow woman in the party will be very useful.” Cornalic looked at the gnome and then back to me. “All we need is someone skilled at magic, and our party will be very well rounded.”
“Let me look at the other weapons and then we can start on the jewelry.” I picked up the bandolier of throwing daggers and went through each of the four on the strap. “None of these are magical. Either of you want them?” I asked the two men, and they both shook their head.
“And neither of these two last daggers are magical. Allurie can probably wear one or both of them. They look as if they are in great condition,” I said as I put the daggers back in their sheaths. “Bolverk, do you want me to look at your axes?” I asked the blood stained gnome.
“I know what they do, Leo Lennox. This one kills, and this one weakens before it kills. They have whispered their secrets to me when I caressed their hafts. They will be my lovers until I obtain my harem filled with half-orc warrior women.”
“Fair enough. Do you mind if I look at them anyways so that I can see what they do?” I asked.
“This one kills,” the gnome repeated as he handed me one of his newly acquired hand axes. I spun it in my hands and saw the blue text of its name.
 
Bite
Damage: 20% above standard - hand axe
Durability - Magical
Br+4
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
When used with Chew, Bite does damage 40% above standard and has an additional +2 to Quickness.
 
“I can see that,” I said as I handed the weapon back to the man.
“This one weakens and then kills,” Bolverk said as he handed me his second axe.
 
Chew
Damage: 20% above standard - hand axe
Durability - Magical
Br+4
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
If used with Bite, Chew has a 10% chance per hit to drain 1 point of Brawn attribute from the target. Wielder of Chew gains that point of Brawn for one hour, up to a maximum of 10. Victim will recover Brawn after a full eight hours of sleep.
 
“That is really interesting. You can do some serious damage with these,” I said as I handed Chew back to the gnome.
“Yessssss,” he hissed. “None will stand before us. The path to ascension is clear, Leo Lennox.”
“What do you three think of Allurie’s new dress?” Chrysa called out from across the room.
I turned to see that the beautiful elf girl was wearing a cornflower blue summer dress with dark green embroidery along the edges. Her hair was tied back in twin ponytails, and Allurie did a little spin when Chrysa gestured for her to show us how the dress moved.
“It looks great!” I said, and I meant it. Allurie was extremely beautiful when she wasn’t bugging me to mate. She looked even prettier after I complimented her and her cheeks turned red.
“I agree with dear Leo, you look like a beautiful flower,” Cornalic said.
“Your skin isn’t green enough. You don’t have any scars. No muscle. No tusks. No armor.” Bolverk growled, and Allurie’s face fell. “But the blue matches the tattoos the gods etched across my flesh to give this avatar unbridled power. So I agree with what Leo Lennox and Cornalic of the Mind have said.”
“Yay! I’ll go try on the other two,” Allurie said as she pulled Chrysa back into the other room.
“Let’s look at the jewelry now,” I said to Cornalic and Bolverk as I picked up one of the men’s rings on the table.
“This one is non-magical,” I said as I put the first one down. “So is this one, and this one. This one is magical though,” I said as I read them the description from the fourth ring.
 
Ring of Minor Mana- When user says “Mana” their next ability will not cost fatigue. Can only be used once per every four hours.
 
“That isn’t bad,” I said as I set down the green text ring.
“Probably best that you wear it. Since we are dependent on you using your abilities, dearest friend,” Cornalic said.
“Yeah. Let me look at the last three rings that we got from the first group,” I said as reached for the last trio. Two of them were magical, and I read them off to my friends.
 
Ring of Light Armor- Grants wearer a +5 to armor while ring is worn.
 
Ring of Light Damage- All of wearer’s attacks do an extra 3% weapon damage.
 
“This is easy to decide,” I said as I passed Bolverk the armor ring and Cornalic the damage one. Both of the rings had green colored text.
“No thank you, dear friend. I have superior rings at the moment. Our tattooed friend here should have use of them,” Cornalic said as he pointed to Bolverk.
“Your action has pleased me, Cornalic of the Mind. I will grant you one extra half-orc warrior woman in your harem,” the gnome said as he took the ring from my other friend.
“Oh, that is quite alright. As I mentioned before, the women of my race are a bit too rough for my tastes. I bruise easily and such,” Cornalic replied as he waved his hands.
“There are two bracelets. Both are magical,” I said as I read off the green text to my friends.
 
Bracelet of Light Brawn- Grants wearer a +3 to Brawn while worn.
 
Bracelet of Summoning- Your first two summoning abilities give no mana fatigue.
 
“That last bracelet is highly interesting, friend Leo,” Cornalic said once I finished reading.
“Oh?”
“Yes, there are not many summoners in the world. I’ve been on many a grand adventure and have yet to be in a party with one. That item could be worth a lot to the right buyer, but it might be a challenge finding them.”
“Why aren’t there a lot of summoners in the world?”
“I believe it is because their ways have been lost. There is no one left to train the abilities.” Cornalic shrugged.
“They just summon creatures?”
“Yes. Then the creatures fight for them. I was once in an Adventurer’s guild hall with one, but I was too nervous to ask her any questions,” my green-skinned friend admitted.
“They must be very powerful then, if you were afraid to talk to one,” I said.
“Oh, no dear friend. Well, they are powerful, but this one was very pretty, and I was afraid I would make a fool out of myself by talking to her. I am a bit shy.”
“You are a bit shy?” I asked with a chuckle.
“Yes, I’m surprised you didn’t notice how bashful I am. My heart is gentle and easily damaged.” Cornalic tapped his massive chest, and I tried not to laugh at my friend.
“Do you want the first bracelet?” I asked Cornalic.
“Nay, it might be better for you or Bolverk,” he replied.
“Here you go buddy,” I said as I passed the bracelet to the gnome. He took it with a nod and then wrapped it around his small, but still stout looking, wrist.
“I’ll keep the last one, maybe we can sell it one day. Now let’s look at this necklace.”
 
Necklace of Minor Luck- Grants wearer +2 to Luck.
 
“I’ve got a ring which gives me a small bonus to luck. I suppose that it won’t hurt to have a bit more of the attribute,” I said as I slipped the necklace around my neck. It was just a thin gold cord, but it was okay with me. I was never one to wear gaudy jewelry.
“Dress number three!” Chrysa called out as soon as I put on the necklace.
We turned to watch Allurie walk into the room. She wore a dark gray dress that wrapped tightly around her lithe body. Chrysa or her servants had re-styled my friend’s hair, and it was piled up high in a nest of silvery curls.
“That looks great. I like it very much,” I said as I tried to keep my eyes from ogling the woman’s splendid figure. The dress left little to the imagination, and it seemed like the kind of outfit that Lady Feeyaz would have worn and not my innocent friend.
“Oh, I’m so happy. I’m embarrassed to wear this. It is much too--”
“It looks great. I’m glad you picked it out,” I said. “Did you get any pants or adventuring type clothes?” I asked.
“Yes, Leo. Well, I had them selected, but I didn’t try them on. I even got boots that I thought would fit me.”
“Great, go get them on, then we are going to go out to the palace training grounds.” I gestured to the magic crossbow and smiled at her. “Cornalic is going to teach you how to shoot this. Then you’ll have a job when we go explore dungeons.”
Allurie’s turquoise eyes widened at my comment, and they focused on the crossbow. “That is going to be mine?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Yay! I will change immediately! This is the second best day of my life!” Allurie spun in place with her arm up in the air.
“What was your first day?” Chrysa asked with a raised eyebrow.
“The day I met Leo, of course!”








Chapter 21
We spent the remainder of the day teaching Allurie how to shoot the crossbow, sparring in the training area, and planning for the event tomorrow. Chrysa accompanied us to the field, and we made sure she knew the basic commands and where to stand in our party formation. I didn’t want to suspect that there would be any foul play during the second challenge, but there had now been two attempts on Chrysa’s life, and two more on mine. It was obvious that our enemies would keep trying to kill us.
What would the beautiful woman do if she was actually crowned queen? I hoped her family would bring more support, but the captain of her guard hadn’t been able to protect her from a group of pirates, so I doubted that they employed anyone better on their staff.
Getting the crown could just be a death sentence for my friend.
But then again, she would have a palace full of guards, and the men and women who wore the royal armor seemed tough. I felt confident they would be able to protect her. No one had dared to try anything in our rooms.
I logged out of the game a bit early so that I could get more rest before the event. I also wanted to talk to Zarra and swing by my parents’ room. I did notice a brief logout screen after I counted to twenty, and it had the usual Ohlavar Quest logo with the purple planet and its orange ring.
“How did the day go, Champ?” Ky asked as he helped me get out of the VRIU.
“Good. Getting ready for tomorrow,” I replied as I stepped into the privacy alcove.
“Great!” He grabbed his VRIU paddle and began to stir the liquid.
“Is Zarra around?” I asked the ceiling where the speakers were located.
“No. She came in a few hours ago to check on you but said she had another meeting. She wanted me to ask you to call her when you logged out.” Jennifer’s voice came over the speaker.
“Have you heard anything new about the security breach?” I asked.
“No, Champ. We’ve had a lot more guards in the hallways, though. You might want to talk to Ms. Zerne,” Ky answered.
“Alright. Hey Jennifer, can you fix the clock on the UI sometime soon? It’s annoying having to go into my status screen to find it.”
“Oh, it is fixed already. You have to adjust it in the settings. I’m sorry about that,” she said.
“Cool. I’ll check it out next time I log in.”
“Is there anything else you want to talk about?”
“That was it. Other than the security stuff. Thanks. I’ll go grab a shower and call Zarra. See you guys at seven again tomorrow. The second challenge is then, and I need to get an early start on the day.
“Got it!” Ky said.
“Have a good night!” Jennifer said over the speakers, and I saw her wave to me from the observation room before I stepped through the door into my suite.
It was hard not to think about what would happen during the match tomorrow, but I tried to empty my thoughts and let the shower water relax me. I didn’t know how long I stood in the stream of water, but my skin became pruney before I even thought about using the soap.
After I had cleaned myself, I stepped out and glanced at the mirror in the bathroom. Thankfully, my eyes weren’t purple, and I breathed a sigh of relief.
I put on my comfortable sweat pants and a cotton shirt. Then I picked up the phone and dialed Zarra’s office.
“Hello, Leo,” she purred into the line after the phone rang once.
“Hey. Can we talk about last night?” I asked.
“Sure. Did you have a chance to visit your parents before you returned to your room?” she asked, and I wondered if she was trying to distract me.
“Yeah. They were fine. A little scared of the alarm, but I imagine most of the patients were. Your staff was with them and had kept everyone calm.”
“Excellent. Do you want to have dinner in a bit? I still have some work to finish up.” Her fingers drummed over the buttons of a keyboard, and I guessed that she was sending an email or chatting with someone.
“How long?” I asked. As if on cue, my stomach started to grumble.
“Maybe an hour. It is only four, but I know you skip lunch when you play. Do you want me to just meet you there when I am done?”
“Sure I guess that will work. I was kinda hoping we could talk privately. I want more info about last night, and we haven’t finished our conversation about the whole ‘having kids’ thing in the game,” I said.
“Do you want to meet in my office or somewhere more intimate?” I could hear the smile on her lips across the phone. The device actually had a video screen, but I hadn’t hit the correct button to make the call that way.
“I can wait another few hours for you to finish. Call me when you are heading over, and I can have them deliver food to my room,” I said.
“That sounds wonderful. I’ll hurry then. Talk soon.”
“Okay, soon. Bye,” I said before I hung up.
There was a TV in the room, but I had not bothered to turn it on since I was here. What to do for a few hours? I thought about visiting my parents, and I went to my terminal to check on their schedules. A few flicks of my fingers across the screen brought up their activities, and I saw that they were both supposed to be doing a swimming lesson in this time slot.
I probably needed to work out. I had kind of been avoiding the activity since I realized my strength was all weird, but a short jog probably wouldn’t hurt me. If anything, it would probably relax me for the meal with Zarra.
Leo!
My whispered name cut through my room like a tearing paper. I turned around to see who had spoken to me, but there was no one else in my suite. A cold chill descended my spine, and my mouth went dry.
Leo!
The voice called again, and I turned in my room. It sounded as if someone was whispering in my ear.
It sounded like it was Allurie.
This happened once before when I was eating with Zarra, I thought I imagined someone calling my name, but when I logged in later I asked Allurie, and my elf friend had told me that she called into my room looking for me.
But I hadn’t thought anymore of it.
Leo! We need you!
Her whispered voice sounded desperate, and I pushed my fingers into my ear to see if there was some sort of hearing aid or another device on me. I didn’t feel anything, but the sense of dread filled my stomach.
“You guys still here?” I asked as I walked back into the VRIU room. Ky was crouched next to the machine making some adjustments, and I had caught them in mid conversation.
“What’s going on?” Ky asked.
“Do either of you hear anything?” I asked as I turned to Jennifer.
“Ahh, no? What did you hear?” the blonde woman asked, and the tone of her voice made me think that Ky and Jennifer might have been speaking about something they didn’t want me to hear.
“I heard someone call my name. What were you guys talking about?” I asked. It had seemed as if they were speaking about Zarra.
“Oh, nothing really. Just stuff Ms. Zerne asked us to do.” Jennifer forced a smile to her face.
“Ahh, I get it. Complaining about the boss, huh?” I smiled at them, and both of their shoulders relaxed.
“Yeah, sorry. It wasn’t polite. We love Ms. Zerne, she is just…”
“Really fucking demanding sometimes,” Ky finished Jennifer’s sentence with a laugh.
“I see. Anything I can help out with?” I asked.
Leo!
“There! That! Did you hear that?” I asked both of them.
“Uhhh, no, Leo. You feeling okay?” Ky asked.
“Should I call Docto--”
“No, that’s okay,” I interrupted Jennifer. “I want to play.”
“Now?” Ky asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Yeah. Is it ready? Zarra and I are going to have dinner in a few hours, I’ll play until then.”
“Uhhh, it isn’t real--”
“Get it ready to go. I’m logging in.” I wasn’t used to ordering people around, but I figured that the tone of my voice sounded commanding enough.
“Okay. Whatever you need, Champ,” Ky shrugged, smiled, and then grabbed his paddle. “I’ll be ready in fifteen seconds.”
“I’ll get the client ready,” Jennifer sighed.
“Great. Thanks guys.” I pressed the button to turn on the privacy glass and then pulled my clothes off. I jumped into the tank, snatched the mask from Ky’s hand, and then pulled it over my head before I turned the glass back.
“Let’s go,” I said into my mouthpiece.
“Okay, Leo. Logging in. Stand by--,” Jennifer’s voice came through my headset, and then her words cut off when the game screen played.
I took a deep breath and tried to steady my nerves. This was probably nothing. Just my imagination and lack of sleep playing tricks on me. I’d jump back into the game, make sure everyone was okay, and then log back out. After all, there wasn’t any way that Allurie could call me through the game.
Could she?
I heard screams and opened my eyes. I was lying in the bed in my room. I was still wearing my teal clothes, and I turned to confirm that my armor, belts, and weapons were all hanging on the chair next to my bed. The door to my room was open, and I could see a group of guards fighting in the hallway there. It looked like they were actually fighting each other like a tornado of armored chaos.
I bounced off my bed and landed barefoot next to my gear. It would take me too long to get my armor on, but I didn’t like the idea of running out there without at least my weapon belts on.
“Allurie!” I shouted as soon as I had my belts buckled and my new longsword in my hands. I doubted that the woman could hear me over the screams of the fighting guards, but I didn’t want to wade into combat without knowing where my friends were.
Or who my enemies were. These armored fighters were all wearing the Sanduport burgundy kits.
New Quest: Defend Chrysa and the rest of your friends from the unknown attackers.
“Leo!” I heard Allurie shout. Her voice seemed to bounce into my room with a twisting dance, and the high ceilings almost made it seem like she was behind me.
“Where are you?” I shouted back, and two guards turned toward me. For a half a second they didn’t do anything, and I guessed that they were friendly, but then they stepped through the open door of my room, and I sighed.
They each had curved sabers and small shields. As I studied their faces, I realized that these men weren’t guards. Their cheeks were sunken. Their eyes were withdrawn, and their chins weren’t shaven. These men were probably hired mercenaries who had been given guard armor.
I raised my magical longsword in a two handed grip and pointed the tip at the fake guard on the left. The men split so that they would flank me, but I ignored the man on my right and continued to focus on the left one.
“I’ll kill you first,” I said to the man, and his mouth upturned into a slight smile.
But I could see the fear in his eyes.
I feinted a shuffle forward, and the man brought up his shield to block an attack that never came from me. The guard on the right swung his saber toward me with an overhand swing, but I expected the movement, and I slashed my longsword up to catch his blade. I suspected the man hadn’t expected me to move so fast, or be so strong, and he gasped with surprise when his blade bounced off mine.
I shuffled to the left half a step, brought the pommel of my longsword against the man’s chest, and then kicked forward with my right knee against the back of his leg. He started to tumble backward, but I didn’t pay much attention to his fall. Instead, I stepped into a long lunge and took my left hand off my sword’s grip. This gave me a longer range with my thrust, and the tip of my new sword pierced the man on the left’s armored stomach as if he was made out of butter. The man let out a gasp of surprise, and a blast of cold looking fog escaped his mouth. His skin instantly turned a few shades paler, and I guessed that the chill effect of my new blade had activated.
I turned on my heel and made a downward sweep at the fallen man with my two handed sword. The blade was a joy to use, and even though it was longer and heavier than my broadsword, the extra handle length gave me some variance in the way I wielded the weapon.
My opponent brought up his saber to block my golf club-like swing, but my attack had my full hip and body weight behind the blade. He did parry the blow, but his own blade ripped from his grip, bounced across the room, and slid under my bed. He tried to get his shield up to block my downward thrust, but he was a half a second too slow, and the point of my longsword impaled his neck.
Damn, this new sword was super fun to use.
The second man was attempting to attack me, but his teeth were clenched, and it actually looked like he was trying not to shiver. I feinted a side swing that he tried to block with a slowly moving shield, but then I stepped forward and drove the point of my longsword into the shoulder of his sword arm. He couldn’t get his arm up in time to block, and my blade tore through the bone, muscle, and cartilage there.
I yanked my blade down to remove the bottom half of his shoulder, and then I kicked my right foot into his still raised shield. His health bar was at half, but it dropped another 10% when I kicked him, and then another 20% when he tumbled to the ground of my room. The man had dropped his sword when he fell, and I kicked the blade to the other side of the room. It probably didn’t matter. I’d almost taken the man’s right arm off, and his health bar was beginning slowly to drain.
“I lied. Sorry, said I would kill you first,” I said to the man as I walked out of my room and into the hallway. There was a group of eight guards fighting a group of ten guards. At first look, it would have been hard to tell who was who, but now that I had fought the other two men, I recognized the unshaven chins, the thinner faces, and the slightly sloppy sword work from the assassins. The guards were holding their own, but I saw one of the good guys get cut with a backhanded attack from an assassin. His health dropped about 20%, and I used Minor Heal to bring him back near to full.
The door to my room seemed to be at the centerline of the battle, and one of the assassins on my right stepped up to swing his blade at me. I blocked the attack quickly, flicked his weapon wide with a jerk of my wrist, and then slammed my bare foot into his shield with all of my strength. The armored man lifted into the air and crashed back into three of his companions like a bunch of armored dominos.
The other guards let out a cheer when they realized I had joined in the melee, and the attackers all glanced at me with surprise. I thought of hitting myself with Spirit of Stone so that I could wade through the crowd of attackers while swinging my new sword around like a scythe, but I realized the attacking men had no hope of getting past the guards to kill Chrysa. This was all probably a distraction, and I guessed the real threat to my beautiful friend’s life had apparently entered through the back window.
The fact that Cornalic and Bolverk weren’t here at the front line of the battle was confirmation of my fear.
I turned to my left and skirted the edge of the guard formation. When I reached the end of the group, I thought about using Mark of Healing Drip on the floor. The glowing symbol instantly appeared on the marble where I wanted it to, and the group of armored guards protecting Chrysa’s room entry all began to glow with a healing light. The area of healing effect only went out 10 feet, and it was enough to only heal the guards and not the assassins.
The door to the brown-haired woman’s room was broken open, and I saw my friends were backed into a corner. Five dark clothed assassins were attempting to get to Chrysa, but Bolverk and Cornalic were keeping them away with surprisingly coordinated defensive movements.
“Leo! My crossbow!” Allurie shouted as she pointed to the table by the door. The silver-haired woman was standing in front of Chrysa and her three handmaidens, but the elf didn’t have any weapons in her hands.
Cornalic’s life was at 75%, and I hit him with a Minor Heal to bring him back to 90%. Bolverk’s life was still at 100% even though he was covered with bloody cuts, and I hit him with a Guardian of Fortune a second before one of the assassin’s tied up his axes to allow another one to cut my friend’s arm. The attack didn’t land, and two of the black garbed men in the back turned to face me.
I took three steps to the table and grabbed Allurie’s crossbow from the top. Then I tossed it underhand across the room. My years of playing basketball when I was a kid came in handy, and the weapon fell right into my friend’s hands.
One of the assassins reached me before I could grab her quiver, and I had to bring my longsword up with my left hand to block a flurry of surgical cuts from his twin short blades. He was good, and I realized that his series of attacks were pulling my left hand away from my side half a second before he made a darting movement toward my exposed side.
I used Guardian of Fortune on myself, but I was half a moment too late, and his short blade cut a long gash in my chest. I did manage to get a palm strike in, and I felt the satisfying crunch of his nose breaking when I hammered my palm into his covered face. The assassin stumbled away from me with 85% health, and I used the free moment to toss Allurie her quiver of crossbow bolts.
“Itis Kay!” One of the assassins yelled as he brought his hands together. There was a sound of thunder crashing, and a wave of yellow lightning erupted from the man’s feet and shot across the room.
I didn’t have any group heals besides Mark of Healing Drip, and I didn’t think it would help with a blast of energy that was probably going to hit everyone. The only thing I could think to do was cast Guardian of Fortune on Chrysa in hopes that it would shield her from the attack, but as soon as the beautiful woman’s skin began to glow, I realized I’d just wasted the ability. Guardian of Fortune’s description said it only worked on attacks that targeted someone; this was an area of effect blast.
That slammed into all of us at the same time.
The sensation wasn’t as bad as when the undead Queen Dorni had used The Darkest Death on me, but the yellow lightning wasn’t exactly pleasant. Both of my legs went numb, and I felt my jaw clench as the pain ran through my spine. All of my friend’s health dropped by 20%, and Chrysa and her handmaidens each let out piercing screams.
I quickly hit each of my friends with a Minor Heal, and my lungs felt as if they were trying to strangle my heart. I almost couldn’t move my sword up in time to block the next flurry of attacks from the assassin whose nose I had just broken. As it was, my arm didn’t seem to move as fast as I wanted it to, and I could only block the first three of his attacks with my longsword. His fourth and fifth passed through my Guardian of Fortune enchantment. His cuts left long gashes in my left shoulder and bicep, and I couldn’t help but growl with the sharp pain.
Then a bolt appeared in the middle of the man’s forehead, and his body crumbled into a spasming heap.
“Meanie! Don’t hurt Leo!” Allurie yelled from the far side of the room. I turned my eyes toward her and saw the beautiful elf girl slip her bare foot into the front strap of her crossbow, yank the cord back with a practiced movement, and then set a new bolt against the string. It would have taken me three or four seconds to load the weapon, but my friend had been practicing all day, and her hands moved almost too quickly to see.
I needed to try to heal my arm, but I didn’t know how much mana fatigue I could handle. I had used Minor Heal nine times in under a minute. I felt roughly a hundred times worse than after I had used the heal seven or so times on Cesnie during the first challenge. It felt impossible to breathe, and just the effort of taking in air hurt more than the gashes on my arm, shoulder, and chest. If I could get off another Minor Heal, I could then use my Broadsword of the Charming Mind to reset all my fatigue and get a bonus use of Minor Heal out of the deal.
But if I fucked up, and this truly was my limit for mana fatigue, I would pass out, get kicked out of the game, and my friends might die.
I didn’t want to risk that, so I dropped my right hand down to the grip of the broadsword Gratia had given me and thought about the weapon resetting my mana fatigue.
My head, chest, stomach, and lungs felt instantly better. My vision suddenly cleared, and the sudden absence of agony almost made me cry out with joy. I fixed my arm with a quick use of Minor Heal, and then I charged the back of one of the men that was attacking my short berserker friend.
The assassin saw me coming, and he turned away from Bolverk. The gnome berserker tried to get a hit on the man’s back, but the other killer stepped in to protect his partner, and my friend had to lock weapons with the much larger man.
I made a horizontal cut with my new blade, but my opponent leaned back a few inches, and my sword passed in front of him harmlessly. He darted forward to try to stab me with his twin short swords, but I kind of expected the movement, and I delivered a front kick to his right leg when he darted toward me. My foot caught him perfectly, and he couldn’t close the distance to stab me.
Then I brought my longsword back around, and the blade cleaved the man in half at the waist. My weapon didn’t feel any resistance at all from his leather armor, or his bones, and his top half came off his bottom half with a spray of blood. The man realized I had just killed him, and he began to scream with anguish.
The half-man wasn’t a danger to us anymore, and I pivoted to help Bolverk, but my friend had already cut the arm off the man that he was tangling with, and he finished him off with another quick series of chops to his right thigh, left waist, and then neck. The assassin fell over dead with the last blow, and we turned to where Cornalic battled the remaining two assassins.
Allurie’s crossbow sang out, and the bolt caught one of the attackers in the head again. It was an amazing shot considering the elf stood a good thirty feet away and tagged an asshole who was involved in a melee battle. Her accuracy after only a day of training made me wonder how good my friend could get with the weapon if she had another thousand hours worth of practice.
Cornalic blocked the last attacker’s short sword with one of his own dark blades, and then he head butted the man with a blow that sounded like two pieces of wood slamming together. The assassin’s health bar instantly dropped to nothing, and the man collapsed on the marble floor dead.
“Woops. I wanted to ask him some polite questions,” Cornalic sighed.
“There is still fighting out in the foyer. Allurie, come with me. Bolverk and Cornalic, you stay here and keep Chrysa safe.” The orders came to my mouth naturally, and my friends nodded.
Allurie and I ran out into the hallway to find the battle mostly unchanged from how it was half a minute ago. One of the palace guards in the front was nursing an injured arm and trying to defend himself from two attackers, so I hit him with Spirit of Stone and two Minor Heals to bring him back to full health.
“Allurie, do your thing with that crossbow,” I said as I pointed past the group of allied guards.
“Leo, I’m just learning how to do this. I don’t think I can shoot past all of them and hit the--”
I ran back into Chrysa’s room, grabbed the table Allurie’s crossbow had been sitting on, and then yanked it out into the hallway. My friend understood what I wanted her to do without my asking, and she jumped up onto the table so that she could have a better shooting angle.
Her first bolt slammed into the shoulder of one of the enemy guards at the line of scrimmage. He spun around like a top and let out a scream of surprise. I knew the feeling and didn’t envy the pain the man must have felt in his chest.
I leapt up onto the table next to my friend so that I could survey the battle. Allurie already had another crossbow bolt ready, and she aimed toward another man at the front line. The man noticed her coming, and he managed to get his shield up in time to block the bolt. The missile still knocked his arm aside, and he let out a scream that fit his broken shoulder.
The Thizzle Thrower really did kick like a mule.
I hit another one of our guards with a Minor Heal and then used a Guardian of Fortune on one of our men who was getting double teamed. The ability saved him from getting cut on the back, and he yelled a word of thanks to me.
The battle had been deadlocked when Allurie and I first ran into the corridor, but it now turned, and the pretend guards were starting to back away from the line of battle. I guessed they would break at any moment and the survivors would sprint toward the double doors of the wing’s exit.
Just as I thought they were about to break, the double doors did open, and a mass of armored guards ran through the doors. These men and women were wearing gleaming plate and burgundy capes. I guessed that they were the elite guard, and the imposters all threw down their weapons as soon as they realized they would be unable to escape.
Then the battle was over.
Quest completed. You have been awarded 4 attribute points.
I jumped off the table and held out my hand to help Allurie get down.
“Did you call me?” I asked as I pulled her away from the mass of angry guards.
“Yes! We needed your help so bad! I’m glad you came,” she said as she threw her arms around my neck.
“Did you call me after I called you? Or were you calling me before?” I asked as I tried to put my longsword away while I simultaneously tried to pry her arms from my neck.
“I don’t understand your question,” she said as she pulled away from me and blinked.
“I called out to you from my room, and then you called back. Was that the first time you called me?” I asked as I put my new sword in its sheath.
“Oh, I was calling for you for a long time before you answered. As soon as those men attacked the front door,” she said as she gestured to the foyer.
“Okay, let me clarify. You called my name as soon as the men attacked, for a few minutes at least, and then you kept calling? Then you heard me shout your name, and you shouted in return?” I couldn’t believe what she was saying, so I had to make sure of it.
“Oh, yes! We really needed your help. I yelled your name as loud as I could, and I wished with all my heart and love that you would hear me from your home and come back. Did I interrupt your time with your parents? If so, I am sorry. We really needed your help.” Allurie’s face saddened as if I had just told her that her favorite puppy died.
“No, no. That is fine. You didn’t interrupt me. It is weird though,” I said with a sigh.
“What is weird?” she asked.
“You shouldn’t be able to call to me. I shouldn’t be able to hear you. This is crazy.” As I said the words, my stomach began to flip-flop. What the hell was going on? Was I going insane? How was an NPC from a video game communicating with me in real life?
The chill from my stomach filled every muscle of my body, and I felt my jaw slacken as I stared at Allurie.
“What is wrong, Leo? Were you injured?” The beautiful elf woman set her fingers on my arm where I was cut and started to peel back the cloth.
“No. I’m not injured. Ahh. Allurie, I need to ask you something,” I felt as if I had to kick the words out of my throat.
“Is it time?” Her eyes opened as wide as I had ever seen them. “Did I do good? I think I did the right thing. You seemed happy with me using the crossbow. Can we mate now?”
“No, uhh no. Okay, how do I say this? Fuck…” I covered my face with my left hand.
“Fuck? Yes, I would--”
“I have to go,” I said with a sigh. It was better not to talk to her, or Cornalic, or Chrysa, or Bolverk right now. There was only one person I needed to talk to:
Zarra.








Chapter 22
“That was quick,” Ky said when I took off my VRIU mask.
“Yeah. I’m good,” I said as I waved his hand away from helping me climb out.
“Everything okay?” he asked.
“Yeah. How long was I gone for?” I asked.
“Ahh, ten minutes I think. Jennifer?”
“Twelve minutes,” the blonde woman answered through the speakers.
“Ahh. That was my quickest.” I put my robe on and turned to face Ky. Our eyes met, and the man smiled at me. When I didn’t smile back, his eyebrows pushed together.
“You sure everything is okay?” he asked with concern.
I thought about confronting them both. I’d just said ‘gone for,’ and neither corrected me. Maybe it was just gamer slang, and they thought it was close enough to the term of logging in. It was possible that I was jumping to the wrong conclusion about what was going on with Ohlavar Quest. Fuck the idea that I was teleporting to another world seemed impossible.
“Yeah. I’m going to take another shower. Talk to you guys tomorrow morning,” I said before I returned to my room.
I paced the floor for a handful of minutes and reviewed the conversations with Jennifer, Ky, and Zarra. I thought about what I would say to the purple-eyed woman when I saw her in an hour. Then I let out an angry sigh before I jumped in the shower. When I finished I put back on the clothes I had already worn, and then I paced the room again.
And I waited for Zarra.
The ringing phone pulled me from my thoughts, and I turned to glance at the clock on the device. It had been an hour since I’d logged out for the second time.
“Hello?” I said as I picked up the phone.
“Hey Leo, I am finishing up here. Did you order food yet? Or were you waiting for me?” Zarra asked.
“I was waiting for you,” I replied.
“I will call and have them fix something for us,” she said.
“Great.” I forced a smile to my face.
“Should be fifteen or twenty. Looking forward to seeing you,” she purred.
“Yeah, me too. See you soon,” I said before we hung up.
Then I let out a long exhale and paced my room some more. My back and shoulders were all sorts of tense, and they were actually starting to ache. I forced myself to do a few mobility and stretching exercises. It took three passes, but I eventually got my body to relax.
My mind was far from relaxed though.
There was a knock on my door, and I opened it cautiously.
“Hi Leo,” Zarra greeted me with a beautiful smile. There were three women from the restaurant behind her, and they each had silver carts with covered trays on top.
“Come on in,” I said to them as I stood away from the door.
“Did you have a good session today?” Zarra asked as she walked into my room.
“Yeah. Got some new equipment. Tomorrow is the second challenge. How was your day?”
“Busy, but I’ve been looking forward to talking to you.” Zarra glanced to the women setting up the food and then gestured to the door. “We can get the rest, ladies. Thank you for bringing it.”
“You are welcome, Ms. Zerne. Have a nice evening,” one of them said, and then the three of them left.
I closed the door and turned again to face her.
“You seem tense,” Zarra said. “Come sit with me.”
“How can you not be tense? Armed gunmen broke into the complex last night, shot at us, and then tried to destroy your AI server.”
“Well, when you say it that way, it sounds like I should be more stressed.” Zarra laughed, and I found myself smiling against my wishes.
“Who were those men? Why did they break in? Why are they going after the AI? Zarra, I feel like there is something you aren’t telling me. Actually, I feel like there are a lot of things you aren’t telling me.”
“Can we talk more about it while we eat? I’m starving,” Zarra said as she opened one of the plates of food. “Oh perfect. This is a green salad. Can I serve you some?”
“Yeah,” I said as I sat opposite of her.
“I’m working with the FBI on the break in. Chip is also involved. He’s proven invaluable with these matters. It looks as if they might have been hired by one of our competitors.” Zarra put some of the salad on a plate and passed it to me.
“Who would risk that? It seems like it would be terrible for their PR.”
“The men didn’t know who they were working for. They are a mercenary team hired by someone unknown. Their contact gave them the schematics of our complex and then told them where to hit.” Zarra shrugged as she dished herself up some of the salad. “It is possible that we might not find out who is behind it, but that is how these things go. We are increasing security, both externally and internally. The blueprints of our facility were leaked to someone, so I think I have a mole.”
“They knew where to hit you. So yeah, there is a mole. That leads me to my next question: Why did you run to the AI room? It was crazy dangerous. You could have been killed. Hell, I could have been killed when I chased after you. You said the server is backed up every day. Why does it matter if it was destroyed?”
“It isn’t so much the backup. That is the data. I didn’t want to lose the hardware either. The men we killed at the door had explosives on them. It would take us a month or more to replace the hardware and room. The system is closed off to the outside world, so I can’t just host the game off site.” Zarra took a bite of her salad and shook her head. “I don’t want to waste a month, or more.”
“But you could have been killed. Yeah, losing a month sucks, but you could be dead. Zarra, you aren’t an idiot. I’d like to think that you don’t believe I am either. It doesn’t make sense.” I stared at the woman and her purple eyes locked with mine for a few moments.
“Maybe I was foolish,” she said at last. “This is my life’s work.”
“But you can replace it in a month.”
“Okay, Leo. I get it; you think I was an idiot. You are right. Is that what you want me to say? I made a foolish decision and wanted to defend something I’ve spent my whole life building. Yes, I shouldn’t have bothered, but I let my emotions rule me last night.” Zarra crossed her arms, and she shook her head.
“No, I, ahh. I didn’t mean that. It didn’t make sense. I’m not accusing you of being an idiot. I just thought there was something special about the AI, and you thought it was worth risking your life over.” I shook my head.
“Ohlavar is special, of course. He does feel like he is my child, or maybe like a sibling since he’s evolved to become so intelligent. The thought of some fuckers destroying him filled me with anger. You are right, I shouldn’t have risked my life. Nor should I have brought you. If you died, it would be worse than if the server was destroyed.” Zarra smiled at me.
“You could have gotten someone else to play the game.” As soon as I said the word “game” my shoulders tensed again. “Can we talk about the game for a bit?” I had asked before I took a bite of salad.
“Of course.” She smiled and then took another bite.
“Is it a game?” I asked the question I’d been pondering for the last hour.
“What?”
“Is it a game, Zarra? It is too real. I heard Allurie calling me when I wasn’t logged in. Then I jumped in the game and they were fighting. She admitted that she had been calling for me. I heard her. How in the hell did I hear her call me outside of the game? How in the hell am I so strong? I know you gave me your reasons, but it doesn’t feel like it is a game. It feels real.” The words tumbled from my mouth in a completely different manner than I had planned for the last hour.
“Uhh, Leo, I don’t understand.”
“Me either. All I know is that I heard Allurie call my name, and this isn’t the first time. It happened before. Both times when I jumped back into Ohlavar Quest, and I talked to her about it, she said she had called for me. She knew I was ‘at home,’ but she thought I could hear her if she yelled enough.”
“I do not know what you want me to say. Should I say that you are crazy? Should I say you are not crazy? How can you hear someone outside of the game speaking to you? Maybe you are spending too much time logged in.” Zarra’s face looked concerned.
“So that is your answer? I’m spending too much time logged in the game? Come on, I’m not crazy, Zarra. I know what I heard. I know what I feel when I am in the game. It feels real, and I don’t know how I could have imagined Allurie yelling for me. Even if I had imagined it, how could she have confirmed it in the game?”
“So what do you think is going on?” Zarra’s face had slightly shifted from a look of concern to one of annoyance.
“I don’t know. That is why I am asking you,” I said.
“I think you have a guess. Or a hypothesis. Let’s hear it, Leo.”
“It isn’t a game. I’m somehow being teleported to another world.” I felt a chill descend my spine once I said my thoughts. It sounded just as stupid coming from my mouth as the words did in my head. This was like something out of a terrible sci-fi movie.
“Leo.” Zarra chuckled and then shook her head. Her laugh wasn’t mocking, but it communicated some frustration. “Do you seriously think that you are stepping into the VRIU and being teleported to another world? Part of me is truly happy you feel that way since it means the game is doing a great job with the immersion, but I’m worried about you.”
“I don’t know how else to explain it. How can I hear Allurie’s voice outside of the game?” My stomach was growling for more food, but I ignored the salad in front of me.
“You’ve met most of my developers, and artists, and designers. You’ve read the white papers on how the VRIU works.”
“What about the overseer?” I asked.
“Who?”
“The black tentacle tree monster with all the mouths that I met in the ancient dwarven city. The creature spoke in my mind and called me Leo Lennox. He knew about Earth.”
“Leo, we want it to feel like the player is on another world. This could be the AI messing with you,” Zarra said.
“So this is just a game then, and I’m just hearing Allurie’s voice because of what? Because I’ve been playing too much? And I’m super strong in real life because I’ve been confusing my nervous systems with the game?” I felt my anger rise, but I was mostly angry at myself. I sounded crazy.
“You’ve been playing a lot. More than anyone else ever has. You’ve been clocking days over sixteen hours. Playing a game that long, any game, will take its toll on someone’s mental state.” Zarra reached her hand across the table and rested it on mine. “I’ve been pushing you too hard.”
“No, it’s fine. I want to play. If it is just gamer symptoms, I’m okay. I’ll get over it,” I said as I looked into her purple eyes. “Feels like I’m fraying at the edges. I’m not used to it. I probably do need to get more sleep, maybe get some real exercise outside of the game.”
“Sure. You also need to eat more,” she said as she nodded down to my food.
“Yeah,” I agreed and then took a bite of the salad.
“I can tell you are passionate about the game. I love it as well. That was why I ran to protect the AI.” Zarra shrugged and took a bite of her own food.
“Can you show me the AI server?”
“What do you mean?” she asked after she finished chewing.
“It’s behind the vault. I want to see the hardware of the AI system. Can you show me after we eat?”
“I will need to think about it,” she said after a moment.
“What do you mean?” I asked. “What is there to think about? I’d like to see the mastermind of the world.”
“It is just a series of computer towers. Not that interesting,” Zarra explained.
“Yeah, so it won’t be a big deal if I see it. How many towers is it?” I asked before I took the last bite of my salad.
“I dunno. A bunch,” she said with a shrug.
“You don’t know how many server towers it is? I thought the AI was your baby?”
“It is, there are many towers though, and we rotate hardware in and out so that we have new equipment there. There could be ten, or thirty, I don’t know at the moment. I can send a quick email and find out, if you wish,” Zarra said as her purple eyes narrowed a bit.
“Would be easier for me to just see it.” I opened the next tray of food and saw it was filled with sushi. “Let’s take some plates of food and go for a walk.”
“Now?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Not now, we are eating. Let’s finish our meal and talk about our conversation about having children in the game. I had some other points I wanted to make,” she said as she pulled some of the sushi pieces off the plate with her fork.
“We can talk about that on the way there as well.”
“No. I don’t want to see it now. We’ll have to go through the scrubbing process, and I’m tired--”
“Aren’t I an owner in the company?” I asked as I tried to control my anger.
“Yes, of course.”
“Then I want to see the AI server, now,” I said, and my eyes met her angry ones with the same intensity.
We stared at each other for a few moments, and then Zarra shook her head.
“Not now, Leo.”
“That isn’t the answer I want,” I said.
“Well, that is the answer I am giving right now.”
“What did Sal say to you on the phone before he was killed?” As soon as I asked the question I felt my adrenaline pulse through my body like an angry flow of magma.
“What?”
“You spoke with him before he died. Then he came to get me. Then he was shot and killed by assholes that were trying to kill me so I wouldn’t work with you. Don’t lie to me. I don’t want any more lies from you. What did he say?”
“You are jumping to some interesting hypothesis,” she growled at me, and her purple eyes seemed to glow with anger.
“And I have the feeling that they are right. Did you, or did you not talk to Sal before he died?”
She didn’t say anything for a few moments, and then those moments seemed to drag on for a minute.
“Fine, yes. We talked. I didn’t tell you at first because it had nothing to do with what you and I are working on.” Zarra let out a long breath and then leaned back in her chair.
“What did you speak about? Why didn’t you tell the FBI or the CIA that you spoke with him?” I asked.
“Because it puts me in a strange position, and it will put this company and all my employees in a strange position.”
“But what did you talk about?” I asked as I leaned forward over the table.
“Leo, please believe me. It doesn’t have anything to do with you. It doesn’t even have anything to do with Sal. He found out about something that I don’t want to talk about. It isn--”
“Fucking tell me!” I shouted at her as I slammed my fist on top of the table. “My best friend was fucking murdered, you talked to him last, and you fucking lied about it to me! Why in the hell should I trust you about anything? It doesn’t have anything to do with me? It has everything to do with me. I thought I was your partner? I signed on with you because I didn’t believe you had anything to do with Sal’s death. If you don’t tell me what you spoke to him about, I’m going to fucking leave. You can sue the shit out of me if you want to, but I’ll never work for you, or on Ohlavar Quest again. Do you fucking understand?” I was pointing at the beautiful woman, and my finger was shaking.
Zarra actually looked scared.
No, she looked terrified, and she hadn’t even looked that way when she charged the group of gunmen in the hallway.
“I, ahh…” she started to say, but then she paused and began to blink her eyes.
“I ahh. Fuck, Leo. Please,” she begged me, and a tear streaked down her cheek.
“Fucking tell me,” I growled at her.
“Damn you,” she said as she wiped the flow of tears coming from her eyes.
“I’m Palestinian. I developed a military VR training system. I needed money to fund Arnacript, so I sold it to the Israeli army.”
Her words hit me like a hammer to the chest.
“Shit,” I said.
“Yes. I sold out my people, my blood, for a fucking game. Was that the answer you wanted to hear from me?” Zarra was sobbing now. “My parents didn’t want me to, but we needed the money. They still hate me, but they think we can do good with what we end up with here. Sal called me up and said he was going to tell you. He said you should know that I’d do anything for money. I was angry and told him that I helped his people massacre mine. I said other things to him I’m not proud of, and he said some things to me.”
“Shit,” I said again as my stomach knotted a dozen times.
“Do you want to see the AI server? I’ll show you right now. I’ve lost my appetite,” the woman said as she stood from her chair.
“No, that’s alright. I ahh, I’m sorry I brought this up--”
“No, I want to show it to you. Let’s go,” Zarra said as she wiped the tears from her face.
“Really, it is okay. Let’s just sit back down. I’m sorry I got ma--”
“No,” she growled. “You think I am a liar. You wanted to see my dirty secret, and I showed it to you. Let’s go, Leo.”
She walked out the door of my suite without looking at me, and I followed her.
“Listen, I don’t want to judge you--”
“Too late,” she said. “You are, I am, Sal did, my parents continue to. I did what I had to do. Ohlavar Quest is going to be the greatest game mankind has ever seen and it will heal most mental illnesses.” Zarra didn’t look at me as she talked.
“I agree. Look, let’s go back to my room. I want to talk more about--”
“No,” she growled. “We are done for the night. I am too angry, sad, and hurt. The worst part? I deserve it. I’ll show you the AI server since you don’t believe me, and then I am going to bed.”
“Zarra--”
“Leo, just leave me be. I told you how I feel about you. I told you I didn’t want to--”
“But you have to see where I was coming from. This just seems so weird,” I interrupted her.
“That I made an amazing game? That you’ve been playing too many hours and you are mixing up the game with reality? That you accuse me of lying to you? Well, you are right. I did lie to you about Sal.” We had reached the airlock for the hospital wing, and we stopped talking when the guards activated the doors.
Then we didn’t speak again until we reached the server vault and walked past the five armored guards at the lobby doorway.
“Here,” Zarra said after she hammered the code in with an angry finger. “This is Ohlavar.”
The massive metal door opened with a hiss of pressure and we stepped into the brightly lit room. It was larger than I expected, maybe forty by forty feet, with a glass floor that showed a spider’s web of wires, metal walls, and high ceilings. The walls were lined with six-foot tall server towers, and they all hummed with life. We were actually standing in a glass area removed from the main room, and I saw white lab coats and another airlock system on the side of our small observation area.
“There are sixteen servers at the moment. Are you happy?” she asked.
“Zarra, I was wrong to question you. I am genuinely sorry. Can we go--”
“Do you want to check the towers closer? Maybe we should find a screwdriver so you can pry them open? You’ll have to get dust scrubbed,” she said as she pointed to the lab coats and the airlock.
“No, that’s fine. I’ve seen enough. Let’s go back and finish dinner,” I said.
“No thank you,” she said as she turned from me. “I wish to go to bed, or maybe I’ll work more. Can you find your way back? I need some time alone.”
“Zarra, please. I’m sorry,” I set my hand on her shoulder, and I felt the tension in her muscles there.
“I told you because I care about you,” she whispered. “You were right. I should have told you as soon as Sal died. It was a mistake, but I don’t want to talk anymore tonight. Let’s try again tomorrow. Okay?”
“Yeah. That sounds good,” I said as I removed my hand from her shoulder.
“Good night, Leo,” she said as she walked out of the vault.
“Good night, Zarra,” I said.
Then I was alone in the vault, with only the hum of Ohlavar’s servers speaking to me.








Chapter 23
I had problems sleeping that night. Perhaps I should have been nervous about the next day’s challenge, but I couldn’t stop playing the conversation with Zarra over in my head. I felt like an ass when my alarm went off at 6:00 am, and I dragged my feet into the shower as if I was heading toward my execution.
The hot water did improve my mood, and I managed to fake a smile when I walked into the VRIU room.
“Hey gang,” I greeted Ky and Jennifer.
“Hi Leo,” Jennifer said over the speakers. “I’m ready to go when you are.”
“Same here,” Ky said as he lifted his paddle out of the water.
“Thanks,” I said as I disrobed in the alcove.
Half a minute later I was swimming in the black VRIU juice and logging into the game.
I opened my eyes where I had logged out on my bed. I turned to my side and confirmed that my equipment was on the table where I left them. It took me five minutes to put on all my borrowed armor, boots, and weapons, and I opened the door of my room to walk into the hallway once I completed equipping myself. Everyone’s doors were closed still, and I could see a tiny sliver of the sun’s morning light crest the distant mountains. I kind of expected everyone to be up already, but we did have a late night of fighting yesterday, and I was sure that my friends probably had to stay up later talking to the guards about the attack.
“It’s Leo,” I said after I knocked on Chrysa’s door.
“Come in!” I heard Allurie yell from the other side, and I entered to find my friends all getting their equipment situated. The atmosphere did seem a bit down, and I wondered if something else had happened last night after I logged out.
“Morning all,” I said. “Did anything else happen last night?”
“Yes,” Chrysa said as she walked toward me. The beautiful noblewoman was wearing a thick pair of leather pants and a leather armored jacket over a teal silk shirt. “Most of the families were attacked last night, not just us.”
“Whoa,” I gasped. “Was anyone hurt?”
“A few palace guards were killed,” she said.
“Everyone was attacked?” I asked.
“Well, everyone but Queen Yrisi and her daughter.” Chrysa shook her head, and her beautiful brown hair waved.
“That seems obvious,” I said as I looked to Cornalic.
“Agreed, friend Leo. Combine this with the attack on you and Bolverk yesterday, and I would think that either the Sanduports were being quite brazen with their attempts to remove the other families, or they are being targeted. Or, they are so crafty that they think we wouldn’t believe it was them because they are so obvious about it.” Cornalic let out a chuckle and shrugged his muscular shoulders.
“When does the challenge start?” I asked Chrysa.
“In a few hours. The guards will let us know.”
“I’m going to go for a bit of a walk to clear my head,” I said to them all. “You all stay here, please. If I’m not back in time, just meet me at the arena.”
“Awww. Can I come with you?” Allurie asked as she pointed at the crossbow on the table. “I did a great job last night, didn’t I?”
“Yes, you did. I’m really proud of you, Allurie, but I need you to say here. All of you guys did great,” I said as I looked at my friends. “I’ll be back soon.”
I left Chrysa’s room and walked to the double doors leading out of our wing. There were twice the guards there as usual, and I asked one of them if they could give me directions to where Lady Cesnie Kayleic’s room. He told me it was in the northern wing, and I’d have to ask a guard once I got there. I thanked the man and then began my walk.
The interior of the palace was mostly lit with emberbrands, and I half expected most everyone to still be in bed. It wasn’t the case, either because of the battle last night, or the challenge taking place today, and the hallways were half full with servants running about their tasks.
“Leo Lennox,” I heard a woman’s voice call to me from one of the side rooms, and I turned to see Moryana leaning in the archway. She was wearing her usual red shirt, black leather corset, black arm guards, and strange belt looking skirt.
“Good morning, Moryana,” I said to her as I stepped out of the flow of traffic.
“It is.” The woman’s intense green eyes bore into mine. “Where were you last night?” she asked.
“What do you mean?”
“We had an appointment.” She lifted an eyebrow and half of her mouth turned into a smile.
“Oh, yeah. We had kind of spoken about that. Sorry. I’ve had a lot on my mind.”
“I understand, but you weren’t in your room last night. Where did you go?” she asked.
“Uhhh. How did you know I wasn’t in my room?” I asked, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.
“I came to see if I could steal you away, and you were not there,” she said with a shrug. “Did you eat breakfast yet?”
“Oh, the guard told you I wasn’t available?” I asked. “No one said you came by to see me, but there was the battle last night. Were you attacked also?”
“No, the guards didn’t see me. Your half-orc friend was too busy watching Lady Aitcha, I snuck in through your window and went into your room. Yes, we were attacked, but I dealt with them easily.”
“You snuck into my room?”
“Where are you heading to this morning?” she asked.
“Does it matter? Shouldn’t you be getting ready for the challenge?”
“Perhaps it does not matter. Perhaps I do not need to get ready,” the dark-haired beauty shrugged. “I am more interested in knowing how you suddenly appeared in your bed last night once the assassins attacked.” Her perfect lips formed a full smile now, and her green eyes glittered.
“I don’t know what you are talking about,” I said.
“Oh? Too bad, I was hoping you could educate me. Then again, I do like discovering things on my own. Would you like to break your fast with me? Or did you already eat?” she asked.
“I ahh, maybe another time.”
“I see,” she said with a nod. “Perhaps dinner tonight. I’ll be celebrating, and I believe you’ll need a shoulder to cry on.” Her lips formed a smirk.
“Ha. That might be doable. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
“Good,” she said, and I turned to walk away.
“Oh, Leo Lennox,” the sword dancer called after I took a few steps.
“Yeah?”
“She is in the north field training,” Moryana said.
“Who?” I asked.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic. That is who you are going to go see, correct?” the sword dancer chuckled a bit.
“Perhaps,” I said as I matched her chuckle. “See you soon.”
“Of course.” Moryana nodded, and I turned away from the beautiful woman.
Then I walked quickly away from her.
Had she been in my room last night? I hadn’t seen her, but I had also been quick to grab my weapons and run into the hallway. I had trouble believing that the woman scaled the tall tower, entered the balcony window, and then hid in my room without Cornalic, or a guard seeing her. Moryana was a warrior and not a cat burglar.
Unless she had someone else that passed her the information.
I made my way through the palace and angled toward the north field of the estate. It took me a good ten minutes to walk across the property, but I found Lady Cesnie, and two similarly uniformed men, sparring with swords. The woman saw me approach from across the gardens, and she gestured for her men to take a break before walking toward me.
“Good morning, Leo. What brings you here?” she asked as she sheathed her sword. The dawn light had crested the distant mountains, and the orange glow from its rays bounced from her blonde hair.
“I was attacked yesterday in the streets of Tylue by men claiming to work for your employer. They wanted their gold back,” I said. “Oh, and good morning.”
“I see.” She crossed her arms, and her steel-blue eyes met mine.
“The other families were attacked last night,” I said.
“Yes,” Cesnie said with a nod, but her eyes continued to stare into mine.
“You didn’t have anything to do with it, did you?” I asked.
“No, but that doesn’t mean my employer didn’t.” The tactician shook her head. “We have a strategy though, and I have told her not to do anything without speaking to me.”
“I’m not going to guess what your relationship is with the woman, but if she caused either of these two events, I’m not going to be happy. I thought that you and I had an understanding.” I crossed my arms.
“Yes, we do. Leo, I am grateful for your help. I will ask my queen and the sources that I have. I’ve already begun to investigate what happened last night.”
“And?” I asked.
“My earlier suspicions seem to be true,” Cesnie said with a shrug.
“Rodin? You think he had something to do with this?” I asked.
“I don’t know anything for sure. All I know is that I have to win this next challenge.” The blonde woman turned back to her two men and then faced me again. “And you need to watch your back. Don’t trust anyone but your own people.”
“Alright,” I said. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”
“Good luck, Leo.”
“Same to you Cesnie,” I said, and then I walked away from the attractive woman.
I returned to our wing as the guards were coming to take us to the arena. We all did a double check of our gear, and then we made the march across the palace and back to the arena where we had participated in the first match. Allurie was instructed to sit in the stands with Chrysa’s handmaidens, but the noblewoman, Cornalic, Bolverk, and I were told to wait in one of the large side rooms of the coliseum for the event to start. The servants brought us a small breakfast of eggs, fruit, and bread, but I wasn’t hungry. Cornalic and Bolverk didn’t seem to be nervous in the slightest, and the two men ate most of the food from the table in a few minutes.
“We are going to do well,” I said to Chrysa after the young woman had started to pace the floor of the waiting room. Her picture appeared on my UI party area next to Bolverk’s and Cornalic’s face, and the sight actually made me relax a bit. Still, I would have liked the woman to be able to carry a shield, but she told me yesterday during our training that the contestants were not allowed to bring anything into the dungeon.
“Oh, I hope so. I hope that no one gets hurt. You all are my friends, and I’ve brought a tremendous amount of danger into your life.”
“Don’t worry about it. We are the kind of adventurers that tend to find danger wherever we go.” I laughed.
“Leo, even if we don’t win this match, or I don’t win the queenship, I will still be grateful to you. I am sorry that I cannot guarantee your--”
“That is okay,” I said as I waved my hand. “We’ll figure out something else if we lose.”
“Yes, you are very cunning and strong, and handsome.” Her cheeks turned red again, and she somehow looked even more beautiful.
“Thanks,” I replied.
“Leo, this might not be the appropriate time to speak of such things, but will you let me make another request of you?”
“Uhhh, sure. What do you need?” Chrysa’s voice had become a whisper, and I moved so that our shoulders touched.
“You don’t have to give me an answer now, but if something happens in the challenge. Well, I would like you to know my feelings,” she whispered.
“Okay,” I said, and I realized I should have seen this coming from the first moment that I saved Chrysa’s life.
“I am in love with you, Leo Lennox. You are intelligent, kind, heroic, and think of others before yourself. You have more honor in a single finger than most men do in their entire bodies. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. If I am to be queen, I wish for you to be my king. If we fail, then I wish for you to return with me to Iria as my husband. I know that you have a quest, and I know you are an adventurer, but I can’t deny what my heart and soul want. They both want you. Forever.”
“Chrysa, I ca--”
“Please,” she interrupted me with a raise of her hand. “Don’t answer now. Just think on the matter. I have money. I have a delightful home. Some say that I am beautiful, and I will give you as many children as you wish. This prize,” Chrysa raised her hands up around her, “is worthless without a partner to share it with. I said I was indifferent to winning, but I am not. I want to win your love as you have won mine.”
“I, ahhh, I--” My mouth searched for words, but I didn’t know what to say other than the obvious refusal. Ohlavar Quest was just a game, and I couldn’t be this woman’s king or husband.
“Will the champions and their teams enter the arena?” I heard Sharles’ voice boom through the waiting room. I was thankful for the interruption, and I motioned for my friends to join me at the far door. As soon as they fell into line behind me, I opened the door, and we walked out into the short hallway that led to the arena.
“Chrysa, remind us of the plan,” I said to her as we walked toward the sunlight.
“I will be in the back standing next to you. Bolverk will be in the front and do most of the battling against the golems. Cornalic will assist Bolverk with his attacks, but also float back to help you protect me if you need it. You will assist everyone with healing, but also protect me against any golem that tries to attack.” I’d given the woman the instructions more than twenty times yesterday, and the four of us had practiced moving around the battlefield so that she got used to standing behind me.
“None shall stop us from reaching the ascended throne,” Bolverk growled as he rested his hands on his twin hand axes.
“Thanks, Bolverk. I’m glad you are with us. I’m sorry we had to fight on the ship when we first met.” I smiled at the man as I spoke.
“I am not sorry. When great warriors meet, they must battle for dominance so one can be the clear leader. I will follow you up the stairs and to the throne. It has already been written, and the gods have smiled upon us.”
“Dear friends, let us say our prayers to the Mind, Body, Light, and Shadow. We will need help from all four spectrums of magic to be victorious,” Cornalic said as he gestured to the end of the hallway where the sunlight poured down, and the screams of the crowd boomed like an amplified ocean.
Then we walked out into the arena.
The crowd for the first challenge had been large, but it seemed as if the stands were more densely packed than before. The fervor of the spectators increased when we exited, and I raised a hand to wave to them as I would have if I’d been competing for an Astafar Unlimited match. The crowd seemed to adore my gesture, and their voices somehow became louder. I almost thought I heard Allurie yell my name, but I couldn’t pick her out of the crowd.
I gestured to Chrysa with my fingers, and the beautiful woman stepped to my side to take my hand.
“Wave to them and bow,” I instructed, and the young woman did as I asked. The crowd really loved it, and they were suddenly chanting her name.
“They are happy,” Chrysa said, but I almost couldn’t hear her over their roar. Their attention had made her blush, and it somehow made her more beautiful.
I saw the other teams come out of their gates of the arena. They all walked toward the center where there was a raised platform, stone archway, and twenty chairs. I nodded to my friends, and we continued our walk to join the other challengers.
Sharles and his assistants stood on the dais before the stone archway, and the man raised his hands to gesture for the crowd to quiet. The thousands of onlookers did so, and he began to speak.
“Citizens, nobles, council, kings, and queens. I welcome you to the second contest for the nomination of our next ruler. Before us, we have five adventuring teams prepared to escort one of our future queens into the pit of this dungeon. There are significantly more of you here today than there was during our last challenge, but I must warn you that this particular challenge is not very exciting. In fact, I expect all of you to become quite bored.”
The crowd laughed at Sharles’ words, and the man gestured to the archway behind him.
“This archway will lead each adventuring party into a special dungeon guarded by powerful magical golems. The team will need to get to the end of the maze, retrieve the golden marker, and then return out this portal. The team to return with the marker in the quickest time will be rewarded with the four points from the challenge. Second place will receive two points, and third will receive one.”
Sharles paused for a second, and as if on cue, the crowd began to cheer. Then he motioned with his hands, and they quieted again.
“The golems inside are fierce. They will attempt to thwart the adventurers with a barrage of attacks. The creatures will also attempt to injure the potential queens, but they will only be using numbing attacks so the young women will not be harmed. Our future queens will also be given the same type of amulets the champions wore during their first battle. This will further protect them. If any team’s candidate for queenship is knocked unconscious or forfeits the challenge, that team will be placed last.”
As the large man spoke, his aides descended the platform and began to give each team an amulet.
“This really does seem dangerous,” I whispered to Chrysa as I saw one of the aides give the magical piece of jewelry to the young girl that Moryana protected. The girl was way too young to be running through a dungeon filled with monsters who wanted to hurt her.
“This will be much safer than life once crowned queen,” Chrysa said. “If I am elected, I will only be able to trust my closest advisors and family. There might be a dagger lurking in every shadow. My father did not die of natural causes.”
“I know. This just seems a brutal way to figure out who is the fittest.” I shrugged as the aide stepped to our group. The robed man raised and amulet to give Chrysa, but I took it from his fingers and examined it in my UI.
 
Amulet of Minor Protection from Death- If wearer is struck with a fatal blow, wearer is instead healed for half of the damage and knocked unconscious. Once the Amulet of Minor Protection from Death is used, it cannot be used again for twenty-four hours.
 
“This is fine,” I said as I handed the amulet to Chrysa.
“Leo!” a voice called out, and I turned to see Cesnie walking toward me. “Will you look at this one?” she asked as she handed me the necklace.
“Of course,” I said as I took the amulet from the blonde woman. She watched with interest as I held it up in my hands, and I could feel the eyes of everyone else in the arena on me.
 
Amulet of Minor Protection from Death- If wearer is struck with a fatal blow, wearer is instead healed for half of the damage and knocked unconscious. Once the Amulet of Minor Protection from Death is used, it cannot be used again for twenty-four hours.
 
“This one is good. It is not a fake one,” I said before I handed it back to her.
“Thank you,” Cesnie said with a nod.
“Sir Lennox. Might you look at mine as well?” Rodin asked as he held out his own amulet and walked from his group.
“Yeah, no problem. I don’t want any of these girls to get hurt,” I said as I took his amulet.
“Thank you, Sir Lennox,” he said gratefully.
“This is as ours, not fake.”
“Leo Lennox, will you look at ours?” Moryana asked.
“Mine as well,” Tia’tor asked as he lumbered over me.
“They are both fine,” I said after I inspected them.
“That is quite a useful ability you have, Leo Lennox,” the dark-haired sword dancer said after I handed her amulet back to her.
“Just something I can do.” I shrugged and then turned to Sharles, the man did look a little miffed that we interrupted his proceedings, but what could he say? There had been fake amulets in the first contest, and Cesnie had almost died because of treachery from someone who he still hasn’t sussed out.
“We will choose the first team at random and then begin the countdown once they have entered the dungeon portal.” Sharles raised the six die in his hand and then he rolled it on top of table that stood beside the portal.
“The die has called upon Sir Leo Lennox and Lady Chrysa Aitcha!” Sharles said as he gestured to us.
New Quest: Place first, second, or third in the dungeon challenge.
“First to go again,” I muttered to myself, but I couldn’t really hear anything over the sound of the crowd cheering.
Sharles gestured for us to move up the stairs to the archway, and we complied. As soon as we climbed the steps, the big man gave us a warm smile, and he patted me on the shoulder.
“Please be safe, my friend. Watch after the lady,” he said.
“We will. What does this golden marker look like?” I asked him.
“It is about the size of a dinner plate, engraved with the symbol of Sanduport. It will be guarded by the fiercest creature of the golem set at the end of the dungeon. Are you four ready?” the herald asked.
I turned to my friends, and they all nodded. Except for Bolverk, who looked a bit bored.
“Yeah,” I said as I pulled out my longsword.
Cornalic pulled out his twin short swords, and Bolverk shook his axes free of his belt. Then the archway began to shimmer, dance, and churn like water.
“Prepare yourselves!” Sharles said, and I gestured for Bolverk to take the lead. There was a bit of a snicker from down below, but I didn’t see who was making fun of my small insane friend.
“Go!” the herald yelled, and then the four of us dashed through the portal and into the dungeon of the second challenge.








Chapter 24
My vision rotated as if I was on a slow carousel spin before my inner ears seemed to figure out I had been teleported. Then the queasy feeling in my stomach went away, and I could walk without feeling drunk.
We appeared in a stone hallway with a tall arch shaped ceiling. The walls on each side of us were crafted from perfectly cut pieces of light green stone, and the floor was packed dirt. The hallway extended out a good thirty feet ahead of us, and I could see it came to a T intersection.
“Bolverk, you are in the lead. Let’s move as quick as we can,”
“So we may crush our enemies beneath our boots, drink of their death screams, and then make use of their woman,” the gnome grunted.
“Dear friend, Bolverk, we do have a lady in our party,” Cornalic said.
“No, she is a warrior,” the gnome said as he sprinted down the hallway.
“Did he compliment me?” Chrysa asked as we chased after him.
“Yes, dear lady, I believe he did,” the half-orc said.
Bolverk reached the end of the hallway as the walls on each side of him began to shimmer. Two golems stepped from the green brick and darted toward the small muscular man with surprising speed. The creatures looked somewhat like clay-crafted knights, but instead of gleaming metal armor, they looked as if they were crafted out of a single piece of dark green clay that was expertly carved with a knife. The golems had glowing red eyes, and carried two-handed battle axes almost as tall as my tattooed friend.
“Cornalic!” I shouted, but the muscular half-orc was already rushing toward the flank of the golem on our right side.
Bolverk turned and rolled to his side as the leftmost golem brought down its axe. The metal of the blade clanged on the ground as I hit the gnome with Guardian of Fortune, and my friend sprung to his feet with the elastic movement of a gymnast. He slammed his left axe into the leg of the golem, then his right into the other leg. The golem was a good seven feet tall, but Bolverk lifted with both of his axes, and the thing fell onto its back as if the small man had just flipped over an empty box of cardboard.
Cornalic tore his left short sword into the knee joint of the standing golem. The creature was about to bring its massive axe down on Bolverk’s skull, but the half-orc’s attack had thrown it off balance, and it leaned to its right side to attempt to counterbalance its own weight. Cornalic didn’t waste a moment though, and the half-orc’s blade dug into the back of the golems other leg at the joint. The creature still looked as if it would not topple, but Bolverk jumped into the air and slammed his twin axes into the clay knights’ chest. The creature fell backward silently, and Bolverk rode the thing down until it slammed onto the floor.
Cornalic switched to the other golem that had already fallen, but I was already bringing my longsword down on the thing’s head. My strike was true, and the creature’s clay head separated from its shoulders as if it was actually made of butter. As soon as the creature’s life bar dropped to zero, its body crumbled into broken bits of clay and its weapon faded as if it had been made of dust.
“Done,” Bolverk growled as he slammed both of his axes into the face of the other golem again.
“Keep going!” I shouted, and the small man nodded before he flipped off the chest of the monster, rolled on the ground, and then came up sprinting at full speed.
Bolverk could have run right or left at the intersection, and I expected him to ask me what direction to go, but he went right, and we followed him. The green stone corridor continued for another forty feet, and then it opened into a square room with a ten foot high raised platform in the middle. I’d seen this layout a thousand times in various videogames, and I knew exactly what was about to happen.
“Cornalic! Run to the top of the platform and take out the caster golem. Bolverk! Run right around the perimeter to take out the missile ones!” I shouted to my two friends.
They moved into position, but the golems didn’t appear. It took me half a second to realize that I was still standing under the ceiling of the hallway in front of Chrysa. The monsters probably wouldn’t spawn unless we were all in the room.
“Stay behind me,” I reminded the beautiful woman as I stepped into the room. She followed me, and a hidden portcullis dropped from the archway to trap us in the room.
As I expected, each corner of the square room along with the top of the platform began to shimmer. Four clay knight golems rose from the stone on the floor, and a golem with an etched robe rose out of the center.
My friends were already in position, and I saw Cornalic tear a massive chunk out of the center golem before I turned my attention to the one Bolverk was engaging. The gnome berserker slammed his left axe into the creature’s leg before the thing could even prepare its two-handed axe, and the attack cut through the thick animated limb easily. The golem tumbled, but Bolverk must have figured I could finish the thing off because he sprinted toward the next corner before the thing landed.
I drove the point of my sword through the fallen golem’s face, and its health bar dropped to nothing. A quick glance to the center of the room confirmed that Cornalic had already finished off the mage golem, and I saw the half-orc jump down the steps of the dais and plant his knee into the chest of a knight golem who was on the opposite corner from my position. The golem hadn’t expected my friend to make such an aggressive attack, and the animated construction topped over like a broken action figure.
I moved up the stairs of the platform to meet the fourth golem knight. I didn’t want to split my attention between Cornalic, Bolverk, and protecting Chrysa, but a quick glance convinced me that Bolverk almost had his opponent beat, and I didn’t want this last golem to flank my friend while he was occupied.
The clay knight swung his two-handed axe at me in a horizontal sweep that would have cut a palm tree down with a single swipe. I decided I didn’t want to block the attack with my weapon, so I stepped back just enough to feel the wind from his slash dance across the front of my armor.
I dove forward with the longsword extended in my right hand. The thrust caught the creature in the right shoulder, and I followed through by stepping in closer to his left arm. My hip now blocked the return swing of his axe, and I ripped my blade out of the monster’s clay shoulder by raking it across his chest.
It was strange fighting monsters who didn’t let loose with any type of noise when I damaged them, but the creatures’ red eyes glowed angrily when I slashed it. My attack had only brought the monster’s health down to 75%, and I realized the one I fought was a darker shade of green than the others in the room. This one was probably the room leader, and I reasoned that the portcullis I saw on the other side of the room would open as soon as I killed him.
The golem brought the haft of his axe to butt into me, but I braced my side for the impact, and the wooden handle bounced off my armor. As soon as my opponents arm bounced wide, I brought my longsword up and cut the thing’s arms off at the elbow. Then I spun the blade downward from the sky and smashed the magical edge into the creature’s clay head. Its health bar dropped the remainder of the way to zero, and the golem crumpled down into broken bits of dried mud.
I turned to see my friends eliminate the other two golems. My UI party bar showed that neither of them was damaged, which was good, and I wondered if we could go another half-minute without me having to use Guardian of Fortune. Then the fatigue would reset.
The portcullis at the other side of the room opened, and Bolverk jogged to the entrance. Cornalic took his place behind him, and we moved into the next hallway. This corridor had a slight downward angle, and we jogged for a good half minute without coming to another room.
“How are you feeling?” I asked Chrysa. Bolverk was moving surprisingly fast considering how short his legs were, and I was worried the beautiful woman wouldn’t be able to keep up the pace for much longer.
“I am fine, Leo. I often spend the day rowing on the shores of my homeland. Running is easy when compared to that.”
“Fair enough.” I smiled at the woman.
We continued for another half minute and reached the end of the descending hallway. I could see the room beyond was massive, and I wanted to call out to Bolverk to hold so we could carefully assess and plan how to tackle the room, but the gnome berserker just sprinted out of the hallway without care. Cornalic followed him, and I did as well so I could ensure that they had healing if required.
We came out onto a square ledge inside of a massive cavern. The green stone eighty-foot high ceiling was open in half a dozen locations, and a spray of bright sunlight illuminated the entire room. There were also hundreds of feet of green vines hanging from the open gaps in the stone, and they looked like a curtain of flowering drapes.
The ledge we were on was a square shape of about thirty feet wide. Opposite of the door where we entered the room, was a small pathway of maybe two feet across. It wound around the length of the cavern like a serpent and joined with three other square platforms arranged in the middle of the chamber. I toed to the end of our ledge and glanced down. It was approximately a thirty-foot drop that ended in a current of water.
“This doesn’t look safe at all,” I said as I pointed my sword at the narrow walkway. “One of the contestants could easily fall off this and into the water. Also,” I pointed to the first platform, “I’m going to bet that archers or magic using golems are going to jump out of those platforms and throw shit at us while we try to run to them.”
“I will destroy them,” Bolverk growled.
“No! Wait!” I called out as the gnome began running across the narrow platform. The tattooed man didn’t listen, and the closest platform to us began to shimmer with the arriving golem.
But it wasn’t one golem that rose from the stone, it was three.
“Shit!” I said as I used Spirit of Stone on the gnome. The golems that appeared on the platform had slim bird-like heads and carried javelins. They hefted the weapons to their shoulders and then threw them at my friend with deadly accuracy.
Bolverk was running across the narrow walkway in a horizontal direction to them, but the golems seemed to have guessed the small man’s speed, and they threw their spears with the correct lead to hit him. Fortunately, the weapons were not magical, and the three javelins bounced off him without doing any damage.
“Ha!” the gnome shouted as their weapons fell into the chasm below.
“I will assist!” Cornalic shouted as he followed Bolverk’s path across the walkway. Unfortunately, another javelin appeared in each golem’s hand as soon as the half-orc started his run, and the animated clay creatures turned to throw their new weapons at my green-skinned pal.
“Got you!” I said as I used Spirit of Stone on Cornalic. I almost didn’t need to though, the half-orc was ready for their throw, and the muscular man dropped off the side of the walkway, dodged the trio of flying spears, and then swung himself up with a move that evolved into a cartwheel across the narrow path. I almost didn’t believe my eyes, but the half-orc increased his running speed to a sprint and threw himself off the ledge of the path. His leap carried him over the abyss, and he rolled onto the platform where the three golems stood a second before Bolverk arrived there by running around the serpentine path.
Cornalic attacked the golem on his left with a precise series of short sword slashes to the creature’s right arm. Another spear appeared there as if the golem was forming it out of the clay that made up its body, and my friend was trying to hack the limb off so the golem couldn’t use it. His attempt was successful, and the arm came off after the muscular man’s fourth hit.
Bolverk took more of an indirect approach. He brought his axes against the right golem’s legs with a solid whack, and then rolled under the creature as it fell forward. Next, he buried both of his blades into the chest of the golem in the center of the trio, back flipped off the clay creature’s body and pulled his large axe off his back while he spun in the air. He then slammed the heavy weapon’s edge into the back of first golem’s head a second after it landed on the ground.
“Amazing!” Chrysa called out, but my friends didn’t pay her any attention.
Cornalic had dissected the head of the golem with the missing arm, and then he backstabbed the remaining one as it tried to shove its spear into Bolverk. The fight hadn’t taken more than a few seconds, and my friends were unharmed.
“Next,” Bolverk growled as he pointed to the second platform. It was only about thirty feet away as the bird flew, but the narrow path led back in the wrong direction before it returned to the platform. It was perhaps eighty feet of distance, and I worried about keeping both of my friends alive while they traveled there.
“Wait for us to get to the first--” I started to say, but Bolverk was already running down the path, and the area of the second platform shimmered as more golems rose from the stone.
Shit.
“Don’t fall,” I told Chrysa as I walked across the narrow path toward the first platform. Almost as soon as I finished telling her not to fall, I misplaced my left foot and almost lost my balance. This wouldn’t have been a challenge if I didn’t have to keep my eyes on my friends while moving quickly. I didn’t know how far of a distance I could use my healing or protection abilities, but they were each at least fifty yards away from me.
The golems finished rising out of the second platform. There were five all up. Two narrow-headed spear throwers, two of the knight looking ones carrying shields and single handed axes, and a single one that looked like the golem from the center of the previous room. I guessed it was a healer or protector. The setup was obviously a “holy trinity.” The shield warriors would stand at the front of the platform while the spear throwers would rain down damage. The healer at the back of the group would keep the warriors protected or healed. It was the same setup we had with our group, but there were just three of us, not five.
Bolverk charged the melee golems, but the warriors locked their shields together and leaned into the two-foot wide area where the pathway met the platform. This was all kinds of bad. The gnome berserker didn’t seem to slow his face-first charge, and all it would take was a flick from one of the golem’s shields to knock the short man into the river far below us.
I used Guardian of Fortune on the gnome and sighed with relief when his body glowed with the shield pattern. Almost as soon as my ability landed on him, I saw both axe carrying golems also light up with the effects of a Guardian of Fortune ability. Bolverk must have noticed it too because the man did something I would have thought impossible if I hadn’t previously seen the tattooed gnome in action.
He high jumped over them.
It was a full backwards high jump looking leap, layout, and flop down on the stone floor of the platform. He must have lifted 10 feet into the air, which might have not been that impressive if he was a tall human, but he wasn’t. He was just a crazy as fuck gnome who thought he was the god of war or something.
“Shield!” I shouted as I stepped in front of Chrysa and raised my left arm. Bolverk had landed between the javelin throwers and the axe wielders, but the golems with the javelins weren’t even looking at the man. They were looking at the beautiful woman standing behind me. I held up my arm before they even released their throwing spears, and I easily caught them with my shield. I was a little surprised they could throw the weapons this far, but I was even more surprised at their accuracy.
Bolverk didn’t waste any time on the glowing axe golems. Instead, he tore his small axes through the left leg of the closest spear chucker. His twin attack removed the creature’s leg, and it started to tumble over.
The healer looking golem raised its hand in the air, and a surge of yellow light came to the weapons of the other four animated creatures. I didn’t know exactly what the glow indicated, but it was no doubt some type of weapon enchantment that would allow our enemies to cut through us easier. Bolverk seemed to come to the same conclusion, and he danced around the twin cuts of the axe golems.
Cornalic then plowed into the two axe carrying golems like a green colored wrecking ball. It was a surprisingly unsophisticated attack, but it was effective. The axe golem on the half-orc’s left side was caught completely by surprise by my friend’s slam, and it tumbled forward off the edge of the platform.
Bolverk saw Cornalic come to his rescue, and the gnome turned his back on the axe golem so he could cut into the other standing spear throwing one. As soon as Bolverk swung his axe, the animated monster glowed with the effects of Guardian of Fortune, and my friend’s weapon just bounced off the spear thrower without doing any damage.
The gnome berserker switched targets and rolled sideways across the platform so that he was nearer to the protecting golem. The creature immediately began to glow with the Guardian of Fortune enchantment, but Bolverk had positioned himself on the opposite side of the healer from the spear thrower, and he could whack away at the golem without much interference.
Cornalic downed the last axe golem with a series of quick cuts with his sword while Bolverk was slamming his axes against the protecting golem. The only other golem that was standing was the final spear thrower. I would have thought the creature would have attacked Cornalic, or maybe walked to flank Bolverk and assist the support member of his party, but the animated monster did something I hadn’t expected instead.
He turned toward me and threw his yellow enchanted spear.
The attack didn’t really catch me off guard since I was watching the battle, but I didn’t understand its strategy until I saw the angle that the weapon was leaving the creature’s hand.
The golem was throwing the spear at Chrysa.
“Watch out” I used a Guardian of Fortune on the woman and myself as I moved my body in front of the spear and prepared for it to rip through my chest. Fortunately, my enchantment caught the attack, and the spear bounced off me with a thud that sounded like the weapon was sighing.
“The thing threw its spear at you! I thought these golems are supposed to use non-lethal attacks?” I asked the beautiful woman.
“They aren’t supposed to injure me! It should be shocking attacks! By the Light, are you okay?” Her brown eyes opened with horror.
“Yeah, my magic stopped it.” I turned to assess the battle and saw that my friends had both taken out the last two clay golems.
“Bolverk, wait until we-- ah shit!” I shouted as the small man started running to the next platform.
Cornalic chased after the gnome across the narrow stone walkway, and I gestured for Chrysa to follow me before I ran on the serpentine bridge again. The part of the path they were on led away from me before circling back and then cutting away toward the final platform. There was a spot in the middle of the narrow path which would put me about fifty yards away from the last platform, but I didn’t like the idea of standing there with Chrysa while I tried to focus on supporting my friends.
The ground on the last platform started to shimmer.
“I changed my mind. Go back and stand on the last--” I turned to tell the young woman, but as soon as I saw her I groaned with dismay.
The platform we just left was starting to shimmer with the arrival of more golems.
“Keep running!” I yelled at her before I turned again. The worst thing we could do was split the party, especially when the distance was so great. It would make it difficult, if not impossible, to run back and protect each other. I was going to have to double down on pushing forward and hope the three of us could protect Chrysa while she stood on the platform where they were fighting.
I reached the spot in the middle of the winding path and hit each of them with a Guardian of Fortune before I continued my run. I would have preferred to use a Spirit of Stone on each of them, but I’d used the ability on both of my friends about twenty seconds ago, and they couldn’t get it again for another hundred or so.
The golems were 80% out of the ground of the third platform. There were two of the shield-carrying warriors holding axes, two of the spear throwers, one of the protectors, and two that carried staves. I guessed those were the caster types.
The part of the path I ran on was straight for close to twenty yards, and I risked a glance back to the platform we had just left. Just two golems were emerging from the ground there, but they were also holding staves in their hands.
Oh fuck.
My sprint had taken me a distance of ten yards ahead of Chrysa, and the various options spun through my head. I needed to get to the third platform as quickly as possible or my friends were going to get hurt by the group of golems there. I also needed to get to the third platform because it was far away from the pair of caster golems who had just spawned on the second platform. But even if I did both or either of those with a quickness, I was going to leave the beautiful brown-haired woman behind, and the casters on the second platform might be able to hit her with an ability. Hell, they were presumably going to be able to drop their magic on us while we stood on the third platform, but I was betting we would be far enough out of range to see the shit flying at us.
I didn’t like the idea of carrying Chrysa as I ran across the narrow pathway, but if she were behind me, I wouldn’t be able to keep an eye on her and protect her from the casters on the second platform. If I stood aside so she could run past me, I would only be able to move as fast as the noblewoman could run. It wouldn’t be fast enough.
I slid my longsword into its sheath and held my hands out to the running woman.
She let out a surprised gasp as soon as I swept her into my arms, and she let out a small shout of terror when I started running with her. I didn’t blame the woman. I was taking her control away from her, and her view below my arms was that of the long drop to the flowing water beneath us.
I ran.
The sound of weapons clashing into each other from the third platform threatened to distract me, but I didn’t want to take my eyes off the narrow path. If I missed a step, both of us would tumble down into the water below.
I saw Cornalic’s health bar drop down to 80%, and I cursed under my breath. I couldn’t move any faster on the walkway without risking us falling off, and I had another fifteen seconds before I made it to my friends.
There was a loud crash of magic and a flash of red light from the platform. I kept my eyes focused on my walk, but Cornalic’s health dropped down to 60%, and Bolverk’s dropped down to 80%. There were too many twists and turns in the next fifteen yards of my path, but the section after would be straight, so I told myself I could slow my speed and check on my friends when I got there.
I danced around the first bend of the walkway, and a glowing dart of fire spun past my head. The projectile missed us by a good ten feet, but it had come from behind. The two assholes on the second platform must have fully spawned, and they were chucking their magic at us.
I moved through the next bend and risked a quick glance back at the second platform. There was a second fire projectile traveling toward me, and unless I did something, it would hit me in the face. I crouched on the walkway to let it pass over my head, and then I ran through the next two bends while I focused on the pathway.
Cornalic’s health dropped down to 40%.
I reached the next straight section of path and glanced over at my friends. Cornalic had a spear through his left shoulder, Bolverk’s mohawk was smoldering, and part of his back looked scorched.
The good news was that the healer golem looked dead as did both casters. The bad news was that there were still the other four golems left, and the shield carrying creatures were positioned in-between my two friends and the javelin throwing ones. Bolverk and Cornalic were trying to take down the shield bearers, but the two golems in the rear were chucking their spears at my friends, and it was hard for them to mount an offense when they kept having to dodge.
I was probably a hundred and twenty yards away from them still, but the path only bent two more times before it led to the next platform. I didn’t know how far my abilities would go, but I thought about using Minor Heal on Cornalic. He didn’t glow orange, nor did his health go up, so I guessed I was out of range still. He was still moving with his usual grace, but his face looked contorted with pain, and I guessed that each of his dodges was causing agony.
I yanked my head back to the left and saw two fire darts speeding toward us. The things moved about as fast as a thrown Frisbee and I predicted they would miss me if I stopped running for a second. I did so, and the angry red bolts passed ten feet in front of me.
One of the spear throwers tagged Bolverk with his weapon, but the thing just bounced off the gnome as if he had Guardian of Fortune or Spirit of Stone. I didn’t actually see any sort of buff next to his face on my UI, but he could have had some sort of stance type ability that was helping him. I didn’t know what he was really capable of. Much like I didn’t actually know what Cornalic was capable of.
I resumed my run toward the third platform and tried to resist the urge to glance over at my fighting friends. I reached the final set of bends on the narrow path and then winced when Cornalic’s health dropped down to 20%. The thought of my friend dying made my heart jump up into my throat, and I risked some additional speed on my run through the switching turns.
Then a bolt of fire slammed into my left shoulder.
It felt like someone hit me with a baseball bat that was covered in gasoline and lit on fire with an industrial blowtorch. My left shoulder spun forward and to the right with the impact of the projectile. I could do little else but twist my hips with the flow of my upper body in an attempt to keep hold of the woman in my arms.
My feet were still running forward though. No, I was sprinting forward, and the twist of my hips caused my feet to lose all traction. My momentum continued though, and I knew I was going to fall. There was little time to think, but I knew that I couldn’t fall off the pathway or all sorts of bad shit would happen. All I could do was commit to my fall, push more power through my running legs, spin so Chrysa and I faced toward the ceiling of the dungeon, and pray to whatever luck I had that we wouldn’t tumble off the narrow pathway.
My back slammed into the stone and we bounced. Then we landed on my right shoulder, and the momentum convinced me that the next bounce would send us over the ledge and down into the distant water below. I kicked down with my right leg and felt the inside of my foot touch against the side of the pathway. The movement strained my hip, but it re-aligned my tumble, and the third bounce connected the pathway squarely under my shoulders.
Chrysa gasped, but then looked up from my chest as soon as we stopped moving. The woman guessed I couldn’t get up from my position with her on top of my chest, so she spun around in my arms to put her feet on the path where my legs were. I glanced to the second platform and expected to see the golems launching another salvo of fire darts, but the creatures were still bringing their hands back, and I guessed that I had another second or two before I needed to worry about the next volley.
Bolverk’s health dropped down to 60% and I turned my head up to see where my friends were. One of the axe golems was down, but both of the spear throwers were still alive, and the last axe warrior was still at full health. I saw Cornalic try to move around and either flank the axe golem or get to the spear ones, but the two with the spears had guessed his intention, and they were both throwing their respawning weapons at him. My green-skinned friend could do little more than dance around the platform to avoid the projectiles.
“Run,” I said to Chrysa as I pointed to the distant platform. I almost expected her to tell me, no, but I had made it clear during our training that she needed to do everything I ordered her to do without question. The woman didn’t even nod or tell me “yes” she just turned on her heel and dashed toward the third platform as if she would die if she didn’t make it there before me.
My shoulder hurt, but the initial pain had passed, and it just felt as if Jax had given me a “dead arm.” I could move the limb, and I used it to help push me to my feet. I checked the two caster golems and saw that they had launched their flame darts again. The two magical projectiles were headed directly at me, but I managed to start running before they hit the spot where I had landed.
It was the last straight portion of the pathway before the third platform, and I guessed that I was about seventy yards from where my friends engaged the golems. The spear throwers actually fought with their backs to Chrysa and I prayed that they wouldn’t turn around to throw their weapons at her when she got closer.
I tried to use my Minor Heal on Cornalic, and my friend glowed with the orange light. I breathed a sigh of relief as I sprinted toward the platform, and I hit him with another two Minor Heals before I used another Guardian of Fortune on him. My abilities had caused the spear to fall free of the muscular man’s shoulders, and he immediately switched his defensive strategy to an offensive one.
The half-orc feinted to the side, rolled forward, and then jumped up with a flurry of slicing attacks that cleaved the head off one of the spear throwers. The creature fell as soon as I caught up to Chrysa, and we both reached the third platform as Bolverk ended the axe golem.
I didn’t have my sword out, but I could still grapple, and I latched onto the last golem’s arm as he drew back his spear. My other two friends were quick to assist me, and they plunged their weapons into the creature a half second after I tied up his weapon.
“Through the door!” I pointed to the end of the platform. This last platform was connected to the wall, and there was an open archway there. My three friends sprinted the last bit of distance, and we slid into the next hallway just as two of the fire darts slammed into the side of the wall behind us.
“Wonderful timing, friend Leo. For half a moment, I did believe I was in a dire predicament. Then I recalled that you have immense skill, and I knew I would be okay.
“Yeah,” I said after I took a gulp of air. It felt as if I was wearing a coat four sizes too small from using so many Minor Heals in a row, but I guessed I had few more in me before I needed to get worried.
“We run. There are more enemies to destroy--”
“Hold up a second,” I interrupted Bolverk by grabbing onto his arm before he could dash away. I thought about using Healing Touch on the gnome, and he instantly went to full health. There was only a brief flash of an orangish-red light, and the burn mark on his shoulder returned to tattooed skin.
“Don’t get hurt for a minute. I can’t heal you,” I explained.
“We go. We kill. We take the Throne of Ascension.” He shrugged free of my grasp and ran down the corridor.
The rest of us followed him down the green stone hallway. I had counted twenty seconds before we came to the first turn in the corridor, and the walls at the corner began to shimmer with the arrival of new golems.
I pulled out my longsword as one of the creatures dropped from the ceiling. It was kind of hunched over and held two curved short swords. Its face actually looked as if it was designed like a crab’s, with twin mandibles that shifted sideways along its face.
I hadn’t been surprised by the creature’s drop though, and I managed to block its first series of swings with a few well-placed parries of my much longer blade. Two more of the strange looking golems were attacking Bolverk and Cornalic, but my friends had also evaded damage, and were pressing their own attacks.
“Cornalic!” I shouted to my friend as I pushed my back against Chrysa. A fourth assassin style golem fell from the ceiling behind her, and I immediately hit myself with Spirit of Stone so that I wouldn’t get hurt by any of the four darting blades.
I blocked the one on the right with the guard of my blade and then kicked the left golem in the stomach with my left foot. The one I kicked fell away from me, smashed into the far wall of the hallway, and then came at me again. The one on the right pulled his blades free of my guard and tried to slash low across my stomach. I flipped my blade over with two hands to block the low attack and then took my left hand from the grip of my sword so that I could grab the creature’s right wrist.
My grapple was a bit clumsy, and I would have been cut if I wasn’t enchanted with Spirit of Stone, but because I was, the edge of the golems’ sword just scraped along my forearm. I was able to turn my sidekick into a sweeping shin kick that I combined with a pull from my left arm. The golem was thrown off balance, and I managed to yank the fourth attacker over so he blocked the third one from stabbing me.
Cornalic was there instantly, and his twin short swords slammed into the side of the third golem. The thing’s health bar immediately dropped to nothing. The creature and its weapons turned into broken dust, and I let go of my longsword so I could hold onto the golem’s other wrist. My sword bounced onto the stone floor with a sound that made me wince, but it didn’t really matter. The weapon was magical, and I doubted the blade would be harmed by the drop.
The golem wouldn’t fare so well. The animated hulk of clay turned its head to Cornalic, but I didn’t let go of its arms. My friend made a dual cross cut with both of his blades, and the head of the creature popped off its shoulders like a cork from a champagne bottle.
I hit Bolverk with a Guardian of Fortune just in time to catch one of the two remaining assassin golems cutting into his back. One of the cuts looked like it actually did make it through the enchantment and ripped open the bare skin of the man’s back, but his health bar didn’t go down on my UI.
I kicked the longsword off the ground and into my hand a half second before I lunged toward the golem closest to me. The point of my blade sunk into the thing’s back, and I stepped forward to drive my weapon deeper into the monster. It tried to turn around and stab me, but I had made my thrust with the blade in the vertical position, and it couldn’t muscle past the width of the sword combined with my strength. Cornalic was to my right, and his twin blades were like a blender. A moment later the second opponent was crumbling around my sword, and the half-orc was stepping to assist Bolverk with his opponents.
“Why aren’t you hurt?” I asked Bolverk once he and Cornalic had put their final swings into the last golem and turned it into sand.
“Pain means nothing when I sit upon the throne.” The gnome turned to run, and I looked at Cornalic.
“Some great warriors have abilities which can help them ignore damage. They are called stances. I actually have a few myself that I sometimes use, however, they do not allow me to ignore damage. I prefer to not get hurt. The sight of my blood does make me quite uncomfortable. Did I ever tell you about the time that I--”
“Tell me later! We have to go,” I said as I pointed at the running gnome.
“Oh, you are right, dear Leo. Forward to victory! Ha!” Cornalic sprinted after the gnome, and I gestured for Chrysa to follow us.
“Are you okay? Your face looks pale,” Chrysa asked, but it was her face which actually looked a few shades paler than normal, and her breath was coming out in ragged gasps. I guessed we were pushing the limits of her running fitness.
“The last few Guardian of Fortune uses have made it a bit hard to breathe, but I’ll be fine,” I said to her.
“Up ahead!” Cornalic shouted, and I turned away from the woman who ran beside me. I saw that Bolverk was about to charge into another room ahead of us, and I sprinted past Chrysa so that the gnome didn’t get out of my range.
The gnome skidded to a halt as soon as he ran into the next room, and I slowed myself so I wouldn’t plow into him or Cornalic. The new area looked somewhat similar to the previous room. It was smaller, maybe only sixty feet wide by a hundred feet long, but the light came from several broken parts of the ceiling, and green vines were hanging from the holes. The green stone combined with the water of the previous room, vines, and sunlight gave a kind of jungle feel to this dungeon. I had to admit that I liked the design, even if I hadn’t spent a lot of time studying the graphic textures.
“There is the marker!” Chrysa yelled out, and the three of us followed her finger to the far end of the room. There were two sets of stairs on the wall there, and they led up to a pedestal. On top of the pedestal floated a disc about the size of a dinner plate. I half expected the thing to glow with magical light, but as it spun, it caught one of the rays of light from the ceiling, and it flashed a golden hue.
The portcullis dropped from the archway behind us, and we were trapped in the room. An instant later, spots on the wall, ground, and ceiling began to shimmer as the golems emerged from the stone.
In the center of the room, a twelve-foot tall clay monster rose. It had two armored knight looking heads and four arms. In each of the four arms it held an axe, curved scimitar, short spear, and shield, and the creature’s eyes glowed a malicious red color. The hue reminded me of lava, and I felt a twinge of fear trickle down my spine.
Then ten more golems finished entering the room.
Two of them were shield carrying golems with axes, two of them were spear chuckers, two looked like the mage ones that threw fire bolts, two were the assassin golems with hunched over bodies and dual short swords, and the final two each carried the two-handed axes. The last pair stood in front of the four-armed boss golem, and their placement made me wonder if the rest of the golems would fall if we managed to kill the two-headed boss first.
Then the large golem raised his top pair of arms, and the other golems all began to glow with a teal-blue enchantment I didn’t recognize. Then the boss let out a shout, and all the weapons started to glow with a bright yellow light.
“That ramped up fast,” I growled as the horde of golems began to rush across the room toward us.








Chapter 25
“Stand behind me!” I reminded Chrysa as Bolverk moved to intercept the two shield carrying golems. The assassin ones were moving to flank the gnome from his left side, but Cornalic and I moved to engage them.
“Dearest friend. I still have not used my Never items. Should I use them to take out the casters and javelin golems?” Cornalic asked as our swords met the two assassin golem’s blades.
“Wait till their protection enchantments go down,” I said as I tried to tear the head off one of the assassin golems with a sweep of my longsword.
My attack was half a moment too slow, and the golem dodged under my blade. Then it came up with two quick jabs with its left blade followed by a long slash with his right. My blade managed to catch each of the attacks, but I needed to step back so that I had more space to pivot my longer weapon.
Cornalic pivoted to drive his left short sword into the golem I retreated from. His attack rang true, but his blade didn’t seem to do any damage to the animated creature. The glow from its body did fade, though, and I guessed the boss’ group enchantment absorbed a single attack.
The caster golems were on the left side of the room, and I caught them winding back their arms to summon their fire bolts. The spear chuckers were on the right, and I saw their arms fling javelins toward us. I would have thought that they would have gone for Bolverk, but the man was partially hidden from their view by the much taller shield carrying golems. Instead, the spear throwers aimed right at Chrysa.
I hit her with Guardian of Fortune and stepped to the side so I could knock her out of the way. My movement was half successful, and one of the spears went wide. The other did hit her though, and I gasped with relief when it bounced off her chest.
“Ahhh!” she screamed with shock, and I saw her eyes widen.
My movement had taken my attention away from the assassin golem for a moment and I spun my sword around to parry where I thought the animated creature would strike. I caught one of my opponent’s blades with my guesswork, but his second sword slipped around my parry and buried into my stomach.
“Leo!” I heard Chrysa scream, but her voice sounded far away.
“I’m fine!” I said as I brought my long sword down on the golem’s arm. My strike cut his limb off at the elbow, and his blade pulled free of my stomach. That might not have been the exact result I wanted, because the sudden freedom from the weapon felt like someone had poured molten glass into my stomach, and I couldn’t help but groan.
I made another strike against the one armed assassin golem, and he raised his short sword to block it. I put my full weight behind my swing, and his other arm crumbled as my longsword bashed his blade aside and sunk into his crab head. The creature’s life bar dropped to nothing, and it crumbled into a pile of what looked like wet sand.
I used Minor Heal on myself, and my stomach instantly felt better. It still hurt like I’d eaten bad Mexican food, but the sharp feeling of molten glass had completely faded, and I didn’t feel as if my guts were about to spill out. It also didn’t feel like I was bleeding anymore, but the front of my armor was already soaked with my blood.
The casters on the left launched their fire bolts, and I knew their target was Chrysa. I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself and moved to stand over the knocked down woman. The first bolt struck me in the chest, and exploded into a warm fire that did little more than tickle me. The second bolt hit me in the stomach and my vision turned dim.
“Leo!” I felt Chrysa’s hands on my shoulder, and I blinked away the fog of my vision. I was sitting on my ass with my back against the wall. My entire body felt on fire, and I coughed up a plume of smoke.
“Dear Leo! I go!” I heard Cornalic shout, and I looked over to see my friend finish off the second assassin.
The half-orc shimmered, disappeared, and then re-appeared ten steps closer to the casters. He leaned over to sprint toward them, and the two axe-wielding golems guarding the two-headed boss moved to intercept my friend. They were a little further back in the room though, and Cornalic reached the two casters a moment before the two-handed axe carriers reached him.
I lunged off the ground and tackled Chrysa a moment before the spears almost hit her. I half expected them to both slam into my back, but I heard them bounce off the stone next to us.
Bolverk’s health was down to 80%, and I used Minor Heal to bring him up to 95%. The man hadn’t made much progress against the two shield carrying golems, but he was keeping them engaged and his health hadn’t really fallen in a minute of combat. He was doing a great job tanking them.
One of the caster golems appeared to instantly die, and the second disintegrated a moment after. The axe carrying golems raised their large blades to slam into Cornalic, but both of their attacks just passed through the illusion of my friend, and then each of their health bars dropped as if they were red water draining from a sieve.
Cornalic ran across the width of the room toward the spear throwers, but the two-headed boss golem swung his four arms through the air as if he was handling a giant baseball bat. A spray of yellow energy laced out of his swinging movements like a crescent wave and the magic raced across the room to strike the half-orc. His mirror image was cut in twain as soon as the arch of magic reached it, and I used Minor Heal on him almost as soon as he was hit.
My big green friend screamed, and I hit him with another Minor Heal when his life continued to drop. Then I used another and a fourth as his health bar continued to drop down below 50%.
But his health kept dropping, I felt like an elephant was standing on my chest, and my friend was twisting on the ground.
The spear throwing golems seemed to notice the half-orc was down, and they pivoted to throw their readied weapons at him.
I knew that the next heal would knock me out, and while I doubted I had an equal amount of mana fatigue with Guardian of Fortune, I felt as if I was holding my breath. I just couldn’t get any more air in, and I didn’t want to risk falling unconscious.
So it was time to pull out the big ass healing guns.
I used Shroud of Divine Light, and it felt as if someone filled every inch of my body with poured sunshine.
It wasn’t just the light that emanated from my skin. The world seemed to fill with angelic song, and my friends looked to be glowing with multicolored auras.
I saw Bolverk’s body as he fought, but I saw his blue aura struggle against a red cage. I saw the damage done to his mind, and I understood that unlocking the runes on his skull would just bring him more agony. He needed a purpose to climb from his cage, and the metaphorical stairs he mentioned were reflected in his belief that he could free himself from his broken state by serving the greatest warrior.
I saw Cornalic’s fallen body and saw his yellow and green aura spin like a cyclone. The injury on his stomach should have cut him in half, but my quick heal had saved his spine from tearing, though it had not undone the rest of the damage.
I saw Chrysa and knew by her clear blue aura that her words to me were true. She was a good woman who wanted to serve her people, help others, and love me.
A flap of golden color was on the side of my shoulders, and I realized that I had ethereal wings coming out of my back. I was also no longer lying on the ground; I was floating a few feet off the stone as my booted toes pointed downward.
I felt more alive than I ever had. I felt like I could pick up a mountain and crush it between my hands without a problem. I felt as if I could love every single man, woman, and child but still have more joy to give. I felt like I never wanted to sleep, or blink, or do anything other than just meditate on how fucking awesome everything in the universe was.
I never wanted this enchantment to end.
The spear golems tossed their weapons at Cornalic, but I hit him with Guardian of Fortune. The enchantment landed on my friend before the spears hit, but instead of a glow, it was the brilliance of the sun illuminating him, and his health bar jumped up a quarter.
I set my eyes on Bolverk and used a Guardian of Fortune on him. The same flash of brilliance came to his body, and he became fully healed.
Both of the spears bounced off Cornalic, and I hit him with two Minor Heals to bring him up to 75% health. His bar wasn’t dropping anymore, and my friend flipped up to his feet with a triumphant shout.
The two headed golem rushed my green-skinned friend, but Cornalic was already sprinting toward the spear throwers. They had created new weapons and were poised to hurl them, but he made it there before they could toss them. His muscular arms were a blur of metal, and the two golems almost instantly turned into fallen pieces of clay.
Bolverk smashed one of the shield golems and then turned his attention to the final one. I wanted to tell Cornalic to double team the creature with the gnome, but no words came out of my mouth when I tried to speak, and the half-orc moved to engage the four-armed boss instead.
I used another Minor Heal on Cornalic, and his health bar moved up to 90% a half second before the four armed golem tried to attack. My friend parried a sword swing, dodged a spear thrust, and then danced away from a shield slam. Each time the large golem attacked, my friend managed to get in a dizzying array of slashes on the creature’s arm. The attacks all connected, but the golem’s health bar only moved down in small slivers.
The right head on the golem opened its mouth, and a stream of flame came out. I was surprised by the strange attack, and so was my friend. The plume of fire engulfed him with napalm-like fire, and his health started to drop. I also saw a black mark of a skull appear next to Cornalic’s icon on my party UI. I guessed that this was a curse, and I used Remove Curse half a moment after I saw the mark. Then I used Guardian of Fortune on my friend. The flames were instantly removed, and his health jumped back up to the full amount.
Hot damn, this Shroud of Divine Light was amazing.
I saw Bolverk roll under the shield golem’s legs and then come up from behind. He unleashed a series of twin chops with his hand axes before the golem could turn around, and the creature crumbled into dust. Then the gnome charged the final boss and managed to get three good hits in against the creature’s legs while it tried to kill a dancing Cornalic.
The other head of the golem spat out a plume of cold that hit Bolverk in the shoulders. My small friend turned into a block of ice, and the black skull icon appeared next to his icon on my party UI. I used Remove Curse and hit him with a Spirit of Stone to bring him out of the effect and back to full health.
It took another fifteen seconds, but my friends managed to take down the boss golem as soon as the Shroud of Divine Light left me. I fell to the ground almost at the same time as the boss did, and I let out a gasp of release. The sensation of the enchantment had been euphoric, and I wondered what the VRIU did to make my body feel so good while the ability was running.
“Grab the icon!” I called out to Cornalic. The man nodded, sheathed his swords with a smooth movement, jumped up the stairs to grab the golden plate, and then back flipped off the ledge.
“Amazing! We got it! We went so fast!” Chrysa exclaimed as the half-orc handed her the golden disc.
“We aren’t done yet. There are the two casters back in the cavern room, but yeah, I don’t think anyone can beat this time. Let’s get moving.” I gestured to the door, and we started our return trip.
“Leo, what ability did you use? You had magnificent glowing wings and were floating above the ground like an angel.” Chrysa asked as we ran.
“It is called Shroud of Divine Light. It lets me heal with my enchantments for half a minute, but I can’t do any healing afterward.”
“Oh, that is amaz--”
“Let’s run,” I interrupted her. “Save your breath for when we get out!”
She nodded and the beautiful woman pushed her fists through the air harder so her legs would move. She actually had great running form and her beautiful hair flew out behind her like a flag.
The run to the cavern was easy, and we found that the two caster golems on the second platform were no longer there. The trip across the narrow pathways did take us some time, and the next hallway was now at an incline, so we had to run slower. The rest of the rooms were also empty of golems, and we all darted through the shimmering archway of the dungeon to emerge in the arena. I was prepared for the effects of the teleporting doorway now, and I only felt a mild spinning sensation when we stepped through.
“Fourteen minutes and twenty seconds!” Sharles yelled as soon as we came into the arena.
The crowd cheered, and I gestured for Chrysa to wave to them. The beautiful woman handed the golden icon to Sharles and then raised her hand to the crowd. Her face looked pained, and I imagined that the run had really taken a lot out of her. I held her hand so I could lead her down the stairs to the closest group of chairs, and then I motioned for Sharles to speak with me.
“Yes, Sir Lennox?” he asked as he stepped down the stairs halfway so that we could speak over the sounds of the crowd.
“I thought the golems were supposed to be using non-lethal attacks on Lady Chrysa?” I asked.
“Yes, of course!” he said.
“It didn’t seem that way. If anything, it seemed as if they were going out of their way to kill her with the same attacks they were using on the rest of us,” I said as I gestured to Cornalic and Bolverk.
“Oh my, I don’t think that is possible.” Sharles turned to his assistants.
“We have calibrated it so they will only use stunning attacks on anyone who wears the amulet,” the woman said as she pointed at Chrysa.
“But none of you actually saw us go through the dungeon?”
Sharles and his two assistants shook their heads.
“So anything could have happened in there. I’m telling you that the golems tried to kill Lady Aitcha. They did not use any of the stunning attacks to knock her out.”
“How is this possible, Sharles?” Cesnie and the other champions moved to stand closer to our discussion.
“I don’t know, Lady Kayleic. I personally oversaw the organization of the dungeons last week,” the fat man ran his hand back through his hair. “I can have it inspected again, but we will have to delay the challenge. If it truly was tampered with, Sir Lennox and Lady Aitcha should make another attempt so that we get their true time.
“Ugh,” I moaned as I covered my face with my hands.
“Did any of these attacks harm Lady Aitcha?” Moryana asked.
“No, we didn’t let them, but it--”
“So you do not know for sure if they are lethal?” Rodin interrupted me.
“No, I guess I don’t know for sure,” I said.
“We should examine the dungeons again,” Cesnie said. “I don’t like the idea of risking Lady Sanduport’s life because of someone’s lack of attention to detail.”
“Yes, I can have it looked at,” Sharles sighed as he pointed to the crowd. “They will not be happy though.”
“I don’t care,” Cesnie said as she crossed her arms.
“But we don’t know for sure that the attacks are lethal. They could have not hurt Lady Aitcha,” Rodin said with a shrug.
“I am not concerned about your golems,” Tia’tor rumbled. “They will not kill my ward.”
“I agree with Tia’tor. My team has prepared to protect our young lady and see her through this dungeon,” Rodin grunted. “I say we continue as we have planned. We are all experienced adventurers. I do not think we will have any sort of problem protecting our queens. Sir Lennox has proven that the dungeon is easy enough.
“I agree as well. Let us finish this today. No harm will befall my ward,” Moryana said as she looked to Cesnie.
The blonde woman glanced at each of the challengers and shook her head. Then she sighed and uncrossed her arms. “Fine. Let us end this. Sharles, roll your die and let us continue.”
“Yes, Lady Kayleic.” The big man returned to the top of the stairs and raised his die for the crowd to see.
“Ugh. This just seems really dangerous. I hope none of the girls get hurt,” I whispered to Chrysa.
“I as well. You were able to protect me though. I feel as if they believe they are better than you, and they don’t want to shy away from something you have already done,” she whispered in return.
“Yeah,” I said as I shook my head.
“What I said before this challenge. I did not think I could feel any stronger about my decision, but I do. Thank you for protecting me, Leo.” Chrysa was leaning in closer to whisper in my ear, and her warm breath tickled my neck.
“Chrysa, I--”
“The die has now called upon Tia’tor Barta and Lady Weela Grytar!” Sharles said after he rolled the die.
The axe carrying armored minotaur slowly stepped up the platform to stand next to the burgundy-robed herald. Two muscular men carrying staves followed him, and one wore a backpack harness contraption that carried a girl of about six years of age. The little girl waved to the crowd, and then the man she rode raised a piece of cloth to cover her head.
“Ahh, that is smart,” I said to Chrysa. “They will just carry her through the dungeon.”
“Yes, that is a good idea. Although, you did carry me through a part of it,” she said to me with a charming smile.
“Prepare yourselves!” Sharles shouted from above us. I saw the minotaur, and his party faced the archway. “Go!” the herald shouted, and the three men charged in through the archway.
The crowd cheered again and then descended into a low hum once the group of gray garbed men disappeared. The other parties of challengers moved away from the platform and they began to whisper to each other. I guessed that they were making tiny adjustments to their plans based on my report, but I had no way of knowing.
We waited, and I turned my attention to the platform where Sharles and his assistants paced. I hadn’t realized this before, but a phantasmal looking clock hung in the air a good twenty feet above the archway. It was large enough for the crowd to see from their seats.
The clock hit five minutes, and we waited, but then Tia’tor and his three men stepped through the archway. The large bull-headed man was drenched in sweat and steam rose from his muscular body. The two muscular men who emerged from behind him were also covered with sweat. It appeared as if the three of them had jumped into a pool of water before they exited the portal.
“Six minutes and fifteen seconds!” Sharles yelled, and the crowd cheered.
“Damn. That is crazy,” I sighed with disbelief. It was obvious the men ran quickly, but my party hadn’t exactly wasted much time either. We may have slowed a bit for Chrysa so she could keep up with us, but that couldn’t have cost us more than thirty seconds. Tia’tor must have smashed through the golems with ease.
“Oh, no,” Chrysa sighed. “It is okay. We will get second place.” her hand found mine, and she squeezed my fingers.
“I hope so,” I said. “I was more confident about this round than the third. I’ve only had a few games of Castles, but I have done countless hours of dungeon exploration.”
“You will do great, I believe in you,” Chrysa reassured me as Sharles lifted the die in the air.
“Sir Rodin Worred and Lady Yeelee Freelan!” Sharles called out, and the yellow-garbed knight walked up the stairs. A woman and man walked behind him. The man carried a tall shield and had a mace attached to his belt. The woman carried a twisted staff. The girl they escorted looked to be twelve years of age and the lack of a harness on either Rodin or his mace-carrying friend made me think that they intended to run with the girl.
Sharles let out his warning shout and then yelled for them to go as the portal opened. The crowd cheered when they ran through, and then the roar turned into a muffled sound of the waves as the observers discussed the odds.
I watched the clock and resisted the urge to pace. Unfortunately, I didn’t have to wait for long.
“Eight minutes and eleven seconds!” Sharles called out as the yellow group of knights exited the portal. The crowd shouted joyfully, and the girl from the Freelan family waved her hand.
The girl didn’t look very tired, but the three adults looked as if they had been running. They weren’t sweating as much as Tia’tor and his team, but it did look as if they were breathing heavy.
“Damn. Did we miss something? I’m confused as to how they are beating us by such a wide margin.
The knights walked down the steps, and I returned Rodin’s slight nod. I didn’t want to accuse anyone of cheating, but I had a hard time believing that the knight beat us by nearly six minutes. Had they carried the girl? Maybe, but she must have been incredibly awkward. I thought about talking to the man to ask him about the golems he encountered, but then I decided that this probably wasn’t the time. Rodin and Tia’tor might have just been better than us, and my ego just didn’t want to believe.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic and Lady Emila Sanduport!” Sharles shouted.
The crowd cheered as Cesnie and her two party members climbed the stairs. The blonde woman carried her shield and a rapier in her hands, but she also wore a second broadsword on her left hip. One of her men carried a spear, shield, and a sword; the other used a crossbow and sword. The one carrying the crossbow had a backpack on. It was covered with chain and had a plate attached to the back, and I guessed the young Emila Sanduport was tucked inside. The idea was all kinds of crazy, and I couldn’t believe that Queen Yrisi was okay with this situation.
“Go!” Sharles shouted, and the three green armored warriors dashed into the portal. The crowd did their usual cheer, and then we collectively waited.
“Seven minutes and thirty-two seconds!” Sharles yelled as soon as Cesnie and her team ran out of the portal.
Quest failed.
“Shit,” I seethed under my breath as the words of my UI scrolled over the quest text telling me to place first, second, or third, and I tried to keep my anger in check. Part of being a gamer was taking losses without “rage quitting” and logging out, but this whole situation smelled really stinky to me. Sure, these other teams might have just been that much better than us, but I didn’t see how Cornalic, Bolverk, and I could have cut six minutes or more from our time. We didn’t even spend much time fighting.
I was hoping that Cesnie wouldn’t be able to beat my time or come in quicker than Rodin since I didn’t want to face the woman in the third round, but it looked as if she would at least score one point, and possibly two if Moryana couldn’t beat her time.
The sword dancer stepped up the stairs flanked by two other women who wore similar outfits and moved with the same cat-like grace. One wore a thick bladed two-handed sword that was probably a good foot longer than my longsword across her back, and the other had two broadswords sheathed on her waist. The trio of women wore no armor beside the thick-plated arm wraps and the strange banded leather skirts.
“Moryana, the sword dancer and Lady Yenna Teedan!” Sharles’ voice shouted across the arena, and the crowd screeched. Yenna had the same sour expression on her face that I had seen a few days ago when I saw her outside of the feasting hall, and the girl shot daggers at Chrysa.
“Are they going to make her run? What am I missing with this?” I asked.
“I do not know, Leo. I am sorry,” the brown-haired beauty said to me. Her large eyes were sad, and her fingers squeezed my hand again.
“Go!” Sharles yelled, and the group of women darted through the portal.
“Dearest Leo, I have considered something as we waited here,” Cornalic leaned over from his seat next to me and whispered in my ear.
“What?”
“I find it odd that we are getting trounced so soundly.”
“Yeah, no shit. I thought we did well,” I whispered.
“Agreed, dearest of friends, and while I know that Moryana and Tia’tor are amazing warriors, I do not believe we should have lost so much time to them.”
“What are you thinking?” I asked.
“Let us wait until the last group returns, then I will know for sure. There is nothing we can do about it now, unfortunately.”
“Cornalic, you are killing me. What are you thinking?” I asked.
“No one is observing what happens inside the dungeon,” he began.
“Yeah, so they might be fighting fewer golems than us, or have a shorter map, or something,” I replied.
“Aye, dear friend, but I think it is less complicated than that. The groups are supposed to escort the potential queens to the end of the dungeon and return, but the young lady who accompanied Sir Rodin Worred did not look as if she ran a single step when she returned.”
“Fuck,” I said as I covered my face with my hands. “Of course.”
“I believe they are leaving the girls at the entrance and then running the full length of the dungeon without them.”
“Well, damn. I should have thought of that,” I said with a sigh.
“No, dear friend. It was presented to us that we had to escort the lovely lady. We didn’t know we wouldn’t be observed. It could be that our opponents are fighting an easier dungeon than us, but think if we didn’t have to protect Lady Chrysa, that would have helped.”
“Some, but not a ton,” I said with a shrug.
“A good amount, friend Leo. You spent most of the battles holding back so you could protect her and heal us. If you didn’t have to worry about her, you could have brought your blade into play with every battle. I am sure we would have gained at least five minutes.”
As soon as Cornalic finished his sentence, Moryana, her two sister sword dancers, and the girl stepped through the portal. Yenna’s face looked terribly bored as she handed to plate to Sharles.
Cornalic was right.
“Five minutes and fifty-nine seconds!” Sharles shouted, and the crowd went crazy.
Moryana nodded to each of us and then descended the stairs. There was a light sheen of perspiration on her flawless skin, but the woman wasn’t breathing heavy, and neither were her two companions.
“Damn. Last. Been a while since that happened,” I said.
“I am sorry Leo. We tried our best,” Chrysa said.
“Agreed, dear friend. We would do better next time. I am sure of it.”
“The gods care not for games. The gods care about the blood we sacrifice to them.” Bolverk hadn’t said anything the entire time we waited, and his growling words cut through the crowd like the buzz of a chainsaw.
“Citizens of Tylue! It seems that we have a tie! As it stands, Sir Leo Lennox has four points, Tia’tor Barta has four points, and Moryana the sword dancer has four points. All three contestants will proceed to the third challenge.”
The crowd screamed their pleasure, and Sharles waited for a few moments before he lowered his arms to quiet them.
“There is also a tie for the fourth position between Sir Rodin Worred and Lady Cesnie Kayleic! Ties will be decided by the victor of either a game of Castles or a duel! Lady Kayleic, what say you?” Sharles pointed down at the pretty blonde woman from his platform.
“Castles,” she said with a nod.
“Sir Worred, what say you?” Sharles asked as he turned to the knight.
“Duel,” Rodin said as he looked at Cesnie.
“Very well, I will roll the die to determine the outcome.” The portly herald moved to the small table where he rolled for our dungeon order and let the die fall from his hand. His two assistants moved to the table to look over it. I knew the die had each of our colors on one of the six sides instead of numbers. The man picked up the die again, rolled, and then repeated the motion before he addressed the crowd.
“The die has landed on Sir Rodin Worred! We will have a duel!”
The crowd cheered again, and Sharles pointed at Cesnie once more.
“Lady Kayleic, do you wish for magical items, or would you prefer to use the non-magical equipment that we had for the first challenge?”
Cesnie turned her steel-blue eyes to Rodin and studied the man for a few minutes. “I would prefer non-magical equipment,” she said at last.
“I would prefer magical,” Rodin said before Sharles could ask him.
“You know, that is fine. You do not have to roll, Sharles. I can do magical equipment,” Cesnie said, and I saw Rodin’s face pale.
“Then we will clear the arena and let the warriors fight for their right to attend the fourth challenge!”
A crowd of burgundy-clad attendants ran from the sides of the arena and began to tear down the raised platform and archway. We were escorted out of the arena and back up to the observation box at the top of the coliseum where we were first given the amulets.
Cesnie and Rodin were given the amulets that their wards wore through the dungeon crawl, and then they returned to the floor of the arena. The whole ordeal took less than ten minutes, and we found new chairs in the covered area where we could watch the duel.
“Leo!” I heard a cry from down below, and I asked the soldiers guarding the upper area to let Allurie and Chrysa’s handmaidens into the area. There were plenty of seats in the box, and none of the other groups protested me letting my friend inside.
“We will now begin. The first challenger to submit or be knocked unconscious shall be deemed the loser. Lady Cesnie Kayleic, are you ready?” Sharles shouted down below, and the blonde woman raised her rapier.
“Sir Rodin Worred, are you ready?” Sharles shouted, and the knight raised his sword in the air with a grunt.
“Let the duel begin!” the herald shouted, and the two began to circle each other.
My heart slammed into my chest as I watched them step around the arena floor. I didn’t really know who to root for. Rodin had originally come off as an ass during our first meeting, but he seemed nice enough when we met in private. He’d done his part during our first challenge, and I’d won that round because of his help. Then again, Lady Cesnie had thanked me for saving her life and hinted that she thought the knight planned on killing us. Someone was tampering with the contests, but I didn’t know who had the leverage in the palace to do that besides Queen Yrisi and Sharles.
If Cesnie won this, she would probably win the third challenge. I would have to score a second place to beat her in total points, and while I possessed plenty of gamer swagger, I had no idea how good Tia’tor or Moryana were at the game.
Cesnie shuffled forward, and Rodin raised his shield as he stepped to the side. The woman’s rapier bounced off the metal, and Rodin made a horizontal slash with his sword to smack her weapon away. As soon as their blades connected, the knight stepped forward, and he tried to slide his blade around her arm and into her chest.
The blonde tactician expected the attack, and she moved her own shield in the way before Rodin’s blade got close to her. She stepped forward and pushed her shield arm forward. The movement bumped Rodin’s sword away, and Cesnie made a low return slash with her rapier. Rodin’s shield met her blade, and they stepped away from each other so that they could circle again.
The crowd went crazy.
They came together again and exchanged low slashes and quick thrusts. Each of their attacks was expertly executed and I gained tremendous respect for both of them. Cesnie had faster footwork than Rodin, and she seemed to mix more feints in with her attacks, but the knight’s sword movements were much quicker than the tactician’s, and I guessed the battle would have been over much sooner if the blonde woman had not worn a shield into the duel.
They met three more times. It didn’t look like anyone was gaining any leverage over the other, but then Cesnie tripped as she retreated from a flurry of Rodin’s strikes, and the knight pounced on her.
The crowd screamed with the shift in the battle, and Chrysa gasped from her seat next to me. Rodin drove the point of his sword forward to stab the fallen blonde woman, and she didn’t bring her shield up in time to block the attack. The sword passed through her chest, and the crowd gasped.
But then her image shattered into a thousand pieces. As if it was made of glass struck by a crystal spear.
Rodin spun around as Cesnie materialized out of the air behind him. He tried to get his sword up to block her swing, but he was a half an instant too slow, and the pretty woman’s rapier slashed through the armor on his shoulder. I saw the man’s health bar drop down to 90%, and he flinched away with his shield up.
“Shwah!” he shouted as he swung his sword in an arc in front of him. The blade glowed a bright golden light, and an arc of energy sprang from it that looked similar to the magical attack that the four armed golems had used on Cornalic. The ray of slicing energy passed right through the middle of Cesnie, but instead of being cut in half, the woman’s image shattered into a thousand glass fragments again.
“Shwah!” Rodin spun and threw his magical sword attack behind him. He’d guessed correctly, since Cesnie appeared there, but her image just shattered again.
“Shwah!” The knight used his arch attack toward the original position that the blonde tactician occupied, but she feinted and appeared where she stood a half moment ago. Her rapier stabbed the man in the back, and the crowd gasped. Rodin’s health dropped to 80%, and he spun to bat away her narrow blade with his shield.
The knight’s image blurred as he instantly teleported the short distance between his shoulder and Cesnie’s face. The woman’s head snapped back when Rodin’s armored shoulder plowed into her, and the knight swung his sword around to cut her across the stomach as she flew away from him. Her health dropped down to 80% with the two hits, and it was obvious that her nose was all sorts of broken.
“Slow!” Cesnie shouted as she stumbled back, and the charging knight was covered in a violet glow. He was suddenly running as if he was trying to plow through a pool of gelatin and his face betrayed his frustration.
“Pull!” she shouted again over the roar of the crowd, and a red dribble of light shot out of Rodin and flowed into Cesnie’s chest. She was holding her arms up at her sides to receive the energy, and her health jumped up to 90%.
“Shatter!” Cesnie yelled as she pointed her sword at Rodin, and the man’s glowing body exploded into magenta-violet fragments of magic glass. His health dropped down to 50%, and the man’s body was engulfed in flames. He fell back as if someone had hit him in the chest with a sledgehammer, and the knight didn’t move for three solid seconds.
I started to think that Cesnie was going to win this.
But then Rodin flipped to his feet, and his shield started to glow a vermilion color. His health bar rapidly climbed up, and was back to full before Cesnie could close the distance and finish him off.
The woman lunged forward with a thrust of her rapier, and her arm glowed black like the night under a magenta streetlight. Rodin raised his shield to block her attack, but the blade lanced right through the metal and sunk into the man’s chest. His health dropped back down to 80% and he countered her thrust with a mighty swing of his blade. Cesnie moved to block the attack with her shield, but Rodin’s movement had been a clever feint, and he instead thrust forward with his shield. The large slab of metal knocked her rapier aside and smashed into her chest a moment before his blade dug into her stomach.
Cesnie’s health dropped down to 70%, and I wondered if I had been wrong with my earlier prediction.
“Slow!” she shouted at Rodin again, but the man raised his shield, and it glowed with the same purple light that matched the curse she had put on him before.
“Shatter!” she shouted out, and Rodin’s shield exploded with the magenta-purple shards. He spun away as if someone smashed a wrecking ball into his shield, and his health dropped down to 70%. Part of his left arm was also on fire, but the man rolled on the ground to extinguish the flames before he bounced back up to his feet.
Cesnie’s form blurred again, but Rodin crouched down and shouted something I couldn’t make out over the roar of the angry crowd. Four green colored and semi-transparent shields appeared to surround the man, and they blocked the woman’s surprise attack when she appeared behind the knight.
Rodin swung his sword around, but instead of making the woman shatter into pieces, the blade just passed through her like my sword had done when I fought against her. For six-ish seconds, the two just whacked at each other with their blades as quickly as they could. Cesnie’s weapon was met by the green shields which circled around the knight’s body, and Rodin’s sword just passed through the blonde tactician as if she was made of smoke.
The two parted and danced away from each other as the knight’s green shields faded from his body. Rodin shouted and swung his blade again to create the arc of magical energy, but Cesnie’s form shattered again, and the knight dove forward to escape her appearance at his rear.
“Trio!” I heard Cesnie shout, and her armored body blurred as two images stepped out of her. The three women all moved independently of each other and they stalked around Rodin with their swords and shields held exactly as the original woman would have. The crowd went nuts, and Rodin moved backward across the floor of the arena to keep the women from surrounding him.
The Cesnie on the left most side thrust her rapier at the knight while the one on the right made a swing with her blade. Rodin blocked the thrust with his shield, parried the swing with his blade, and then rolled backward when the third image of Cesnie disappeared. The blonde woman appeared in front of the knight just as he came to his feet, and he drove his sword up toward her stomach. The woman blocked, and then all three of the images were striking at the man.
Rodin did his best to defend himself, but he couldn’t keep up with the thin quick swords from all three women. Every six attacks left him open for a cut he couldn’t block, and his health started to trickle down. After fifteen seconds, his life was at 60%, and the three images of the woman all began to blink and fade.
As soon as her images disappeared, Cesnie sprang out of the air with a leaping attack aimed at Rodin’s back. Rodin was getting used to her surprise attacks though, and he was already spinning to drive his sword into the woman. His blade passed through her chest, but she didn’t take any damage, and the image just faded. The audience roared with amazement, and the woman appeared twenty feet away. She waved to the crowd with her sword and then made a small bow. The movement infuriated Rodin, and he blinked across the floor of the arena to slam his sword into her with his charging ability.
Cesnie just exploded into the magenta-purple shards, but this time, the bits of colored glass stuck to the knight’s armor as if they were made of glue.
Or tar.
Rodin didn’t seem to be able to move quickly, and his arms appeared to be stuck to the sides of his armor. He tried to move toward Cesnie, but the magenta bits of glass on him now looked like splatters of paint, and they expanded to cover his legs when he took his first steps toward her.
Rodin let out a shout, and an image of a full plate wearing knight appeared over his head. The icon was glowing a golden color, and the purple paint fell away from him as if it was water. Rodin’s armor, skin, and weapons were also glowing gold, and a sparkle of golden glitter trailed from his body as he ran toward Cesnie.
Her shield met his sword, and I could tell Rodin was swinging with some serious power. Cesnie’s arm was knocked back by his attack, and she stumbled a few steps away from him. Rodin pressed forward and delivered another stab that she almost didn’t block. Then he slammed his sword down again, and the woman brought up her rapier to parry it. Their weapons locked up at the hilt and Rodin head-butted her in the face.
Cesnie collapsed on the ground but turned the movement into a backward roll. Rodin was already hacking at her though, and his blade caught her in the shoulder before she could get away. Her health dropped down to 60% from the cut, and the woman’s blood sprayed across the stone floor of the arena. The crowd let out a collective gasp when they saw her injured, and some of them started booing.
Despite her injury, Cesnie managed to spin to her feet and block the next series of chops from the golden warrior. I could tell the woman was becoming fatigued. Each of her attempts to stop Rodin were getting slower. The glowing knight seemed unstoppable now, and I wondered if he was going to beat the tactician.
Cesnie slashed her sword across the ground, and a purple wall of semi-transparent energy sprang up from the motion. It was about five feet high, but Rodin was smart enough not to plow through it. The knight shifted to the side, but Cesnie moved her sword slightly, and the wall slid across the ground so that it blocked him from moving toward her.
The blonde woman continued to backpedal and put distance between the knight, and Rodin made three more movements attempting to get around the wall. The glowing sheet of purple energy moved with him each time, and the knight’s body told me the story of how frustrated he was.
Then he just ran through it. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one watching who thought the movement would have been disastrous, but nothing appeared to happen when Rodin plowed through the veil. He sprinted toward Cesnie, but it looked as if the gold color of his armor, and the glitter that trailed behind his running form were fading.
Cesnie had managed to run about forty feet away from the knight, and Rodin was sprinting toward her at full speed. He almost made it to her, but then the woman made a twisting motion with her sword, and the purple veil imploded with the sound of thunder clap. It turned into a black hole with purple around its edges, and Rodin was yanked back hard enough to pull his feet from the ground.
He flew through the air as if he was being fired from a slingshot that was wrapped around his waist. He traveled past the black hole to crash into the far wall of the arena a good hundred and twenty feet away. The knight slammed the wall hard enough to bounce off the stone, and the crowd gasped with surprise. Then the black hole magic faded.
His health was now at 30%, and I caught a flash of Cesnie’s body dash across the arena floor like a green and purple laser beam. Rodin had dropped his sword when he slammed into the wall, and he was crawling across the floor to where it lay.
But Cesnie was already there. The blonde woman set her boot on the blade as soon as Rodin wrapped his hand around the pommel. She pointed the tip of her rapier down at the man, and I saw her mouth move with words I couldn’t hear over the screaming crowd. Rodin’s shoulders dropped, and then the man raised his sword hand into the air as he shook his head.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic has won the duel, and will proceed to tomorrow’s third challenge!” Sharles shouted.
I realized I was holding my breath, and I let it out with a long release. It had been one hell of a battle, and part of me was glad that the woman won. She’d performed amazingly well against the knight, and I’d been at the edge of my seat for the entire match.
The other part of me realized that her victory was bad news. She would be almost impossible to beat at Castles, and I guessed she would get the four points from the next challenge. It would mean that I would have to get a third place to tie her going into the fourth challenge, or I had to get second place to beat her by one point.
Tomorrow would be a difficult day indeed.








Chapter 26
“How did the challenge go?” Ky asked as he helped me step from the VRIU.
The group in Ohlavar Quest had returned to our rooms after the match and talked for a few hours about what we had done wrong during the challenge. Then I decided to log out for a couple of hours, talk to my parents, and then log back in so I could try to practice more of the Castles game.
“Not that great,” I admitted. “I got last place because of a mistake I made during the planning.”
“Aww that sounds unlike the champ,” Ky said as he grabbed the headset from my fingers.
“Ha, what a lot of people don’t realize is that Jax and Garf did most of the heavy lifting from our build and strategy sessions. Those two guys are actual geniuses. I was always able to just execute our plan the best, so I always ended up beating them whenever we dueled in Astafar Unlimited.”
“Oh, really? I didn’t know,” Ky said. “I’ve watched all your matches. Of course, everyone has. I didn’t realize that about them.”
“Jax would have been a huge help in this last event. I was playing within the rules of the challenge. He would have spotted the loophole like the other teams did. Ahh well, I’m still doing fine. I just need to try to place well tomorrow during the Castles event.”
“Oh, yeah. That is a fun little mini-game the AI thought of. We used to play it at lunch all the time,” Ky said as he started to stir the VRIU juice with his paddle.
“Play at lunch?” I paused my motion of putting on the gray robe.
“Yeah,” Ky said as he turned to look at me.
“I have to play it tomorrow to win at this challenge. How did you ‘play it at lunch?’” I asked.
Ky’s head tilted, and a slow smile crept across his face. The man looked towards the observation room, and then he stepped closer to me. “You can access the game through the terminal in your room,” he whispered. “There is even a tutorial and demo mode so you can make the system play with a specific build.”
“Nice, damn. I wish I had known this earlier,” I whispered.
“Ehh, didn’t hear it from me.” The man winked and then stepped back to the VRIU.
“Jennifer?” I called out to the speakers.
“Yes, Leo?” the woman answered
“I am going to take a lunch break,” I said as I stepped from the alcove and turned off the privacy tint to the observation glass. “I might not come back, or I might. I haven’t decided yet. If you guys want to take a break for a few hours that would be cool with me, but can you be ready to go if I want to jump back in?”
“Yes, Leo. I have a ton of work I can do from here. I’ll be here all day anyway.”
“I’m gonna go help out with a few more units. Jennifer can page me if you want to log in again and I can get here in five minutes,” Ky said.
“Great. If I don’t come back tonight, let’s meet at the usual time tomorrow morning.”
They both agreed, and I bid them goodbye before I walked into my room.
My shower was quick, and I threw my clothes on before darting out of my room. The schedule on my parent’s treatment plan said that they were both going to be having lunch in the cafeteria in a few minutes, and I wanted to eat with them.
I had arrived at the restaurant before them, but I only needed to wait for a few minutes. They were each accompanied by their own hospital staff member, and their eyes lit up when they saw me.
“Leo!” my mom said as she gave me a hug. “What a nice surprise! I thought you were busy working?”
“I decided to take lunch off. I needed a bit of a break,” I said as I hugged my dad.
“Something wrong?” he asked as he studied my face.
“Ehh, not really. Just got my ass kicked today in the game. Can we have lunch together?” I asked my parents, but I turned my eyes to the two white dressed aides that had accompanied them.
“Of course, Mr. Lennox,” one of them said.
“Great,” I turned to the eating area of the restaurant, and we found a table where we could sit.
“If you would prefer, we can leave you three alone,” the other aide said as we sat down.”
“That would be great,” I said as I nodded at them.
“We’ll sit right over here,” the first man said as he gestured to a table about twenty feet away. “We haven’t eaten either. If you don’t mind, we’ll take our lunch break as well.”
“That is fine. Thank you,” I said as they turned to walk to their table.
The waitress came to take our drink orders, and I felt a little surge of joy when my mom ordered her ice tea with lemon and lime. It was a drink she had always enjoyed when I was growing up, but she hadn’t asked for it since the disease started to take hold of her mind.
“How did you get your ass kicked?” My dad asked as he opened his menu.
“We had this challenge to do. It was a dungeon run against four other teams. The rules said that I needed to escort an NPC through and return with an icon from the end. I think the teams that beat me just left the NPC they were supposed to escort at the start of the dungeon. I should have--”
“Didn’t they get caught?” my mom asked with a gasp. “Seems like they cheated.”
“Naw. There wasn’t any way of seeing what was happening inside the dungeon when each team ran it.”
“That is too bad, Leo. What abilities were you running?” my dad asked.
“Oh, I’m doing a healer-protector set up,” I said.
“So, Guardian of Fortune with some heals?” he asked.
“Uh, yeah. I’ve got Spirit of Stone and a few others as well. I’m surprised you know about them.”
“We’ve been having a great time in Ohlavar Quest,” my mom said. “We really look forward to it every day. Your father and I even went on a dungeon adventure a few days ago.”
“You did?” I asked with a touch of disbelief.
“Sure did. I’m using some healing magic. Saving up to get Guardian of Fortune. Right now, I just have Breath of Life, and Saving Grace,” he said.
“I’ve never heard of the second ability,” I said.
“It lets the next attack against the target have a high chance of missing. It is kind of like Guardian of Fortune, but for only one attack, and you can only use it on the same target once every thirty seconds. It helped a little during our last run. I also use a crossbow to help with damage.”
“I have a shield and spear! I get right up in there and stab the monsters with it!” My mom laughed. “It is a great game, Leo.”
“I didn’t know you were both doing dungeon stuff. You just started playing a few days ago,” I said as I looked at the staff members sitting at the table twenty feet from us. The pair of men didn’t look at me, so I guessed that they weren’t paying attention to our conversation.
“Ahh yeah. After we got used to it, the game was easy to learn. It’s like real life, only so much more exciting and colorful,” my mother said.
“Did you both get into a party or something?” I asked.
“Just the two of us. We’ve been exploring one of the starter villages, and the NPCs there needed help with a cave of goblins. They lent us some weapons, and we tried for it. The spear and shield were easy enough to use.”
“You always were tough, honey.” My dad laughed, and he reached over to squeeze her arm.
“I gotta defend my man from those goblins! Ha!” She smiled and shook her head.
The waitress came to take our order. When she left, my dad leaned over the table.
“We saw a map in one of the village trading shops. What continent are you on?” he asked.
“I’m on Rinniji. Where are you?”
“Huh, I didn’t see that on the map, or I don’t recall the name. We are on an island named Portan. It is kind of tropical feeling. Lots of palm trees and white beaches,” my dad said.
“Hmm,” I said as I turned to my mom. “I watched your first session. Weren’t you in a grove of trees that looked like oaks?”
“Oh yes, that was where I first logged in, but then they said they wanted me to go to a different area so I could be by your father,” she explained.
“Who said?” I asked.
“Dr. Pinntay and Dr. Drottar,” my mom said. “They said it would be good for both of us to do activities together. Kind of like starting a new life.” My parents turned to each other and shared a smile that threatened to make my heart melt.
“Ahh, well. I guess that is cool. I’m a bit worried about you two fighting monsters.”
“It’s a hell of a lot of fun, Leo,” my dad said. “You know I was more into those sports games when I was growing up, and I never really got into all the fantasy stuff you, Jax, and Garf loved, but now I can see the appeal. Getting new quests, and gear, and skills. Woowee! It’s a lot of fun. I can’t wait to log back in.”
“How many hours are they letting you play?” I asked.
“Only an hour or so a day. There is a clock at the top that counts down. As soon as it is up, we are supposed to log out. I can see how someone could become addicted to playing. You look terrific Leo. I think your muscles are the biggest I’ve ever seen them.” My mom pointed to my bicep, and I looked down at her finger. I could normally see the Cephalic vein that ran from the front of my shoulder down my bicep. But the muscle there did look larger than I recalled, and I saw way more veins than I remembered. It looked like I had been using steroids.
“You must be working out a bunch. I’m glad you aren’t playing too much,” my dad said.
“Yeah. I’ve been making gains.” I smiled at them. “You have a clock on the top of your UI? How long has it been there?” I asked.
“Since we started logging in,” My dad shrugged.
“Ahh. They said they added mine a few days ago. I forgot to turn it on during the last session. I think we are using different clients to log into the game,” I said.
“What is a ‘client’?” my mom asked.
“It is the software that accesses the game server. Just a nerd way of saying game,” I said to her with a smile.
The food came, and we enjoyed our first half dozen bites in silence. My dad had gotten a hamburger. My mother a soup and half sandwich, and I’d ordered my usual sushi platter with the miso soup. My parents kept exchanging adoring looks with each other, and I felt like my heart was about to burst.
“You both seem to be happy. It makes me happy,” I said as I cleared my throat and tried to blink away the start of some tears.
“We are,” my mom said as she reached across the table to grasp my hand. “I feel almost like I’m a teenager again. I can remember my whole life, and I feel like I have all this energy. Playing the game with your father does seem like a second chance for us to be together.”
“We’ve been hard on you--” my dad started to say, but I interrupted him.
“No, you haven’t.”
“Yes, we have. I don’t remember much of the last ten years or so, but I know you worked your ass off to take care of us. It isn’t supposed to be that way, Leo. Parents take care of their kids, not the other way around.”
“That is how it is supposed to be. I had the money. I love you both. You aren’t a burden,” I said, and even though I didn’t want it to happen, I felt a tear slide down my right cheek.
“We know you quit playing Astafar Unlimited to bring us here,” my mom said. “That must have been quite a sacrifice. We really appreciate it.”
“It wasn’t that hard. I was tired of the limelight, and Sal--” I stopped in mid-sentence. I hadn’t told my parents about Sal since they first met the man when their condition was starting to worsen. I didn’t know if they would remember him, but I also didn’t feel like talking about his death or the attempts on our lives.
“You have done a good thing, Leo. We like it here. We are getting better. Zarra is lovely, we’d like to have dinner with her a few more times if you wouldn’t mind us getting to know her better,” my mom said.
“Yeah. I would like that. I think she would too.” I picked up my last piece of sushi with my chopsticks and ate it before I drank my soup. My parents seemed to have an improved appetite, and they had both finished their meals before me.
“I think you both have some music time in the common area. I have to get back to work,” I said as we stood.
“Can you surprise us at lunch again? Or breakfast, or dinner,” my dad said with a laugh. “Heck, I’m hoping we can end up playing Ohlavar Quest together. Maybe you can teach your old man a few things.” My dad made some shadow boxing movements, and I laughed.
“Sure. I think you both might be on the other side of the world, but I’ll make it over there soon. My work is probably going to take me everywhere.”
“Great, we look forward to it. Bye honey,” my mom said before she kissed me on the cheek. We separated, and I watched them walk toward the common room before I turned and headed for the hallway that would take me to my suite.
As soon as I made it back to my room, I fired up the Castles game at the terminal on my desk. The system had a brief tutorial that covered everything Cesnie already taught me, and then there were a few different difficulty levels I could set the AI at to play against. There was also a matching system that I could use to play against other Arnacript employees, but no one else was querying, so I just had to settle for the computer.
I beat the computer on the easy setting a few times, and then moved it up to the medium setting. This was somewhat more challenging than the easy mode, but I still managed to win three in a row without much mental energy. I was definitely getting better, and I was learning more about how the game was played.
The main idea seemed to be the management of the “support” golem pieces. The pieces were needed to capture the castles in the game, but they were also useful as part of an offensive strategy. There was a balance to them, though. I made the mistake of putting too many on the board at once which hurt my short term offensive capabilities.
With that in mind, there seemed to be three different strategies: First was to limit the number of support golems I played to the bare minimum. This meant I could put up a quick offensive and move to take the opponent's castles with a blitzkrieg type strategy. The issue with this was that if I couldn’t take a castle as quick as I needed to, I risked losing all my forces and having my pieces reset on my side of the map.
The second was the inverse to this blitzkrieg idea. It was putting a bunch of support golems into play with an idea of outlasting the opposition. The issue with this one was that it didn’t truly put out enough damage to take care of any opponent who might have had more than a few support golems in play.
The third strategy was a balanced mix of both offensive and support.
I also realized that there were subgroups of those three core strategies depending on the mix of melee or missile golems. If I went with a “Blitzkrieg” strategy, I could play only melee, or only missile, or a mix of both. Same with the defensive or balanced type strategies.
I started messing around with a few different theories and tried to lose my next few games. I had a good guess as to how the different builds would fare against each other, but the next games proved my hypothesis. Blitzkrieg would beat Balanced, Defensive would beat Blitzkrieg, and Balanced would beat Defensive. The selection of the golems within those strategies would matter significantly, so I switched the game mode to hard and started running through the three builds using a different mix of either melee or missile golems.
About an hour into it I discovered that a Blitzkrieg strategy with only missile golems as the offensive line was very powerful. I couldn’t move as fast as the melee golems, but I could focus fire down the opponent’s golems easily. It was simple to take out the support golems also, and I started quickly winning every match.
“Hmm,” I looked at the clock and saw that it was almost six in the evening.
I had completely lost track of time, and I wondered if Jennifer and Ky were in the VRIU room waiting for me. I walked over to the door, opened it, and poked my head inside. I saw Jennifer in the glass room but didn’t see any sign of Ky.
“Hey, I’m going to call it a night. I don’t think I’ll log in. Cool?”
“Oh, Leo!” The woman jumped in her chair, and she ran her hands across the keyboard. I couldn’t see what she was working on, and I wondered if she had actually been watching porn or something. She didn’t seem the type, but her face was all sorts of red. “That’s okay. I still have more work to do. Tomorrow morning?” she asked.
“Yeah. I’ll see you then. Don’t stay up too late working.” I smirked at her and then leaned back into my room before I closed the door.
Then I went back to my desk and sat down in front of my terminal.
The problem with “overpowered” builds which first seemed unbeatable was that they almost never were. It was more of a case of players not being able to figure out how to counter it.
Castles seemed to be a well-respected mini game in Ohlavar Quest. It could just be that the NPCs were just spitting out the verbal script the AI was feeding them, and this game could be beaten by any player smart enough to run an only missile Blitzkrieg build, but I really doubted it. There had to be a way to beat me, and until I could figure it out, I wasn’t going to feel comfortable running it tomorrow. Yeah, I might be able to beat the simulation in my room on hard mode with the build, but I doubted that Cesnie Kayleic would lose to someone who figured this out in a few hours. No, there had to be a way to beat it with a specific build or strategy. Then there would be a way to beat that build, and then that build. The truly great games had meta-strategies that peeled back like layers of an onion, and I could look at someone’s skill selection in Astafar Unlimited and instantly know what I needed to run to beat them.
A few hours of testing later, and I had found my counter.
It was a melee Blitzkrieg build, but the play style was totally unique. Instead of making the obvious choice of running to capture the castles first, I needed to go after my opponent’s pieces first, and use a careful flanking strategy to move around the sides of the hexagon grid. I felt my understanding of the game grow significantly, and then I went about trying to figure out how I could prevent the melee Blitzkrieg from beating my missile Blitzkrieg by using better positioning.
I soon had peeled back the counter to the melee Blitzkrieg, and then the counter to that counter, and then the counter builds to that counter. I looked at the clock in my room and realized that “soon” was not the correct word. It was now one o’clock in the morning, and I’d completely lost track of time. I had missed dinner, but I didn’t feel hungry, and I thought it would be more important to get some sleep instead of eat.
I brushed my teeth and thought about the day tomorrow. I did feel like I knew much more about Castles than I did before my study today, but would it be enough? I had focused most of my time on the Blitzkrieg style builds. I really needed to spend equal time on the Defensive and Balanced styles, but I just didn’t have enough time. Even if I had known that the game was on my terminal before, I would have only been able to squeeze a few extra hours in during the last few days. Would it have been enough to make a difference? Would I be able to handle myself against Tia’tor or Moryana tomorrow?
Would I be able to beat Cesnie?
I walked to my bed and flopped down on the sheets, and then I double checked that my alarm was on and crawled under the covers. I thought about my mess up today, I thought about what tomorrow would bring, and I thought about what Chrysa offered me. I tried to push the thoughts of the beautiful woman out of my head, but it was difficult. Her offer seemed so sincere, and I wondered again at the complexity of the NPCs Ohlavar had created. The scenario also made me wonder about the variety of choices that players could make in this game. Even if I hadn’t been on the quest, the idea of becoming a king, or a well taken care of nobleman, didn’t sound very appealing. If I weren’t on my quest, I would have logged into Ohlavar Quest to do dungeon explorations and gather vast amounts of loot, but I was sure there were plenty of players who would have jumped at Chrysa’s marriage proposal. What would their game life be like? Would it get boring? What would happen if they had kids?
I had more questions than answers with the direction of Zarra’s game, and sleep was not easy to find.








Chapter 27
“For the first round of Castles, the die have called upon… Sir Leo Lennox and… Tia’tor Barta!” Sharles yelled over the crowd after he had rolled his die for the second time.
I sighed with a breath of relief and nodded at the massive minotaur man. Then we both walked down to the floor of the coliseum together while the crowd cheered. I could have sworn I heard Allurie’s voice cut through the roar, and it made me chuckle a little.
New Quest: Finish first or second in the Castles challenge.
Tia’tor was my preferred matchup for the first round. The man could have been a skilled Castles player, but I doubted he was as skilled as Moryana, and there was no way he was as good as Cesnie. I wasn’t just thinking that way because the man was a minotaur, of course. My judgment was based on some intel Cornalic picked up by walking around the palace and buying some of the Grytar staff drinks. Apparently, the minotaur’s deal had been to win, or place high in the first and second challenges, and then do his best in the castles event. It was possible that the bull-headed man wouldn’t even care about beating me in this round.
Or, it was possible the information Cornalic picked up had been planted, and Tia’tor was an amazing Castles player.
“Four castles are to be placed!” Sharles called from above, and we both nodded up in his direction.
We began to make our castles selection, and I decide that I was going to go with one of my Blitzkrieg strategies. They might not be the best against my opponent, but they were the ones I had dissected the most, spent the most time playing. And I felt like I knew their weaknesses best.
We ended up placing our castles right in the middle of the map, and the crowd started mutter excitedly. It was apparent both of us were going to go with an offensive strategy, and I watched the minotaur place a melee golem on the board.
I placed a support.
He placed a support.
I placed another support.
He placed a missile.
I placed a support.
He placed a melee.
I placed my fourth and final support.
He placed a support.
Then I began to place my missile, and it became apparent to me that he was going to play a balanced build with an even split of everything. The crowd started shouting when I placed my tenth missile golem, and they were collectively laughing when I placed my last missile golem.
“You have picked an odd combination,” Tia’tor rumbled. The intonation of his voice and the laughter of the crowd was starting to make me feel slightly nervous, but I managed to keep the emotions off my face.
Maybe I had made a mistake.
The match started, and Tia’tor moved his line of melee golems forward to the castles. I made the same movement with all my golems and let my support lead the way since they could move two spaces to my missile’s single space.
Tia’tor’s melee golems made it to the center castles first. He was keeping his own support golems behind his missile golems, so there would still be a few rounds before his entire group reached the center.
Meanwhile, my own four support golems ran like lemmings toward the castles.
If my support golems made it to the castle, they could occupy them, and Tia’tor didn’t want that. He moved half of his melee group to intercept my support golems, and he positioned them as a wall that my golems would have to move around or through to get to the castles.
I retreated with my support golems, and the crowd started to laugh louder. My missile golems were still moving up, but it would be two more turns before they would be able to fire on the golems Tia’tor had chasing my support.
“Hmmm,” the man grunted as he studied the board. My strategy had little subterfuge, so I guessed he must have realized what was going on. If he did chase after my support, he would be running within attack range of my missile golems. If he let my support escape, he would have lost an opportunity to take them out. We only have half a minute to make a decision on each of our turns. The other issue he had was that while his melee could move three spaces, they couldn’t do that and attack, and my support could move two spaces. He would end up being within the range of my missile golems by the time he was able to attack them, so a decision to follow meant he would be sacrificing his melee’s until he could re-spawn them.
Tia’tor shrugged and sent his melee after my support.
It took them a few turns to catch up, and the distance closed between his melee golems and my missile ones.
Then the battle started.
My missile golems made their targeted attacks and busted down his melee. He got a hit off on one of my support pieces, but it would take two hits to eliminate a golem, and Tia’tor foolishly split his attacks between two of my support golems before my missile took them out. I had thought I would lose all of my support pieces and be forced to wait to re-spawn them, but I was left with all four still, and my missile group was fast approaching the center of the map.
Tia’tor’s bull face betrayed a bit of his frustration, and he sent another wave of melee to intercept my support golems. My missile attacks ate these up, and I moved my entire group into the center of the map to take the castles. A few of his missile attackers tried to mount a last offense, but my targeted burst strategy took them down quickly.
The crowd stopped laughing.
“Leo Lennox has won the first round of Castles against Tia’tor Barta!” Sharles shouted. The crowd cheered hesitantly, and I raised my hand toward them.
“Excellent performance, you are more intelligent than you look,” the minotaur man said to me.
“Thanks,” I said with a laugh. Then we both exited the arena and walked back up the stairs to the box where the rest of the challengers were seated with their hosting families.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic and Moryana, the sword dancer!” Sharles called out as Tia’tor, and I reached the private box at the top of the stadium.
“Interesting strategy, Leo Lennox,” the obsidian-haired sword dancer said as she walked past me.
“Agreed. I’m looking forward to the next round.” Cesnie’s steel-blue eyes met mine as she followed the other woman down the stairs.
“Leo, you were--”
“Wonderful!” Allurie interrupted Chrysa and threw her arms around me. “You are so smart! You got him all confused. I wasn’t fooled when you made your golems run away. You are so smart, and handsome, and dashing, and I love you!” Allurie’s words gushed out of her mouth like a waterfall, and I had to peel her off me again.
I would have thought that my elf friend’s display of affection would have made Chrysa a bit jealous, but the beautiful noblewoman just covered her mouth as she giggled.
“The two of you make me laugh so much. Allurie, would you want to stay in the castle here with Leo and me?” she asked the silver-haired elf.
“Of course! Anywhere Leo goes, I go.” She hugged my arm, and I managed to wiggle out of her grip after a few moments.
“Dear friend, this means you have won second place. If Moryana loses to Cesnie, you will have won the most points during the first three rounds, even if the latter woman beats you,” Cornalic said.
“Yeah. I’m feeling pretty good about it.”
“What if Moryana wins?” Chrysa asked.
“Then whoever wins the match between us will have the most points,” I explained, “but I thought that Cesnie was supposed to be the champion of this game?”
“Yes, but no one knows how skilled Moryana is. If she beats Cesnie, we might be in trouble,” the beautiful woman mused.
“Well, we are going to find out in fifteen minutes,” I said, and we all turned our attention to the arena below.
“Three castles!” Sharles yelled as soon as the women had taken their positions next to each other by the hexagon spaced map.
Cesnie placed her castle near her own border, and Moryana did the same, then Cesnie placed the next one near her own border. It meant she was going to be starting with a bit of an advantage, but it also means that Moryana would go first.
They began to select their golems, and it was apparent that Cesnie was going to run a defensive build, while Moryana was running a more balanced build. The battle started after the blonde woman picked her last piece, and the sword dancer made her first move.
Moryana made a rush to the other side of the board with her melee and support squad. Cesnie countered by moving her golems to take the castle furthest from her starting position. They clashed against that castle with the majority of their forces.
The battle was frantic, not because of its pace, but because I could see that each woman was attempting to outmaneuver each other around the prize by using a multitude of strategies. Cesnie seemed to have the better position around the third castle, and I guessed she would eventually defeat the dark-haired woman, but then Moryana split off a trio of golems that made a run at the blonde woman’s unprotected castle.
The crowd gasped as Cesnie had to adjust her defense. I thought she would have sent golems to chase after Moryana’s strike team, but she instead sent half of her forces to take Moryana’s unprotected castle. Both women ended up taking each other’s position but continued to fight over the third castle. For a few minutes, it became difficult to see who was going to win. Cesnie had fewer golems on the map by the contested castle, but she controlled a lot more support units than Moryana.
Then the tide turned, and Cesnie topped over Moryana’s offense and took the third castle. Cesnie now had two locations captured, and each woman began to re-spawn their fallen golems. Cesnie’s strategy became apparent to me now. Moryana had only sent three units to take the castle nearest the blonde woman’s re-spawn point, but Cesnie controlled eight golems at the one on Moryana’s side. The sword dancer couldn’t get back the castle closest to her by the time Cesnie had defeated Moryana’s trio.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic has won against Moryana the sword dancer!” Sharles shouted as soon as the match ended, and the crowd went crazy.
The blonde tactician and obsidian-haired sword dancer exchanged a few words I couldn’t hear over the distance and sound of the crowd, and then Cesnie turned to look up at the box. She pointed an armored finger at me, and then gestured for me to come down the stairs.
“Good luck, Leo. Thank you again,” Chrysa said as she squeezed my hand.
“You’ll beat her, Leo. You are so handsome!” Allurie said as she hugged me.
“Dear friend, I believe you’ll be victorious. Your earlier match was excellent. I believe in you.” Cornalic put his hand on my shoulder.
“Thanks, guys,” I said as I smiled at them. Bolverk had his eyes closed and was sitting cross-legged on the chair. The man didn’t look at me, so I guessed that he was busy thinking about his harem, and I began my walk down to the floor of the coliseum.
In reality, the match between the tactician and I might not matter much. If I lost, I would still have more points than her going into the fourth and fifth challenges. But then again, the margin would be close, and there could be a chance that Queen Yrisi could get the most votes and end up winning.
If I beat Cesnie now, I would finish with eight points. Team Sanduport would have a total of three, and my friend would become the new queen.
I reached the Castles area and took my place next to Cesnie. The woman gave me a smile, and we both gestured that we were ready.
“Five Castles will be placed! Lady Cesnie Kayleic will have first placement!”
The woman put the first castle on her side in the middle of the map, and I placed mine to mirror hers. Then she placed one of hers near the corner where the centerline was, and I matched her. She had the last pick, and she set the fifth castle as close as she was allowed to her re-spawn point.
Next, we chose our golems. I picked a missile first, and she picked support.
I picked another missile, and she picked another support.
I picked another missile, and she picked a melee.
I picked another missile, and the crowd started to mutter with disbelief.
“Leo, you do know you will need support to take the castles, don’t you?” the blonde woman raised an eyebrow to me and picked a melee.
“Sure,” I said as I gave her a smile and picked another missile. “I can always place support when my missile golems die.”
“You’ll lose rounds then. It is not a good strategy. Ahh well,” she said with a shrug.
We continued our selection, and I finished by picking twenty missile golems, and not a single melee or support.
“Are you throwing this match?” she asked with confusion.
“I hope not,” I said with a laugh, but the rest of the crowd seemed to agree with Cesnie, and a few angry boos were being shouted.
The match started, and I began to move my slow missile golems toward the centerline. Cesnie was running a balanced build with eight support, four missile, and eight more melee. She sent all of her melee to the front, and then a single support to each of the castles on her side of the map while the others charged behind the melee. I guessed her strategy would be to take all of the castles before my slow moving missile golems could make it there.
Unfortunately for her, I’d done the math and played this scenario a few dozen times last night. I knew from counting the spaces that she would be able to capture all but one of the castles, and it was all the time I needed.
She took the castle closest to her, the next one, and then the third. I was still only halfway through my side of the map before she took the fourth. The woman must have realized that I could defend anyone from getting into the last castle since she sent most of her forces there, but it didn’t matter what she did. I was still three paces away from the last castle on my side, and I destroyed the first support golem she sent. Then I took out her next one with two of my missile golems.
Cesnie made a bull rush toward me with her melee, but my group of slow moving missile golems were all there, and I destroyed them before she could reach me.
Then I moved to the next farthest castle and took out the support she had there.
A dead silence descended across the arena, and I moved my golems to take out the next castle. Cesnie’s missile golems got within range, but she must have realized that killing one of my golems would have given me the chance to just re-spawn a support golem. I killed them, and then I moved to clean out the next group of castles.
A few minutes later I’d killed all of Cesnie’s golems, and my entire force of missile golems was sitting at the end of her map. Whenever she used her turn to spawn a golem, I just killed it during my next. There was nothing she could do, and the woman shook her head.
“We have a draw it seems,” she said.
“I don’t think so. I might not have captured a castle, but I own the map. If you kill any of my golems, I’ll just create a support one and take a castle. The thing is, you can’t kill any of my golems unless I let you. So I control everything.” I yelled my words loud enough for the entire coliseum to hear.
“The rules of the game state that if no player has captured a castle--”
“I can do this all day,” I said as I pointed at the game board. “You’ll bring out a golem, and I’ll kill it. You aren’t playing anymore. I’ve beaten you.”
“No, Leo, that isn’t how--”
“The council has decided!” Sharles’ voice came across the arena and cut off the blonde woman. “Sir Lennox has beaten Lady Kayleic and will be awarded four points. This brings his total to eight, and he is the overall winner of the first three challenges!”
Quest completed. You have been awarded 10 attribute points. You have 14 unspent attribute points.
“I guess that settles the matter then,” Cesnie sighed and looked at me. “I don’t agree with the council, but I will admit there is little I can do on the board. The official rules don’t say you won, but you have. Well done, Leo.”
“Thank you,” I said as I bowed to the woman.
“How did you learn that strategy? I have played thousands of games, and have never seen anything like it. I’m sure it will change how we all play Castles moving forward.”
“I play a lot of games.” I smiled at her and shrugged.
“You’ll have to tell me more about that later. Perhaps over dinner?” She raised an eyebrow. “They are having the rest of the challenges after this match, so the queen will be selected, and then we can put this contest behind us and speak of other interesting things.”
“I would like that, but let’s see how the contest progresses. I might have other commitments. If not tonight, then tomorrow,” I said as I thought about the dinner I might have promised Moryana.
“That is fair.”
Sharles had announced Tia’tor and Moryana, and the two warriors descended the stairs of the arena to battle over the third position. I walked back up the stairs with Cesnie, and we gave each other a nod before we parted to sit with our teams.
Before I could reach my seat, Chrysa threw her arms around me.
“You won! By the Light! You won! Leo, do you know what this means?” she asked.
“You are probably going to get chosen,” I said as I returned her hug.
“Yes! Yes! Leo, you are amazing!”
“I told you so! He is!” Allurie clapped from her seat next to us.
Cornalic also clapped his meaty hands, and the man winked one of his yellow eyes at me.
We sat to watch the match between Moryana and Tia’tor. Moryana made short work of the minotaur using a strategy that was similar to my missile Blitzkrieg one. The crowd cheered after she had beaten him, and then Sharles congratulated the sword dancer.
“Citizens, the tallies for the first three challenges have all been added. The champions have finished their commitments to their causes. Now the council and the chosen contestants will adjourn to separate rooms so that they may vote,” Sharles’ voice boomed across the arena, and the gathered crowd clapped.
The challengers, council, contestants, and their supporting families all rose from their seats. A ring of guards circled us, and the group moved down the rear stairs of the box and into the hallways leading under the walls of the palace.
There were about sixty guards around us, but as we walked through the emberbrand lit tunnel, I realized everyone that had any sort of power in the entire country was right here, in the forty foot wide corridor, with no way of escaping.
“Sir Lennox! Might I speak with you a moment!” Rodin was in the front of the group, and the man raised his hand to shout over everyone’s head.
It must have been the signal for the guards to attack because nearly all of them pulled out their swords.
Then the hallway erupted into a screaming chaos of steel, magic, and death.








Chapter 28
New Quest: Prevent the assassins from murdering Chrysa.
New Quest: Apprehend or kill Sir Rodin Worred.
“Guard Chrysa!” I yelled to my friends as I ripped my longsword out of my sheath with my right hand and pushed her against the wall behind me.
She let out a shout of surprise when I forced her back, but my movement was just in time. The guards around my small group hadn’t pulled their swords first, so I guessed that they weren’t part of the conspiracy, but practically the entire group around Cesnie had drawn blades, and the eight armored traitors turned to attack the Queen, Cesnie, and her two party members. Yrisi was carrying her baby in her arms, and the woman attempted to shield the child from the attacking men. Cesnie managed to pull her own sword out in time to block an attack aimed at the Queen’s head, but another assassin stepped to the blonde tactician's back and punched his sword into her.
I saw his blade pass through, but her health didn’t go down, and her image shattered into a bunch of purple glass. It was the last piece of attention I could spare them though. A wave of traitors had slammed into the four guards that I guessed were loyal to the kingdom, and I stepped forward to assist them.
My longsword cut into one of the assassin’s arms near the shoulder, and the man shouted as his skin turned white with the chill effect. The guard nearest to me was a halfway decent swordsman, and he punched the tip of his blade through the chilled attacker. I risked a glance to my left and saw both Bolverk and Cornalic battling against four attackers.
I also saw Tia’tor and Moryana fighting against at least eight assassins each while their teammates protected the rest of the families of the girls against another eight assassins. I winced as Tia’tor took a massive cut in his leg. It looked as if it should have chopped the limb off, but the leg stayed on, and the man brought down his axe to cleave the heads off two of the assassins.
But then two more took their place.
It actually looked like the four men standing next to us were the only non-traitors. The rest of the entire group of guards were all attacking the challengers, and I dodged a sword strike from one who sprinted over from Cesnie’s group.
Then a crossbow bolt slammed through the man’s helmet and into his skull.
I jumped up next to the defending guards and stabbed my longsword through his stomach as another bolt passed an inch or so from my face and took the man right between the eyes.
“Thanks, but watch it!” I yelled back to Allurie. The silver-haired elf was standing in front of the crouching Chrysa and loading another bolt into her crossbow. I hadn’t seen the weapon on her when she sat in the stands earlier, but then I spotted the Medium Bag of Holding tied to the belt she wore on her yellow dress.
“Sorry, Leo! Could you please duck?” she asked with wide eyes, and I threw my body to the ground half a second before the bolt passed over my head. I heard someone scream behind me, and I spun to my feet with a swing that disemboweled the man Allurie had just tagged in the chest with her projectile.
A salvo of lightning magic flew across the hallway from someone in Rodin’s group, and then a return blast of fire erupted from where Moryana’s group fought. Ice, acid and other magical effects began to fly through the chaotic melee, and I used Minor Heal on Bolverk and Cornalic to heal the damage.
“Leo!” Cornalic shouted, and I guessed his intentions.
“Do it!” I shouted in return as I blocked the sword strikes from two men that had just finished killing one of the council members. There were other burgundy-robed men and women lying dead on the floor, and I saw Sharles on the far end of the hallway. The man held his hand over a gash across his large stomach, and he was trying to back crawl away from an assassin.
“Get Sharles!” I yelled as I used a Minor Heal and Spirit of Stone on the large man. The protection ability landed on him just in time, and the sword strike from the assassin just bounced off.
I saw Cornalic’s image shift out of the corner of my eye, and the mirror image of the half-orc began to race across the hallway toward the glowing herald. Six assassins were fighting Tia’tor between Sharles and us, and the half-orc whipped his twin blades around as he passed through each of them. The assassins screamed as their bodies were sliced in half a dozen places, and a rain of blood filled the air.
I turned to my right and used a Minor Heal on Cesnie. The woman was at 50% health, and I used Guardian of Fortune to enchant her. She was fencing with three assassins, and her party member with the spear and shield was fending off two assassins while he blocked the blonde queen. The other man in Cesnie’s party lay dead on the floor.
The four guards standing with me had killed the last of the assassins that attacked them directly, but Bolverk was still swinging his pair of axes against one of the traitor guards. The assassin suffered from multiple cuts across his armor, and his health was at 50%.
“Fight on brothers!” I heard Rodin’s voice echo across the ceiling of the tunnel and every single assassin fucker started to glow with a teal light. Bolverk’s opponent’s health bar jumped up 20%, and then it started to make small ticks upward of about 5% every second.
A quick glance around showed me that about fifteen of the sixty or so assassins were dead, but Cesnie and Tia’tor’s party had each lost one man, and it looked like most of the Sanduport council was dead. There was just Sharles, an older woman, and a man who looked to be in his thirties. Cornalic had made it to the trio, and he was mercilessly butchering any of the assassins that got near him.
One of the men in Rodin’s group used a crossbow, and I saw him level the weapon at my green-skinned friend. The knight fired before I could shout a warning, but the bolt passed through Cornalic’s mirror image. I knew that my friend only had a minute of use from his powerful magical items, and I guessed there was maybe 45 seconds left on the clock.
“Allurie! Take out that crossbow asshole!” I shouted to the silver-haired elf as I glanced around the tunnel again. We didn’t have anyone attacking us at the moment, and the closest group was Cesnie’s. She was a good thirty feet away, and I charged forward with my sword pointed at the back of one of her attackers.
My blade ran into the man’s back where his heart was and his health bar dropped instantly. My sudden appearance startled Cesnie’s two attackers and the woman lashed out with her rapier to slice open one of their throats. Then I shoulder checked the third one, cut his leg off with my longsword, and then brought my blade back around to take his head off as he fell.
“Thank you,” the pretty woman spared me a smile.
Then I saw Rodin fall from the air behind her like a diving eagle.
“No!” I screamed as I jumped forward and used Guardian of Fortune, but I was much too late, and the knight’s sword pierced through the woman’s armored chest just as it had during the first challenge.
“Die!” Rodin screamed as he tore his sword out of Cesnie’s chest. A spray of her blood splashed me in the face when he withdrew his weapon, and I hit her with falling body with a Minor Heal. Her health was at 20% though, and I knew Rodin had stabbed her with his End Cowardice with Despair attack. The woman’s health was dropping fast, and I would probably need to hit her with way more healing power than I had to keep her alive.
It also didn’t help that Rodin was thrusting his sword at me.
“What the fuck is your problem?” I screamed at the knight as I batted his sword away and used another Minor Heal on Cesnie. Her health jumped up only 10% to 25%, but then it ticked back down to 15% as soon as I had cleared Rodin’s weapon.
“My problem is you, Sir Lennox. You weren’t supposed to win this round. It doesn’t matter though, none of you will leave this tunnel alive.” The knight feinted a thrust with his sword that I fell for, and then he brought his shield around to knock my parrying longsword aside. I couldn’t get my sword out of the way quick enough, but I stepped forward past the man’s shield strike and then slammed my right elbow into his face.
“Mana,” I said to activate my new ring a moment before I used another Minor Heal on Cesnie, but her health bar only went up to 20% and then it dropped down to 10%.
“Leo!” Allurie shouted from behind me, and I spun to the side a second before her crossbow twanged. Rodin raise his shield, and the bolt bounced off the metal, but the break in combat gave me enough time to slide to Cesnie’s dying body. I used Healing Touch on her, and her health jumped up to 50%.
Then it ticked down to 45% as Rodin lashed his sword out at me. The weapon would have cut my face open if I hadn’t used Guardian of Fortune as I tried to twist away.
“Roach!” he shouted at me as he kicked his foot toward me. I threw up my right arm to knock his leg up, and then I brought my longsword across from the ground. I didn’t expect to actually hit the man with the strike, and I was correct. He blocked it with his sword and then danced to his left.
Just as Cesnie’s last party member was taken down by an assassin. Rodin seized the opportunity and jumped toward Queen Yrisi. The beautiful blonde woman let out a terrified screech and turned away from the man to shield her child. I used Guardian of Fortune on her and prayed that the enchantment would catch the knight’s strike.
But it didn’t, and the woman in the green gown was cut in half by Rodin’s sword.
“No!” I screamed and then jumped at the man. He spun to block my attack with his shield, and the assassin who had just killed Cesnie’s spear-carrying party member turned to attack me. This assassin’s eyes were actually glowing red, and his attacks moved with a speed I didn’t expect. I spun my longsword around in my hands to block his cuts, but a few got through, and I was only saved by Guardian of Fortune. I was forced to take a few steps back, and Rodin moved back to stand closer to the yellow-clothed Freelan family.
“Diiiiiiieeee!” Bolverk screeched as he jumped through the air and brought both of his twin axes down on top of the red-eyed assassin. The man’s helmet caved in as if it was a stomped aluminum can, and my friend rode the man’s corpse to the ground.
I glanced at Cesnie and saw that the woman’s health was down to 30%. I didn’t know if Remove Curse would work to keep her from losing health, but I tried it anyway. It didn’t work, and another assassin stepped toward me with a thrust that I almost didn’t parry in time.
I was about to riposte, but a glowing red Moryana stepped to the man’s side, and she spun her twin scimitars around as if she was wielding two paint brushes. The man almost exploded with the force of her cuts, and his corpse fell to the ground looking as if someone had poured two hundred pounds of raw hamburger into armor.
That was the last of the guards, and Tia’tor, his two party members, Moryana, her two sword dancer friends, Bolverk, Cornalic, and I turned to face the group of Freelans. There was just the girl, her two parents, Rodin, and his two knights.
“Can anyone heal her?” I asked Tia’tor’s men as I pointed at the dying blonde woman. I guessed he had built his team to heal him, and one of the men nodded. I turned to look at the woman and saw her glow orange. Her health jumped up to 50%, and then 75%, and then it dropped down to 70% before stabilizing. I was glad that the man was able to heal her. If he hadn’t I would have used Shroud of Divine Light to recover my mana fatigue and then tried to see if the ability’s healing power granted by the enchantments would work through the Healing Touch cooldown.
But she was still unconscious, and my eyes drifted to the corpse of Queen Yrisi. I didn’t want to see the fate of her baby, but I couldn’t turn away. My stomach clenched, and my mana fatigued chest clenched. Damn fucking damn it. No.
“You killed a baby,” I growled at Rodin.
“Happens,” the knight shrugged. “I blame you, Sir Lennox, but you’ll pay. You all will pay.”
“You are a fool, Rodin Worred. We will rip the life from your body and then do the same to your traitorous family.” Moryana spat the words, and the woman’s dark hair seemed to float in the air behind her.
“No. That isn’t what will happen. Sorry to disappoint.” The man stepped aside slightly and then nodded to the young girl. Her face upturned into a strange smile and she held her hands out as if she was using two of those old string puppets.
“Riseeeeeee,” the girl said. Only her voice didn’t sound like a girl’s. It sounded like it was a blend of four men’s voices combined with one shrieking woman.
The dead bodies on the ground all began to shake, and then their eyes glowed a dark evil red color.
Their color matched the glow coming from Yeelee Freelan’s eyes.
“Death magic!” Moryana gasped. “It was lost!”
“Not lost, sword dancer. Just hidden by our family and others. You will soon know our power,” the girl’s voices said as she curled her lips into a sadistic smile. “You will feel the chill of our grasp. First, we will take Sanduport, and then the rest of the kingdoms on Rinniji will bend knee to our power. I will soon be the only heir left alive, then I will take my place on the--”
There was a twang of a crossbow from behind me, and the girl’s head snapped back as if someone had just yanked on her hair. There was a bolt sticking out of her forehead, and a glow of electricity pulsed from it half a second later.
Then the demonic girl’s head exploded. Brains, skull fragments, and blood rained down on Rodin and the other Freelan assholes.
The undead bodies had been half standing, and it was a small army of over seventy bodies. As soon as the girl’s head exploded, the corpses all collapsed back down to the floor of the emberbrand lit tunnel.
We all turned to look behind me. Allurie already had another bolt loaded up in her Thizzle Thrower and was pointing it at the Freelans.
“That’s mean! You don’t kill nice people, you mate with them! And when you kill people, you don’t bring them back to life again!” The elf girl shouted down the tunnel.
It had been almost an eighty-yard shot, and I was more than a little surprised that Allurie had been able to tag the girl in the head.
“I don’t suppose I can offer a surrender?” Rodin asked after he looked at the corpse of the necromancer girl.
“No. I don’t think you can,” I said as I stepped past the bodies of the queen and her innocent baby.
“Well then. I suppose I’ll just have to flee. You all should watch your backs. I’ll be coming for you. Especially you, Leo Lennox.” The man ripped an amulet from under his armor with the fingers of his sword hand. Even from eighty yards away, I could see the piece of jewelry had a large emerald in the center of a gold wrap. The man threw it to the ground, and a spiral portal popped into existence with a hissing sound.
We sprinted across the tunnel, but the knight was already stepping into the portal. Allurie’s crossbow sang out from behind us, but the knight raised his shield, and the bolt bounced off it as his legs faded from view.
Then the rest of him was gone.
Quest completed- Prevent the assassins from murdering Chrysa. You have been awarded 6 attribute points. You have 20 unspent attribute points.
Quest failed- Apprehend or kill Sir Rodin Worred.
The four remaining Freelan’s dashed toward the portal as the quest log text scrolled across my UI. The green spiral was closing, but the four managed to throw themselves inside before the edge of my sword could taste their flesh. The portal closed as my blade passed through it, and we collectively gave a shout of frustration.
“Where did they go?” Tia’tor bellowed.
“Quator, my guess is Phycar. It is the city where they are from. They are a powerful noble family there, but now I wonder if they have a more insidious control over the politics of the city and its country,” Moryana hissed with obvious anger.
“How far away is it?” I asked.
“By ship? Three weeks,” she said.
“Damn,” I said with a sigh. I didn’t have time to chase Rodin across the world. I needed to get the rest of the relics.
“You could take a Mind teleport,” Moryana said as she raised an eyebrow and fixed her intense eyes on me. “We all could.”
“I will go. Let us end him. I do not leave enemies alive at my back.”
“We’ll have to finish this election, and then--”
“Sir Lennox, I do not believe we will need to continue with the process,” Sharles said from behind. We turned to see the fat man limping toward us. He was still at 80% life, and I hit him with a Minor Heal to bring him almost to full.
“What do you mean?” I asked as the survivors of the battle came to stand around us.
“There are only two members of the council alive,” the herald gestured to the man and woman Cornalic saved.
“We elect Lady Aitcha,” the woman said, and the man nodded toward the brown-haired beauty.
“That brings you twelve points, we can ask the families, but I would think they will all vote for our wonderful Chrysa now.” Sharles looked at the three families, and they all nodded their head.
“Well then, it is official. All hail the Queen of Sanduport!” Sharles said as a platoon of new guards arrived. For half a second I thought we were going to have another battle, but the warriors kneeled as soon as they heard Sharles proclaim the beautiful woman as their queen.
“All hail the Queen,” Tia’tor said, and the minotaur set the head of his axe on the ground and set his knee next to it. The rest of his party followed.
“All hail the Queen,” Moryana bowed with her sword dancers.
“All hail the Queen,” I said, and I knelt before the beautiful woman.








Chapter 29
The next eight hours were a blur of motion and conversations. The captain of the guard gave his resignation to Queen Chrysa, but the woman declined his offer and ordered him to discover if there were any more traitors in her staff. We were moved back into her private wing, and I lost track of the various conversations, updates, and visits from Sharles and the captain of the guard.
The herald finally returned to give us a summary of what had happened.
A year ago, Queen Yrisi planned on murdering her husband and taking the throne. The woman wanted to ensure she had men in the guards that were loyal to her, so she reached out to her kin at her homeland to send men who would infiltrate Sanduport’s palace staff. It was unclear exactly what happened, but the men and women sent were actually on the payroll of the Freelan family. Sharles guessed that the Kingdom of Gartuna must have had spies in their royal council.
“I’ve sent multiple Mind messages, carrier pigeons, and two horse riders. However, I am worried they will use this as an excuse,” the man’s voice trailed off and he looked at Chrysa.
“For war,” she finished for him.
“Yes. They know that we know Yrisi murdered your father and tried to take the crown. They know that we know they sent assistance. Relationships were already strained, which was part of the reason many of the council wanted to elect Yrisi’s daughter. I fear we are in for many rough years, my queen. Gartuna will figure that you are new to your role and inexperienced. They will use the death of Yrisi to galvanize their people. I am certain there will be war, and that isn’t taking into account the Freelans. They are merely nobles, but I wonder how much power they have in their kingdom. The travel distance is large enough to not fear immediate attack, but they could use the death of their daughter to instigate an offense.”
“Damn,” I said. “How is Sanduport’s army compared to Gartuna’s?”
“The queen will need to consult with her generals, but I can tell you we have roughly eighty thousand active forces spread throughout our country, and we can probably train another three hundred thousand if we have need. Even though they are smaller in size than us, Gartuna has a force one and a half times the size.”
“And what of the Freelans? How many troops can Phycar send across the ocean?” I asked.
“Phycar, is just one of the many cities in Enane. The country is much larger than us. I would fear giving you a number off the top of my head, Sir Lennox, for they would just be depressing.”
“You’ve found all the traitors?” Chrysa asked the fat herald.
“We feel confident, yes my Queen.”
“Fine. Take Leo and me to the royal vault.”
“My Queen, your father, never allowed anyone to enter besides--”
“I don’t care about what my father did. I am queen now. Please take us there. I have made a promise to Leo that he could take what he wanted from the trove.”
“Yes, the man has earned it. Please follow me,” Sharles gestured for us to accompany him.
“Please, my friends, I want you to come as well,” Chrysa said to Allurie, Cornalic, and Bolverk. “I don’t know how much treasure my father has in his possession, but I would like to give you something to show my appreciation.”
“No,” Bolverk said with a grunt. “The God takes only what he earns through the death of his enemies.”
“Uhh, you did kind of earn this by helping us,” I said to the gnome, but he just sat on the ground in the room cross-legged and closed his eyes.
“I do not need anything, Lady Chrysa. Oh! Queen Chrysa! Oh! No! Queen Sanduport! Is that your name now?” Allurie said with an apologetic giggle.
“Come on,” I said as I grabbed Allurie’s arm and beckoned for Cornalic to follow us.
We walked to the north side of the palace with a good thirty guards as an escort. Then Sharles led us to set of stairs that led us deep into the basement. We passed three guard stations protected by five men. At each one, they opened the door to the next hallway.
“Have you ever been down here before?” I asked the herald after we had reached the final vault door.
“No, never. There is a separate treasury, but none beside the king has ever set foot beyond this door. He often bragged about his collection, but no one has seen it,” the man admitted with a shrug.
“Kind of odd,” I said. “You would think he’d show it off. Sounded as if the man was a braggart.”
“I hate to speak ill of our previous king, I will just say that, while I am not happy with the deaths which have occurred to reach the decision, I am happy we have our new queen.”
“Thank you Sharles. Let’s open this and see what my father kept secret for so long.”
“Here is the key ring,” the herald said as he passed her a chain. There were two guards at the vault door, and each of them also carried a key. It took a good minute to unlock the vault, and then we had to help Chrysa pull the thing open. There was a long hallway beyond, and our group followed it until it turned into a vast open room. Thoughts of a room filled with epic loot filled my head, and I felt my pulse quicken before my hopes were curb stomped.
The vast room was empty.
“You are kidding me,” I said with a sigh. “Maybe we should have expected it.”
“I don’t understand. How is this possible?” Chrysa’s voice was a mixture of outrage and remorse.
“Dear friends, this is saddening. I will admit that my large half-orcish heart is quite broken.” Cornalic groaned. “Perhaps there is a door hidden?” he asked as he moved to one of the walls.
“Like the door over there?” Allurie asked as she pointed to the far side of the vast room. The place was a hundred yards long, and I couldn’t see a door on the other side of the empty space.
“You see a door over there?”
“Yes! Don’t you see it? It kind of looks like the stone, but it’s not sneaky enough. I see that it is a door! They probably tried to hide it so that no one would clean the room beyond. I bet all sorts of naughty things are past there!” Allurie smiled at me.
“Show us,” I said to the elf woman.
We walked to the other side of the chamber, and Allurie pointed to the wall. I still couldn’t see anything that showed it was a secret door, but Cornalic nodded as soon as we were within a few feet.
“Good eye, dear Allurie. This is well hidden. I shall open it. Might you all stand back a way? Just to be safe. There might be all sorts of danger hidden in this contraption.”
We moved away from the secret door while Cornalic ran his hands over the surface of the rock. A few moments later he let out a gasp of pleasure and then pushed on one of the smaller stones. The wall slid away to reveal another hallway, and my friend motioned for us to hold our position.
“My half-orc sense of danger tells me there are all sorts of traps inside. Allow me to preview our course?”
“Yes please,” I said with a smile. My heart was starting to race again, and I began to have more daydreams of epic loot.
The muscular man moved inside of the doorway, and we waited for a few minutes. He finally called out that it was clear and we poured inside.
The hallway beyond the secret door was short, and we came to another room. This one was small, maybe twenty by twenty feet, and in the center was a single pedestal holding what looked to be a shin guard.
The piece of armor was the strange silvery-gold metal that the other Piece of Heliotrope was, and as I walked closer, I recognized the small etched flowers on the surface. The etching reflected a purple color in the detail that tricked my eyes into thinking that it glowed with an amethyst light. The piece of armor looked like something a soccer player would put in his or her sock to protect their shin. It was just a single molded piece of metal with leather straps to wrap around the calf. It looked like it was a woman’s size, much too small for me to wear, but it would have fit Allurie just fine.
“This is it,” I said.
“This is what you wanted? It is the only treasure piece in the room. I am surprised. What is it?” Chrysa asked with a bit of awe in her voice.
“It is a Piece of Heliotrope,” I said as I carefully picked up the armor to look at it.
 
Piece of Heliotrope (Right Shin)
Armor Rating - 40
Durability - Indestructible
Br--
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
This shin guard is part of the Heliotrope equipment set. Bonuses are granted with each additional item worn.
 
“Amazing. I have heard of such a thing,” she replied. “It is yours, Leo. Take it with my blessing.”
Quest Completed. You have been awarded 25 attribute points. You have 45 unspent attribute points.
“Thank you,” I said to Chrysa. “I wish there was more treasure in here. Allurie, do you see anymore doors?”
“No Leo.” The elf shook her head and frowned a bit.
“It doesn’t matter,” Chrysa said. “I’m glad what you were looking for was here.” The Queen looked at Sharles. “I have other treasure troves, weapons, armor, and money in the palace?”
“Yes, Queen Chrysa. We will find a suitable gift for your friends. I can take you to all the rooms. I have a ledger with all of our possessions.”
“Great. Would you all mind leaving Leo and I for a few moments?”
“Of course, dear queen,” Cornalic said as he touched Allurie’s arm. “We will wait for you outside the vault doors.
My friends turned to leave, but I was a bit distracted by the piece of armor in my hands. The thing was exquisitely crafted, and every part of the surface revealed a new design when I studied it carefully. Chrysa turned to face me, and I slid the piece of armor into the top of my pack so that I could give the beautiful woman my full attention.
She was wearing a dark green gown now, and she adjusted the sides of the skirt as she looked down at the stone floor of the vault.
Then she kneeled before me and took my hands in hers.
“Will you stay with me?” Her voice was just a whisper, and I couldn’t see her big brown eyes because she was looking toward the floor.
“Chrysa, I--”
“There will be war. I know of it. I also know that I am unprepared for such a task. I know nothing of strategies or leadership of men. I know how to do ledgers and trade goods, but who am I to tell these people to give their lives up for me? It wasn’t supposed to be this way. No one was meant to die. Even if I won, I thought I would be able to negotiate a new trade deal with Gartuna and avoid a war.”
“I know. I’m sorry this happened,” I said.
“It was not your fault. None of this is your fault. You could have taken the next ship. You fell into this by luck. My luck. I love you, Leo. I said it before. I said I wanted you to be my husband, but now my need is more than just my womanly affections. I need someone to lead my people against two enemy nations. I need someone to advise me against treachery and vultures. I need someone to hold me at night and tell me that the morning will bring better news. I need a man who is a genius tactician, a man who has honor, and a man who will carry me through the coming darkness when I cannot see so I can carry him when he is blinded. I need you, and my people need you. Will you marry me and become king?” She finally looked up at me, and her brown eyes were moist with tears.
“I have a quest,” I said, and the words caught in my throat a bit.
“Can your quest wait? I have never begged in my life, but I will beg this of you, Leo. Please marry me. Please become my husband. Please lead my people and me. Please father my children and teach them how to live with honor. When this war is over, and you wish to continue your quest, you can take leave from me and your duties to pursue it. Then when you have finished, you can return to my waiting arms.”
“I--”
“Please, Leo. Please say yes. Without you, my kingdom will not last.”
I looked into her eyes and felt the world spin around me. This wasn’t the plan. This wasn’t what I was supposed to be doing in Ohlavar Quest. I had one job, and I needed to have it finished in two years.
Would Sanduport last two years?
I did care for Chrysa. She was kind, clever, funny, and filled with joy. I could see myself living with her, or dating her, but marriage? In a video game?
This was just a game. How was I so wrapped up in it? Ohlavar Quest was beyond real.
I realized that I would rather be playing the game than living my real life, and my real life was pretty damn good.
I wanted to tell her no, but the words wouldn’t come to my mouth. I wanted to tell her yes, but I knew that I couldn’t. I needed to find the rest of the relics. I needed to finish my play test. I couldn’t spend the next two years leading a kingdom in war.
But my decision could cost Chrysa her life.
Would it really though? Sanduport had generals. They had men and women used to war. They had tacticians. Cesnie Kayleic was a citizen in this country, and I imagined the woman would be able to give Chrysa amazing advice.
Chrysa wouldn’t die without me.
But the expression on her face told me that she thought she would.
“When does your family arrive?” I asked.
“A week, perhaps a few days more,” she answered.
“I will think about it and let you know once they arrive.”
“You cannot tell me now?” she asked, her eyes filled with hope.
“You would not like my answer right now,” I said.
“Ahhh.” She sighed, and a single tear descended her cheek. “I will have a week to change your mind then?” Her mouth quivered a little when she spoke.
“It is a week for me to think about it some more,” I said as I tried to smile, but I couldn’t force my lips to rise.
“I understand. I know your quest is important. I know you have honor. I know you don’t shy away from your commitments. If you didn’t have this quest, would you say yes?”
“Yes,” I said, and I meant it.
“Then you will consider delaying your quest for me?” she asked.
“Yes.” I nodded. “But I made a commitment to someone else, and my family, to see this through. I will need to speak with them about you.”
“I understand.” The woman smiled and then the tears began to slide down her cheeks freely. “If you get them to agree. You will--”
“I’ll let you know,” I said. “Can you stand? I don’t think you need to kneel. You are the Queen.”
I helped Chrysa to her feet and then gestured toward the exit of the vault. She took my arm with her right hand and then wiped her tears with the back of her left glove. It was still obvious that she was crying, and Allurie gave me a sour look when we walked out of the vault.
Sharles must have guessed what our conversation was about, and he used the time we took to travel back to our rooms to explain all the virtues of Sanduport and the long history of the nation. I didn’t pay attention to most of the words, but Allurie and Cornalic nodded politely.
Chrysa did little else but look at me and hold tightly to my arm.
“We’ll have the Royal quarters cleaned today, so you can move in tomorrow, my queen,” Sharles said to Chrysa as we came to stand before the doors of our wing. “And I will bring you both to the other treasure rooms so that you may select an item. Would you like to go now or tomorrow?” he asked Allurie and Cornalic.
“Let’s go tomorrow,” I said before they could answer. “We need to rest.”
“Very well. Yes, it has been a long day for all of us. I will come and get you after breakfast tomorrow.” The herald exhaled and then nodded to the three of us. “Thank you for saving my life, and the life of my queen. I am forever in your debt.” The man turned to me. “I hope we can continue our friendship for the rest of our days.”
“Me too, Sharles. We’ll talk tomorrow,” I said before I walked inside of our wing.
“I must return home,” I said to Cornalic.
“Go, friend Leo, I will keep an eye open here. I do suspect the worst of it is behind us. I will await your return.”
“Tell your family that I said hi, and that I can’t wait to meet them some day,” Allurie whispered to me. “I want to give them hugs!”
“Leo, is your family far from here?” Chrysa asked. “Would they consider traveling to Tylue?”
“Ahh, I’m not sure. I’ll leave you all now. See you tomorrow,” I said as I walked into my room and closed the door behind me.
I went to my bed and pulled both of the Pieces of Heliotrope out. The sun had set long ago, and I guessed it would be dawn soon, but the armor still seemed to glow in the emberbrand light.
Then I noticed something odd about the metal.
The designs of the flowers each had one petal that seemed to be shaded a slight amount more than the others, but both of the locations of the petals were the same location on each armor.
When I moved the armor, the petals that were shaded moved to continue to point in the same direction.
I played with the two pieces some more to confirm my findings. The shading was so slight; I wouldn’t have noticed without seeing another piece of armor side by side and turned them both. Yes, the petals were pointing north.
It was where the next relic must have been. The question was: did it lie in Sanduport or Binna?
I’d look at a map tomorrow. Something in my bones told me that the relic was in Binna. It would be a short trip there and back. Perhaps I could get the third piece and then return to help Chrysa.
Did I want to marry her?
The idea made my emotions spin, and I realized I needed to talk to Zarra. Part of me knew that she would tell me I needed to focus on finding the relics, but I did recall the conversation where she said she wanted me to fully experience the game. Would becoming king be the ultimate play test?
Did I want to marry Chrysa? Did I love her?
Why did that matter?
I let out a sigh and put the relics back in my pack, then I opened my UI status window to double check my stats:
 
Leo Lennox
 
Body (Overall) - 33
Body (Magic) - 0
Body (Stats) - 33
Brawn - 17
Quickness - 16
 
Mind (Overall) - 31
Mind (Magic) - 0
Mind (Stats) - 31
Intelligence - 15
Willpower - 16
 
Light (Overall) - 70
Light (Magic) - 14
Light (Stats) - 28
Perception - 14
Charisma - 14
 
Shadow (Overall) - 32 (35)
Shadow (Magic) - 0
Shadow (Stats) - 32
Comeliness - 16
Luck - 16 (19)
 
With 45 unspent attribute points.
 
Then I opened my abilities tab and reviewed what I had:
 
Impart -
Returns the user to Earth. The description read. Beneath that part was the writing: user lies down and closes eyes for 20 seconds.
 
Ember - Light 1, Mind 1, user causes item held in hand to gently glow. If spell is maintained for eight hours item will glow permanently.
 
Rwunidar's Might - Body 25. Stance. Take on the fortitude of Rwunidar. Attacks that hit you do 50% damage. Stance is broken if you speak, or use another ability. If stance is broken you cannot use the ability for another eight hours.
 
Breath of Life - Light 25, Body 10. Enchantment Spell. Intended target is healed for 1% of health every second for 100 seconds. Once Breath of Life has ended, target cannot be healed by another Breath of Life spell for 10 minutes.
 
Guardian of Fortune - Light 55, Mind 25. Enchantment Spell. Intended target is enchanted with Guardian of Fortune . While enchantment is active, attacks against target will do 0 damage 75% of the time they hit. Enchantment lasts caster’s Light attribute divided by 20 in seconds. (3.5 seconds).
 
Minor Heal - Light 30, Body 10. Spell. Target is healed for 15% of their total health.
 
Spirit of Stone - Light 65, Mind 30. Enchantment Spell. Intended target is enchanted with Spirit of Stone. While enchantment is active, non-magical attacks against target will do 0 damage. Enchantment lasts caster’s Light attribute divided by 10 in seconds. (5.6 seconds). Once Spirit of Stone has ended, target cannot be enchanted by another Spirit of Stone spell for 180 seconds - caster’s Light attribute. (110 seconds).
 
Mark of Healing Drip - Light 40, Body 15. Area of Effect enchantment. Lay a mark on any surface. That lasts for seconds equal to twice you Light rating (140). All living creatures gain 1% of their health per second when they stand within a 10 foot radius of the mark. Undead minions lose 1% of their health for every second they stand within a 10 foot radius of the mark. Healing effects of Mark of Healing Drip stack with other healing effects.
 
Healing Touch - Light 40, Body 10. Touch Spell. Target other than you is healed for 50% of their total health. You must touch target. Target cannot be healed by you again for the amount of seconds equal to your Light attribute (70).
 
Remove Curse - Light 40, Mind 20. Spell. Removes single hostile enchantment/hex/curse from target. If multiple are on target, the last to be applied is removed first.
 
Shroud of Divine Light - Light 70, Mind 30. Enchantment Spell. You are enchanted with Shroud of Divine Light for seconds equal to your Mind attribute (31 seconds) and all your Light ability mana fatigue is reset. While enchanted with Shroud of Divine Light, you move at half speed, cannot speak, and feel four times the mana fatigue from any ability that does not use Light Attribute. All enchantments with Light attribute used while you are enchanted with Shroud of Divine Light heal target for 25% of their health in addition to the effect of the enchantment ability. When Shroud of Divine Light ends, you are healed for 100% of your health, but cannot use another Light ability for 200 seconds - your Light attribute (130 seconds). You can end Shroud of Divine Light before the (31 seconds) have passed.
 
Then I double checked my equipment by first looking at the armor that I had borrowed from Sharles.
 
Fine Leather with Plates
Armor Rating - 6
Durability - Standard
Br--
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
 
Then I looked at my other equipment.
 
Bracelet of Deflection
- for one minute every four hours, the user can generate a three foot by three-foot weightless shield that will deflect all non-magical missiles. The effect appears on the users outside forearm as if it was a worn shield. Trigger word is ‘shield.’
 
Broadsword of the Charming Mind
Damage: 20% above standard - long blade
Durability- Magical
Br--
Qu--
In +2
Wi +2
Pe--
Ch +3
Co--
Lu--
 
Once every thirty six hours, a user can either reset their mana fatigue, or charm a person of equal or lower Charisma attribute.
 
Longsword of Chilling Edge
Damage: 20% above standard - longsword
Durability - Magical
Br +2
Qu +2
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
Opponents hit with the Longsword of Chilling Edge have a 20% chance of being chilled. While chilled, they move 25% slower and take 10% extra damage.
Wielder of the Longsword of Chilling Edge has a Light Resistance to cold and fire elements.
 
Short Sword of Balance
Damage: 10% above standard - short sword
Durability - Magical
Br +1
Qu +1
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
Wielder is harder to knock down and is resistant to minor snare effects.
 
Ring of Minor Mana
- When user says “Mana” their next ability will not cost fatigue. Can only be used once per every four hours.
 
Ring of Luck
- Grants +1 to luck.
 
Necklace of Minor Luck
- Grants wearer +2 to Luck.
 
On my belt, I had 2 more healing potions and another potion of Cat’s Grace.
In one of my pockets, I had the:
 
Bracelet of Summoning
- Your first two summoning abilities give no mana fatigue.
 
That I would need to sell to the right buyer.
I also carried another ring in my pocket that I never bothered to use, but I double checked the stats again and wondered if I should give it to Allurie.
 
Ring of House Yinnia
Armor Rating - 2
Durability - Magical
Br--
Qu--
In--
Wi--
Pe--
Ch--
Co--
Lu--
 
If injured, wearer of this ring recovers 1% of their health every ten seconds. Wearer must be standing in sunlight, and be wearing at least one article of green clothing. Each additional piece of green clothing worn grants another 1% of health regeneration, for a maximum of 5% every ten seconds.
 
The problem I had with the ring was that it didn’t really heal fast enough to matter in combat. It also required the sun and a lot of green clothes. The extra armor rating was decent, but I was probably better off selling it and then using the money to buy an ability for Allurie. The ring would be worth a fair amount to a ranger type player or NPC who was out in the forest a bunch.
I thought about checking my friends’ equipment, but I didn’t have a party status or equipment screen. It would be so much easier to manage everyone’s abilities and skills if I had one, so I decided to tell Jennifer when I logged out of the game.
I took off my equipment, set it carefully on the table next to my bed, and then closed my eyes.
Then I opened them again and checked the room. I didn’t know how Moryana had known about me disappearing, but I didn’t want her, or one of her spies, to see me leave. I didn’t find anyone in my room, so I closed my eyes again and counted to twenty.








Chapter 30
I climbed out of the tank and handed my mask to Ky.
“How did it go, Champ?” He asked.
“I got the second relic!” I raised my fist in the air and smiled at the man.
“Yeah! Great job!” He looked like he wanted to give me a high five, but then he reconsidered when he remembered that I was naked.
“Leo, I just sent a message to Ms. Zerne. She is out of town right now, but asked you to call her when you are able, so she can congratulate you.” Jennifer’s voice came out of the speakers.
“Great. I’ll do so. I have a lot to talk to her about,” I said as I put on my robe.
“Is there anything I can help out with?” Jennifer asked.
“Yeah, actually. I just went through and checked out all my equipment. I’ve got Cornalic, Bolverk, and Allurie in my party. Is there a way I can see all of their equipment and abilities? It seems like I should be able to.”
“Oh, no. Ms. Zerne doesn’t want that. We’ve designed it so a player’s UI can only see their own equipment because we want to encourage interactions between players and their party. If there was just a window where you could see everything easily, players might not want to talk to their NPCs or the other players in their group.”
“Couldn’t someone lie about their equipment and abilities?” I asked.
“Yes! We think that is very interesting. It adds a whole new dynamic to the game that Astafar Unlimited, or our other competition doesn’t have. For example, you don’t know much of anything about Cornalic or Bolverk. If you could just look at their abilities and equipment, it would take some of the mystery away.”
“Or it could be a bit of a pain in the ass,” I said with a laugh.
“You could ask them,” Jennifer pointed out. “You have the ability to identify all their items.”
“Yeah, I guess I could just ask Cornalic to see all of his gear. Seems like an invasion of privacy though. Even if he is an NPC.”
“But you are fine having a window which just shows everything to you?”
“Point taken,” I said with a laugh. “I’m going to go talk to Zarra and grab a shower. What time is it?” I asked.
“Eight in the morning. This is your longest session yet,” Jennifer said. “How do you feel?”
“I feel great. Maybe a bit tired and starved. Let’s take today off. I’ll see you both tomorrow at seven. Cool?”
They both agreed, and I stepped into my room, went to my phone, and dialed Zarra’s number.
“I’m glad you called. Congratulations on the relic.” Zarra’s words blurted out as she picked up the phone.
“Thanks, I--”
“I’ve been thinking. Sorry to interrupt you. I haven’t been happy with our last few conversations. I feel as if I’ve been unfair.” Zarra sounded a bit upset.
“You haven’t been. I shouldn’t have pressed you about Sal,” I said.
“No, damn it, Leo. You should have. I should have told you. I was afraid you wouldn’t come work for me if I told you. No, I was terrified, and I made the wrong decision. I owe you an apology. I also think I made you out to be the villain when we spoke. You don’t deserve that.”
“Let’s talk about it more in person. Where are you?” I asked.
“I’m in Japan at a game developer conference. I’m recruiting. I’ll be gone for a few days,” she said.
“Can you jump home quick in a jetpod?” I asked, but I realized that it would be quite a trip from Albany to Japan, even in a jetpod.
“I want to, but I will be speaking with people non-stop. We will spend some time together when I get back. I thought that maybe we might take a day off and we go somewhere private where there is no work.”
“That sounds great. There are some things I want to talk to you about in the game. I have this strange opportunity, but I wanted to get your thoughts about it.”
“Is this about Chrysa?” Zarra asked.
“Yeah,” I said as my stomach dropped a bit. “I’m surprised you know about that.”
“Well, I had an idea about it. I do watch your sessions.” She laughed. “I haven’t seen the latest one, of course, but you may be surprised to know that I’m a woman, and I do have a bit of intuition about these things.”
“So, you’ve thought about this?” I asked.
“Let’s talk when I get back. I have to go. See you soon.”
“Okay. Bye, Zarra,” I said.
“Bye, Leo,” she replied, and then the phone went dead.
I stared at the device for a few seconds before hanging up, and then I took my shower. The hot water made me feel exhausted and I found my eyes closing while standing under the downpour. I realized that I wouldn’t be able to stay awake through dinner, so I brushed my teeth as soon as I got out.
There was a knock at my door, and I threw on a pair of shorts before I went to answer it.
“Hey, Leo,” Chip said as he held his fist up to his face in a yawn. I saw letters written on the bottom of his hand, and it took me half a second to read them.
Invite me in.
“Come on in,” I said as I gestured for him to enter. My friend smiled and took a step inside.
I opened my mouth to ask him what was going on, but he made a quick shake with his head and pointed to my small dining room table. I took the cue, and we both sat down.
“How have things been going?” he asked as he pulled a flash card out of the sleeve of his uniform shirt.
“Good. I just got the second relic. Had to complete all these different challenges.”
Act natural. Talk about the game. I’m going to show you something on my phone.
“That’s cool. Were any of them tough?” he asked as he flipped over the card. He was kind of hunched over the table, and I saw that his back was to my TV.
I snuck into one of the security rooms that had the video from the break-in. I’ve slowed down the video. Watch the bullets.
“Yeah. I almost didn’t win the first match. I lost the second one because I didn’t hack the rules, and I managed to somehow win the third,” I said as Chip took out his phone and showed me the screen.
Zarra was charging down the hallway toward the gunmen while I was chasing behind her. The beautiful woman’s rifle was firing in slow motion, and I saw the streaks of bullets fly past us.
Then I blinked, and my mouth fell open.
Two bullets obviously bounced off her.
There was no mistaking what I saw. One hit her in the shoulder and ricocheted off, and the other hit her square in the chest before it bounced away. The woman’s eyes were fierce when she ran, and it appeared that she didn’t even know she had been hit.
“I’m surprised someone could hack the rules over you,” Chip said with a laugh as he slid another flash card out of his sleeve.
I had some time alone in the room, so I messed around with the settings. All the cameras record with a wide wavelength. Look at this when I show UV waves.
“Yeah, I got kind of duped. Happens to the best of us,” I said as Chip played the video again. I could tell that the man was recording the terminal screen with his phone.
I could also see his hands were shaking.
The video showed Zarra and me without any color to our skin, hair, or clothes. I dashed around the corner after her in slow motion, and a burst of teal color flashed across us. It was a brick pattern of light that encased each of our bodies with an armor glow.
It was Spirit of Stone.
A few seconds after the glow came to us, Zarra glowed again with a teal light with orange shields dancing across the surface.
Guardian of Fortune, and it had happened right at the moment I recalled thinking about using it on the beautiful woman.
“What the fu--”
“But you won huh?” Chip interrupted me as he slid the cards and phone back into his pocket. “So, then what happened?”
“Uhh, there was an assassination attempt against the contestants. We found out one of the challengers was betraying us all. They had tried to rig the whole thing.” My voice came out in halted words, and my back was covered with goose pimples.
“Man sounds like a blast. You came out on top, huh?” he smiled at me and winked.
“Yeah,” I said, but my brain was spinning all over the place.
What in the fuck was going on? Had I actually used Guardian of Fortune on Zarra? Had she used Spirit of Stone on both of us?
“You always figure shit out, Leo. That’s why you are the best. Hey, I gotta head to my shift or they are going to miss me. Wanna work out tomorrow morning?” he asked as he made a slight nod.
“Yeah. For sure. Early though. I have to play at seven.” I looked at the clock. It was only nine in the morning, and while I didn’t feel tired anymore, I didn’t want to leave my room.
“Sounds good. I’ll meet you there at five,” he said as he stood from the table.
“Okay. Thanks for swinging by,” I said as I opened the door for him.
“No problem. I’ll see you tomorrow,” my friend said. Then he mouthed words that I could easily decipher.
Act normal.
“Later,” I said as I closed the door behind him.
Then I turned off the lights to my room, laid down on my bed, and let my mind wander through the possible answers that would explain how I, or Zarra, would be able to use our game abilities in real life.
The only answer I could come up with chilled my soul.
 
End of book 3
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