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BY LINTON BOWERS

 


This book is dedicated to a host of people, but I am going to point out two in particular, Edward Lorn and Justin Macumber.

 

Edward, or E as his friends know him, is an author of some really amazing horror fiction stories. E was kind enough to read a short story of mine which was absolutely horrid, but he saw potential and let me know it.

 

Justin started a podcast named The Dead Robots Society. I is all about writers and becoming a writer and author. His podcast helped me to see that writers are not this elite group of people that are far more than I could ever be. 

 

Unfortunately Justin Macumber is no longer with us. He is a great man that was taken far too soon and he is missed. Click the link below to go to his Amazon author page and see part of the legacy he left behind.

 

Justin’s Author Page

 

Rest in peace my friend, and thank you.

 

This book is here because of these two guys.

 


Copyright © 2018 by Linton Bowers

 

All rights reserved.

 

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by electronic or mechanical means,

including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author,

except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


Prologue

The sounds of battle rang through Hero Hall.

Arbiter sat on his throne on the dais at the end of the hall. Even being nearly a quarter mile from the entrance he could hear steel on steel and the sounds of his men and women screaming. The dark forces, being non-living entities, uttered no sound.

From his right, chief adviser to the gods, enters through a secret entrance. “My Lord, the battle goes poorly. Our forces are being routed and bested at every front.”

“I am not deaf, Ascension. I do not need you to tell me what my own ears already have,” Arbiter said. Ascension took a brief look toward the main entrance. “Most of the gods have fallen. I have felt theirs deaths. The few remaining tire quickly. I fear there is only one way to preserve any hope of saving our subjects.”

“You can not mean…”

“Yes, Ascension, that is precisely what I mean. If there is any hope we must put the plan into action while there are enough gods left to power the magic.” He turned his gaze away from the doors to look at Ascension for the first time since he entered. “Have Arboc summon those who remain and bring them directly to the Rune Chamber. I will go there now and prepare the way.”

“As you…”

The doors to Hero Hall shattered. Splinters of wood, gold, and steel hit the floor and slid the length of the chamber. Shadowed figures running on all fours flooded into the the room, briefly stopping before surging forward.  

“Get out of here, Ascension!”

Arbiter materialized his bright-steel broadsword, Arduous, and dashed toward the oncoming horde. Arcs of light flashed as he swung his sword, buying precious moments for Ascension's escape The man was too human. He lacked the ability to teleport and he was not terribly fast. If Arbiter did not stand in the way the Dusk Hounds would run him down. He was still needed.

A hound jumped onto Arbiter's back. It must have gotten behind him while he was thinking of Ascension. Arbiter stabbed a hound in front of him burying the blade to the hilt. He twisted and slashed up. The blade met another hound in the air slicing it in two. He followed through and brought the blade all the way up and back slicing into the hound on his back.

The cut was shallow. Its mouth opened in a soundless screamed as the holy blade burned and sizzled it’s flesh, but it held on. He swept his sword out in a wide arc to push back the hounds that attempted to capitalize on his misdirected attention. One fell, the rest jumped clear.

Arbiter pulled a dagger from the air and plunged it into the eye of the hound on his back. He lunged forward and sent a flurry of jabs at his foes. He spun and swung sending waves of light magic outward in waves. Hounds fell and died.

Then it was over.

The hound on Arbiter’s back had long since stopped moving, but was still attached. It’s jaw locked keeping its teeth embedded into the back of his neck armor. He reached back and crushed its skull with one hand. The corpse fell to the ground.

As Arbiter turned and walked away as the Dusk Hound corpses began to dissipate. Their flesh was a construct of dark and could not remain corporeal once the essence of the beast was gone.

Arbiter reached his throne and removed his scepter from the  stand next to his seat of power. He held his hand out palm toward the chair applying enough force through his manipulation of gravity to crumple it under it's own weight He had spent too much time in the chair. Too much of his residual energy lay there for him to leave it. With the vessel broken the energy was free.

Bright white light shone through the seams of his armor and Arbiter vanished. He rematerialized in the Rune Chamber. Arbiter stood in his place at the head of the octagon. The remaining gods of the pantheon were there already. Ascension had completed his task and stood off to the side ready to serve once more.

“We are short one of the pantheon,”Arbiter said. “We must form a heptagon in order to perform the ritual.”

“That will not work,” Ash, god of flame, said. “We need ten to get the full power. Eight was too few as it was. The seven of us will not be able to complete the ritual.”

“We will have to be enough, Ash. If we fail all is lost. The very future of our world depends upon the sacrifice we make this very moment. Do not falter and you will rise again.” 

Ash lowered his head and stepped on his place on the octagon. One by one the other six deities followed suit. This part would consume precious power and may weaken the spell, but there were no other options.

Arbiter formed the new spell configuration in his mind. He drew on Anima’s power to assist. As the goddess of creation her magic increased his creativity ten fold and allowed  for new and wondrous things. In this case creation would help to change the spell in a way that would allow them to succeed. Or so he hoped.

With the new spellform drawn out in his mind Arbiter raised his hands. He pulled a little from each god and changed the octagon into a heptagon. The runes for the spell changed as well.

The act was almost instantaneous. The power draw was horrendous.

“Are you well?” Aquilla asked. “Do you require healing?” She asked.

“I am fine. Do not waste your power on me now,” Arbiter replied. Aquilla’s waters were the foundation of life. Where fluid flowed she held dominion. Directing a healing wave inside the cells was a trifle to her, but still it was power spent.

“We are ready.”







CHAPTER 1

DOTDastardly jumped out of the way as the axe fell. The ground where he’d been standing on shattered. Shards of tile and stone flew into the air accompanied by a shock wave of sound.

DOTDastardly, or DOTD as he was commonly referred to, brought up his spell list and cast. His fingers moved in the pattern for a spell and archaic words tumbled from his lips. A bright orange glow surrounded his hands and the immolation spell ignited his foe.

The Soul Reaper stumbled back. The attack wasn’t enough to do any real damage, but it wasn’t supposed to. It was the last in a series of damage over time (DOT) attacks. With his part done DOTD dropped back and used his analyze skill on the monster.

 

 Reaper

Lvl 110 Elite

Health: 40,376/1,000,000

Mana: 327/10,000

Status:

Immolation affect

Burn effect

Seared effect

Demonic poison effect

Demonic Curse effect

Demon’s Kiss effect

Bleed effect

 

DOTD smiled as numbers in the thousands rolled off the monster representing the damage his attacks were doing. Of the seven DOT attacks six were his. If the raid backed off now his attacks alone would finish the mob.

“You like that, Motherfucker? How does it feel to be my biatch!” DOTD shouted.

“Bruh!” BlitzKrieg said. “Watch the language, Bruh. PieceMaker has her little brother watching.”

“Oh shit… I mean crap. Sorry PM.” DOTD said to PeaceMaker.

“It’s okay, he has heard worse,” PM’s mousey voice said over DOTD’s headphones.

DOTD smiled. “Well in that case, let’s tear the roof off this…”

“Don’t do it,” Davar interrupted. As the wizened older player, and leader of the raid as well as the guild, Davar commanded everyone’s respect. That included DOTD who looked up to Davar.

“Sorry, D. I get a little carried away,” DOTD said.

“I know, son. But there is a kid present, and regardless of his knowledge of the more colorful aspects of our language we are still adults. We have a moral obligation to set an example to our youth.”

If it were possible DOTD’s digitally generated shoulders would have slumped. “You’re right, Davar. I will…”

A window popped up on the left side of his vision. His Mom’s smiling face greeted him. “Jason, dear. Your package arrived,” she said.

“Oh shit!” He shouted.

“Language,” his mom snapped.

“What?” Came the chorus of the people in his raid group.

“Sorry, mom.” He closed the vid window. “Sorry guys, but I have to go.”

“But why?” AngelKiller67’s silky voice asked.

“I can’t really say, it’s a secret. But it’s really important,” Jason said. Hearing anguish in her lovely voice almost made him want to stay until the end. But almost was not enough in this case. He would find a way to make it up to her later.

“So important you are going to miss out on loot in a couple minutes,” she asked.

“Yeah Killer, that important.” AngelKiller67 harrumphed. DOTD could picture her pretty face turned up in a scowl. Having met her once IRL(in real life) he knew what she really looked like. They were even scheduled to go on a second date this coming weekend. Jason was definitely going to make it up to her before than. He wanted a happy Killer, or Rebecca as her IRL name was.

“Damn,” Sir Tanksalot1 said. “Well have fun, bro. I’ll make sure these lunkheads save you some loot for next log in.”

“Thanks, Tank. Take care guys.”

DOTD exited the game and chatspeak server without waiting for a reply. He had to go piss twenty minutes ago, but didn’t dare do it during a boss fight. There was no telling how long he would be under once he set up the beta rig so he took care of business before dragging the parcel back to his room.

The box holding the AVR(Augmented and Virtual Reality) gear was large and well sealed, but not a problem for the highly motivated. The headgear was smaller than anticipated. It was a blue halo with a strap along the top. The word “front” was  engraved just under one end where the strap connected. On the side was the telltale circle with the line at the top indicating the power button. Jason pulled out the power cord next and plugged in both ends without taking the remainder of the device out of the box. The rest of the rig consisted of a blue cube that had lights of red, green, and amber flashing along a channel that ran along the center of it.

“How are you on when I haven’t plugged you in yet?” Jason said to the device not expecting a response.

Jason smiled as he slid the loop over his head. All those hours of gaming and fighting to be the best paid off. In a moment he was about to power up the beta test of the fully immersive version of Last Gods. He was one of the select ten picked for this honor. Being among the best had its perks.

James found the power button with his right hand index finger and pressed it.

 

WARNING!

YOU MUST BE IN THE SEATED OR PRONE POSITION WHEN USING THIS EQUIPMENT!

 

The words flashing across his eyes made sense. If he was going to be fully integrated into the game there was probably a chance he would lose all control of his body and fall. Force log off due to concussion was not ideal. He opted for the bed. Why risk falling out of the small chair that sat in front of his desk.

Once he was comfy Jason reseated the halo on his head and thumbed the device on.

The blackness gradually shifted to a soft blue. Welcome, scrolled across his field of vision. Please be patient as the initial connection is made. There may be some slight discomfort. Say the word yes when you are ready to connect.

“Yes!”

Intense searing pain assaulted his brain from all angles. Jason screamed. He thought he heard his mother calling out to him, but it was hard to tell if he imagined it. The pain created a haze that covered the world. He let out a scream so intense that it tore something in his throat.

The scream he let out died down and the pain receded, then there was nothing.

The black of nothing gave way to a gradually brightening blue. Jason looked around and saw nothing but the blue. He looked down at his own body and hands. A black form was given definition by green lines that made up planes and angles. He turned his hands over and marveled at what he saw.

“Welcome,” a pleasant woman’s voice came from everywhere. “I am Angela your virtual assistant. I will help you transition from the life you knew into the world of Char. We will begin by setting up your stats and class.”

“Excuse me,” Jason said. “I have a concern.”

“Please feel free to ask questions at any time. I am here to help you, Jason.”

“Why was there so much pain when I first logged in? I’m a little worried that I might need a CAT scan or DOG Scan, or whatever they’re called, of my brain after this. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes, Jason. I comprehend and understand your concern. I will address this issue after you have assigned stats and selected a class. Is this acceptable?”

“Um, yeah. I guess.”

“Excellent! I am assuming you are familiar with the starting set up for the obsolete version of Last Gods?” She continued without waiting for a response. “Excellent. This will be a little different. Your starting stats will be displayed now.”

A window appeared with his stats. It sure was different.

 

Strength 1

Stamina 1

Intellect 1

Dexterity 1

Charisma 1

Luck 1

 

There were far fewer categories than the older version of the game had. In the version he was used to there were twice as many player stats.

“In addition you have three points to place wherever you would like.” Angela said.

“You say that like three is generous,” he quipped.

“No, Jason. In all honesty it isn't. You will come to understand just how different this experience is from what you are used to. Please place your points now by simply thinking of where you want them to go.”

“Can I get an explanation of how the stats will affect my game play?”

“I’m sorry to say, but no. Please choose.”

“Fine. Can't believe this. What kind of build will I have with three points? This is bullshit!”

Jason wanted to move past stat allocation so he could get to character build. He made his choice. Stats were disappointing and he was going to let the developers know. The perks of beta testing.

 

Strength 1

Stamina 2

Intellect 1

Dexterity 2

Charisma 1

Luck 2

 

Jason had enough experience with games to understand how the stats should affect the class he wanted. The selection he made aligned with his desired class. With the exception of luck. That one he threw in with the expectation of gaining some cool gear, quests, or opportunities. Or so he hoped.

“That is an interesting selection,” Angela said. “Let's move on. Here are the classes you may select from.” The stats window vanished and a new window popped up.

 

Ranger

Warrior

Mage

Thief

Monk

 

“Choose wisely, Jason.”

“This can’t be right,” he said. “I want to be a Hunter. There is supposed to be a Hunter class. For that matter where the fuck are Warlock, Paladin, Priest, and Assassin classes?” He demanded. This game was getting on his last nerve and it hadn’t started yet. That did not bode well as far as Jason was concerned. In his mind he was already preparing what his lengthy letter to the devs would say.

“I already told you, Jason. This game is different from the one you are used to. The classes you named are some of the subclasses that you can unlock. You will have to ensure you select the right class to unlock the hunter subclass, however.”

Jason threw up his digital arms. “Which class has the hunter subclass?”

 “I am not allowed to give that information out, Jason. For that, I am sorry.”

“Can you stop being sorry and start being helpful?”

Angela let out a sigh.

“What? Since when can an AI sigh?”

“You have much to discover. I have scanned your brain and while I am not a fan of this attitude you are displaying it is understandable. However, your scans indicate that you are a decent guy if not a little crass. So I will bend the rules and say that if you chose to be a Ranger you might not be disappointed.”

“Oh? Oh! Oh, I see. Alright then. Ranger it is.” He allowed a victory smile.

“Good choice Jason.”

“Uh, thanks I guess.,” he replied. “It's weird that you sound like you didn’t see it coming. Just sayin…”

“One thing left to do, Jason. What would you like to be called?”

“Character name you mean?” He asked.

“Sure, let's go with that,” Angela replied.

“I have given this a lot of thought. I mean a fuck ton. Even did a fair amount of research. As a result I think a Hunter should be called Actaeon.”

“Greek mythology, very nice. From now on I will refer to you as Actaeon. Well, maybe you should reconsider. That is a mouthful. Actaeon. Actaeon. Ac tae on.” She said the name in different tones as if tasting it.

“Sounds good to me.” He let loose another victory smile. Things were looking up.

“I promised you answers, but there are some rules I can not bend, not even for you, Jason… err.. Actaeon. I hope you understand that this isn’t my doing,” she said.

“I don’t follow. And frankly, you are kind of scaring me,” he replied. Maybe ‘looking up,’ was premature.

“The strongest blades are forged in the hottest fires. Good luck Actaeon.” Angela said.

The blue faded to black.







CHAPTER 2

The brush parted easily for Larion giving him easy passage.  The woods close to his home were dense which didn't allow a lot of light to filter down for the smaller plants. This was also a part of the problem.

“Patty!” Larion cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted again. “Patty! Where the heck are you?”

He trudged on in search of his missing animal. As the guardian of his flock of sheep, he felt responsible for every single one, even the most troublesome one Patty. His family decided to let Patty go and get into whatever trouble she might, but Larion couldn’t do it. He knew deep down that Patty was just an adventurous soul with boundless curiosity. How could he fault her for that?

But there were times when he considered giving in to everyone when they say to let her wander off and not give chase. This was one of those temptations.

“Patty, enough is enough. Get out here this instant. It is time to go home. Patty!”

A response came in the form of a sheep’s bleat. It was distant and slightly off to the right. Larion adjusted course and picked up his pace.

The bleat came again but in a high pitch almost sounding like a shrill cry. He knew that sound. Patty was in trouble yet again.

“Hang in there, Patty. I’m coming.”

Larion dashed through the brush and zig-zagged around the trees in the direction Patty’s cry originated from. The sound of Patty’s plight cut through the forest once again. Larion adjusted his course slightly right and pushed his legs harder. 

He burst into the clearing and the sight before him stopped him cold. Patty was backed up to a large rock that looked like the tip of a spear poking from the ground. Three wolves moved back and forth in front of Patty. They growled and snapped at her but had yet to move in for the kill. 

A quick look around and Larion found not one stick to wield or rock to throw. Without a weapon, he was left with two options, one of which was to flee. In his opinion running was not an option. So Larion went with the other plan. 

He ran around the clearing coming to the back of the spear rock. He scurried up the backside and leaped off once he reached the top. His jump took him over Patty and in front of the wolves. He bent his knees to absorb the shock the shot back up to standing.  

“Roar!” Larion raised his hand over his head as he screamed at the wolves. The idea was to appear the bigger foe and scare the wolves away. “Roar! Get out of here before I eat you! Roar!”

The wolves stopped and stared. One of them tilted it’s head to the side. Then as is driven by one mind the three beasts raised their heads and let loose howls. They lowered their faces to look right at Larion and their howls became growls. 

Larion waved his arms and roared once more. “Maybe you are not understanding me. Get out of here!” The wolves took a step closer. “Oh crap. I think you may have finally killed us, Patty. They don’t seem to be afraid of me.”  Patty bleated.

The wolves stepped closer. Their lips peeled back revealing rows of sharp looking teeth. Larion lowered his arms. It made no sense to wave hem over his head while three wolves ate his innards. He raised his arms up defensively ready for what was coming. 

The closest wolf jumped at him. Larion closed his eyes.

The familiar words of a fireball spell filled his ears. Heat washed over Larion, but there was no impact from the wolf hitting him. He cracked one eye open and saw the charred remains of a wolf at his feet. Then the stink of burnt hair and charred meat hit his nose. It was all he could do to not retch.

“Are you okay?” Larion’s father shouted to him. “Hold that response. Two more wolves.” LArion watched his father make the hand gestures and say the word to launch two more fireballs. One wolf died in a fiery explosion. The second blast missed but the wolf ran off so it was a success as far as Larion was concerned.

“I am fine, Pa,” Larion said as his father approached.

Larion’s father put his hand on his son’s shoulder. “I am glad to hear it, boy. One of these days you are going to have to let Patty find her own way clear of danger.”

“But Pa…”

His father held up his hand stopping Larion’s response. “ I know you feel responsible for all of your charges, and you should, but only up to a point. When your life is constantly being put on the line it may be time to evaluate the situation.”

“How do you mean?” Larion asked.

“If saving Patty kills you who is going to watch the rest of your flock?”

That gave Larion pause. His father did have a valid point. His death could mean the death of his flock or that someone else would have to assume his duties. That was not acceptable. “I see your point. I will be more careful and weight my decisions to chase Patty going forward.”

“That is all I can ask.” Larion’s father wussed hi har. “Let’s get going before your ma starts to worry.”







CHAPTER 3

The vast blue emptiness faded to black in the span of an eye blink. The sudden change coupled with the AI’s words set Actaeon on edge. “Uh, Angela? Are you there?” Actaeon asked.

Silence.

“Umm…”

Bright white light burst into existence blinding Actaeon. The intensity of it hurt his eyes, which scared him and seemed ridiculous at the same time. How could he feel pain in this virtual space?

Before he could see there were voices. “We got anover one!” A gruff voice shouted. “Quick, bring it while he discombobulated.”

“Coming boss.” A less masculine voice joined in.

“That the problem wit dis gods’ blasted place, buddy. Everyone too slow.” It seemed like the gruff voice was addressing Actaeon. He didn’t respond. Actaeon wanted to know who was talking to him before giving an answer.

The blinding light brought with it an intense headache.

After a moment of just hearing feet on what sounded like gravel crunching and shuffling his visions started to clear. The first thing Actaeon saw in his new game world was a mottled green skinned creature reaching out with a collar.

Is that a damn gremlin?

The leather band with metal clasps snapped closed around Actaeon’s neck.

“What the hell?” Actaeon shout. He pushed the big eared little monster away. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Da oder problem wit dis place is da noobs. None of you get told what come next,” it said. Then it leaned back and let loose a laugh. Even though it couldn't be more than three feet tall it had an impressive girth that shook as it laughed.“Git dis one on it feet and to da cage!” It snapped.

Two large men covered in fur stepped forward. One was gray with brown leopard spots while the other was orange and white with black tiger slashes. Both had heads that were a mix of human and cat with large ears sticking straight up. Both wore tattered tunics and ragged shorts. The color of their clothes was indeterminate thanks to the dust and grime ground into the material.

“One mo ting,” The gremlin said. He turned and produced a small black amulet from his silk shorts. He smiled then the amulet began to glow.

Actaeon’s nerve endings lit up with pain. His back arched as all of his muscles tensed. His body was trying to tear itself apart and if the little monster with the amulet didn’t let up his body just might succeed.

The pain stopped. Actaeon collapsed. He wheezed as ragged breaths left him.

“Don’t foget dat, hooman. I, Lurge run dis place. Don’t foget.” The little monster whistled as he walked away.

The cat-men each grabbed one of Actaeon’s arms and hauled him up. That was the first time he got a look at his surroundings.

All around were stands now devoid of people. Four evenly spaced gates broke up the seating area. The stands ringed a circle of hard packed dirt that sported large dark patches. There was no doubt in Actaeon’s mind that he had spawned in an arena.

What did puzzle him was how his new buddies knew where to wait. Had the disembodied voice that called itself Angela told them? Something he would try to get answered once he figured out what was happening.

Actaeon was guided toward the closest doors in the stands. His awakening had left him dazed and the effects still lingered. His muscles ached from his ‘lesson’ at Lurge’s hands. Which was why he lost his footing and fell. The claws of the man to his right dug deep grooves in his arm as he tore free.

“Stoo pid humon,” the one still clutching his arm said. The cat-man kicked Actaeon in the ribs.

The blow sent Actaeon flying and knocked the air out of him. The pain he felt from the blow was quickly ignored due to not being able to breathe.

A red health bar appeared at the top left of his vision allowing him to see the gradual decline of his HP.

As he gasped for air the cat-men hauled him back up and dragged him the rest of the way. When the large door swung open Actaeon was breathing and standing on his own. The pain in his side caused by the kick hadn’t lessened.

The interior was dark. Torches were spaced just far enough to not have them walking through pitch black, but the torches didn't offer enough light to make the tunnel seem any less depressing than a back alley opium den.

The tunnel opened up to a wide chamber of sectioned off cages running the length of it. The kindly cat-men lead Actaeon between a row of cages. He looked left and right taking in the scene. People of human and various races sat in the small cells. None looked up as they passed. All wore rags worse than what the cat-men called clothing.

After a few hundred yards they came to an empty cell. The door made of metal bars was pulled open and Actaeon was shoved inside.

He landed face first on a pile of hay and stuff he tried not to think about even though some got in his mouth. Any thought of being the first occupant was quickly put out of his mind when he saw the skeletal hand in the corner. He pushed himself away from the remains as he spat awful from his mouth.

Raucous laughter from the cat-men assaulted Actaeon. He turned and glared at them. That made them laugh harder. Actaeon kept up his glare and the cat-men continued laughing. The one on the right laughed so hard he fell to the floor and rolled around on his back. This continued for several humiliating minutes.

Eventually the laughter died down to a chuckle and the cat-men lost interest. An occasional giggle would escape one or the other as they marched back down the row of cages.

“What the hell did I get myself into,” Actaeon muttered.

“You are a slave of the Krail Empire,” came a response from his left.

Actaeon found the wielder of the squeaky voice. A tan gremlin male with brown spots was staring at him. The creature looked a lot like Actaeon pictured a gremlin to look with a short lean body and a long snout. Over its left eye was a spot that made Actaeon wonder if calling him spot would be acceptable or get him in more trouble than he was already in.  

“You can kiss goodbye to any thoughts you had of freedom, rights, or happiness. You will serve to entertain the citizens of the Krail Emperor. Nothing else in your life matters from here on out. Good luck to you.”

The gremlin laid down on his side with his back to Actaeon.

“Who are you?” Actaeon asked.

The gremlin didn’t respond.

“You will not get anything else from him,” said someone from across the aisle.

Actaeon's head snapped up to see who spoke. The cage across from him was shrouded in darkness. There was a silhouette of a person roughly Actaeon’s size sitting up. He couldn’t discern anything else from the dark form.

“You are lucky he told you that much,” the shadow said. The voice was husky yet discernibly feminine

At least he was sure it was a she. The voice was gruff but it carried a feminine lilt. Her voice reminded him of the starlets that played powerful characters but would never be considered beautiful.

“And who might you be?” Actaeon asked.

“A slave, just like you. Who I once was no longer matters. As it doesn’t with you. Rest now. Tomorrow you will fight and it will not be pleasant,” she said.

“But I have questions,” Actaeon pleaded.

The woman didn't respond. She sat motionless in the darkness.

“Please?” He tried again.

Still no response.

A thought occurred to Actaeon then. He sat up straighter as a smile born of hope crossed his lips. He willed the command interface to appear. Most of the available commands were grayed out. He had access to the quest log, character sheet, and HUD settings.

What Actaeon expected was a way to log out of this fucked up game.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me!”

With the absence of a log out he decided to see what he was working with. He thought of his character sheet and it appeared before him.

Name:

Actaeon

Level:

1

Class:

Ranger

Attributes

Strength:

1

Dexterity:

2

Stamina:

2

Charisma:

1

Intellect:

1

Luck:

2

Profession

Profession:

None

Level:

Skills

Skill

None

Abilities

Ability

None

  In  addition there was a box containing an image of his character surrounded by slots for equipment. Currently he only had stuff in his chest and his legs slot.

Chest: Sleeveless Tunic

Durability 9/9

Armor 0

Legs: Cloth Wrap

Durability 9/9

Armor 0

“Stupid starter gear,” Actaeon mumbled.







CHAPTER 4

Sleep did not come easy that first night.

His mind was a whirlwind of questions and concerns. Why was this happening? What was he in for when the sun comes up? Why can’t he log off? What the hell is wrong with this fucked up game?

For the millionth time, Actaeon brought up the settings menu. Log off was grayed out and inaccessible. He growled in frustration.

“You should worry about getting some rest. There is no logging out, I’m afraid.”

The voice startled Actaeon causing him to jump.

“Forgive me,” A man to his right said. A grime covered hand reached through the bars of the neighboring cage. “The name is Endraloreacane, but you may call me Cane for short.”

Actaeon took the proffered hand noticing for the first time that his own hand was just as filthy. “The name is Actaeon. I wish I could say it’s a pleasure. Maybe if circumstances were different,” Actaeon said.

“I understand,” Cane said. The two men shook then pulled their hands back. “As I was saying. Tomorrow will be a busy day for you, and a difficult one. If you want a chance at surviving to see the day after you really need to rest up.”

“What exactly do you mean by, ‘surviving,’ to see another one?” Actaeon asked.

“Many people don’t make it past their first day here. The initial trials are deadly and honestly too high for a level one person. Those of us that make it usually just get lucky. I managed to fall into a hole and remain unnoticed until the event was over. The holes have been shored up since then. I wouldn’t count on that happening to you.”

“Can you tell me what the trials are?” Actaeon inquired.

“It might be best to go into them with no expectations. See your situation with fresh eyes, as it were,” Cane replied.

“I can appreciate that, Cane. I really can, but I would really like to know. I’m more of a plan ahead kind of guy. On the spot, creativity seems to escape me. Any info you can share would go a long way to ensure I do get to see the day after tomorrow. Please, Cane?”

Cane let out a long sigh. His rancid breath managed to target Actaeon’s nose and hit it with the force of a charging bull. He just waved his hand in front of his face and kept any comments to himself. It wouldn’t due to insult someone that could help.

“Very well. I’m sure you were able to discern the nature of the building we are in, yes?”

“A stadium for gladiator fights I’m guessing,” Actaeon said.

“Correct. So for your first trial, you will be placed in a match. It could be anything from one on one armed combat to man versus beast, to historical enactments in which you are the bad guy and a group of other gladiators must slay you. Either way, it will be unpleasant at best,” he said.

“That’s just great!” A thought struck him then. “Say, do you think you can train me in weapons so I have a fighting chance?”

In the old version of the game players were able to train each other, but Actaeon's skills would still be low. The training received from another player didn't bypass the need to grind and level up the skill. But a weapon skill would give him a better chance to hit and do greater damage than if he just picked up a sword with no sword abilities for it.

“Once again, I am sorry. Skills are only taught to the top competitors with strict instructions to not share those teachings. At present there is only one here with any trainable skills,” Cane replied.

“Who is it? Maybe I can ask them to train me. At the very least it couldn’t hurt to ask.”

“Tanveer is the one with skills. But as I said the only way to learn is through the masters.” He looked at the cage across the aisle from Actaeon then lowered his voice. “Besides, Tanveer doesn’t play well with others. There is no way in hell you will get anything from that one,” Cane said.

“I have to try. How else…” Another more pressing thought came to him. “Cane, are you an NPC?” In the old game, player characters had a small blue or red diamond hovering over their heads. The color was a product of the faction the player was aligned with.

“I am a player. All of us here are. Well, those of us with collars that is. I believe the masters and their foreman are as close to NPCs as it gets.”

“How is that possible? There were only ten players selected for the initial beta. There are way more than ten people here, and the gear was just sent out. I paid to have mine overnighted. This doesn’t make sense.”

Cane let out another long sigh. “Actaeon, if you come back tomorrow afternoon I will explain. For now, I must get some rest. I will be fighting tomorrow and I need my strength. Just, whatever you do, do not die. There is no respawn, no starting over, and you will not log off. Good night.”

With that Cane laid down putting his back to Actaeon who decided to let the man rest. If what he says is true then they all needed to get some sleep. Actaeon laid down in the filthy hay. He tried to sleep, but no respawn? He let that sink in and the other comment, no log off. What did that leave? Perm-a-death?

It felt like the floor fell away and Actaeon was free falling. What did perm-a-death mean in this scenario? In other games, it meant starting over. Creating a new Character, or toon as they were commonly called, and starting as a level 1 with no abilities or skills to speak of.

What would perm-a-death mean for his body? Would he be a vegetable for the rest of his life? An empty husk his mother would worry over until she died of old age or a broken heart? Or would his time in this version of Last Gods be over?

Those morbid thoughts kept Actaeon from falling asleep.







CHAPTER 5

Heavy footsteps grew louder as they got closer.

“Get up, dog!” The owner of the heavy feet kicked the bars to Actaeon’s cage. “It's time to go. I hope you got plenty of rest. I got some cash on the line and I want a good show,” He said.

“I don’t know who you think you are, but I’m not doing a damn thing for you. How bout this, I’m going to keep my ass right here until you decide I’m a waste of time and you let me go. How does that grab you? Not that I give a fuck,” Actaeon snapped.

He looked up to see a large human with sun stained skin and a mohawk. the man was smiling. The guy just stared down at Actaeon for long uncomfortable minutes.

“Why don’t you draw a portrait?” Actaeon said. “It’ll last longer.”

“Oh shit!” Actaeon heard a distant feminine voice, one that sounded vaguely familiar.

“What the fuck?” Actaeon looked from side to side and up and down.

“I really enjoy the ones that think they are tough. There is nothing I love more than breaking little pigs like you,” the man responded with a buttery smooth voice. He stepped back from the cage door.

“Did you hear that?” Actaeon asked.

“Get him!” Was the mohawk sporting man’s response.

The two cat-men from the previous day appeared. They were a whirlwind of motion as they threw open the door and yanked Actaeon to his feet. They took him by the arms and rushed him down the corridor.

“You better let me go right now,” Actaeon spat. “I swear I will…”

A blow to his stomach stopped the protests. The tiger striped cat-man laughed while the leopard held his fist in front of Actaeon’s face. Apparently, he had no compunction about giving him another.

“Do not resist,” Cane shouted. “You are going to need your strength and health for the match.”

Air refused to find its way back into Actaeon’s lungs. The punch came out of nowhere and did a thorough job of pacifying Actaeon.

Something flashed on the left side of his vision. At first, Actaeon thought it was unconsciousness creeping up on him. After a second the flashing of red continued but he didn’t feel faint. He looked to the left but the flashing moved with his eyes staying far to the left. He concentrated on it.

A half empty health bar snapped into place on the top left of his sight. His first thought was that it was pretty cool. His second thought after processing his current health was not cool. How was he supposed to go into a fight with half health?

Fine, if I’m going into the fight with half health so are you! He thought.

Actaeon let his weight fall to Leopard’s side as if he were losing his footing. The cat-man shifted to hold him up. Actaeon leaped up bringing his elbow into the leopard spotted fucker’s nose. The cat-man howled. Tiger-striped struck him in the back sending him to the ground face first.

With the situation being worse than he thought Actaeon was forced to reevaluate his position. On one hand, there was the need to resist his captors with every bit of energy he had. On the other side, there was the need to survive long enough for his resistance to pay off.

He didn’t fight as they pulled him back to his feet. The cat-men pulled him along with his feet dragging. The effect on his health was a point lost every five seconds or so. Without a clock or timer, it was hard to tell.

A clock appeared in the top right corner of his vision.

07:05

“That's convenient,” Actaeon mumbled in response the cat-men tightened their grip on his arms. Pain lanced through his biceps as claws broke skin. “There is no need for that. I submit. I won't fight you guys. Let me walk on my own two feet.”

The cat-men stopped and looked at each other. Actaeon took that delay to get his feet underneath him. He took a step in the direction the cats had been leading him.

“See, no more problems,” he said.

“No problem, no hurt,” tiger-stripe said.

The continued to hold his arms, but their grip loosened enough to dislodge their claws.

Actaeon spun pulling his arms free. He swung hitting tiger-stripe in the jaw. He dropped dodging a blow to his head. Actaeon placed his hands on the ground and kicked up with both feet. His heels connected with the leopard’s chin.

“Who am I to not take advantage of the situation?” Actaeon said.

The cats rushed him. Actaeon held up his arms and closed his eyes. It was clear that they were a much higher level than he was. Even the blow to the nose that caused leopard spots to howl was nothing more than an annoyance. They grabbed his arms and spun him around.

The large door swung open. Morning sunlight broke the darkness and blinded him. Actaeon tried shielding his eyes but the cat-men’s grip did not waiver. He received another set of claws in the arm as punishment. He was forced to blink away the blindness.

When he could see again the stands were full of people that sat quietly staring down at him. Actaeon was amazed at the fact that no one made a sound.

Across the packed earth on top of the wooden stands was a platform. Thick canvas formed a sun shade that obscured the fine details of the figures seated on the platform. A podium stood at the end of the platform closest to the arena floor. A man approached and began speaking.

“Welcome my fellow citizens. The time has come once again to test the mettle of a new athlete.” His voice was smooth as silk and carried throughout the stadium without the aid of a microphone and speakers. Not that those things existed in this world. Actaeon suspected there was some form of magic aiding the man.

“You must all be wondering how we will determine this man’s worth. Well, rest assured, my friends. For we have a special treat for you!”

The crowd came to life for the first time. They roared with glee. The speaker waited for them to calm down before speaking again.

“You have seen Walter the Hated decimate noobs. We have witnessed the terrible might of the dire boars. We have even watched in rapt fascination as wraiths tore a man’s soul asunder. What we have for you today is so much better.”

Better? Actaeon thought. None of that sounds good to begin with. How could there be better?

“For your viewing entertainment, we present to you the reenactment of the hero Prike Terrassus trial three. In which The Mage Lord Alfred Dennard cast a spell that created two copies of Prike. Those three then had to defeat the Demon Lord Necrosis!”

The crowd erupted into cheers and jeers once more.

Actaeon never paid much attention to the game’s lore, but he was familiar with Prike. Many players modeled their toon after the legendary hero. Prike, in turn, was a combination of Hercules and Conan the Barbarian. The question was, who would be Prike and who would be the demon. Considering Prike was cloned twice over he didn’t think that was going to be him.

The double doors under the podium opened. “Ladies and gentlemen, rogues and heroines! I present THE DEMON LORD NECROSIS!”

All the people in the stand leaped to their feet and the cheers were deafening. A creature twice as tall as a man stepped out of the shadows of the doorway. Four cat-men prodded it with spears. The tips of the spears glowed with a golden light that flared when touched to the demon.

“A real fucking demon lord,” Actaeon mumbled.







CHAPTER 6

The announcer raised his arms up. A blue light surrounded his hands and forearms.

“And to fight off the horrendous beast, Prike in triplicate!”

A beam as wide as basketball shot out from his hands and slammed into Actaeon’s chest. The beam pushed him back, then yanked him forward. The blue light surrounded his chest and lifted him off his feet. Two tendrils arched off of the sides and hit the ground. The blue tendrils slowly rose in unison. It left two pairs of grime covered feet on the ground. As the beams rose more of the Actaeon clones were revealed until they were completed.

The beam winked out. Actaeon landed hard on his ass.

The twins grabbed his arms and pulled him up. “This is some surreal shit,” they said in unison. “Oh shit.” They raised their arms and pointed to one another. “Jinx!” Every word was in stereo as they spoke as one. “You owe me a coke. Ha, two. Ha!”

“Would you two stop,” Actaeon snapped. “We're about to die here!”

“Oh yeah,” they said. Their faces, his face really, took on a somber expression. “Sorry dude.”

“Would it be too much to ask of you guys to not talk at the same time?” Actaeon asked.

“Would be nice,” they said.

“How about just one of you respond?” They nodded. “Okay good. Any ideas?” The clones stared at each other but neither spoke. Actaeon let out a sigh. “Let me guess, you're both waiting for the other to speak?” They nodded again. “Fine, both of you talk,” Actaeon snapped.

“We think…”

BOOM!

The demon slammed his fist down onto right clone. Blood and guts splattered the remaining two. The crowd went wild.

“Oh shit!” Left clone shouted.

“Run!” Actaeon darted away from the demon. It stayed where it was and licked the gore out of its first. The creature dropped down to all fours over the remains of the clone it killed.

Actaeon's mind went into raid mode. The first thing he did was will a group request to his double. An icon with his face appeared to his left. It showed Clone’s health bar in red, mana in blue, and Stamina in yellow. There was a split second where he berated himself for not having done it sooner. He let it go since he wasn’t sure it would work. The chances of survival were much higher with three than two.

He reached the wall and turned left running along the perimeter. With a thought, his own stamina bar appeared below his health bar. He was going to have to take the time to set up his heads up display, or HUD, if he survived the fight.

His stamina bar was quickly depleting as he ran, so was the clone’s. They needed a plan.

Step one, gather data.

Actaeon selected his target.

Demon Lord

Lvl ???

“That wasn’t helpful other than to let me know I’m screwed,” he said.

In the version he was used to question marks meant the character was twenty levels or higher than you. At level one with no weapons, there was no way to defeat a level, who the fuck knows, Demon Lord.

He took stock of everything around him as he ran. He passed one of the doors and looked as he did. To his great disappointment, it was closed. However, there was a guard standing on the arena side of the door holding a spear with a glowing tip. Then there were walls topped by stands and cheering and booing people.

Clone and Actaeon met at the opening of the large doors across the arena from the doors they had entered it. They stopped just short of running into each other.

“What should we do?” Clone asked. His words came out between gasps for air.

“I was hoping you might have an idea,” Actaeon replied. “Things seem kind of hopeless. We're level one and that thing,” he pointed at the demon, “is way beyond us. We need to come up with a good strategy or we're dead. Hell, we need the greatest strategy this or any world has ever seen. I think the two of us together can come up with something.”

“There are a couple things you need to know,” Clone said. “First, I’m level five.” Actaeon's jaw fell open. “Second, I’m not as smart as you.” He looked down and away.

“What do you mean? How are you four levels above me? What does it mean that you are not as smart as me? How could you even know that?”

“So that’s what that is like,” Clone said. “You should work on asking just one question at a time.”

“I get that a lot.”

“I know.”

“Back to…”

“I feel like something is missing,” Clone blurted out. Tears started streaming down his cheeks. “I know I should be able to figure out what, but I can’t.” Clone said. A sob burst from his mouth.

Actaeon placed his hand on Clone’s shoulder. “We will figure this out. We're going to get out of here. Out of this fight and out of this whole fucked up situation.”

Clone wiped his arm across his face before looking up. “You mean it? Both of us?” His face lit up obscuring the misery he had just been displaying.

Actaeon felt a warmth grow in his chest. While Clone came from him he was not him. Did not being a complete Actaeon make him a whole new person? Either way, Actaeon wanted nothing more than to see him get a chance at building a life for himself.

“You have my word on that, buddy.”

A loud slurping noise brought Actaeon’s and Clone’s attention back to the demon. It was on all fours licking and sucking the remains of Dead Clone off the ground. Clone wretched. Actaeon felt his own gorge rise in his throat but was able to keep it down. He grabbed Clone’s shoulder and bent down to talk in Clone’s ear. Clone was still dry heaving.

“I have an idea. It’s going to be dangerous, but I can’t do it without you. Are you okay with that?”

“Why bother asking? I’m just a clone made from some asshole’s magic spell. It doesn’t matter what happens to me. You need to make it and go on. That is what matters,” Clone replied.

“That isn’t true. I don’t know if you are going to dissipate after the asshole’s spell wears off or you will you stick around.” Actaeon pointed his thumb in the direction of the demon that was still eating. “If that one didn’t disappear after being squished I’m willing to bet you won’t either.”

“That is a good point. So what’s this plan of your’s?”







CHAPTER 7

The plan was simple, the execution not so much.

“Run!” Actaeon shouted to his magic clone.

The demon rose up from its meal. All that remained of the dearly departed clone was a dark red stain in the sand. The demon ate every bit of him. It was going to pay for that. While Actaeon didn’t get to know him he felt pain at the loss. That clone could have been just like the remaining one, a lot like himself.

He ran around the left side of the arena while clone was running along the right. Actaeon stopped when he was directly to the left of the demon. He jumped up and down waving his arms to get its attention.

“Hey ugly! Over here! Did you like the taste of clone Actaeon? Come get some of the real deal!”

The monster turned its head and watched as Actaeon jumped and yelled. Its response was to lick its lips then turn its body to face him.

Actaeon stopped jumping. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” he said. He half turned to the right ready to bolt.

The demon lurched forward. In the blink of an eye, it went from the center of the arena to the wall. Actaeon dove out of the way. The demon’s thigh clipped his feet sending him into a spin.

“Oh shit,” clone shouted.

Actaeon spat out a mouth full of dirt and blood. He pushed up with his arms. His head spun and pain smack dab in the middle of his face caused his eyes to water. He shifted his weight to his right arm so he could touch his face where it hurt.

“Ghaaa…”

Pain exploded out from his nose. There was no doubt it was broken. Fresh blood on his fingers explained where the blood in his mouth came from.

“Oh good. I was afraid I had someone else's blood in my mouth.” His voice was heavy with sarcasm.

“What are you doing?” Clone yelled. “Get up and run you idiot!”

Actaeon jumped to his feet and ran. The ground burst open behind him sending him into the air. As he flipped head over heels he saw the demon was on one knee and elbow deep in the crater it made when trying to hit Actaeon.

His head and shoulders hit the ground before the rest of his backside slammed down. Stars dominated his vision. Lungs that had their air forcibly removed failed to draw in more. His health bar dropped from the half it had been at the start to around a quarter. He wondered if there was an option to see a percentage. Thirty percent materialized over the red bar in white letters.

Clone dropped into the star-field of Actaeon’s vision. He grabbed Actaeon by the shoulders and hoisted him to his feet. Clone’s mouth moved but all Actaeon heard was a constant ringing. Clone then shook his head and spun around. His grip stayed tight on Actaeon’s shoulders right up till the moment he let go.

His duplicate grew farther away as Actaeon flew through the air. A dust cloud rose up from the force of Clone’s legs pushing him off the ground. The demon hit the arena floor where the clone had been.

The plan had been simple. Distract the demon while Clone gets behind it to knock it down. Use those precious few moments to jump a guard and get his glowing spear. Then impale Demon Lord, on said spear. At the rate they were going both Clone and Actaeon would be dead in a few minutes.

Actaeon rose to his feet. He wanted to see if Clone would become his own man. He needed to see that man live. He had to act.

Clone ran away from Actaeon with the demon in pursuit. The level five copy was much faster than Actaeon. He also seemed fairly strong considering how easy he managed to throw Actaeon. He wondered if he would be that strong and fast at level five.

“Hey, bro!” Clone shouted as he ran. “Run this way and be ready!”

Actaeon jogged toward the retreating forms of Clone and the demon. “What is the plan?”

“Just be ready. You will know what to do!”

Clone ran straight toward the group of guards holding the yellow glow tip spears. They backed up a few steps and glanced at each with apprehension clear on their faces. It was a good sign. If they choked when the time came Actaeon’s job would be a lot easier.

Clone screamed as he charged into their ranks. His right shoulder drove into the middle of the closest guard. Clone tore the spear from the cat-man and spun around. The spear left his hand and sailed past the demon. It stuck in the ground at Actaeon’s feet with a thud.

It became clear what the new plan was. Before Actaeon could grab the weapon he watched the next event in rapt horror. Several spear tips burst from Clone’s chest. The wielders forced the clone to his knees.

Blood erupted from his mouth in a cough. “Actaeon! Promise me you will get out of here and do something with yourself! Promise!”

Tears filled Actaeon’s eyes. He opened his mouth to respond but nothing came out. Clone smiled and went limp. In one terrible second Clone’s eyes dulled becoming lifeless.

“I will. I promise,” Actaeon whispered.

The demon lord roared reminding everyone that he was still there. It charged the guards. Those that didn't have their weapons stuck in Clone stepped forward. They brandished their glowing spears at the demon. It skidded to a stop and stepped back. It let out a roar of frustration then turned to face Actaeon.

The demon lord charged. Actaeon pulled the spear free. The demon roared. Actaeon spun the spear so the tip pointed at the monster. The demon and the man collided.

The spear tip flashed a bright gold before the metal sunk into the demon’s torso. The collision and crushing force didn’t come. The demon was stopped cold by the magical weapon. Golden light spread out from the wound like a spider web of cracks. The creature let out one more roar before exploding in a shower of golden sparks.

Actaeon dropped his weapon and fell to his knees. His eyes landed squarely on the body of his fallen double.

The crowd erupted in cheers!

“There you have it ladies and gentlemen! Once again the hero Prike is victorious!”

Actaeon barely noticed the guards rushing up and throwing him to the ground. They secured his wrists and ankles with leather thongs then lifted him off the arena floor. They turned him around and marched him toward the far exit.

Actaeon twisted his head around as far as he could manage. He watched a couple cat-men lift the clone and carry him away. He vowed to find the freedom he promised, whatever it would take.







CHAPTER 8

Back in the corridor, Actaeon was greeted with cheers.  The occupants of the other cells jumped on the bars and reached out their hands when he was carried past.

The cat-men dumped Actaeon back in his cell. Their task completed they left without a word. The noise from the others was deafening and didn't stop when his cell was closed. To get away from it Actaeon backed himself to the far wall and lay with his hands covering his ears.

The ring of metal on metal split the din. The cheers resumed. The clanging bang rang out three more times. “Enough!” Followed a voice he didn't know. “You all need to rest or reflect on the day, or do anything other than being loud. Tomorrow will not be an easy day for any of you!” The cheering died down to silence.

“Did you truly go through the Prike and Demon Lord scenario?” Asked the guy on the cell next to his. It was the gremlin speaking.

“Yeah,” Actaeon said. He wasn’t up for being sociable.

“I’m Dru, it is amazing that an untrained would survive a demon lord. How?”

“I don't want to talk about it,” Actaeon replied.

“I can understand that. Now that you made it this far it's only fair you know what comes next. If you are interested in knowing that is?”

Actaeon wanted to smash his little brown and green face in to get some rest. But the information would be far more valuable than the comfort of silencing him would be. With his decision made he pushed himself up to a sitting position.

“I’m all ears,” Actaeon said.

“Good good, but before we begin what do I call you, friend?” Dru asked.

“Actaeon.”

“Ha, a man of many words. Very well, Actaeon. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” A grime covered hand snaked through the bars. Actaeon shook the proffered appendage.

“The man just went through a tough match, Dru,” Cane said. “Why don't you let him be?”

“It's alright,” Actaeon said. “I want to know what I’m in for.”

“I do not know where this idea of leaving the new guy in the dark came from, but it is not right, Cane.” Dru snapped. “A man has a right to know his fate.”

“And a woman,” cried out a female voice.

“Yes, all of us do. I still say we need to communicate more than we do,” Dru said.

Cane snickered. “Very well, Dru. Please feel free to inform Actaeon of our glorious life here.”

“First you need to know that week one is going to be hell.” Dru slid closer to the bars and rested his forehead against them. “You are going to be pushed to your limits and beyond on a daily basis. Tell me, did you gain any levels from your fight?”

“I don’t know,” Actaeon replied.

“You haven't checked?” Dru asked.

“Don’t know how.”

“Oh, well that part is easy. There should be a flashing icon on the bottom left of your vision. Notifications are set to auto minimize during combat as default. Focus on the icon and will it to open. Then you should have at the least a summary of battle damage dealt and received. Let me know what you have,” Dru said.

Actaeon did see the icon. He concentrated on it and a bunch of overlapping windows popped up in the center of his vision.

Ding!

Congratulations! You have achieved level two. You have been granted one stat point and one skill point.

Ding!

Congratulations! You have achieved level three. You have been granted one stat point and one skill point.

Ding!

Congratulations! You have achieved level four. You have been granted one stat point and one skill point. 

Ding!

Congratulations! You have achieved level five. You have been granted one stat point and one skill point.

“Oh wow.” Actaeon mumbled to himself.

“What is it?” Dru asked.

“Huh,? Oh. It's nothing. Just getting used to the interface.”

Actaeon pulled up his character stats and allocated his four points. He put one in strength, two in stamina, and one in dexterity. The plan was to find a way to become a hunter remained. Actaeon wanted more than anything to get a companion pet.

 He willed away the level up messages.

You killed Demon Lord. You received 1,200 experience points. You are 280 points away from next level.

He cleared that menu. The next was a long list of damage dealt and received. He took far more than he gave. That wasn’t something he was prepared to dwell on. He dismissed that window.

You learned skill: Novice Unarmed Combat lvl 1

You now know enough to get beat up in a bar.

 That was a comforting thought. At least he had a place to put his skill points. Or maybe… Actaeon wondered what skills he might learn once training started. It might be better to sit on those for a while. He wasn’t a monk after all. He dismissed the window. Then he thought better of it and brought up his stats. He allocated one point to Novice Unarmed Combat. Better safe than sorry.

Quest received:

You have been offered a quest by your magically created doppelganger.

Quest name: Survive and Escape!

With his dying breath, your magical doppelganger asked that you live and gain your freedom.

Quest reward: 1,000 XP and your freedom

Do you accept?

 “Huh?” Actaeon mumbled.

 “What? What is it?” An excited Dru asked.

“Nothing, hang on a sec. I think I’m almost done.”

A yes and no buttons were at the bottom of the window. Actaeon focused on yes and the window vanished. This one was a no-brainer. Though he did wish for some monetary reward as well, seeing as the quest giver was dead he was glad to see he would get something besides being free. Which was a grand reward in and of itself.

 Congratulations you have received 100 reputation points with the arena guards. You are untrustworthy. You Have 900 more points until you are neutral with the arena guards.

That wasn’t a rep stat that Actaeon was going to be grinding anytime soon. He dismissed the window. There were no more windows. In their place, a wide eyed man with a large nose and pale weather worn skin stared at him.

 Congratulations you have received 500 reputation points with the arena slaves. You are now friendly with the slaves. You have 3,000 more points until you are trusted with the arena slaves.

Name:

Actaeon

Level:

5

Class:

Ranger

Atributes

Strength:

2(1)

Dexterity:

2

Stamina:

4(2)

Charisma:

1

Intelect:
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“Well?” Dru asked. “Did you gain levels from your fight?”

“Yeah, I’m level five now,” Actaeon replied.

“Wow!” Dru’s eyes went wider.

A whistle sounded from the cage across the walkway. Actaeon looked but in the dark he could just barely make out the form of a large person sitting in the cage.

“Hi?” He said. There wasn’t a response.

“Don’t mind that one,” Dru said. “She keeps to herself.” He scratched his cheek as he looked at the cage where the whistler resided. “She doesn’t speak to anyone, but be wary around her. She is the best fighter among us. You don’t get that title by being friendly and helpful. Stear clear is what you should do.”

“I see.” Actaeon stared trying to see more than a dark silhouette. He failed. For a moment he thought he saw two small glowing dots where her eyes would be.

“Where did you spend your point? Do you have any skills to place your skill points on?”

“Don't be a fool, Dru. You know damn well he spawned with no skills just like the rest of us.” Cane snapped.

Actaeon wondered why Cane was so hostile to Dru. “I’ve only used one point on Novice Unarmed Combat so far. I’m not sure what would work best and I have just the one skill. I’m hoping to get more useful skills. Maybe from training?”

“Oh yes most assuredly. You should learn a skill in at least one weapon tomorrow. There may be others depending on how well you do. With that being said, you should really get some rest. Tomorrow will be a grueling day for you. For all of us really, but more so for the uninitiated,” Dru said.

“I think I will. Thanks, Dru.”

“Get some rest, brother Actaeon. I will see you in the morning.”

Leopard spots and tiger stripes took that time to reappear. Tiger stripe banged on Dru’s cage. “Your turn in fight, Grelca.”

“Damn, I was hoping to not have to fight this go round. Any idea what I’m in for?”

“You in for beating if not hurry!” Leopard shouted.

“Yeah, yeah.” Dru crawled out of his cage as he spoke. He didn't talk as he was marched away.

Actaeon laid back down on the hay and muck. He was glad the place was warm. A cold floor would have pushed him over from misery to straight up suicidal. After reviewing his stats a few more times wondering how each would affect him he dozed off.

He woke up sometime later to the sounds he was coming to associate with the prison. Coughing, banging, and the most disturbing sound, crying. He looked for Dru but the cage was empty.

“Hey, Cane,” Actaeon said. He turned to look at the cell behind him. “Is Dru still in the arena?”

Cane let out a sigh and shook his head. “You were out for a long while. Games ended a couple hours ago.”

“So where is Dru? Is there a special place the winners go to?” Actaeon asked.

“Yes, you are in it.” Cane looked down and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I am sorry to say that Dru will not be returning.”

Actaeon swallowed a lump that formed in his throat. “Are you sure he…”

“He is dead.” A husky female voice said from across the walkway. “If you do not toughen up then you will join him.”







CHAPTER 9

Larion shot up out of bed. Sweat covered his skin and soaked his night clothes. Wide frantic eyes darted around the dark room looking for enemies. Searching for the blade he was certain was coming for him.

“Larion? Larion, honey, are you okay?”

It was the voice of his mother. And the name she called was his own. But hadn't he just been …

“I'm fine, ma. It was just a bad dream.” He became aware that it was in fact a bad dream as he spoke the words.

A dream that was quickly fading into the recesses of his mind. What remained were flashes of a man clad in black plate armor wielding a blade so dark it seemed to eat the light around it. There was also the sensation of need. Larion needed to leave and search, but for what and to what end he didn't know.

Fear continued to eat away at Larionas his heart raced and sweat ran down his back in thick rivulets. If he was going to get back to sleep he had to be sure. He pushed back his thick wool blanket and the cool night air chilled his sweat covered skin. 

The room he slept in was in fact a loft. A small space above the kitchen area of his family home. He crept to the edge of his sleeping mat which put him on the edge of the loft. There across the room, past the small dining table and behind a half wall, were his ma and da. They lay in their bed snuggled up together for warmth and he imagined the comfort of having one another close.

Satisfied that he was at home, Larion crawled back under his blanket. The thick wool did an excellent job of trapping his body's warmth. After a few short moments the cold sheen of sweat warmed to a comfortable level. Larion was back into the world of dreams before he knew it.







CHAPTER 10

Images of a knight in black armor carrying an all black sword haunted Actaeon’s dreams. His armor and blade the color of pitch drunk in the light surrounding him.

He had flashes of the knight standing on a hill facing down countless monsters. The brown skin creatures charged and the black blade met them.

There was a ship. The knight stood alone on the cracked and weathered planks of its deck. Apparitions wielding curved blades rushed in from all sides. The black blade absorbing all light as it swung back and forth.

“Actaeon! Wake up man!” The shouting combined with someone pushing his shoulder repeatedly brought Actaeon to wakefulness.

“What?” He rolled over to see Cane’s arm reaching through the bars.

“You were making a lot of noise. If the guards heard you they would have come and beat you till you woke up. A few nights before you showed up they beat a man so bad he never woke up,” Cane said.

“What time is it?” Actaeon asked. The taste on his tongue brought a longing for his toothbrush.

“It is time to get up and go. If the guards have to wake us you will not like it. When the doors open you need to run.”

Actaeon noticed his clock said it was five am.

Loud banging signaled the opening of the first cells. “Get up you curs! It time to train!”

“Any minute now,” Cane shouted. The noise of cages being opened and slaves running on loose boards made it difficult to hear Cane.

After a few seconds, the leopard cat-man ran up to his cell, unlocked and threw open the door, then ran off to the next cell.

“Go,” Cane shouted. “Go you fool!”

Actaeon sprang to his feet and ran. Ahead of him, slaves of all shapes and sizes sprinted down the corridor. He followed the line out onto the arena field. The slaves in front of him assembled in lines. Unsure of where to go Actaeon slowed.

Hands grabbed the back of his tattered tunic and pulled. “This way, lad,” Cane said from behind. His friend stopped in line pulling Actaeon to stand next to him. Two ranks of slaves stood between them and a lone figure standing with his hands behind his back. He watched until the last slave stopped moving.

The lone figure was an imposing man with broad shoulders and a thin waist. His chest and arms were thick with lean muscle. Sunlight glinted off his shaved brown head.

“I expect you to move faster after a day of playing in the arena followed by a night’s rest. Do not disappoint me again,” the lone figure said. “you are all fortunate that I was entertained yesterday. Had that not been the case I would be taking my boredom out on your hides. As such, I chose to invest my time today into making you better so that I may be amused once again come next games.”

The man began pacing back and forth in front of the assembly. “Before we begin I wish to evaluate our new recruit. While he did survive it was more from luck than any skill.” He stopped and faced the slaves. “Come stand before me!” He pulled a whip from his belt and cracked it once.

“Go!” Cane hissed.

Actaeon left his spot and ran to the man. He didn't think disobedience would serve him at that time. The bald man looked him up and down. Then for a split second, his eyes shown.

“Welcome to my playground, newbie. I am the slave training master here,

Leviticus. Should you live a long time then we will be working together for the duration of your miserable life. Should you die in the near future then you better do so in a spectacular fashion. No slave trainee of mine goes out in anything short of a blaze of glory. Am I correct in assuming that you were a mere level one before your debacle with the demon?” The bald man asked.

“Yes,” Actaeon said. He made a point to meet the man’s eyes.

The corner of his mouth twitched up. “From level one to five in one go. Impressive. You must know that from now on I expect nothing short of your best effort. Should that prove insufficient then you will give me more. Am I understood?”

“Yeah.”

The whip cracked. “You will respond with a simple yes or no. Your voice will be thick with respect when you address me. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes,” Actaeon replied.

“Good. Now comes your next test.” He looked over Actaeon's right shoulder. “Tanveer, step forward and bring two practice swords.”

The assembled slaves broke their silence with a chorus of murmurs. Tanveer's name could be heard mentioned in several conversations. Actaeon wondered how powerful this Tanveer must be to inspire that much attention.

“Silence!” The whip wielding man shouted.

A tall woman with green skin and two tusks sticking out of her mouth approached. Her slave rags were in much better shape than that of any other slave he had seen so far. She even sported a few bits of armor plating.

“A half orc?” Actaeon asked. “There weren’t any orcs in the old game.” He couldn't help but stare at the anomaly.

The half orc Tanveer tossed a practice sword at Actaeon. He almost didn't catch it.

“I suggest you pay attention to the task at hand and stop leering human!” Her face flushed with anger as she spoke. I am not some sex object to be gawked at.”

“No, I…”

“Enough!” The whipman interrupted. “Now is the time to fight, not talk. Get to it!” He stepped back giving the combatants space.

The slaves moved to encircle the pair but kept their distance from the slave master. The green skinned warrior stood still with her wooden sword held at her side pointing down. Actaeon was unsure if he should attack first. While he was used to killing female NPCs in the old game this felt different, and the fact that she was hot didn’t help either.

He took a moment to drink in the warrior. He told himself he was sizing her up for battle and not checking out her figure. She was thick with muscle but not so much to be grotesque. She was well proportioned with a small waist, nice hips and an ample chest for a woman in such great shape.

“If you do not stop gawking and start attacking I will attack you myself,” Leviticus said.

“Ahh!” Actaeon charged with his sword held high. The woman didn't move until he was upon her. In one swift and fluid motion, she grabbed his wrist and spun. She used his momentum to flip him onto his back. Then she let go and backed off.

You take 5% damage.

Actaeon jumped to his feet. He ignored the pain in his head from landing skull first on the compact dirt. He spun to face Tanveer. She had moved back about five feet. Her sword lay on the ground at her feet and her hands were raised showing they were empty.

Rage flooded his system at the insult. She thought she was so much better than him that she didn’t even need a weapon. He was going to show her how wrong she was.

He closed the distance between them with slow steady steps. When he was within striking distance he swung his blade horizontally from left to right and back. Tanveer jumped back dodging both swings. He lunged trying to hit her with the point of his wooden blade.

Tanveer smacked the flat of his blade with the back of her hand. The blade went wide. She stepped in close. Her fist connected with Actaeon’s jaw. Then another to his solar plexus knocking the wind out of him. As he reflexively bent forward she met his chin with an uppercut. Actaeon’s legs gave out and darkness took him.







CHAPTER 11

Cold water splashed over Actaeon’s face and chest. He sat up and inhaled a shocked breath.

“You were taking too long to wake,” said a husky female voice.

He looked to his right and saw Tanveer crouched down holding an empty wooden bucket. If the bucket wasn’t incriminating enough she wore a huge grin on her face. He wondered briefly how she managed to kiss anyone with those two-inch tusks sticking up from the sides of her lower lip.

“That wasn’t nice,” Actaeon said. He coughed up some water that was in his throat.

She dropped her smile and tilted her head to the side. “Which part?” Tanveer asked.

“Should I make a list? How about the part where you dumped cold water on me. Or when you humiliated me by dropping your sword and opening a can of whoop ass on me? I’ll let you pick,” Actaeon snapped.

“I had thought you a warrior. albeit untrained and weak warrior, but a warrior nonetheless. Now that I hear you whining like a child I have to rethink that. How did you manage to beat a demon lord?”

“I had help,” Actaeon replied.

“Yes, two others of yourself. It still doesn’t make much sense to me,” she replied.

“Really just one other. Though the first clone dying did distract the demon enough to give us the time we needed.”

Tanveer narrowed her eyes and nodded. “I suppose he did. Come,” she stood and offered a hand up. Actaeon took it and she helped pull him to his feet. “I have been given the task of training you.”

“Really?” Actaeon couldn’t help but smile. He envisioned a training montage in which he grew stronger and  and his relationship with Tanveer grew closer. He could picture them falling into each other's arms at the end of his montage and making sweet, sweet…

The slap across his face ended the day dream. Actaeon rubbed his sore cheek and glared at the green woman.

“You will stop dreaming and pay attention. From this moment on you will not do anything unless I will it. Understood?” Tanveer asked.

After a few seconds, her hand lashed out striking his other cheek.

“What the fuck?” Actaeon raised his fists to fight.

Tanveer glared at him. “That is the last time you will raise your hands to strike me. Do it again and I will kill you.” The calm way in which she spoke was more frightening than the threat. But Cane’s warning about death being permanent did come in second.

He had a thought. “Maybe you should kill me. That way I can roll a new character and maybe start somewhere else,” Actaeon said.

Tanveer’s eye went wide. “You still think this is a game?” She smacked him again. The hit was hard enough to send a loud thwack echoing through the arena. “Did that feel like a game? Use what little brain cells you have and think,” she was shouting now. “What game developer would make a game that felt like this?” She smacked him again to bring home her point. “Players would log out immediately and demand a refund. This is not a game! Your mind was transported here and placed in a new body. Same as mine and that of every slave here. We are not non-player characters. We are all living breathing people, just like you.”

Tanveer raised her hand to slap him again. Actaeon flinched and blinked away tears. A look that could only be pity crossed her face. Her hand lowered back to her side.

“Take a few moments to collect yourself then come back here ready to begin,” she said. He watched her hips move from side to side as she walked away. The gentle rocking helped to focus his mind.

Off to his left was a weapons rack that contained wooden and metal weapons. Next to the wood and steel stand were several buckets with long handles sticking up out of them.  That had to be drinking water.

Actaeon approached the buckets and saw a clear liquid in them. He pulled the handle free and brought the ladle to his face. A sniff revealed no scent so he put it to his lips and drank.

The water was cool and refreshing. He dipped the ladle again and took another swig.

You have drunk The Waters of Life. You become refreshed. Your stats increased by ten percent for twenty minutes. You gain a boost to experience points received by ten percent for one hour. Does not stack.

“Wow!” Actaeon wiped his forearm across his mouth.  The old game contained a multitude of stat boosting potions, but nothing like this. The buckets made him think the water came from a well or some sort of spring. What else came from nature in this place?

“I would put that back if I were you.” Came an unfamiliar masculine voice.

Actaeon looked over his shoulder at the speaker. A short guy covered from head to tail in scales looked up past his toothy snout. “The guards will usually give you a hard time from drinking more than once a day from that bucket. If you still require some drink you should move to those.”

Actaeon saw the buckets in question. They were similar to the one he had drunk from except for one detail. Those had metal bands holding the wooden slats together. While the one he drank from had wooden bands.

“The Water of Life is negatively affected by metal, or so we are told.”

“Thanks for the info,” Actaeon said. “Forgive me for being forward, but are you…”

“A Kobold,” he interrupted. “Yeah. Taken from my home via VR headgear same as you.”

“I’m…”

“Actaeon. I know. The slave pens are all a buzz about the new guy. Congrats on living through your first fight. That scenario is tough for seasoned fighters.”

“Thanks for the advice.” The kobold's habit of finishing his sentences was getting old. Still, it was better to make friends than enemies. “What do I call you?”

“The name is Oralcumester. But my friends call me Al. You can call me Al,” he said. His lips parted to reveal large sharp teeth that made Actaeon wonder if he was going to latch onto Actaeon’s leg and drag him into some brackish water and do a death roll.

“It's a pleasure to meet you, Al.” Actaeon offered his hand to shake.

“Ah, from a planet where the species greet by shaking hands. Here do this.” Al grabbed Actaeon's forearm in a way that put Actaeon’s open hand on Al’s forearm. Then the creature pumped up and down once. “That is how it is done in this world. If you plan on surviving it would be good to learn the local customs.”

“When I said to collect yourself I did not think you would take that to mean socialize.”

Actaeon turned and smiled at Tanveer. “Forgive me, Teacher. Al here was simply informing me about our beverage choices. It seems that I may have spent too much time enjoying The Waters of Life.” He hoped killing her with kindness would win enough brownie points to keep her from wrecking him. There was already enough evidence to presume that Tanveer may be a strict and demanding taskmaster.

“Now that you have been informed it is time to become educated. Come.” She spun on her heels and marched away. That was when Actaeon noticed the two long spears she carried with wooden tips.

“Good luck with her as your instructor,” Al said.

“What does that mean?” Actaeon asked.

Al’s response was to just laugh as he walked away. Actaeon let out a long sigh. He took a deep breath to steel himself then set out after Tanveer.







CHAPTER 12

Larion sat on a rock staring out over the sheep in his care.

“Larion! Larion!” He turned to see Evelina running up the hill. He waved and smiled.

 “Hi, Larion,” she said. She reached him and took a seat next to him.

The rock was barely big enough for him but somehow she managed to get herself seated and once again intrude on his personal space. Not that he minded. She was one of the most beautiful girls in the village. His only problem was that she insisted they were long lost siblings.

“Hi Eve, what brings you up this way?” He asked.

“Did you hear about the merchant?” She was so excited she seemed to vibrate.

“No, what merchant? We're not due for a traveling merchant for at least a month or two.”

“He is here now! His wagon pulled into the village this morning. He is staying at the inn to get some rest, but says he will be open for business first thing in the morning. I can’t wait to see what he has. Do you think he has books? I really need a new book. My copy of Big Adventures in a Small Village is falling apart.”

“Do you require air like the rest of us?” Larion chuckled. “You just belted that out without stopping. You truly are amazing.”

Eveline grew quiet and looked away. He had told her before his interests were more in line with a suitor than a pseudo sibling. Every time she reacted the same.

“I didn't mean it that way,” Larion said. “ I was simple commenting on your ability to say a lot with one breath.”

“I know,” she said. Her mind had already gone to the topic she wished to avoid. Larion found himself wishing she would have just agreed to court him and made both their lives easier.

Larion’s heart sunk. “What makes this merchant so special that you had to run up here and inform me of him?”

“Oh!” Eve looked up. “His wagon is what. It is the biggest merchant wagon I have ever seen. He must have so many wonderful things in there. I can not wait to see what he has, Larion.”

“Ah, I see. That is exciting.  I wonder if he has any alchemy reagents? I have used all I can find in the area to grow my skills as high as they can go. My current recipes will not yield any more experience. I need new recipes and reagents.” Larion rubbed his chin.

“How can he not? He probably has a couple alchemy trainers hidden away in his wagon!”

Larion laughed. “Ok, I will meet you in the village tomorrow morning. We will see what he has. Is that what you want to hear?” Larion asked.

“Like you have to ask.” She landed a playful punch on his shoulder.

“Hey! Oh crap.” Larion stood. “Patty! Get back here, patty.!” He looked down at Eve. “Sorry, Eve, but I have to go. This damn sheep is going to be the death of me.” Larion ran off in pursuit of his troublesome charge.







CHAPTER 13

Tanveer tossed one of her long spears at Actaeon when he was a few feet from her. He caught it by the shaft with the tip pointing up.

“This is my weapon of choice and for now it is your weapon of choice,” Tanveer said. “Training starts by unlocking the skill, then developing real techniques.”

“Can’t we just level up my skill and make me strong that way?” Actaeon asked.

“We could do that. But you will just be an idiot jabbing a pointed stick until you get enough tries to land a blow and do damage. This way you learn to fight and do not rely on chance to land a powerful strike. Enough talk for now. I appreciate questions as they sharpen the mind as much as the skill, but if we do not act all we manage to do is sharpen our tongues. Now, mirror my movements.”

She started by stepping forward and thrusting her staff at an imaginary opponent. Her eyes shifted from the invisible assailant to Actaeon. One eyebrow rose.

“Oh right,” he said.

Actaeon stepped forward and thrust his spear in the same way she had, or so he thought. Her other eyebrow rose and both eyes opened wide. Then her mouth fell open.

“What?” Actaeon asked. He felt heat in his cheeks from embarrassment.

“How in the seven hells did you manage to survive your fight if you can not mimic basic movements?” She said.

“What are you talking about? I did what you did.”

She chuckled. “Remain still. I will show you just how wrong you are.” Tanveer stood erect and pointed the business end of her spear up. She circled Actaeon once looking at him like a hawk would stare down its prey as it dove for the kill.

With ease, she tapped Actaeon on the shoulder. His precarious position gave way and he fell over. There was a moment when he tried to save himself. He wobbled back and forth as his muscles fired trying to stabilize his position. But they failed.

Actaeon tumbled over. The spear rolled away as his shoulder hit the packed dirt. Tanveer remained silent for a moment. It wasn’t till he looked up at her that she lost it. Raucous laughter burst from her lips.

“When exactly did you see me so unstable that I simply fell over when a breeze hit me?” Tanveer asked. “You did not see me in such a state.” She said without giving him a chance to respond. “Get up and I will show you.”

Actaeon rose but the shaft of Tanveer’s spear smashed into his thigh. He jumped up.

“When I command, you move as if your life depends on speed. From now on speed is all you know.” Her spear lashed out so quick that he wasn’t sure if it had moved. The warm trickle running down his cheek was the proof.

“You cut me! How the hell did you do that with a wooden spear?”

Tanveer thrust her spear forward stopping centimeters from plunging into his eye. The very sharp point dominated his world at that moment. “You are no warrior. You will either become one or die by my hand. That is a choice only you can make. The first thing you must learn is to keep your mouth closed.”

She spun in a circle and hopped away at the same time. A flick of her wrist brought the butt end of the spear around. The shaft connected with the side of Actaeon’s head. Pain blossomed in his skull and darkness crept in along the edges of his vision. He dropped to his knees and clutched the now bleeding side of his head.

His health bar flashed and he was dismayed to see more of it clear than red.

Tanveer bent down and whispered into his ear. “Your next lesson. Is to learn when to duck. I suggest you figure that one out quickly.”She righted herself and placed the flat edge of her spear tip under his chin forcing his head up. “Watch me once more. I will perform the basic thrust twice so you can see it from the front and side. You will spend the remainder of the day attempting to achieve my level of perfection. I doubt you will come close though.”

Before Actaeon could consider responding she stepped back and turned to the side. Tanveer moved faster than his eyes could track going from standing erect to having her spear out in front of her with her legs spread and bent at the knees. Actaeon took advantage of the time she offered inspecting her posture. What was most amazing is how motionless she remained.

Without saying a word Tanveer stood, turned and stepped back several feet. In less than the time it takes to blink she was once again down with her spear extended. This time it was pointed at Actaeon with the tip an inch from his nose. He swallowed then moved his focus off the tip and onto the woman. After a minute she stood and pointed the tip to the sky.

“That is all the instruction I will give you for today. Tomorrow I expect to see some improvement.” She nodded once then walked away.

Actaeon watched his teacher, Tanveer the half-orc walk away. He told himself it was a moment of change and possibilities for the future and not because she had a sway to her hips. She went back inside depriving him of the view. He took stock of all the activities around him. There were paired off people sparring all around. Not everyone was human, but most were. The cat-people were not among those training, neither was one of the small gremlin creatures that first greeted him when he arrived. The strangest thing he saw was a bipedal creature that looked like a beetle. It had four thin arms and a large carapace covering its back complete with a split down the center making him think there were wings underneath. The entire thing was covered in the dark red exoskeleton. Because it was facing away he couldn’t see its face, but he was kind of glad about that. The last thing he needed were nightmares fueled by that guy’s large mandibles.

“You will train or you will die, human” one of the cat-man guards shouted. Actaeon looked up following the trail of the voice. He figured out why there were no cat-men in the arena. They were in the stands, spread out and watching.

Actaeon went back to his training. He went through the motions over and over again. No way in hell was he going to match the speed Tanveer used. Instead, he went really slow in order to get the stance right. Because of her speed he didn’t see if she stepped forward or back. He decided to step back as moving away seemed logical considering the length of his weapon.

He decided to dedicate himself wholly to his training. He performed spear thrust after spear thrust. Everyone around him became background noise. He thrust, kicked up a puff of dirt, reset, and thrust again.

He learned a valuable lesson. Stamina was finite. His yellow bar flashed when there was just a sliver left. His chest heaved trying to draw in a breath. His arms felt like they weighed a thousand pounds and his legs had become gelatin.

Actaeon dropped to his knees. Spots dotted his vision. He clawed at his chest attempting to get more air.

“Be at ease, friend Actaeon.” Al stepped into view. “You used too much stamina, yes? Do no fear. Breathe in deep and close your eyes. Let your breathing be the only movements you make. The less muscle tissue in motion the better to regen stamina.”

He felt a rough hand on his shoulder complete with claws. The sharp points pressed lightly against his skin. Feeling the Kobold touch him brought home just how real his situation was.

“Good, good. You feel better, yes? Your stamina should be on the rise. In a few minutes when it has risen above ten percent go get a drink of water. It will help.”

The hand on his shoulder fell away. Actaeon opened his eyes and saw Al’s tail swished back and forth as he walked away. He stepped up to a tall human and pulled a practice sword from the ground. He nodded and they stepped into their sparring session.

The water was cool and felt good going down. While there was no message about a stamina buff his bar did start to fill faster. In the time it took to walk back to his spot his stamina was full. He went back to practicing his spear thrusts.

You have gained a new skill: Novice Spear-man lvl 1

Through hard work and perseverance, you have learned the basic spear skill. Continued use of spears will increase your skill level to Journeyman Spear-man.

The notification came just before a loud horn sounded. Actaeon looked around as he had no clue what the sound meant. The other gladiators all stopped what they were doing. A few stood in place and conversed, but most returned to the weapons racks. Actaeon followed suit and placed his spear back where Tanveer had gotten it from. He followed behind the others as they meandered toward the entrance to the slave pens. He was amazed that the guards were not rushing anyone. As he walked he looked around and saw the guards lost in their own conversations. There was even an all black cat-man leaning on his halberd and watching a butterfly flit around. The lackadaisical attitude of the guards amazed him. He filed it away for later. This was something he could use.

Actaeon focused on the blinking notification bringing up the window.

+2 to Stamina

+1 to Strength

+1 To Intellect







CHAPTER 14

“How was your first day on the training field?” Al joined Actaeon in line to get back inside. “It looked like Tanveer left you alone for a good portion of the day.”

“She sure did, but not before getting a few licks in. Then she showed me a spear thrust and took off. Told me to have it perfect by tomorrow,” Actaeon said.

“Did you get it down?”

The line moved forward a few paces. It was another thing he would put away in his escape file he kept in the back of his mind.

“I can’t say for sure. I think so, but she was so fast when she demonstrated, it’s hard to tell.”

“Aye, that Tanveer is one hell of a  warrior, but short on patience. Did she say what happened to her last trainee?”

“No, what happened?” Actaeon asked. He was expecting to hear that she became fed up with the last one and quit. What Al said next took Actaeon by surprise.

“He died,” Al said.

Actaeon was floored. He stopped moving and his jaw hit the floor anchoring him in place. His mind traveled back to when Tanveer had her spear pointed as his face. The sharp tip of the wood was an inch from his eye at most. One flick of her wrist and he would have been a goner.

Something hard bumped into his back knocking him free of the spot he was rooted too. Solid hands grabbed his arms stopping him from breaking his fall with his face.

“I’m sorry, mate. I hope I didn’t hurt you?” The voice was soft and reverberated slightly.

The hands lifted him back up to his feet and held him steady.

“Thanks for that,” Actaeon said. He turned to see the immovable force that kept him from falling. Once again his jaw hit the ground. Before Actaeon stood the beetle person. What really caught his attention was it's face Where he expected to see mandibles was a regular jaw. Which went up to a human lips then a nose and a pair of small blue eyes. Like the rest of him his face was red.

“Are you okay?” He asked.

“Yeah I… Yes. I am fine. Thank you again,” Actaeon said.

“Oh good, I was afraid I hurt you. I apologize for not paying close attention and walking into you. Please tell me I didn’t harm you. I couldn’t bear it if I did.”

“No, really. It was my fault I stopped when I should have kept going and I’m fine. Don’t worry over me,” Actaeon said. “I’m Actaeon.”  He held out his arm. “Who might you be?”

The beetle man smiled and looked away. “I’m Olieair. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Actaeon.”

Olieair gripped Actaeon’s arm and they shook. “Is something wrong, Actaeon? You look like you’ve seen the dead walk.”

“No, oh no, nothing at all. I’m sorry, it's just that I’ve never seen a… Um… I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but what are you?”Actaeon asked.

Olieair laughed. “It’s okay, Actaeon. I get that a lot. I’m the only one of my kind here that I am aware of. I’m a Verhoven. Like you I was brought here under the pretense of playing a game.” Olieair leaned in close. “Thing is, I am a horrid gamer. Like zero skills.”

“How did you end up with a VR setup? Didn’t the developers send those to the top players like they did on my world?” Actaeon asked.

“Yes and they sent it to my brother. He was not home when it came so I set it up for him. Then I figured what could be the harm in giving it a go. So here I am.” Olieair raised his arms and spun around to bring his point home.

“Are you a kid?” Actaeon blurted out?

Olieair laughed. The reverb in his voice made the sound pleasant and creepy at the same time. Weird. “Oh no. It is custom for families to stay together. My beloved was going to move in after we were joined.” The smile left his face. “That won’t happen now.”

Actaeon placed his hand on Olieair’s arm. “I’m sorry.”

Olieair’s smile returned but it didn’t reach his somber eyes. “It isn’t your fault, dear friend. But thank you for saying so.”

As Actaeon smiled, a thought occurred to him, one that made him realize just how jarring all this had been. “Olieair, would you happen to know how it is I can understand you and everyone here?”

“You caught on to that. I am not really sure. I just know we can.” He leaned forward again and lowered his voice. “I am not very smart but I am strong. That's how I survive here.” He moved back. “My brother was the smart one.” He let out a sigh and his eyes teared up.

“This is me,” Olieair said. He turned and walked into his cell before Actaeon could respond.

As slaves found their cages the pace of the line increased. A few minutes later Actaeon was seated in his own cell. Soon after a cart passed by handing out tin plates stacked high with meat and what looked a lot like potatoes. The food was surprisingly good. The meat was tender and juicy and the potatoes tasted sweeter than he expected. Soon after fatigue took hold and he was out for the night.

***

The knight in black armor held his sword out parallel to the ground.  A horde of four legged horned creatures charged at him. When the first was in range the knight sidestepped  and swung his blade.  The first monster fell.

His blade became a whirlwind of death. Blood and gore rained down around the knight and he continued his dance.

Hours passed and the bodies piled up. The last of the beasts fell and let out a huff of air, its last.

The ground shook.

This was what the knight had fought so hard for. The opportunity to destroy the master of these creatures.

Two horns as big around as a man was tall crested the hill. They were followed by the massive head that held them up. In total the monster stood taller than three men standing one on top of the other. Its hide was covered in scales and blue smoke tendrils drifted up from its nostrils.

The knight held his ground. He was the last line of defense. If he fell countless lives ended with him. No matter what, he had to end this thing.

The Knight charged, sword held over his head in a two handed grip. A battle cry exploded from him.

***

Actaeon sat up. Sweat covered him from head to toe and his breath came in quick gasps.

“What the fuck was that?” He asked himself.

“Come again?” Cane asked.

Actaeon looked over to find him sitting in his cell with his arms dangling out between the bars of his door. He checked the time and saw it was half past midnight.

“Do you ever sleep, Cane?”

“I do, but I only need a couple hours a night. Most of my night is spent meditating and contemplating the life I live.”

“You don’t think about the life you had?” Memories of Actaeon’s date with Rebecca  flitted around the edges of his mind. He could reach out and grasp them. Spend a few moments reliving his past joys, but it would hurt. The pain of loss could overwhelm him. He let the memory drift away.

“No. I used to dwell on my former life. I ended up going into each battle with reckless abandon. My successes stemmed from my lack of caring what happened to me. If not for getting another killed with my foolishness I may be the one dead now. I learned a hard lesson about letting go and looking forward.”

“What do you look forward to, Cane? I can’t see anything to look to if this is the life I’ll have.”

Cane chuckled. “Perhaps I traded one foolish state for another. I choose to hope that my time here is finite. That one day I will be in a better place pursuing interests other than fighting.”

“Like what?” Actaeon sat up. He didn’t feel like sleeping any longer.

“As I am stuck here in this world I would like to take advantage of the crafting system. I was never a creative type though I always longed to be able to make things with my own hands. Now, with the skill system my chance could come. First, I must find a way out. So I hold my hope.”

Cane turned his head to look at Actaeon. “The best thing about the first week of training is being too busy or too tired to dwell on past lives. I think it makes the transition a little easier. But there are those that can not let go. If you take just one lesson from me let it be this. Let go of the past. Fashion yourself into the man you wish to be and move forward. Always move forward.”

Neither person spoke for a while. Actaeon let the words sink in. He remembered advice his father had given him when he was young. His dad caught him crossing the nearby busy street after having told him several times not too. ‘Let the mistakes of others guide you to the right actions. There is no need to make those same mistakes to learn the lesson.’

“Get some sleep, my friend. You will need it,” Cane said.

Actaeon nodded. Thoughts of dad lead to thoughts of mom and the swelling of his tear ducts. He laid back down and stared at the bars above him until sleep took him away from memories that stirred unpleasant feelings..







CHAPTER 15

Larion woke to Eve standing over him. He let loose a scream and shuffled back. His head hit the wall stopping his flight.

“Oh my gods! Larion, are you alright?”

“Yeah.” He settled against the wall and rubbed his head. The wall was cold against his bare back and… His hand stopped but stayed where it was against his head.

Larion looked down and let out a sigh of relief. The blanket covered his legs and waist. While his loft was in no way a private place it did provide enough cover for him to sleep in the buff on occasion. Much like he was now.

“Does your head hurt? You hit it hard if that loud thump was any indication,” Eve said.

“No, I am fine. Hey, Eve?”

“Yes, Larion?”

“Think you could give me a minute to get dressed?”

“Yeah sure. I’m not in a hurry.” She crossed her arms and sat back on her heels. She sometimes missed the obvious.

“I meant for you to go back down the ladder and let me get dressed alone,” Larion clarified.

“Huh?” Eve’s face twisted up into a sneer.  “Why would…” her eyes went wide. “Oh. Um.” Her cheeks took on a scarlet hue. “I will be outside, Larion.” She rushed down the ladder and out the door.

A few minutes later he walked out of the house while running his hand through an unruly mop of hair. Eve was outside waiting and fighting off Patty. The sheep was attempting to get a taste of Eve’s dress. Eve being the kind hearted girl she was only pushed Patty away. Patty would then go right back in mouth wide open and ready for a bite.

“Patty!” Larion yelled. He smacked his hands together startling the sheep. “Get out of here!”

Not for the first time Larion had to wonder if Patty was smarter than she let on. She gave him a look that said she was just trying to have fun. With her head lowered she slinked away joining the rest of the herd.

“Sorry about that,” Larion said. “I don't know what goes through her head. I think her white wool is a deception. She should have black wool considering all the mischief she gets herself into.”

“It’s okay.” Eve wrapped her arm around Larion’s. “Are you ready? I want to get there before he sells out of all the good stuff.”

Eve pulled Larion along as he answered. “I’m ready, but I don't know how much bartering I can do with my arm torn off.”

“Ha ha,” Eve mocked. “Get a move on then. You move like a pregnant yak.”

They walked in silence. Eve pulling and Larion doing his best to not be pulled off his feet. Eve was the daughter of the village blacksmith and was no stranger to the hammer. While she was a slight girl she was still one of the strongest kids their age.

The family farm sat atop a hill that overlooked their little village of Pan.  It was outside of the village proper yet close enough to travel from one to the other in under ten minutes. They found the merchant wagon in the town square. It sat before the fountain in the center of the square.

“There are only a couple people here,” Eve whispered.

“I can see that. It’s good. Means there is still a good selection,” Larion whispered. “But why are we whispering?”

“Because, if we say it too loud the universe will hear us and bring more people. With your luck the entire town will arrive at the wagon just before we get to it.”

“Not funny,” Larion replied no longer whispering.

“Then why am I laughing?” Eve said between chuckles. If not for her being so pretty when she laughed he might have taken issue with being the butt of a joke.

“Welcome,” The Merchant said. He was a tall man with a round belly which he hid behind an ornate maroon coat with gold trim. He had an odd shaped hat with a long purple feather sticking straight up from the brim. which he removed as he bowed to Larion and Eve.

“Good morning to you, sir,” Eve said. “I was hoping you might have some books?” Her eyebrows rose in anticipation.

The merchant’s smile grew wide. “Oh dear lady are you ever in luck. I just happen to have a rather decent collection.” He grabbed the side of a cabinet and pushed. The cabinet spun to reveal a bookshelf on the back side.”As you can see.”

Eve gasped. Larion didn’t speak, but he understood. There had to be more than twenty books on those shelves. More than either of them had seen in one place. “He has the complete journey of Dace Drakonian. Please sir, can you tell me how much for this one?” She pulled the thick tome off the shelf.

“I can tell you are smitten by that book. I tell you what, for you I will allow it to go for a single gold coin.” Eve’s smile fell. “Do not fret though, for if you buy three books of your choosing I will let them go for a mere two gold. How does that grab you?”

“I don’t…”

“Sold,” Larion said. His family did well for themselves between the sheep, their vegetable farm, and his mother’s apothecary. “Eve, pick two more books. Sir,” Larion turned his attention to the merchant. “I need alchemical reagents and alchemy recipes. Do you have any?”

The merchant folded his hands over his belly and gave Larion an appraising look. He looked to Eve and back to Larion. “I like your style,” He said. “A generous man is always the best of customers, and I don’t mean because you spend the most. It is my experience that men and women like yourself will always spread the word about the merchant that played them fair. So tell me, do you know the transmute skill?”

“Why no,” Larion replied. He had heard of it. It was the skill that allowed alchemists to change the properties of objects. It was highly sought after and very expensive.

The merchant’s smile grew wider. “You are fortunate then.” He turned to his cart, produced a key from his pocket, and opened a locked drawer. Larion held his excitement in check. He knew he was not going to be able to afford the skill. The merchant turned back with a purple skill book in hand. It had the alchemist's seal embossed in gold on the front. He held the book out.

Larion reached for it but stopped short. “I’m sorry, but I can not afford this.” 

“Ha. I never asked for payment. This is a gift. A token of generosity for a generous man. Please take it. I do hope you will put it to good use. And I have some recipes that you may wish to purchase as well as reagents for most.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Thank you will be more than sufficient.”

Larion took the book. As his hand touched it he spotted movement from the corner of his eye. He looked in Eve’s direction but saw nothing. He could have sworn there was a shadow on the ground.

“About those recipes,” The merchant asked.

“Oh yes, please show me what you have.” Larion turned back to the man and noticed a glistening sheen of sweat that wasn’t there before. He noted it but didn’t give it much thought.

When it was all said and done Larion walked away with a new skill book and three new recipes plus enough reagents to make each recipe ten times over. The entire lot cost him ten gold coins on top of the two he spent on Eve.

“Thank you, Larion. You didn’t have to do this for me.” She held the bundle of books tight to her chest. They were bound together by a leather thong the merchant had given her. She reminded him of a story he once read about a dragon that hoarded treasure.

“You are most welcome.”

“But why?” She asked.

“Well, you are my friend. And I guess I look forward to hearing you tell me about them after you read them. Life as a shepherd's gets boring you know.”

“Then why don’t you stop doing it? You have more than enough hands on the farm to help tend the sheep.”

“I like doing my part. We all have a part to play and tending the sheep lets me help my family,” Larion said. “And Patty doesn’t listen to anyone but me. Things would be very bad if Patty was allowed to have her way.” They both laughed at that.







CHAPTER 16

Actaeon stood five feet from Tanveer with his spear held in his right hand. She nodded. He threw his leg back and thrust his spear forward.

Tanveer’s eyes narrowed. Other than that she didn't make a sound or show any emotion. While he held his stance she walked around him slowly taking in his position. 

“Stand,” she said once she was back in front of him. “I am surprised you have done as well as you have. Now I will point out your flaws. When you perform a spear thrust you must step forward. You gain more power by pushing with your whole body. Keep your back leg straight and bend the forward knee more. Like this.” She lunged forward and held the pose. “See how my thigh is parallel to the ground? This is stable and strong.” She stood. “Do you have questions?”

“Um… you move too fast. My eyes can’t track you. One second you are upright the next you are in the stance with your spear sticking out in front of you.”

Tanveer righted herself. “I see. You should have mentioned this yesterday. If you had you might be better off than you are now.” She snapped. “Do not hold back questions that will serve to make you better.”

“Tanveer!” Shouted a short green skinned creature from across the arena. “Come! We must speak. Important, very important.” He shouted as he got closer. Actaeon thought he might be the same gremlin that greeted him upon arriving in this nightmare.

“Is that the same green fuck that collared me when I woke spawned here?” Actaeon asked.

“Yes,” Tanveer said. “That is Lurge. He is the owner of the arena, and us. I must go. Stay here.”

Tanveer met with the little green guy. They were too far away for Actaeon to hear what was said, but there was a lot of motion. The little guy jumped up and down waving his hands. He was moving around so much a small dust cloud started to form around the pair.

Tanveer for her parts did not stand still and take it. She had one hand on her hip in a way that said, ‘oh no you didn’t!’ and the with the other she pointed down at the little man. Her head jerked back and forth as she gave as good as he did. Or Actaeon assumed she did, since he still couldn’t hear them. A few low words from the little fellow were enough to silence her. She bowed her head in defeat then returned. The usual defiance in her step was gone.

“We are leaving in the morning to participate in skirmish battles in another arena,” Tanveer snarled.

“What? Why? I just started training with you. I’m nowhere near ready for anything like that,” Actaeon replied. He felt the floor begin to fall out from beneath him. First the battle with the demon lord and now this. How was he going to survive who knows what in a strange place?

“Skirmish battles are not designed to leave the combatants dead,” Tanveer said. “We are ambassadors in a sense. It is our job to promote goodwill between the lord of a rival arena and ours. Think of this as an extended training session.”

Actaeon let out a sigh. “Well, fuck. In the morning huh?” Tanveer nodded. “Okay, not that I have a choice. What’s our next play?” He asked.

“I must gather two others to accompany us. Then we continue training for the day. Tomorrow we leave,” She replied.

“Do you need help rounding up the troops?” Excitement colored his voice. Any break from Tanveer’s training was a welcome one.

“No, you practice. I know who I will bring. We need strength and healing to round out our team. I will return with the other two. You continue practicing your spear stance.” She didn’t wait for a response before spinning on her heels and marching away. Some of her usual fire seemed to have returned. It was good to see it.

Tanveer approached a pair of purple skinned people Actaeon had never noticed. The pair, a male and a female, were in the middle of a sparring match. They threw punches and kicks, dodged and parried. Their movements were light and smooth. It was like watching some fucked up dance recital at The School of Hard Knocks Arts Department.

The pair stopped when they saw Tanveer standing next to them. They bowed to one another then to the green skinned woman. After a few moments of discussion the pair shared a glance. It must have been enough for them to convey their thoughts. Right after they joined Tanveer in her stroll back to Actaeon.

“Actaeon, this is Kenshiro and his sister Kenishera. They will be joining us on this expedition. Guys, this is Actaeon. I have been charged with turning him into a warrior,” Tanveer said.

The purple pair pushed past Tanveer and stood uncomfortably close to Actaeon. “Did you really survive a demon lord in your first match?” The male, Kenshiro asked. “Are you like some kind of super ninja with bad-ass fighting skills?” Kenishera spit out before Actaeon could respond to her brother’s question.

“Yes I did fight a demon lord, and no I’m not a ninja”

Their eyes opened wide and they looked at each other with mouths agape. “How did you survive a demon Lord?” They asked in unison.

“I had some help.” Actaeon told the purple pair his tale of how he and his clone defeated the demon Lord. He left out the bit about a quest to get free. It seemed like the kind of thing that would get him laughed at our worse.

“That is heavy, dude,” Kenshiro said. “I’m glad you pulled through.” Yeah me too.” Kenishera added.

“That makes three of us,” Actaeon said.

“Enough with this idle chatter. You two,” Tanveer pointed to the purple siblings, “Get back to your sparring. I will not have us fail.” The pair bowed to Tanveer and left. “You will continue,” Tanveer said as she turned back to Actaeon. “You must master the lunge before we can move on. Get back to it.”

Tanveer spun dropping to the ground and kicking out her leg. Her heel connected with the back of Actaeon's ankles knocking his legs out from under him.

Actaeon’s head hit the ground hard enough to send a ring of stars floating around his skull. He saw a green blur rise up to tower over him. “You should have deflected or dodged. That proves just how ill fit you are to compete. I have half a mind to kill you myself and save us both from embarrassment,” Tanveer said. Actaeon's responded with a groan.

By the time Actaeon's head stopped ringing and his vision cleared Tanveer was gone. He was grateful for her absence. She was a one woman terrorist force. He had no doubt that she had strapped on more than one suicide bomb only to find herself still standing after detonation. The bombs having been too weak to destroy the force that is Tanveer. He chuckled as he stood.

Actaeon spread his legs and dropped down into the stance. He thrust the pointed end at an imaginary foe. In his mind's eye a smaller version of the demon lord burst into a million glimmering pixels.

Wait! This place is a game, or based on one. Shouldn’t there be…

Actaeon thought of a skills menu. To his delight a window appeared with his skills. He selected the Begining Spearman skill. A second window appeared.

Beginning Spearman: Lvl 1

Damage done with spears increased by 5%

Sub Skills:

    Spear Thrust: Lvl 1

A spear attack dealing 2-6 weapon damage and 2 piercing damage. Cost 5 actions points to use. 5% chance to cause bleeding effect.

Not a bad attack. The question was how long till the skill leveled up. He was on day two of thrusting over and over again with no progress. Worth looking into. Actaeon's would have to remember to ask Tanveer about it.

Since spear thrust was an actual skill it stood to reason that skills could be activated. Actaeon moved back into his basic spear stance. He thought of activating spear thrust as he started the set of movements Tanveer taught him. He stepped forward and lowered his stance at the same time thrusting the spear forward.

For the first time the attack felt smooth and natural. Not only that it was faster than he thought himself capable of moving. The down side was feeling winded after performing the strike while activating the skill. The feeling passed after a few seconds. So Actaeon did it again. 

Once more he felt winded but the move was done flawlessly. He drove the butt of the spear into the ground so he could lean on it while he caught his breath. Actaeon couldn’t help but smile at his success. There was no way Tanveer would be displeased with his progress.

“What the shit do you think you are doing?” Tanveer growled.

Actaeon's straightened and spun around facing her. “I’m practicing like you said. I think I’ve made some serious progress.” Actaeon beamed.

“When the hell did I tell you to activate the Spear Thrust skill? Never, that is when. I told you what to do. Your job is simple. Follow my instructions and do nothing else.” She stepped closer and stabbed his forehead with her index finger. “Listen up, newb. What I say goes. You do not improvise unless I give you the leeway to do so. Clear?” She continued without letting Actaeon respond. “Do you think I am so dumb that I was unaware of an activatable skill? I am trying to train you to be a real warrior and not a point and click soldier. It takes real skills to survive in this world. If you focus on activating skills this world will eat you alive. Do you understand me?”

Actaeon waited for the continuation of her tirade. Instead she threw up her hands and stormed off. Not the outcome he was looking for. He raised his hand  and almost called out to her. He thought better of it. When she was in a better mood she put him on his ass for no reason. What would Tanveer the Terrible do now that she was angry? Best not to find out

Her words did give him something to ponder. Activating skills was death. Real fighting ability was life. Why couldn’t she just say that? Why did everything have to be a mystery with her?

Actaeon lunged and thrust his spear. The movement was near perfect and much faster than he had been capable of before skill activation. He was sure that he hadn’t activated the skill. This was interesting. To be sure he performed the move again activating the skill. The spear thrust was flawless and blazingly fast.

Like when he was activating the skill his action points were going faster. He had enough points for two more so he decided to see if he was using the skill unconsciously or doing it the way Tanveer wanted.

Performing the move twice in a row left him gasping for air. He was sure that he was indeed performing the thrust and not relying on the skill. Carrying the weapon at Port arms he went to the buckets and took a sip of water, then a sip from the enchanted water to boost his leveling. Even though he didn’t seem to be gaining any points from his training.

Gained 10% stat boost and 10% xp gain from drinking the Waters of Life.

When he turned back to resume training he found Al waiting there. “Hi Al,” Actaeon said.

“Hello my friend. Word is you are leaving us on a skirmish excursion. Is this so?”

“Looks like it, I’m afraid. Wish I could get stronger first but that isn’t going to happen.”

“Oh do not be so worried. These skirmishes are a great opportunity for collecting experience without having to worry about dying. I myself have been to a few skirmish matches and managed to gain at least five levels per. To top it all off you are being trained by one of the best this cursed land has to offer. If you want my advice, I suggest you do whatever Lady Tanveer tells you. Her strength is unparalleled.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Al. Thank you.’ Actaeon took a look around the arena. There was something that has been bothering him and he wanted to verify before asking. “Of all the different races here training, why are none of them the cat-men?”

“Ha,” Al responded. “Astute observation, friend. And a simple question to answer. There are three races native to Char. The cat-men, as you call them. There are humans such as yourself, and Gremlins like Lurge. The cat-men are called Ferralin by the way.”

“Interesting. Thanks, Al. I better get back to training before Tanveer sees me and has a fit.”

“Good day, friend,” Al said.







CHAPTER 17

An exhausted Actaeon dropped onto the hard floor of his cell.

Tanveer had put him through his paces once she returned. Commenting on his sudden increase in skill. She made him demonstrate using the skill and just doing it from memory to be sure. The difference was noticeable, but he was increasing his ability by leaps and bounds. By the time they called it a night doing the spear thrust without activating his skill used as much action points as doing it with skill activation.

Which brought about another matter. Actaeon had pending status messages. He pulled up the flashing icon and was treated with a pleasant surprise.

Due to your diligence your skills points have increased.

Strength + 1

Stamina + 1

Dexterity + 2

The increase brought a chuckle out of him. Sure his circumstances were dire, but he was stronger now. Not by a lot but every little bit helped.

A scream of pain echoed down the hall. Actaeon closed his windows and sat up. The hall was dark so it was impossible to see who and why, but he could still hear what was going on.

Rough guttural voices he recognized as belonging to the cat-men, or Ferralin as he now knew they were called, spoke an unintelligible language. Two distinct voices bantered back and forth separated by the occasional laugh and or scream.

Bullies, there was no doubt in Actaeon's mind. He had been the target of more than one bully in his day. The cruelty of them was easy enough to discern in any language. It also served to prove just how real this place was.

As much as Actaeon abhorred bullies he began to sense a possible opportunity. Maybe the situation could lend itself to meeting his goal of completing his quest.

“Hey,” Actaeon shouted. “Leave him alone!” He made several assumptions with the statement but it didn't matter if he was right about the creatures sex. What mattered was the result of his outcry.

“Shut up, hoomans.” The first Ferralin said a it came into view.

Well well, if it wasn't the leopard striped fuck. This was one of the two that had helped stick the collar on him when he had first arrived. Actaeon was pleased with just the act of interrupting the beast. If he didn't get anything else or besides annoying the guy, so be it. But that didn't mean he stopped trying.

“Does it take two of you to pick on that one fellow?” Still assuming he knew the sex of the harassed. “Not cat enough to beat him one on one?” He gave the cat an appraising glance. “No, definitely not. You look like way too much of a bitch to fight a battle all alone. Am I right? I bet I am.”

“You will shut your mouth or I will shut it for you.” The leopard spotted Ferralin said.

“Oh yeah? You going to open this cage and come in here to do that? I'd like to see you try. A basic bitch like you, I could probably kick your ass with both hands and a leg tied behind my back.” Actaeon said.

To this the Ferralin smiled. Actaeon swallowed a lump that suddenly formed in his throat. The look from the Ferralin said he knew something that he was going to teach to Actaeon.

The creature pulled a familiar bronze colored amulet from its robe. It pointed it at Actaeon and it's smile deepened. Intense pain originating from the collar around his neck and shot through his body. Actaeon's back arched as every muscle in his body tensed. He couldn't see as his eyes had rolled back. He couldn't talk because his jaw had clenched shut and his tongue was busy trying to push it's was through the the roof of his mouth. He couldn't do anything other than feel soul wrenching pain.

Then it stopped after what felt like an eternity, but was probably a couple seconds.

“That was stupid hooman’s first lash. Speak to me again and I lash you till you make wet on yourself,” the leopard Ferralin said. He waited for long enough to ensure Actaeon wouldn't open his mouth then he moved on.

It took a few moments for the spasms in random muscle groups to subside. After which he laid on the ground panting.

“If only you were as smart as you are brave,” Tanveer’s voice floated over from the cage across the walkway. Actaeon looked up to see her lean forward into the meager light. Her eyes sparked like rich emeralds. “Why would you stick your nose out to save a Ferrelin? They are not worth it.,” She said.

“I had a plan.” Actaeon wheezed out. “Not a great plan by the look and feel of it.”

“You were going to entice him in and make him your furry woman?” Cane said from next to me. He laughed as well as some other close enough to hear the conversation. Tanveer did not join in.

“No I…” Actaeon was cut off by the sound of slow footsteps. “Bingo,” he mumbled.

A small Ferralin stepped into view. It’s fur was black with a little grey at its throat. The size of it made Actaeon think it was female. His assumption being the females were smaller than males. That didn't matter, what did was capitalizing on the situation.

“Are you okay?” Actaeon asked.

The Ferralin froze in mid step. It's eye shifted to look at Actaeon without turning it's head. “You are the one with the advice to stand up for myself,” he said. His voice was far too deep to be female. Or so Actaeon thought. He had a lot to learn about the different species that inhabited this world.

“Yeah, that's me. Why do you let them do that to you?” Movement from Tanveer’s cell split his attention for a moment. She had tilted her head to the side and now watched the exchange.

“You should mind your own business, slave.”

“Sorry, I heard someone in a situation similar to my own and couldn't help but to say something.”

That got it’s attention. Using a reaction Actaeon had not seen the Ferralin use before this one showed its anger. His large ears laid down flat against his skull and he bared his fangs. “I am not like you!” He spat between clenched teeth.

“I didn't mean to offend you.” Actaeon held up his hands in surrender. “I simply meant you were a slave to the whims of those two. Not that you were a slave like me. Do you understand what I mean?” Though this one spoke well, Actaeon was afraid there might be a language barrier. He hoped the question would get the cat to think of a response and not retaliate for some imagined slight.

“Yes, I see.” He sighed. “It is not your place to worry over me. You train and get stronger. Put on a good show for the master. That is all you need do, human.”

“Actaeon.”

“What?” The Ferralin snarled.

“My name is Actaeon. What's yours?”

The Ferralin narrowed its eyes at Actaeon. It took a step to leave but no more. “Barrackus,” it said. Then it left.

Tanveer's eyes followed Barrackus until he was long out of sight. “What was that?” Her gaze shifted back to Actaeon. “Are you trying to become a trustee? If so, you will need to kiss the back side of a stronger Ferralin. That weakling will get you nowhere.”

“No, Tanveer. I am not trying to become a trustee. I didn't even know that was a thing until you mentioned it. I'm just being friendly. My mom used to tell me the best way to deal with assholes was to kill them with kindness.”

“Your mother was an idiot,” Tanveer said. “Brute force is the only way to deal with assholes.”

“We will see,” Actaeon replied.

“Get some sleep now. Tomorrow we rise early for our journey,” Tanveer said.

“You got it, boss.” Actaeon replied. “And I don’t appreciate you talking shit about my mother.”

He laid back down and closed his eyes. Before he could get to sleep a low clicking sound caught his attention. Actaeon looked toward the source.

Cane lay on the floor of his cell looking at Actaeon. “I know what you are about. Clever. I just hope your scheme bears fruit.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Actaeon whispered.

“It is wise to hold your cards close to your chest while you run your game. Have no fear from me. You are my friend and I will not betray you. Friends are hard to come by in this place. They must be treasured and kept safe.”

That statement planted a seed of doubt in Actaeon. He had never gained a friend by having two water cooler conversations. This fast friendship was suspect. The knowledge of there being trustees here made his distrust run much deeper. He could not afford to place his trust in the wrong person with his quest on the line.

“How is it that we are friends after a couple conversations?” Actaeon asked. Best way to get answers has always been to ask questions.

“That is one of the reasons I like you, Actaeon. Your inquisitive mind. Most of those here are quickly broken and only ask questions when they are told what to ask.” Cane chuckled. “I have always been an excellent judge of character. I see in you a man I can trust and someone I should get behind. As your friend, I will have your back in the only ways a man of my meager skills can. As long as you do right by me I am your man, Actaeon.”

“That's… wow. I wasn't expecting that, Cane. Uh, thanks, I think.”

Cane laughed again. “Just continue to fight and get stronger. Do not worry about anything else, Actaeon. The rest will fall into place. Now get some rest. Tanveer is correct. You have a big day ahead of you.” With that Cane rolled over. A couple seconds later he was snorting softly.

Actaeon rolled onto his back. He winced at a stabbing pain in his back. He pulled the rock from under himself and raised his hand to throw it. Then he thought better of it. The chance of hitting someone was too high. He set it on the ground.

Cane’s words still worried him. Was anyone that good at judging people they didn't know? His gut told him there was more to the story than he was seeing. He was going to keep a close eye on Cane, once he returned that was.

The sandman took his sweet time to show up. It was Actaeon’s fault really. His mind continued to wander back to a time before he became stuck in Char.

He wondered what Davar might say about the situation he was in. The man always had words of wisdom fashioned from a lifetime of experiences. Davar would probably say something about lemons and lemonade.

The person he dwelled on the most was Rebecca. For months they played together in the same guild. They always laughed at each other's jokes and had each other's back. Then there was the quest for his class mount. It was a tough one with mobs far enough from his level to make the challenge too much for him. With Rebecca's, aka Angelkiller67, help he was able to clear the mobs and complete the quest.

Those quests saw the beginnings of their relationship. It was after that she agreed to chat IRL. Soon after was the first date and time spent with a gorgeous woman he shared interests with. They hit it off like Paris and Helena of Troy had, minus the sex and war.

His continued thoughts of her made for a night of pleasant dreams.







CHAPTER 18

Early morning found Larion in the barn on his family's property in a small workshop. Like everyone else he added the tools needed for the profession he chose. There was just one thing he needed, the Alchemist Skill Book Transmute.

Larion set the recipe scrolls on the table off to the side. He needed the space in the center for the skill book. Which he set down as he took a seat. This being his first skill book he was unsure of what to expect, or how to use it. Since it was a book he figured reading it would be the best thing to do.

Blue-green light spilled out as he opened the cover. The symbol on the cover was drawn on the first page in intricate detail. Before he had a chance to study it the page flipped on its own. Then the next and the next. The pages flipped by faster creating a small breeze that cooled his face.

Larion couldn’t look away. As the pages went by images filled  his head. There was a glass beaker seated over a flame with boiling blue liquid inside. Then there was a glass ball full of liquid that exploded when the hand holding it threw it. More images came to him faster than he could comprehend. The images generated pain that increased in intensity as they flashed by in increasing speed.

Larion screamed. The back cover of the book slammed shut. He clutched his pounding head. The book burst into flames. The fire consumed it in moments reducing it to ash.

A minute after the book was gone so too was his head pain. He blinked away the remnants of tears and looked at the ash covered desk. Where the book had been there was a rectangular burn mark. That was something he saw somewhere, he just couldn’t …

Larion jumped to his feet. On the other side of the barn there was a stand made of metal. He rushed to it. On the stand he found the same burn mark. Or what looked like multiple sets burned on top of each other. The outlines were skewed and some were faded, Larion guessed from age. His family used this stand to learn new skill. He should have done the same.

“Oh man, Pa is going to be pissed.” He turned to look back at the desk. “That thing is older than me by a century if not more.”

“Which is why you will have to strip the top and stain it.” Larion spun to see his father walking in. “Don’t fret, this isn’t the first time someone has used a skill book on the desk.” He stopped next to it and rapped his knuckles against the top. “She is tough and can take it, but that doesn’t mean we leave her as she is. Understood?”

“Yes, Pa.”

“And that is why I know you will go far, but that doesn’t translate into common sense. However,” he held up his index finger. “you learn quickly from your mistakes. It's a good thing. That includes … What skill have you learned?”

“I was given an alchemy book, Transmute, from the new merchant. I purchased some recipe scrolls to go along with it.”

His father frowned. “You were given a book?” His eyebrow rose with the question. Larion knew his father’s stance on charity. A man worked for what was his, no exceptions.

“Yes, I bought a bundle of books for Eve and the merchant decided to give me a skill book for being so kind to my friend.”

“Eve, the girl that is always around?” His pa asked.

“Yes, sir.”

His frown melted into a smile. “She is a pretty one and she comes from a good family. I’m glad to see you finally decided to start courting her.”

Larion held himself still. Inside, he felt the slap of his father’s words. If Larion had the choice he would be courting Eve. But it took two to enter into courtship, and Eve was not a willing participant. So there was no courtship to speak of.

“That is not the case, sir. We are just friends.”

“Ah. I see. If that is the case maybe you should spend your time with a girl that you do wish to court. As a member of this family it is your responsibility to bring about the next generation. You do understand that, don’t you?”

“Yes Pa. I’m just not ready yet.”

His father laughed. “I understand that, believe me. Just don’t take too long to be ready. Okay?”

“You got it, Pa.”

“Good, now get some alchemy recipes made and level that skill. It is a useful one and I am glad you chose it.”

Larion’s vision darkened. He rocked back and forth as his balance failed him. “Zzzzt… need to … Coming for … Zzzzt … RUN!” His head split from the voice that was so loud and so unclear.

“Larion! What is it?” His father shouted. Larion could not see him only hear his voice. “Talk to me!”

Larion’s legs buckled. He felt the impact in his bones as he hit the ground. Then all was dark and quiet.







CHAPTER 19

Rough hands shook Actaeon awake.

“Get up hoomans. It is time to go.” He was greeted by the rough voice of Barrackus. “You must get your things and go out to the wagons.”

“We're traveling by wagon?” His dreams of life in a world of technology and automobiles addled his half sleeping mind. “What are you …” Actaeon got a good look at the Ferralin. “Oh.” Disappointment was heavy in his voice. “I'm up, I’m coming.”

“Move quick, hoomans!” Barrackus tapped the pendant he wore.

A jolt of pain shot out from Actaeon’s collar. He jumped to his feet. The collar was far more effective than coffee. “Damn it, Barrackus! I said I'm up. No need for that shit.”

“Hoomans talk nice or Barrackus shock again,” the Ferralin replied.

“I'm sorry, buddy, but that shit hurts. It wouldn't have killed you to give me a second.”

Barrackus tilted his head to the left and his eyes narrowed to slits. “What is buddy?” His eyes went wide after he asked. “No, no time for question. We go now. You answer on the road.”

Actaeon followed Barrackus keeping up with his hurried pace. “You're coming too, Barrackus?”

“Yes, Hoomans. Must keep eyes on Lord Lurge investments. That what Barrackus do.”

“That is understandable. I bet you are good at your job too?” Actaeon prodded.

Barrackus stopped. Actaeon nearly ran into his back. He was sure if they connected he would have bowled the little guy over. Barrackus turned and faced Actaeon. He kept his head lowered and his ears pressed against his skull. “Barrackus not best. Others say this all the time. Barrackus lucky they let him keep working.”

Actaeon placed his hand on the Ferralin’s shoulder. After hearing the treatment Barrackus received from the others he wasn’t surprised by the statement. “I don't know if you are as good as them, or any good at all. I know that all we can do is give it our all. If we come up short, maybe it means we should be doing something else. Do not be too hard on yourself Barrackus. I have a feeling you are full of talent, you just haven't tapped into it yet.”

Barrackus raised his head enough to look up at Actaeon. For the briefest of moments the cat-man’s eyes softened. Then he turned and continued through the corridor without speaking.

They came to a door on the opposite side of the circle. One Actaeon had never seen before. Barrackus knocked three times. The door was pulled open from the other side. The Ferralin marched through.

Actaeon was getting through to him and was sure he could win the creature’s trust. The good and bad thing about his quest was that it had no instructions on how to complete it. Guidance would be nice but the lack of it left him free to do whatever he had to in order to complete the quest.

Actaeon followed Barrackus through the door. He stopped short. Given the sand floor and the muted colors of the arena, Actaeon expected a desert landscape. What he got was a wide meadow split by a dirt road. Beyond the meadow was a copse of large trees with wide leaves. Unlike the arena and slave pens, the air was crisp and cool. He took in his first lung full of fresh air since before being pulled into this game.

“Hurry, hoomans,” Barrackus shouted. The Ferralin stood next to the last wagon in a line of five. The first two were covered much like those that traversed the United States to settle in the west. The third had goods piled up in the bed that was covered by a hardy looking canvas. The last two wagons carried cages.

Tanveer and Kenishera occupied the first cage cart in the line. Kenshiro was in the last one. Barrackus stood by the rear holding the cage door open. With an impatient shrug, he waved Actaeon over.

Actaeon climbed into the cage joining Kenshiro. “Morning,” Actaeon said.

“Good morning, Actaeon. I hope you slept well,” Kenshiro said.

“About as well as a caged rat.” Actaeon sat on a wooden plank that served as a bench seat next to Kenshiro.

“Yeah. I find it best to accept my situation when I am powerless to change it.” Kenshiro kept a smile on his face as he spoke.

“So you give up and grin about it like a mad man?” Actaeon snapped.

Kenshiro laughed. He looked around then leaned in close. In a whisper, he said, “In no way does that mean I’m not actively looking for an escape. My eyes are always open, Actaeon. Keep your’s open.” He took another conspiratorial look around. “I believe these little outings provide the best chance to escape. Keep your eyes open.” He leaned back against the bars and closed his eyes. “For now we are in for a long ride with not much to do.”

“What level are you?” Actaeon asked.

Kenshiro opened his eyes and leveled his gaze at Actaeon. “No one taught you Analyze?”

“No. Tanveer taught me spear thrust. Other than that no one has taught me anything.”

“That is unusual. Skills are taught to us in order to make us stronger combatants. Although…” he tapped at his chin with his finger. “Tanveer’s philosophy does differ from any one else I have fought or trained with. I believe her desire to train the body is one of the reasons she is such a powerful combatant. But I feel not teaching you Analyze was a mistake. The more you know your opponent the better your chances of victory. Would you like to learn?”

“Hell yeah! What do I have to do?” Actaeon sat up straighter.

“We're rolling!” A man at the head of the wagon train shouted.

“After we are under way I’ll teach you,” Kenshiro said.

Actaeon watched the wagons in front of his start pulling forward. One by one whips were cracked and the animals pulling them started ambling forward. The creatures looked like a cross between a cow and a spider. Large fur covered bodies with eight legs and a bulbous head. The pair in the front of his wagon were brown with large black spots.

The Ferralin driver of his wagon cracked the whip. The creatures lurched forward causing the wagon the jerk. Actaeon grabbed onto the bars to keep from falling over. Kenshiro chuckled. The purple man hadn't grabbed the bars. He had just swayed with the motion.

“I wish I could tell you that it gets easier from here,” Kenshiro said. “Unfortunately, the ride is rough. I think the suspension on these wagons was made using rocks and nightmares.” He laughed.

Actaeon opened his mouth to respond just as the right wheels hit a rut. The bed of the wagon jumped. Actaeon’s rear end left the seat and slammed back down. The back of his head collided with the metal bars of his cage. “Ouch!”

“Like I said, rocks and nightmares.” Kenshiro chuckled. “Grab the bench like this.” Kenshiro made a show of grabbing the bench on the outsides of his legs. “Hold on tight to keep yourself firmly planted. It is uncomfortable, but it will help your strength and stamina skills grow.”

“That’s good to know,” Actaeon replied. He gripped the board as shown. A moment later the wagon hit another rut in the road. The wagon dropped and jerked back up twice as the wheels dipped into the rut. Actaeon’s teeth slammed together and his body lurched. His rear did stay planted on the board though.

The pair of slaves remained quiet until the first stop. Both focused on staying on the board and not being tossed around. When the wagon came to a full stop Actaeon released his grip. His hands and arms ached. His fingers fought his efforts to straighten them.

As he rubbed at his aching muscles he pulled up the blinking notification. The first was the blinking of his health bar which indicates he was down to 62% health. If this ride continued it was literally going to kill him.

Strength +5

Stamina +7

As usual, hardship seemed to equal stat bonuses. The entirety of his situation was fucked. Trapped as a slave gladiator with no way of logging off, but a silver lining was a silver lining. All he could do was make the best of it.

“The Ferralin will be by shortly with water to rejuvenate our health,” Kenshiro said.

“Do we get to stretch our legs during this break? My ass needs a break from this damn bench.”

“I wish. We’ll be stuck in this cage until we break for the evening. At which point we will be expected to train. No rest for the wicked, I’m afraid.”

“That's a load of horse shit,” Actaeon snapped.

Kenshiro tilted his head to the side and gave Actaeon a quizzical look. “Load of horse shit? I don’t see the correlation.”

Actaeon let out a long sigh. “It figures you’re not familiar with earth sayings. It means we’re getting a raw deal.” Kenshiro’s expression did not change. “Short end of the stick? Up the creek without a paddle? Fucked in the ass with no lube? No? How about the situation is wrong? Does that do it for you?”

“Ah yes.” Kenshiro nodded and smiled. “This situation is indeed wrong. All of it. The enslavement, forced to fight, death at the hands of other slaves, stolen from our lives. All of it wrong,” Kenshiro said.

Barrackus’ arrival silenced the men. The Ferralin passed a ladle full of clear liquid through the bars. Kenshiro motioned for Actaeon to take the first drink.

Actaeon grabbed the ladle. The clear liquid was cool and had a hint of strawberry taste. Right away his health started to rise. He passed the ladle back to Barrackus. The Ferralin dipped it into the bucket he carried and passed it to Kenshiro.

+5 health every second for 30 seconds.

Actaeon turned his attention to the wagon in front of theirs. Kenishera was staring at him. She smiled when he looked at her. Her eyes moved up and down as if weighing him to see if she could lift him off the bench. The constant gaze made him feel uncomfortable but he found it hard to remove his eyes from the beautiful woman’s own.

He did look away eventually. Tanveer sat with her back against the bars and her eyes closed. Her legs were crossed on the bench and her hands rested on her knees. The pose reminded him of meditating. He wondered if she kept that pose while the wagon was moving. He was going to have to take a break from his misery long enough to see if she would once they were underway.

“Are you ready?” Kenshiro asked.

“Huh?” Actaeon’s head spun around. He half expected Kenshiro to want to spar. Such was the life he lived under Tanveer’s tutelage.

“To learn Analyze. Now is a good time to teach it before we start moving again,” Kenshiro said.

“Oh… OH!” Actaeon sat up straighter as he remembered Kenshiro’s promise to teach the skill. “I am absolutely ready.” Excitement made the pitch of his voice rise.

Kenshiro laughed. “Very well, hold still. This may be unpleasant.”

“Huh?”

Kenshiro placed his hand on Actaeon’s head. Pain surged through his brain.

It was the worst migraine headache he had ever experience times ten. Then it was followed by the lack of pain and a metallic taste in his mouth. A notification popped up.

You have learned the skill; Analyze

When this skill is active you can see information about others. 

Cost: 10 Mana

Cast time: Instant

Cool down: 10 seconds

All that was left was to try it out. Actaeon focused on Kenshiro. He thought of using the Analyze skill. Blue letters appeared over Kenshiro’s head.

Kenshiro

Level: ???

Class: ???

Status: ???

Relationship: Friendly

“That’s cool and not helpful at the same time,” Actaeon said.

Kenshiro chuckled. “Don’t be disappointed, Actaeon. Even the lack of information is helpful information. For example, you now know that I am at a minimum of thirty levels higher than you. But you also see that I am friendly to you. Both valuable bits of data that allow you to make informed decisions.”

“That it is,” Actaeon said.

He looked over at the wagon and focused on Kenishera. He activated Analyze and was surprised by what he found.

Kenishera

Level: ???

Class: ???

Status: ???

Relationship: Attracted to you!







CHAPTER 20

The wagon continued onward.

Once again Actaeon found himself in a cage, on a wagon, holding on for dear life. But he didn't mind it so much. For one the act of holding on was going to level up some of his stat points. That is never a bad thing.

What really made him feel better was the relationship status he saw when he used the analyze skill on Kenishera. Up until then the thought of having relations, or a relationship for that matter, had not occurred to him. While he didn't know Kenishera at all he did know she was stunning. It was not something they could build a relationship on, but it didn't hurt as a starting point.

The wagon hit a particularly deep rut in the road that yanked him violently from his thoughts. Kenshiro and Actaeon strained to keep themselves seated. Which resulted in pained muscles and tendons as well as a dip in health.

The pain soured his mood enough that Actaeon changed his focus from hope for the possibilities to dread over having useless hope. As a slave he was free to fight and die at someone else's whim. Anyone good at math could see the two plus two of it not adding up to four. It was a failed equation. Doomed to end with Actaeon bleeding out on an arena floor.

“I know that look,” Kenshiro whispered in Actaeon’s ear. “I have seen it on many men before you. Do not give in to despair, Actaeon. I like you too much to see you give up and die.” He looked around conspiratorially. “I am also aware of my sister’s attraction to you. I would hate to see her heart broken by your passing.”

Actaeon shook his head to clear the melancholy. “I'm not going to do anything stupid,” Actaeon replied. “It's just hard to stay positive on this fucking bench. Every time we hit a pothole I feel like my damn arms are going to be torn out of my torso.”

Kenshiro chuckled. “I understand and appreciate that sentiment. The pain will lessen as you grow stronger.” Kenshiro looked at the wagon ahead of theirs for a moment. “Perhaps there is something I can do to help alleviate some of the discomfort. Have you ever heard of a mind link skill?”

“No,” Actaeon said as he shook his head. “Tell me about it.”

Kenshiro nodes once. “It is a racial ability my people posses. It allows for close family members to communicate with our minds. Over time the skill grows with use eventually allowing the parties communicating to occupy a mental space and become removed from the world around them.”

“Are you saying what I think you are saying?” Actaeon asked. If what he thought was about to happen happened he might get to be free of the shitty wagon ride for a little bit. “You want the two of us to chat in some psychic virtual space where we can ignore the ride for a time?”

Kenshiro smiled. “You have grasped the concept well enough, but my intention is a little different. You see, I can only link to another with the skill, but I am able to pull one without the skill into the link once it is established. I’m asking if you would like to spend some time with my sister while we travel?”

“Wait, you are trying to hook me up with your sister?” Actaeon couldn't believe the words he was saying.

“If I understand what 'hook you up,’ means then no. I am trying to put you in a position to get to know her a little. The bond you form with her, a friendship much like the one we are building, I hope, will strengthen us as a combat team. My intent is selfish. I don’t wish to die or see my sister killed. We have to be a good team in order to achieve that goal. Do you understand?”

“I do, Kenshiro. And I would like to get to know Kenishera,” Actaeon said.

Kenshiro smiled and offer a slight nod. “I will establish the link. Hold fast to the bench and tense your muscles. This will keep you from falling once in the link.”

Actaeon nodded once more. Kenshiro smiled, then he closed his eyes. The muscles in his arms bulged. Kenshiro’s face went slack. Actaeon tensed pulling himself downward. A moment of searing pain dragged on.

You have received an invitation to join a psychic link.

Do you accept?

Yes / No

He focused on the Yes button. The window faded. The world vanished. Along with it the pain and focus needed to continue pulling down. He was in a dark space standing next to Kenshiro. Across from them stood Kenishera.

“Hey handsome,” she said.

“Um, hi,” Actaeon said. A torrent of butterfly's crashed against the lining of his stomach.

Kenishera laughed and it was the most glorious sound he had heard since coming to this fucked up game world. Her mirth caused him to smile. “I won’t bite, Actaeon. Don’t be so shy, come sit.”

She waved to her right. The darkness shifted becoming a cozy room with two recliners. Between them sat a small table with two mugs on it. Theirs contents sent steam drifting lazy in the air. A large fireplace stood before the chairs and at its center burned an orange and red flame.

“I hope you like tea?” The tone of Kenishera’s voice barely hid her own nervousness. That helped to put Actaeon at ease for a little while.

“Yeah, tea is fine. Thank you.”

Kenishera sat in one of the recliners and waved him over. Actaeon took the proffered seat and sniffed the tea. It was warm without being too hot and smelled like a field of wildflowers. It tasted of honey and peppermint. It was perfect.

“This is delicious. How does it smell so different from how it tastes?” He asked. Actaeon settled back in the recliner and nuzzled the mug to his chest. He warmed both hands on the pristine white surface of the cup.

“This place is a construct of the mind,” Kenshiro said. “All things are possible here.” Actaeon looked over his shoulder at the man. “Unfortunately, I can’t leave without taking you back with me. So I’ll drift off as far as the connection will allow and entertain myself. Don’t fear me over hearing. I’ll give you the privacy you need.” Then Kenshiro was gone.

“So,” Kenishera said. “I could not help but notice your relationship to me read as interested. It was surprising to say the least.”

“And why would that be? You’re beautiful, Kenishera. I bet every man you see would show as interested if you analyzed them,” Actaeon replied.

Kenishera looked down. Her smile meted away. Actaeon felt like the biggest dick in the world, even though he didn't know what he did wrong.

“That is not the case. Most men think of me as a purple freak. Some stay away from me and some wish to conquer me. You are one of a very short list of men to be interested in me. It really surprised me how closed minded these people are.”

“I'm sorry.” Actaeon reached over and placed his hand on hers. “I wish this world was one devoid of hate and bigotry. Which is ironic coming from a man full of hate right now. But I'm sorry about what you experienced.”

“You are full of hate? Right now?” She looked up and met his have. Her eyes were rimmed in red and full of unshed tears.

“Yeah. I hate being a slave and being expected to fight and kill. I hate that little green fuck Lurge. I’m afraid that hate will translate to hate of any other little green guys I come across. And I hate any world that would put you in chains and make you feel like you are anything less than beautiful,” Actaeon said.

Kenishera smiled. Her face lit up in genuine pleasure and made his heart flutter. She really was beautiful. The words hadn’t been lipservice to make her feel better. He felt the corners of his own mouth move up and form a grin.

“Thank you,” she said. “But you shouldn't let hate fill you up. It is a poison that’ll eat away at you until it kills all the good inside you. I think you are stronger than that, or I hope you are. Cause right now, I can kick your ass without breaking a sweat. I would hate to think your character is as weak as your level is low.”

“Haha,” Actaeon growled. Kenishera laughed. “Let's make a deal. A little promise between us.”

“What did you have in mind?” Kenishera used her free hand to tuck a stray lock of her behind her ear. That was the first time he saw her pointed elven ear. It made her more exotic than her purple skin had, and no less stunning. The question did come up though as to why Kenshiro did not have pointed ears? He would have to ask at some point.

“I’ll get stronger and you promise not to let the opinion of others make you feel bad about yourself. Deal?” Actaeon proposed.

“It is a deal,” she said. “Can I…”

A bright flash interrupted what Kenishera was saying. Then there was the feeling of being thrown backwards. The light gave way to the vision of a bright blue sky as seen through black metal bars.

A cluster of status messages appeared.

Psychic link broken!

You took 5% damage.

You are stunned!You will be unable move or focus.

Duration 10 seconds.

You have fallen and you can't get up!

You took 15% damage.

Due to the stun effect he couldn't clear the status messages which blocked most of his view. He was not sure if he could make out what was happening if they were gone. Everything had gone blurry. He could move his head from side to side but the action was sluggish. It was like his head had been dunked into a clear container full of viscous fluid that was slightly opaque.

The timer ran out for the stunning effect. He willed the messages closed. He was on his back hands still gripping the bench keeping him in place. A rock from the ground stuck up far enough to jab into his ribs. He moved enough to make the pain stop.

To his side Kenshiro was unconscious and a line of blood, which was blue, ran from his nose down the side of his face.

Are you okay, Kenshiro?” No answer. “Kenshiro!” Still no response. Actaeon cast Analyze.

Kenshiro

Lvl: ???

Class: ???

Status: Unconscious

Relationship: Friendly

Analyze is now level 2!

You can see the health, Mana, and stamina of those you analyze.

That was cool. He assumed using skills would increase their level and make them better. Now he knew he was right. Actaeon cast Analyze on Kenshiro again.

Kenshiro

Lvl: ???

Class:

Health/Mana/Stamina: ???

Status: Unconscious

Relationship: Friendly

That explained nothing. While Actaeon had no way of know what Kenshiro’s health points were he doubted they were at one hundred percent. He cursed at not knowing any healing spells. In fact, he had not seen any healing magic other than the Water of Life.

“Kenishera,” he blurted out as he realized he didn't know if she was safe.

Actaeon looked to where the front of the wagon was, and where the other wagon should be. It was not there. Neither was his wagon still on the road. Stretched out before him was an open field. Crushed grass surrounded the wagon.

“Kenishera!” Actaeon shouted. “Are you there?” To himself he said, “please be okay.”

“Actaeon!” Tanveer’s voice responded. “Do you know what happened?”

“No! Are you okay, Tanveer?” He replied.

“I am fine. Is Kenshiro unconscious like Kenishera?”

That answered his next question. “Yes!”

“It is the effect of being forcibly removed from. A psychic link. They will recover. I am forming a party, accept,” Tanveer said.

You have been invited to Tanveer’s party.

Do you accept?

Yes/No?

A small circle with Tanveer’s picture appeared under Actaeon’s three status bars on the far left of his vision. Three bars representing health, mana, and stamina appeared next to her picture. “That was helpful.”

“How do we get out of these cages?” Actaeon shouted.

“Much like most inanimate objects here the cages have a set amount of HP. The doors will have a lower HP as they are the weakest points of the cage. Hit it until it gives.” Metallic ringing and meaty thuds followed Tanveer's words.

Combat Log:

Hit on cage door for 29 damage.

Hit on cage door for 29 damage.

Hit on cage door for 30 damage.

Tanveer was really giving it to the door of her cage. Actaeon rose and approached his cage door. He hit it with all he had.

Hit on cage door for 2 damage.

Actaeon got one hit on his door before the loud roar. He stopped with his right fist pulled back ready for hit number two.

Tanveer screamed. Metal tearing and scraping against rock drowned out the screams. Her health jumped from ninety percent to fifty. Her cries and the sounds of metal scraping against rock quickly receded.

“Tanveer! What's going on?” Actaeon shouted.

The wagon lurched. Actaeon was thrown from his feet. His head hit the bars that once was the top of the cage. As his vision darkened he noted that the grounds was rushing past the bars.







CHAPTER 21

Larion ran.

He had no recollection of how he got into the forest, or why he was running. He just knew that if he didn’t he might die.

The cold night air bit at his lungs with every step. He slowed as his burning leg muscles closed in on failure. He had no choice but to come to a stop. 

Larion bent at the waist and placed his hands on his knees as he tried to catch his second wind. His mind raced faster than his legs could carry him with questions of why? Why was he running? What was he running from? Where was…

“Oh gods! Eve!”

Larion stood and looked around. Behind him the sky glowed orange and red. He wasn’t sure why, but he knew that was where his home and the town were. He ran once more, this time toward the danger he suspected he just escaped.

Larion’s body moved as if it had a separate mind telling it to do so. His thoughts were planted solely on Eve. He thought her name over and over until it became a mantra that spurred him forward. He thought of her in the hopes that she would magically materialize in front of him. That didn’t happen.

He broke free of the tree line and ran into a wall of heat. All he could see of the town was red and orange flames topped by thick black smoke. He tried moving closer but even at a hundred yards the heat was unbearable.

Larion ran parallel to the town. His aim to get around the fire and enter into a part of town that had not yet burned. Consequently, Eve lived on the other side of town. This was where his hope sprang from.

He crossed over the east road that lead into town and kept running. The fire raged on offering no opening. He ran until he stood between the town and the hill that was his home. The hill seemed to be untouched.

For the briefest of moments guilt crept in. He had not thought of his family during the mad dash to get to town. Eve, the girl that turned aside his feelings as easy as a duck shed water, but he couldn’t help the way he felt.

Fire burned along that border as well. The vantage from where he stood told the whole story. His town was gone. In its place raged an inferno. The heat from the fire would prevent his efforts to lug a bucket back and forth in an attempt to douse the flames.

Larion sank to his knees. He didn't know if he was not crying or if his tears evaporated from the extreme heat. He did cry out though. He screamed Eve’s name. He lashed out at the gods for allowing this to happen. He beat on his chest to punish himself for not being here to save her.

Between his own scream, Larion heard another scream. He turned, understanding that the other voice had come from behind.

The home Larion loved was now burning. A figure on fire ran from the house screaming inhuman cries that made Larion’s hair stand up. He rose to his feet and ran.

Twenty yards from his house, and another ten from the now prone figure, his house exploded.

Larion flew back. The shock wave carrying him off his feet. He hit the ground and tumbled uncontrollably down the hill. His head struck something hard and darkness claimed him.







CHAPTER 22

The air was still and all was quiet. Actaeon woke up unsure of where he was. The sun shone bright and a bird started its mournful song.

He laid half buried in dirt. Some of which was in his mouth. Including something that was squirming.

Actaeon shot up to all fours. He spat and cleared his mouth using his fingers. He didn't see what had been moving and thought that for the best. There was no doubt that it was going to be a dung beetle complete with shit ball accessory or something equally disgusting.

As he was cleaning his tongue vigorously he took stock of what was around him or wasn’t. The bars of the cage surrounded him with the exception of where they connected to the wagon. The wheeled cart was a good twenty feet away and in two pieces. Between himself and the wagon lay Kenshiro. He was face up on the ground and one of his legs was bent at an unnatural angle.

“Kenshiro!” He stood and took a step. The pain in his own legs almost made him fall on his face. “Hang on, bud. I’m coming!”

Actaeon focused on himself. It was something he hadn't tried before, but it had to be there. This pseudo game world was too much like every other RPG he had played.

A character sheet popped up, but not like his stat sheet. This one had a full body image of Actaeon with item slots for the gear he was wearing. Including empty slots for all the gear he lacked. The entire image of himself was yellow save for the head and legs which were red. That made sense considering he felt like there were a few muscle bound fairies in his skull playing racket ball with Mythril ball bearings. There was also the pain that thrummed in his legs giving him proof that there was a reason his legs were red. He was sure the yellow didn't indicate any severe damage. The red in his head did concern him a bit, but he had to worry about that at another time.

Actaeon closed the window and took a few careful steps forward. Nothing was broken, but every muscle hurt. That he could deal with.

“Kenshiro? Can you hear me?” He knelt next to the purple figure. “Kenshiro!” Actaeon shook Kenshiro’s shoulders. The unconscious man moaned. “Well that's a start,” Actaeon mumbled.

“Ah!” Kenshiro sat up so fast he smacked his forehead into Actaeon’s nose.

“Ouch!” Actaeon shouted.

“Kenishera!” Kenshiro shouted. “Where is she? I don't sense her!”

“Calm down,” Actaeon said. His voice was nasally due to the swelling and bleeding from his nose. He swayed on his knees as unconsciousness threatened to take him again.  “Why do you say that, Kenshiro? What does that mean?”

“You don't understand. I can't sense her, Actaeon. That has never happened. We have never been far enough apart for that to happen. I have to find her!”

Kenshiro tried to stand. He fell over and screamed. He tried moving his broken leg and screamed again.

“Stop! You can't do anything for her like this. You have to stay here while I go find her and Tanveer,” Actaeon said.

“If I can't sense her what hope do you have of finding them?” Desperation made his voice high in pitch.

Actaeon stood and looked around. He found what he was looking for. There were plenty of differences between Last God's and the game it was modeled after. Group dynamics were not one of them. He knelt back down.

“Tanveer sent me a group invite before the wagons were dragged here. I can see her location. I can find them, Kenshiro. I will go and bring them back.”

“Take me with you. I have to save my sister,” Kenshiro said.

“That isn't a good idea. You will slow me down and if the shit hits the fan you are going to be in the way. I'm sorry, Kenshiro, but you have to stay here.”

Kenshiro opened his mouth to respond. After a second of no words, he closed it and shook his head.

“Why don’t you pick a spot to wait for me to return with them?” Actaeon asked.

Both men looked around. Actaeon considered the cage he just came from but dismissed it. If a mob or group of mobs attacked then Kenshiro would be a meal in a basket for them.

“Prop me up against the wagon,” Kenshiro said. “I would prefer to be in a position to see what is coming. Are the other wagons around? The supply wagon has our weapons. At your level going unarmed is pretty much suicide.”

Actaeon stood. “Come again? Sui-a-what?”

“Try to find the wagon. A weapon will help. Disregard my negative attitude. The pain is affecting me in a bad way. I'm counting on you to save my sister and Tanveer. While Tanveer is not as important to me as my sister she is still among the few I count as a friend. If I were capable of offering quests I guess this would be it. I can give you some training in magic if that would help?”

“Really? I don't see how having magic would hurt. Lay it on me, Kenshiro,” Actaeon said.

“Come, sit next to me. This may not work. Some people are not capable of learning any, while others can only learn one school or another. It is rare to be able to learn multiple schools of magic. I will teach you the Life School.” Actaeon moved to sit next to Kenshiro against the overturned wagon. “I'm sorry, my friend, I should have been more specific. Sit in front of me so that I may place my hands on your head.”

Actaeon sat in front of Kenshiro and just to the side. Kenshiro’s broken leg sticking out prevented Actaeon from sitting directly in front of him.  He leaned forward to get his head in close to his friend. He winced from a sharp pain in his back. He needed some healing.

“This will not be pleasant, but bear with it,” Kenshiro said.

Warm hands deftly touched the sides of Actaeon’s head. There was a slight tingle. A jolt shot through him. His back arched. Stabbing pain penetrated his skull and bounced around inside his brain.

Congratulations!

You have learned Life Magic!

The pain intensified. Actaeon screamed.

Congratulations!

You learned Healing Hands.

Lay your hands on your target and heal their aches and pains.

Spell level: 1

Next level: 0/10 points in life magic.

Kenshiro dropped his hands. The pain subsided. Actaeon’s purple skinned friend was covered in Sweat and his breathing was labored. It seemed that teaching or transferring, skills took as much of a toll as being on the receiving end.

“Are you okay?” Actaeon asked.

“I will be fine. Fortunately, I get to lay here and rest up. My HP will increase as well as my mana.”

“Will your health fully restore with a broken leg? And if it does will your leg heal?”

“No. My health will top off at 75% until my leg is set and heals over time, or magic is used to heal it.”

“Should I heal you?” Actaeon asked.

“Yes actually, but my leg will not heal from Healing Hands. Another spell is required, one I do not know. But bringing my health up now would not hurt. Focus on the spell Healing Hands as you place your hands on me. It doesn't have to be any place in particular. I recommend you stay away from injured area or personal places. Touching a wound could cause some pain and discomfort.”

“So Healing Hands will close wounds but not heal breaks?” Actaeon asked.

“Correct. Healing hands will knit flesh back together but nothing else. That includes skin, muscle, ligaments and any other soft tissue I am not mentioning. Understand?” Kenshiro said. He winced as his leg twitched.

“Yeah, I got it. Let me take care of that as much as I can,” Actaeon replied.

He chose Kenshiro’s shoulder as the spot for his hands. He used both as he wasn't sure if one or both were needed. But the spell name seemed to indicate both were required. He pictures the words from the status window in his mind.

Healing Hands

He focused on activating the skill. A green glow surrounded his hands the light spread into Kenshiro’s shoulder and dissipated. His mana pool ran dry before the wound was completely healed.

Actaeon’ head felt heavy. He fell back landing hard on his ass. He thought briefly of how the sharp rock he landed on must feel then passed out.

“Actaeon!” A smack to his face brought him back around. He opened his eyes and looked up at a worried Kenshiro. “You used all your mana, didn't you?” Kenshiro asked.

“Yeah, I guess I did. That wasn't fun either.”

“Actaeon, there are consequences to our actions never forget this. Now go and return with my sister and Tanveer.”

Actaeon nodded. He rose to unsteady feet. He was sure his mana would regenerate as he walked, or he hoped so. If not he might not be able to use his healing spell until he figured out how to recharge. He did a quick check of his three consumable bars.

Health: 130/145

Stamina: 210/210

Mana: 5/115

Passing out didn't affect his health or stamina. That was one thing to be grateful for. The headache left in the wake of depleting his mana not so much. He pulled up his character screen and saw that all was green except his head, which was now yellow.

“Did you heal me?” Actaeon asked.

“Yeah, it was only fair that I do the same for you. Besides, I can’t have a half dead guy going out to save my sister, now can I?”

“I guess not. Thanks.”

“Don't mention it.”

Actaeon pushed past the pain in his head. With a look around he saw the small icon that represented Tanveer in the distance.

“Hang tight, Kenshiro. I'll be back soon,” Actaeon said. “I hope.” He mumbled the last bit so Kenshiro would not be able to hear.

“I heard that,” Kenshiro said. “Have faith in your victory, my friend.”

“I will.”

After a check of the area and finding no weapons or gear Actaeon set out into the forest. He started by following the trail left by the other wagon. The wagon carrying the women had been pulled across the ground leaving boards and debris. It was a much better marker than bread crumbs any day of the week.

As his mana pool recharged his pace quickened. Moving was easier without a pounding headache that throbbed with each step. Once he was at 20% mana the throbbing stopped. At 50% the pain ebbed. He was up to 60% mana when he found the wagon, or what was left of it.

The metal cage was a twisted and broken remnant of what it had been. It brought to mind a multi-fingered claw reaching out of the ground. The rest of the wagon was demolished and spread around the twisted bars. One of the wheels was intact and spun listlessly. The axle that held it aloft had been driven into the ground like a spike.

What Actaeon didn't see we're two female slave warriors and a Ferralin wagon master. He searched through the wreckage for any clues as to where he should head next. Under an intact section of the wagon, he found a chest with its top missing. Claw marks scored one side.

“Score!” He shouted as he pumped his fist in the air.

In the chest, we're two sets of leather armor pants. There was a leather and metal armor piece that covered one arm and a portion of both the chest and back. Along with the armor was a short sword. Not his weapon of choice as he lacked the skill, but it was better than nothing. Actaeon took a set of pants, the arm piece, and the sword.

Item received:

Plain leather trousers

Armor 2

Durability 8/10

Item received:

Rusty Short sword

Damage 2-4

Durability 10/15

Item received:

Manica

Armor 2

Durability 10/10

“That’s what they call those things,” Actaeon spoke to himself. He held up the piece of armor that would protect one arm and not enough of anything else. “Well shit, I guess it’s better than what I have on. Manica, that's just weird.”

After he was outfitted with the new gear he set off once more following Tanveer’s beacon. The wind would pick up in spurts and the air against his nipples made him feel uncomfortable. More than once he considered going back to the trunk for his tunic.

“Did I really have to take it off? Maybe I could have worn the Manica over my tunic?” He looked down at his washboard abs and thick chest. “Then again, maybe showing off the hot bod is the right way to go about it.”

A scream of pain forced aside all concerns of modesty. Actaeon slowed his pace through the woods. Tanveer’s icon grew bigger at a much faster rate. He took that to mean he was closer.

He pushed through the brush until a cave came into view. The opening was three times his height and wide enough for two buses to pass through side by side. The cave sat in the side of a cliff that rose at least four hundred feet into the air.

The darkness of the cave was so thick he could only see a few feet in. Another scream verified what he feared. There was some really bad shit going down in the cave and he had to go in.







CHAPTER 23

Actaeon stood at the mouth of the cave.

He made sure to approach from the side and not stand directly in front of it. Without being able to see inside he didn't want to stand in plain sight of whatever could be standing guard.

Nothing came out of the cave since he found it. Was that a good thing or bad? One thing he knew for sure was standing there with his back against the wall was going to be about as useful as doing so at a school dance. Sure he got to watch the pretty girls dancing but that was as far as he was going to get. If he wanted some action he was going to have to move. But before he did he needed to make sure he was ready.

Name:

Actaeon

Level:

5

Class:

Ranger

Name:

Strength:

9

Dexterity:

8

Stamina:

14

Charisma:

4

Intelect:

3

Luck:

3

Profession

Profession:

None

Level:

Skills

Skill

Analyze

Level:

3(2)

Abilities

Ability

Novice Unarmed Combat LVL 3(2)

Ability

Begining Spearman LVL 1

Ability

Spear Thrust LVL 1

Magic

Magic

Life School LVL 1 0/100

Magic

Healing Hands LVL 1 0/10

Reputation

Arena Guards

Untrustworthy 100/1000 to Nuetral

Arena Slaves

Friendly 500/3000 to Trusted

Unspent Stat Points

0/0

Unspent Skill Points

0/0

Since he lacked a spear he decided to spend his remaining points in Novice Unarmed Combat and Analyze. Those seemed to be the most useful of the skills he currently had.

Actaeon ducked as he slid around the corner and into darkness. He kept his body against the side wall of the cave as he continued in. To his surprise his vision adjusted quickly and the black became grey full of shapes. Most of which were stalactites and stalagmites. There were also a few large rocks scattered about. He was glad humanoid shapes we're not among them.

A scream echoed down the cave. Actaeon jumped up setting a personal high jump record. Once back on the ground he paused with his hand over his chest. His heart beat furiously against his rib cage. Calming himself took a few minutes. He did so with a few deep breaths and tightening his grip on the sword hilt for reassurance.

A low thumping noise followed the scream. At first he felt it reverberate through his chest more than he heard it. The farther in he went the louder the sound got. Going from barely audible to drowning out the sounds of his footsteps.

A red pin prick of light appeared ahead. It flickered and vanished for a second. When it reappeared it remained steady. The closer he got to the light the larger it became. The light at the end of the tunnel bolstered his confidence some. If for no other reason than he was going to be able to see again soon, even if the light was a hellish hue. The thumping continued to increase. Only now there was a faint metallic scraping sound along with it. Like dragging a knife across a metal plate. It sent his teeth on edge.

The tunnel opened up to a larger chamber which was where the red light originated from. Only now that he was closer the light took on more of an orange color. A metal brazer on the far wall was the source of the light. The flickering he saw earlier must have been someone lighting it. The someone that was conspicuously absent.

Another tunnel entrance loomed from the other side of the chamber. Unlike the passage to his back this one was not dark. The orange red light filled that space as well. Actaeon took a moment to inspect the first chamber. He wanted to be sure he wasn’t leaving an enemy at his back. And hoped for a secret stash of loot.

Satisfied that the room was empty save for the brazier he moved on. The thumping masked any sound he made but he decided to go slow anyway. If he rushed his chance of reacting to a situation would be hampered. Taking his time bought him time to ensure he was the one walking away from an encounter.

After another hundred feet or so the tunnel opened up into a chamber a good ten times larger than the first. Several braziers burned providing ample light to see all of the chamber. Which meant he saw the cages that held Tanveer, Kenishera, and several others he didn’t know. One a Ferralin, and two humans. The Ferralin was tiger orange with leopard spots. The width of its shoulders suggested it was male. Not that he had seen a female to compare with. The humans, one male one female, were both fair skinned and shaved bald. They sat next to each other with their knees pulled up and their arms hugging their legs. The female rocked back and forth while the male was still. Both had a thousand yard stare that said no one was home.

They were not the only occupants of the chamber. Short stocky men with long hair and beards moved around the space doing various tasks. The name Dwarves immediately came to mind except for a couple off putting features. They all had white orlight grey hair and eyes that looked like smoldering embers. Their skin ranged from slate grey to a darker charcoal.

Actaeon’s position at the mouth of the tunnel left him exposed to any of the weird dwarves that decided to take a good look in this direction. Not far from him was a boulder big enough to hide behind and provide a better vantage point. He just had to traverse seven or eight feet of uncovered ground to get to it.

In his previous life Actaeon spent a lot of time playing games. In every game ever there were patterns to everything. Including the movements of mobs and patrols. All it took to figure them out was time and observation. Why couldn’t that work now?

Actaeon did just that. He kept his eyes open and his head on a swivel, as they say. They being any movie Marine bad-ass. The first thing he noticed were a pair of the dwarfs decked out in heavy plate armor. They marched from one end of the room to the other. Rinse wash and repeat. They had to be the patrol responsible for providing security. That made them his biggest threat.

Next he saw a lone figure disappear behind a large wooden table that was set at a forty five degree angle with the bottom of it facing him. The far end touched the ground so the dwarf was completely out of sight. While he was back there Actaeon thought he heard screams but couldn’t be sure with the thumping still going strong.

There was the last dwarf in the room. He was untying a rope used to keep an object secure in a tan colored tarp. As long as he kept at what he was doing and didn’t turn around he wasn’t a threat. Then there was the thing in the back of the room hanging from thick chains. He couldn’t see what it was as there was a canvas covering it.

Movement by the upturned table caught his attention. Actaeon watched as the dwarf reemerged. His hands were at his waist busy trying to fasten his pants closed. The pieces snapped together in his mind. The screaming and now the dark dwarf closing his trousers.

“This motherfucker,” Actaeon mumbled to himself. He stepped forward all thoughts of hiding behind the boulder gone. A hot coal of righteous fury burned in his gut getting hotter by the second. He step toward the offending dwarf. “Hey shit head!” He had to shout in order to be heard over the thumping sound.

All movement stopped. In unison all the dwarfs turned to look at Actaeon. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Tanveer and Kenishera stand. Surprised etched on both faces.

“Run you fool!” Tanveer shouted.

Actaeon sprinted forward moving toward the dwarf still fumbling with his pants. He gripped the sword tighter. It wasn't a spear, but he performed the Spear Thrust as he ran.

He shot forward like a bullet. The tip of the blade pierced the dwarf’s throat and punched through the back of his neck.

New Skill: Begining Swordsman LVL 1 unlocked.

New Sub-Skill: Sword Lung LVL 1 unlocked. 

 As his last act the dwarf swung his axe. The blade bit into Actaeon side taking 90% of his health. Actaeon let the body fall and clutched at his injured side. His vision flashed orange and his health rose back up to 50%. Fire blazed across the space below his three status bars. A new bar was left in the wake of the flame. This new status bar slowly depleted. The sound of a grinder eating away metal filled his ears. Whatever that was it had a time limit.

Actaeon kicked the dead dwarf off of his blade. He spun to face the next one. He screamed and felt a surge of energy course through him. The orange bar blazed brighter.

Actaeon rushed forward. The dwarfs moved in slow motion. he dropped to his knees and slid past the next one in line. He swung the blade as hard as he could removing the dwarf’s legs from the knees down.

Before Stumpy hit the ground Actaeon was back up he spun and dove for the next dwarf. The opponent tried to block, but he too moved in slow motion. Actaeon parried the dwarf’s hammer and ran the edge of the sword along one side of the dwarf’s neck. Blood arced out and away from the dwarf.

The second of the patrolling dwarfs swung a large double bladed ax at Actaeon’s head. he sidestepped and slammed the pommel of his sword into the Dwarf’s face. He flipped the blade and drove the point of the blade into his chest.

The red-orange bar blinked and disappeared. Time seemed to go back to normal. All the dwarfs hit the ground except the one by the wrapped up bundle. He stood staring with his mouth agape. Actaeon looking at him snapped him back from lala-land. He spun and grabbed the tarp. He yanked it off what turned out to be a giant metal man.

He turned around and flashed Actaeon a wicked grin. No one moved. After a few minutes when nothing happened the grin slid off the Dwarf’s face. Another minute passed before he looked over his shoulder.

Actaeon followed his gaze up. The head was small compared to the rest of it. Round with two open slits angled to look evil for eyes and a grate reminiscent of medieval armor face plates below them. The torso was also round, but much larger than the head. the bottom was cut away to look like the bottom of a rib cage and a glowing orange crystal floated in the opening. It’s legs ended where the knees should have been and it had round shoulders with no arms. Two chains kept the crippled behemoth suspended in the air. It had two spheres for shoulder and part of an arm sticking out of one. The other had no arm.

The most interesting thing about the monster was the disc in it’s chest that pushed out and moved back in like a piston. It moved in time with the thumping noise.  This lead him to believe it was the source of the noise.

“Get him!” The dwarf shouted. He pointed a  thick finger at Actaeon.

The suspended metal monster groaned. Amber lights flickered to life in it’s eye sockets.

Actaeon didn’t wait to see what would happen. He ran at the last dwarf with his sword held high. His mysterious orange bar was gone and the lunge skill refused to activate. He kept going.

The dwarf parried the sword with his large axe. The blade flew from Actaeon’s hand his fingers numb from the collision. The dwarf swung again. The axe went straight for Actaeon’s neck. There was a loud clang followed by an explosion. Actaeon flew through the air. He hit the far wall and fell into a heap of limp limbs. His left arm was numb and his face felt burnt. his neck felt like the very fires of hell were cooking him.

A quick glance up showed his health to be at ten percent. He tried raising both hands to place them on his neck, but the left would not respond. With just one hand on his neck he focused on activating Healing Hands.

WARNING!

Spell cast failed.

Healing Hands requires both hands to activate.

“Actaeon!” Kenishera dropped to her knees next to him. “Oh you poor man, I'll get you fixed up.” She put her hands on either side of his neck. Pain erupted into a raging inferno.

Actaeon groaned and tried pulling away. In his weakened state Kenishera didn't have to do anything to maintain contact. Her hands began to feel cool. Golden light drifted up on both sides of his head. The pain dulled and eventually dissipated to a mild ache.

Kenishera fell back. She panted and rivulets of sweat ran down her face. Her hair was plastered to her head from perspiration.

Actaeon sat up. “Thank you,” he said. She nodded. Are you okay?” Actaeon was worried that she may have harmed herself while trying to heal him.

“I am fine. I had to use the majority of my mana to heal you sufficiently. My mana pool will recover in no time.” She offered a weak smile.

“We must leave before the golem wakes,” Tanveer said. Actaeon hadn't noticed her standing over them until she spoke.

“That thing is going to wake up?” Actaeon asked. He saw that it's eyes were glowing much brighter than they had initially. “Yeah, I guess it is.” He looked up at Tanveer. “Are you okay? Did they…” his gaze wandered over to the table.

“No!” Tanveer snapped. “Had they tried I would have destroyed them. We must leave now.”

Tanveer turned and started for the exit. Actaeon stood and helped Kenishera to her feet. He started after Tanveer then his inner gamer voice kicked in.

What about the loot?

“Oh shit, I almost forgot. We have to loot these bastards,” Actaeon said.

“Maybe we should just go,” Kenishera said.

“No, I put too much time and energy into killing these guys to walk away empty handed. I'm looting these sick fucks.” Another thought occurred to him. “And I don't think we should leave them here either.” He pointed to the upturned table and the cages holding the people. That was the first time he saw the nude human woman in chains.

“I think she is broken and may never recover,” Kenishera said. “But I could not live with myself if we left her.”

Actaeon approached the woman. She had caramel colored skin, at least the skin not covered in grime and stuff he refused to acknowledge. Her hair was cut in mismatched clumps. The locks spread out on the ground explained the botched style job. Her eyes were a light brown and full of fear. Fear, he suspected, caused by his approach.

“Don’t be afraid,” Actaeon said. He held up his hands palms out to placate her. It wasn’t working. The closer he got the more she fought against her restraints. He looked over his shoulder at the trailing Kenishera. “Maybe you should go and free her. I don’t think she appreciates me getting closer. I don’t want to freak her out anymore than she already is.”

“That is a good idea. See if you can find something to cover her with. Some modesty may go far in helping her to understand that we mean her no harm,” Kenishera said.

“Good idea.” Actaeon turned away. the clinking of the chains stopped right away. He was glad for that. Last thing he wanted was for the girl to hurt herself more. He stopped in the center of the chamber and looked around scratching his head. Spare clothing was not in abundance in the cavern. Other than what the dwarfs wore he saw no other clothes. The dwarfs were too short to provide clothing that fit and most of it was bloody to boot. No, he would need something else.

Against the wall opposite the cages were enough sleeping mats for all the dead dwarfs. On said mats lay blankets. “Bingo!” Not only that, there were packs or bags of one kind or another next to each mat.

After collecting two blankets and passing them over to Kenishera he went about the task of looting. The bags looked to be a good place to start. Most contained some dried meat and water skins full of regular drinking water. One had a vial full of red liquid.

Potion of Minor healing

Heals for 30 health over forty second.

Durability 1/1

A find worthy of an adventurer. The last bag, which was the pack with straps for carrying on the shoulders, was the best of the lot. When he tried putting his hand inside he couldn’t. An unseen force stopped him at the mouth of the pack.

Warning!

You are attempting to access a soulbound bag.

Backpack

Fifteen Slot Bag

Durability 10/10

Soulbound: The contents of this bag can only be accessed by the person who has bound the bag or those given permission by the person who has bound the bag.

The owner of this bag has permanently died. Do you wish to bind the bag to you?

YES / NO

“Hell yeah!”

Congratulations!

You have bound your first item.

Soul Bound items stay with you even in death and can not be looted unless you die a permanent death.

“What?” That was unexpected and left more questions than answers. According to Tanveer and everyone death was permanent. But this item just challenged that assumption. Could it be that death was not permanent after all?

“Uh Oh,” Came the mysterious female voice. Actaeon looked around but only saw the dead dwarfs and his friends freeing the captives.

“What the fuck?” Actaeon mumbled.

“What is it?” Kenishera asked?

“Nothing, just a cool bag for carrying loot.” He thought mentioning the voice would make him sound crazy, so he didn’t.

“Ok. Well, hurry up. We need to get going. I think that thing will wake up soon. Tanveer got the other three from the cage and is outside waiting.”

Actaeon looked over to the Golem. It’s eyes were glowing bright enough to change the hue of the light in the room. “I think you are right. Is she ready to move?” Actaeon pointed to the girl wrapped in a blanket at Kenishera’s side.

“Yes, I will get her outside now.”

“Okay, I have to loot the bodies then I will follow,” Actaeon said.

Kenishera lead the woman out of the cavern shaking her head as she walked. Actaeon began searching the bodies. While there was no armor among them he did find a few things worth keeping.

Items received:

Minor Dagger of Frost

Damage 3-7

Frost Damage 1

Durability 20/20

Charges 10

Ability: This item has a 10% chance to freeze the target slowing movement speed by 5%

Wood Axe

Damage 1-2

Durability 12/12

Ability: This item does an additional 40% damage to wood and user gains 20% more resources when harvesting wood.

Butcher Knife

Damage 2-4

Durability 10/10

Minor Mana Potion

Regenerates 40 points of mana over ten seconds.

Durability 5/5

Cooldown 2 minutes

Minor Stamina Potion

Regenerates 50 points of stamina over ten seconds.

Durability 5/5

Cooldown 2 minutes

Reputation: Your reputation with the Slaves has risen by 1,000 points. 2,000 more points until you are Trusted.







CHAPTER 24

Acrid smoke filled Larion’s lungs.

He woke with a start. Coughs racked his body as he tried to expel the horrid smoke. Each inhalation only brought in more. With the pain in his lungs came the burning on his back. Larion tried to rise, but a weigh kept him from getting up.

Larion planted his palms on the dirt and pushed up with all his might. The weight moved up and he shifted his body to the right allowing the weight to fall off. He dropped back down free of the weight and the flames that licked his skin. He looked at the weight which was in fact a board with shingles nailed to it.

“Oh gods!”

Larion jumped to his feet. He looked up the hill to his house or where his house should be. The sight of a pile of smoldering rubble stopped Larion. Not his heart, or his thoughts, but all of him.

“Ma? Pa?” He whispered. “Ma, Pa.” No response came. “Ma!” Larion stepped forward. “Pa!” Larion ran screaming for his parents the entire time.

Any thought of survivors was dashed when he reached the top. His family’s home was reduced to waist high charred clumps of wood. The barn was a rectangular foundation with wood debris scattered around it. The only sign of there having been sheep was a half burned carcase.

A thump in his chest brought him out of the moment. It was followed by another that reverberated through his limbs. Along with it came the pull he felt in his nightmare. Larion turned in the direction the pull wanted him to go. He put one foot in front of the other.

Six hundred and twenty eight steps brought Larion to the edge of the plateau that was his family's estate. One thousand steps into his descent he caught the smell of burned meat. He followed the downward slope for another two thousand and fifteen steps.

Sixteen more steps once the ground leveled out and a crunch came from underfoot followed by something squishing. Larion stopped and looked down. His foot was on a blacked arm that ended in a hand missing two fingers and the thumb. He removed his foot and took a step over it squeezing his eyes shut as he did.

He opened his eyes to see that beyond the arm lay a sea of fire kissed corpses. Larion fell to his knees. Pain swelled in his chest and water filled his eyes. He found it hard to breath as his body shook from soundless sobs. He thought of searching for his family in the blackened masses. It caused him to retch and sick up until his empty stomach ached.

The thumping in his chest began again, pulling, urging.

Larion rose to his feet. He took a step on shaky legs. He breathed shallow breaths to try to keep from inhaling the smoke the corpses of his loved ones and neighbors. He stepped carefully so as not to disturb the dead. Getting through the open air mass grave took a torturous amount of time. It didn’t help that Larion had to stop and retch several times. At the midpoint he sunk to his knees in an area clear of dead and wept.

Thump

Larion pulled himself back up. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand.

Thump

Larion took a step.

Thump.

He course corrected and walked in the direction of the pull. He realized then that moving in the right direction stopped the thumping. Moving in the direction he was bid didn’t stop him from feeling pain, but there was something he knew would help him forget for a time.

One step, two steps, three steps …







CHAPTER 25

A glimmer of light caught Actaeon’s attention as he left the chamber.

The item, a black and silver hoop that was open on one end lay against the wall next to the chamber exit. He retrieved the item.

Damaged Slave Collar

The Wearer of this collar is under control of his master, the owner of the collar. If she/he were to disobey orders the collar can inflict pain or death.

Durability 0/10

Actaeon felt at his own neck. The collar he wore was gone. He understood then what had happened. The dwarf with the double axes hit the collar causing a chain reaction that resulted in an explosion. He was lucky to be alive.

Quest Complete!

Quest: Free Yourself

The collar is broken as is the hold over you. You are now free.

Received 1,000 XP

CONGRATULATION!

You are now Level 6

You have 1 Skill Point

You receive 1 Stat Point

The orange bar came to mind then. He had played various games with similar systems that gave a character significant boost for short stints, but never Last Gods. No system like that existed in the old version. He wondered if there were a way to call upon it at will.

The Golem let out a jet of steam and a long groan. In a matter of seconds the steam from the machine warmed the cavern and made it uncomfortably humid.

Actaeon wiped his brow. “I think I’ve overstayed my welcome.”

Tanveer, Kenishera, and the mysterious woman were close to the mouth of the cave when he exited. The three other captives stood a good distance, the humans holding each other. Tanveer paced back and forth while Kenishera sat with the woman on a large rock as she wept.

“What took so long?” Tanveer snapped. She stopped pacing and squared up to Actaeon. “I said to leave immediately, not to go around and steal from the dead!”

“You might want to keep your voice down,” Actaeon replied. “Besides, no harm came of it. I got us some weapons to see us through our journey to freedom.” Actaeon beamed at Tanveer. In response, she snarled.

“What freedom? We are collared slaves. There is no freedom for us. Just because you managed to bungle your way into freedom does not mean the same for Kenishera, Kenshiro, and I. We still wear the collars. If we do not return to our master’s  home, or his Ferralin, assuming they live, then we will cease to live. Do you understand?” Tanveer said.

QUEST UPDATE: Survive and Escape 2

You have gained your freedom, yet your friends remains slaves. Help your friends gain their freedom.

Quest Reward: 1,000 XP for each friend freed

Do you Accept?

Yes / No

Actaeon accepted without giving it a second thought. There was no way he was going to miss out on helping his friends get free. He would have done it without the XP gain. But it was there so no use looking a gift horse in the mouth.

“I… Fuck! This is no good. We have to get the collars off. We can try what happened to me. I don’t have an ax, but I have a sword. I’ll just…”

“No, my dear, Actaeon,” Kenishera said. “We can not try that. You were lucky that you did not die. You almost did as a matter of fact. If not for my healing powers you would be dead now. Tanveer is correct. There is no option for us. Return or die. That is what we must do.”

“There has to be a way,” Actaeon replied. He felt a lump forming in his throat. He couldn’t go back and volunteer for a collar. But he couldn’t just leave Kenishera and Tanveer to that fate. “What about her?” Actaeon pointed to the woman in Kenishera’s arms. “If she goes with you, she will be made a slave. And I don’t think she wants anything to do with me, not that I blame her.”

“She must go with you until you can find someone capable and willing to care for her,” Kenishera said. “There is no other way.”

Actaeon let out a sigh. He wanted to argue, but they were right. Any argument would be a waste of time. Considering the Golem was still charging up, time was short.

“Okay,” Actaeon said. “You guys are right. We have to move forward, and we need to move now. That Golem is still getting ready to wake up and deal with us.”

As if to punctuate his point a loud groan and hiss echoed from the cave. Actaeon picked up his pack, not remembering having dropped it.  And led the way.

“Kenshiro is waiting by what is left of the wagon we were in,” Actaeon said.

“So he is alive?” Kenishera’s voice took on an excited tone. “Why didn’t he come with you?”

“He couldn’t. His leg was broken when our wagon was attacked and destroyed.” Kenishera’s eyes went wide and filled with tears. “It’s okay,” Actaeon went on quickly. “He is fine other than that. He couldn’t walk and didn’t want to slow me down.”

One tear rolled down her cheek. “I’m relieved to hear that. Thank you for coming for us.”

“I would always come for you,” Actaeon blurted out. He mentally kicked himself for being too forward. Kenishera’s reaction was to just give him a funny look then a smile so he let it go.

Tanveer harrumphed. She had decided to take the rear of their little march. Actaeon felt his face flush at having said what he did in front of her. Thankfully she didn’t comment.

“Kenshy! Oh my gods! Are you alright?” Kenishera shouted. She ran to her brother who had not moved since Actaeon saw him last.

“What must I do to rid myself of your infernal nicknames?” Kenshiro asked his sister. “I’m okay, but I’ll be better if you mend my leg.”

Kenishera nodded then placed her hands on his broken legs. Actaeon watched carefully as the golden light fell from her fingers. He stopped a few feet away and continued watching. The swollen lump of Kenshiro's thigh shifted as the bone was set by the magic his sister employed. Then everyone was still as the light continued to cascade off his leg. A minute later and Kenishera fell back onto her rump and let out a whoosh of air.

“There. Give me a moment to replenish my mana and I will finish up your healing with healing hands,” She said.

Actaeon pulled a mana potion from his bag and handed it to her. He crouched next to Kenshiro.

“What is this?” Kenishera asked holding up the vial of blue liquid.

“Mana potion,” Actaeon replied.

“I know that, but why?”

“Oh, to get you back up quicker while I heal your brother.”

“You can heal?” She looked to her brother who nodded in confirmation. “Excellent. I will allow you the jump in experience points then.” She said.

Actaeon activated healing hands. The glow of the spell rose up from between his fingers. Kenshiro groaned. A moment later his friend’s health was maxed. He shut off the mana flow and the spell died.

“Thank you, friend,” Kenshiro said.

“You are welcome,” Actaeon replied. “Kenishera,” Actaeon turned to her as he took a seat next to Kenshiro. “Can you teach me the spell you used to heal his leg?”

“I would be honored, but your life magic must be level five and your Healing Hands must also be at five. Do you meet the requirements?” She asked.

Actaeon pulled up his character sheet. And spent his points. He increased his Intellect as he was now using magic and thought that was a prudent choice. He decided to put off using his skill point for the time being. There was still his goal of becoming a Hunter to look forward too.

Name:

Actaeon

Level:

6

Class:

Ranger

Strength:

9

Dexterity:

8

Stamina:

414

Charisma:

4

Intelect:

4

Luck:

3

Proffession

Proffession:

None

Level:

Skills

Skill

Analyze

Level:

3

Abilities

Ability

Novice Unarmed Combat LVL 3

Ability

Begining Spearman LVL 1

Ability

Spear Thrust LVL 1

Magic

Magic

Life School LVL 1 5/100

Magic

Healing Hands LVL 1 2/10

Reputation

Arena Guards

Untrustworthy 100/1000 to Neutral

Arena Slaves

Friendly 500/3000 to Trusted

Unspent Stat Points

0/0

Unspent Skill Points

1/1

“I guess I won’t be learning that anytime soon,” Actaeon said. “I am nowhere near the requirements in either one.”

“That is okay,” Kenishera patted his cheek. “You do not need to be the healer with me around.”

“But you will not be around for much longer,” Tanveer snapped. “We must all get moving now. Either the foolish Ferralin continued on without us or they stopped in Valeshire. Either way, we must get moving.”

“Do you think they may have gone back?” Kenshiro asked.

“No, not without knowing if the danger here has passed. Those cowards will continue on with their tails tucked between their legs and their urine staining the fur on their legs yellow,” Tanveer said. “Come.” She helped Kenshiro to his feet. “We must go.” With that, she turned and started walking into the woods along the path made by the wagon having been dragged.

Actaeon and Kenishera helped each other up. She went to the girl and pulled her to her feet. While the girl didn’t offer any resistance she didn’t stop weeping. “You must quiet down or they may find us,” Kenishera said.

The girl’s eyes went wide. The tears flowing down her face increased but she made no noise. A stream of pee ran down her leg.

Actaeon stepped closer. “It’s okay. We’re safe. He went to put a reassuring hand on her shoulder but she pulled away. “I will not let them hurt you again. I promise. But you need to help us by staying quiet. Can you do that?”

Her eyes narrow slightly. Her distrust was evident in the crease of her brow, but she nodded her agreement. She pushed herself against Kenishera and the pair moved to follow Tanveer.

“What happened to her?” Kenshiro whispered. He joined Actaeon in watching the pair of females walk into the woods.

“She was brutalized by her captors,” Actaeon replied.

“Captors?”

“Oh right. I forgot you still don’t know. Come on, I will fill you in as we walk. Actaeon told Kenshiro about the cave and finding Tanveer and Kenishera in cages in the cave. He told him about the battle and the state he found the girl.

“That is… That is most unfortunate,” Kenshiro said. Kenshiro’s scowl and the way his fists balled up made his feelings clear for all to see. “It is good you found them. I only wish you would have found them sooner to spare her  those atrocities.”

“Me too, bud. But I think we were days too late for that. I just hope she will recover. There aren’t any shrinks here to help her, not that I know of,” Actaeon said.

“Shrinks? I don’t understand?”

“Yeah right, sorry. I meant psychiatrists. People that assist others in dealing with their emotions and mental ailments.”

“Ah yes. We have people that specialize in a similar profession back where I come from. I believe you are correct in that there are no specialties like that here. Though many may be in desperate need of such services.”

“No doubt, Kenshiro. Or should I call you Kenshy?” Actaeon said.

“Do not dare!” Kenshiro hissed. Both men laughed at his response.

Not long after the forest gave way to the main road and It was plain to see where the wagons had been hit. There was also a large round footprint in the dirt. judging by the size Actaeon was sure it came from whatever hit them. The Golem was his guess.

“We must continue this way,” Tanveer said. She turned and marched down the road. No one was given a chance to argue or put in their two cents.

“I would almost think she wants to go back to the slave pits,” Actaeon said.

“I doubt that very much,”Kenshiro replied. “She acts to keep us alive. If we are gone too long then one of the Ferralin will detonate our collars.”

“You are probably right,” Actaeon replied. The morbid thought sent shivers down his spine.

“Stop chatting like a couple of old hens and get a move on,” Tanveer shouted. “There will be plenty of time to talk when we figure out how we will deal with Valeshire.”

“What does she mean?”Actaeon asked.

“The residents of Valeshire do not like gladiators very much. If we are seen without escorts there's a chance they will attack. Without Ferralin or our master there to allow us to fight we will be helpless to defend ourselves.”

“And the hits just keep on coming,” Actaeon snapped.







CHAPTER 26

“I see it. Valeshire,” Tanveer said.

“What do we do?” Actaeon asked. She was stopped on the road with her hand up to shield her eyes from the sun. Actaeon stopped next to her. He didn’t see it, but he suspected her vision was superior.

“We get off the road and move with stealth, or as much as you and the other non-slaves can muster,” Tanveer said. There was no mockery in her tone. She was stating a fact as she saw it. Nothing more.

Actaeon looked over his shoulder to where Kenishera and the girl stood. Both were looking back at him. Kenishera smiled, but the girl’s face was unexpected. She wore a countenance of resolve. The tears had stopped, only the clear tracks in the grime on her face showing any sign of their passage.

The group followed Tanveer off the road. “we must come up with a plan,” Tanveer said. She ducked down behind a bush large enough to conceal them all.

“I have one,” Kenishera said. She pulled the girl down next to her as she knelt. “We will tell them Actaeon is our master. He will tell them about the danger of the dwarves and how we barely managed to escape.”

Everyone waited with bated breath for her next words. They didn’t come and Kenishera just stared back expectantly.

“And then?” Actaeon asked.

“No and then,” Kenishera said. “That is my plan.”

“That is not a plan,” Tanveer said.

“I agree,” Kenshiro said. “That is the beginnings of a plan.”

Actaeon was reminded of one of his favorite movies. He smiled thinking about it. “That’s twelve percent of a plan.” He chuckled.

“What?” Tanveer asked.

“Nothing. I think it's a good start. We need to figure out what happens next.” Actaeon said. “Oh! I got it. I talk them into letting us stay somewhere and you guys sneak in once we are settled. What do you think?”

“That might work, but you need to stay in a place big enough to accommodate us all,” Kenshiro said.

“Why the hell not!” Tanveer threw her arms up. “We will be close. Take the ones we rescued and walk into town by way of the road. We will remain out of sight.”

“You got it, Boss,” Actaeon replied.

The abused girl held onto Kenishera and refused to let go. When Actaeon approached her tears welled up in her eyes. “It is going to be okay,” Kenishera said in a soothing voice. “Actaeon is a good man. He will help you find your way back home.” She pushed the girl out to arm's length. “Do you trust me?” The girl nodded. “Then trust me now. Go with Actaeon and allow him to help you. Not all men are the monsters that kept you in that cavern.” 

The girl shook so hard that Kenishera’s arms trembled. In spite of her fear she nodded. Actaeon was impressed by her courage. To walk headlong into the source of crippling fear was a heroic trait he hoped he shared, or maybe hoped he never had too.

Actaeon stepped closer. “I promise that no one will hurt you like they did, not again. Or it will be over my cold corpse,” Actaeon said. He heard Tanveer snort but didn’t rise to the taunt. “Can you speak? What do we call you?”

She leaned forward burying her face in Kenishera’s chest. Actaeon heard some mumbled words that were too low to make out. “She says her name is Tabby,” Kenishera said. She leaned back and looked down at the girl. “That was not so hard now was it?”

Tabby shook her head. After a moment of silence, she extricated herself from Kenishera’s bosom. Then she turned taking her time doing so. Every other step she looked back at Kenishera who gave her a warm smile each time. Her eyes met Actaeon for just a moment giving him his first look at her brown doe eyes. Her face tilted down and she nodded once. He took that as a sign that she was ready.

“Tabby and I are going to get going,” Actaeon said. “I’ll see you guys tonight. Don’t get lost.” He turned and started down the road. After a couple steps, Actaeon looked back to make sure Tabby was behind him. She followed at a slower pace with her eyes glued to the road and her shoulders slumped. He wondered if she was like that before her abuse.

“Here is the plan, Tabby,” Actaeon said. “You and I were out on a walk to get to know one another. Oh! Yeah, your parents were setting us up for an arranged marriage and it was our first meeting. Yeah, that’s the ticket. What do you think so far?”

Actaeon glanced at Tabby. She had a look on her face that said she just ate a lemon quick as she could and it kinda hurt. “What’s that look for? I think this will work.” Tabby’s cheeks reddened and she looked away. Her loose auburn hair obscured her face.

Actaeon let out a sigh before continuing. “Anyway! So while we were walking we were hit from behind. After that, we woke up in that cave far from home and no clue where we were. Naturally, I killed the dwarves and we got away. At least that part of it is true huh?” He chuckled. “Then we walked out and kept walking until we reached the town. What do you think of that? Besides brilliant I mean.”

Tabby kept her face covered and didn’t respond. Actaeon thought he saw a slight shake of her head, but he couldn’t be sure if it was just the sway of her hair from walking. As they continued Actaeon filled in all the minor details of their courtship.

The town was small. The main road was lined by five buildings on each side. There were smaller roads with what he guessed to be residential buildings. There couldn't have been more than seventeen homes flanking the ten businesses.

The buildings had a wild west feel in that they were built with naked wooden planks. There was even a set of swinging quarters doors on a building that resembled those of a saloon entrance. The look of the place surprised Actaeon. He was expecting something that looked more Roman. He was glad for it as Actaeon didn’t want to see another Roman style building as long as he lived. The question now was where should they go?

“Ahoy there!” A man exited the farthest building on the left. “Welcome strangers!” He waved as he walked off the porch and onto the road.

“Hello,” Actaeon said. The distance between them quickly vanished. “I’m Actaeon.” He said once they were within a few feet of each other.

“Well met, Mr. Actaeon. I am Gregory Davenfort, the mayor of this here town. What brings you to Valeshire…” His words trailed off as he saw Tabby. “Dear gods,” The Mayor whispered. “Tabby, is it truly you?”

“You know her?” Actaeon asked.

“Yes of course!”  The mayor wrapped Tabby in a bear hug lifting her off her feet. Her body went still then she started to scream. The mayor quickly set her back down and moved away. “What is it, Tabby? It is me, your uncle Gregor. Oh, dear gods what have they done to you?”

“They treated her very bad before I got there,” Actaeon said. He wondered why he hadn’t considered that Tabby would be from here. It made his plan seem stupid.

“Well, I am grateful for you, Mr. Actaeon.”

“Just Actaeon, please. And it was nothing. I was traveling through when I came across the cave.”

The Mayor’s eyes widened to an impossible width. “Please come with me and bring Tabby. We must see her folks post haste.”o

The Mayor turned and made a beeline for the building with the saloon doors. He rushed in and vanished in the dark threshold. Actaeon hesitated for a second his mind going back to the darkness of the cave. Tabby bumped into his back and Actaeon jumped. He rushed forward.

The Mayor stood in front of the bar waving his arms about as he spoke to the older looking portly man behind the bar wearing a dirty apron over clean looking red long sleeve shirt.

“There,” The Mayor shouted. “There they are as I said.”

The bartender’s eyes landed on Tabby. He dropped the glass he was wiping with a cloth. The sound of shattered glass beat him around the edge of the bar. He moved faster than Actaeon would have thought possible for a man of his age and size.

“My Tabby!” He wrapped her up in a hug. This time instead of stiffening and screaming tabby tried wrapping her arms around the man’s bulk. She wept as they held each other.

“What is all the…”

Actaeon turned his back to Tabby and the bartender. The newcomer was a large woman with salt and pepper hair, rosy cheeks and crow’s feet around her eyes.

“What kind of black magic is this,” The woman whispered.

“Nah,” The mayor responded. “It is Tabby. This man has returned her to us.” The woman didn’t move. She seemed to be stuck in place. “Come, dearest sister. It really is her,” The mayor said.

The woman broke into a run and hugged the girl from behind. Now sandwiched between her parents Tabby’s weeping intensified. “My baby!” The newcomer wailed. “What did they do to you?” 

“I think we should go outside,” The Mayor whispered in Actaeon’s ear. “Let them have a moment.” He lead Actaeon by the elbow back through the swinging quarter doors.

“My friend, while I am most grateful for what you have done I need to ask you something.” He looked side to side as if checking that they were alone. Which they were. His eyes met Actaeon’s again then he looked around once more.

“What is it?” Actaeon asked. His patience was growing thin.

“Are you a slave?”

“Why would you…”

“Half a caravan passed through here a day ago. They were without the usual slaves meant to fight in the other arena. Something about an ambush and barely escaping. They said the slaves were dead.” He looked Actaeon up and down.

That was when Actaeon realized his mistake. He was still wearing the leather pants and Manica he used to fight the dwarfs. he mentally slapped his forehead. He should have changed. Why didn’t he think of changing into something that didn’t scream, ‘Roman slave here!’

“I was one of the riders in one of those cages. But I am no one’s slave,” Actaeon growled.

“The lack of a collar would suggest that. For bringing my niece home I will give you sanctuary here. No one but Valeshireans will know you still live. That is the least I can do for what you have done. I only ask you are straight with us from now on,” Mayor Davenfort said.

“I can do that. And in doing so you need to know that I am not the only survivor. In fact, no one died, other than the dwarfs,” Actaeon said.

“I see. Are the others free now as well?”

“No, they are still collared. They will have to go back. Would it be too much to ask that you help them return?” The words tasted like bile as he spoke. He felt like the shit scum crawls on.

“The remaining wagons will be back through here tomorrow. They continued on to inform the other gremlin master of what happened. Your friends can return with them.”

“Can we give them a place to stay for the night and some food?”

Mayor Davenfort smiled and placed a hand on Actaeon’s shoulder. “If it were up to me I would have you all freed and treated like my family.” His smile fell. “Unfortunately, there is nothing I can do about the collar. All I can do is treat your friends with dignity and kindness for as long as they are in my care. I hope this is good enough?”

“That is more than I hoped for. Thank you Mayor Davenfort,” Actaeon replied.

“I was serious when I said I would treat you like family, that means calling me Gregor or Gregory. No more of this Mayor nonsense.”

Actaeon smiled. “Thank you, Gregor. I have to go into the woods and find my friends.”

“That won’t be necessary, Actaeon. We were close and witnessed all that happened.” Kenshiro walked out from between the closest buildings. He smiled at Actaeon and offered Gregor his hand in greeting. “Well met, Mr. Mayor.”

Gregor and Kenshiro grabbed each other's forearms and shook. “Like I told your friend here, please call me Gregor. You are most welcome in Valeshire, friend.”

Actaeon watched as Tanveer and Kenishera followed Kenshiro out of the shadows. Kenishera bowed and introduced herself. Tanveer stood next to Actaeon and crossed her arms. The woman struck an imposing figure. Which was probably why Gregor stepped back and nodded to her.

“Let us go inside and get you all fed and situated for the night. Come inside and be welcome.”







CHAPTER 27

Actaeon lay in the small bed staring up at exposed wooden beams.

He was given the option of sleeping in a large room with a king sized bed that looked comfortable as all get out. He opted to let Tanveer and Kenishera take that room. If they had to go back the least he could do was let them enjoy some luxury.

Sleep refused to happen. When he laid down he was clean and had a full belly. He felt like he was going to crash while standing. Once his head hit the pillow that stopped. Thoughts of his only friends in that fucked up world having to go back to slavery kept him awake. There had to be something he could do.

SYSTEM MESSAGE

Kenshiro has invited you to join his mind link. Do you accept?

Yes / No

“Hi Kenshiro,” Actaeon said. The black space with the inviting fireplace and chairs materialized around him.

“Hello to you too,” Kenishera said. “I do take offense to being called my brother though. I work hard to ensure I look womanly enough to not be confused with my male twin.”

“Oh! Well hello, beautiful. I assumed I would see Kenshy first since he invited me over. Sorry about that.” Actaeon sat in the chair next to Kenishera.

She chuckled. “I suppose I can let it pass this time.”

Actaeon looked into her large eyes. His smile faded as he did so. Soon she would be gone and they would be too far away to spend time together in a mind share. Seeing her in person would be out of the question as he would be thrown back into slavery.

“I could go back with you,” He said.

“That would not work. You would be collared again. I can not have you giving away something as precious as your freedom for me, dear Actaeon. No, that is not acceptable.”

“We could find a way to be free if I go,” He replied. Even as he said it he knew it was false. The collar would give no quarter, he knew that from his time wearing it.

“We both know that will not happen. The control of the collar is absolute. No, we will remain slaves and you will live your life.” She placed her hand in his. “That is our lot in life. We have come to accept, as should you.”

A tear rolled down his cheek. The thought of never seeing Kenishera again became a heavyweight in his gut. he understood why she would feel the need to accept, but he wouldn’t.

“No,” Actaeon said. “I will not accept this.” He turned in his chair to look her in the eye. “Kenishera, I swear to you that I will do everything in my power to see you freed. If that isn’t good enough I will find the power to make it happen. I swear it!”

SYSTEM MESSAGE!

You have made a pact. Fulfilling this pact will endear Kenishera to you. Failing to fulfill this pact will result in severe consequences up to and including death. Good luck!

“Oh shit!” Actaeon said. He looked over to Kenishera. She stared back with a horrified expression.

“What have you done? You have to take it back! I will not let you die for me, Actaeon. Do you hear me? Take it back now!”

“No,” Actaeon said. "I don’t plan on failing so there is no reason to take it back. I will see you freed. Tanveer and Kenshiro too. Hell, probably even Al just for shits and giggles. I am not going to give this up, Kenishera. Not ever.”

Kenishera shot up to her feet knocking over her chair. “How dare you!” She shouted. Actaeon rose to his feet. “I do not need you to make decisions for me, more so with decisions that will result in you placing yourself in harm's way for me.” She stepped right up to him and placed her index finger in his face. “You listen to me and you listen well. I will not have your death on my conscience. Life is hard enough without that. I will go on knowing you are living a full life to make up for the one I can not! Do you understand me?”

“No.”

Her eyes went wider than they had been. “This is no laughing matter and I am no damsel in distress that you must save. You are not my white knight!”

Kenishera disappeared.

“What?” Actaeon looked around for her, but she was gone.

“While I am not one to give into emotion like my sister I have to agree with her.” Kenshiro stepped out of the darkness. “She is right in that you should not have taken this upon yourself.” He stopped a few feet away from Actaeon.

“Now that the ugly part is behind us let us talk of freedom. Please sit.” Kenshiro sat in the seat his sister vacated. Actaeon took his seat and waited to Kenshiro to continue. “She is right when she spoke of not being able to break free of the collar. It is an evil device designed to be foolproof. That does not mean they can not be beaten. It simply means they can not be beaten by one who is wearing it. That is why I am speaking to you now. You are in a position where you could possibly free us from the collar.”

Kenshiro waved his hand at the floor in front of them. A table appeared with two glasses on it. They were full of a green liquid and condensation ran down the outside of the glasses.  Kenshiro took one and sipped from it. He let out a long sigh. Actaeon followed suit. The drink was not something he was familiar with but it was sweet and tasty.

“So how exactly can I free you?” Actaeon asked.

“That is the question. I  do not know the exact answer. I have seen a man freed once. Well, almost.”

“Almost?” Actaeon raised an eyebrow in suspicion.

“Yes. He was sent to Lurge’s office. When he returned he was no longer a slave.”

“That doesn’t tell us much. Nothing really. Surmising that freedom came from Lurge’s own hand was a simple matter of deduction. One might even reason that he could give others the ability to grant freedom if he so chooses, but that still doesn’t help us. I need to know how it is done. I need to know how it is done, a way that doesn't involve having someone attempt to remove your head from your shoulders.,” Actaeon said.

“I would say you were. I for one would not take that chance nor allow my sister too. Tanveer is her own person but I think even she would decline. No, I believe Lurge is our best bet for freedom. I do not know how to get him to grant it, but he is the key. Getting to him is where I may be of assistance.” Kenshiro crossed his legs and took another sip. “When you get back to The Lurge Arena find a woman selling fruit from a wheeled cart. She is known as Lourdes. She can get a message to me alerting me to your presence. That evening you must be at the small entrance at the south end of the building by sunset. I will get you the rest of the way.”

“Okay,” Actaeon replied. Excitement ran through him. When he made the declaration to Kenishera he had no clue how he was going to pull it off. But now he felt like there was a real chance of success.

“Get some sleep, friend. I will disconnect now and do the same.” Kenshiro leaned forward with his hands on the arms of the chair as if to stand but stopped. “Talk to Kenishera in the morning. She will be upset with herself if she leaves without saying goodbye. She is tough, but her heart is firmly lodged on her sleeve.”

“I will,” Actaeon said as the world dimmed.

QUEST UPDATE: Survive and Escape 2

You have gained your freedom, yet your friends remains slaves. Help your friends gain their freedom.

Kenshiro has shared the name of a contact to help your friends escape. Get back to Lurge’s Arena and find Lourdes.

Quest Reward: 1,000 XP for each friend freed

His eyes opened and he was once again in the small room in the Valeshire inn. But he wasn’t alone. While the room was dark and he couldn’t see past his own face he felt another presence.

The small room lacked a window or candles, the means by which Valeshire residents illuminated the night. His body tensed. Whatever this person had in mind he was going to be ready.

“I’m sorry,” Kenishera’s voice fell onto his ears. “I should not have been so harsh with you, Actaeon.”

Actaeon relaxed. “It’s okay, I understand. I’m sorry for making you feel like I was trying to save you. I mean, I am, but not because you’re helpless. Well, you kind of are in this situation, but not normally. I don’t think anyway. You seem like a more than capable fighter and all…” He stopped when he realized he was rambling.

A weighted settled on the bed shifting the mattress. The blanket was pulled back and a warm body pressed against his. The bed was too small for another person to fit any other way. Actaeon put his arm around her and froze. His hand had settled on her waist, but there was no clothing between her and him. he slid it up thinking her shirt must have ridden up. He made it to her arm and still no clothing.

Kenishera pressed her mouth against his. her tongue parted his lips and slid in. He let himself be carried away in the kiss. He pulled back when he felt her warm hand wrap around his manhood.

“We can’t,” he whispered.

“Yes we can,” Kenishera retorted. “This may be the only time I get to make a decision that is all mine. This is what I want, so yes we can.”

“But…”

“But what?” She interrupted.

“Um…. well…” He didn’t have an argument. What he had was a woman he was crazy about laying next to him in a private room. She was naked, ready, and willing.  “I don’t have an answer to that.”

“That is what I thought.” Kenishera’s mouth found his once more.







CHAPTER 28

Actaeon woke up alone.

He felt refreshed and new. The time he spent with Kenishera left him feeling full of life and it enforced his decision to free her.

He rose from his bed and dressed. He thought about bathing to wash off the sweat from the night's activities, but he wanted to say goodbye to his friends first, and maybe spend a few more precious moments with them. He did use the wash basin along with the toothbrush his host provided.

Tanveer, Kenshiro, and Kenishera were in the common room along with Tabby, her parents, and her uncle Gregor. Kenishera smiled and waved as Actaeon came down the stairs.

“Good morning,” He said in a loud voice.

“Good morning, Actaeon. You are just in time as my sister is about to serve breakfast,” Gregor said

Kenishera waved him over to the empty seat between herself and Tanveer.

“Morning, Tanveer.” He took the offered seat. Tanveer grunted.

“Good morning, Actaeon,” Kenishera whispered in his ear.

“Good morning to you too.” Seeing her and knowing their time was finite made him feel a bit sad. He kept that feeling to himself and smiled. “I hope you got some rest last night.”

“I did.”

“Good. I want you to know that I am truly sorry for upsetting you.”

“I know and I forgave you last night. No more talk of that.” She wrapped her arms around his bicept and set her head on his shoulder. “Let us just enjoy this time.”

“You got it.”

Tanveer leaned in close. “Kenishera has told me of your vow. It was foolish. I would say forget it and move on, but I understand all too well that words have power here. Do not rush to save her. Take your time and grow strong first. Find a trainer and become skilled. Only then should you come for her.”

 Reputation gained with the Slaves. +100 rep with the Slaves.

“For all of you,” Actaeon corrected. “I mean to free you as well, Tanveer. He placed his hand on hers. You are my friend, and I couldn’t go back and free Kenishera just to leave you behind. Not going to happen.”

Reputation gained with the Slaves. +100 rep with the Slaves.

“Then you really are as stupid as she said you are.” Tanveer smacked his hand with her free one.

“Ouch.” Actaeon shook his sore hand. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” He snapped. While she didn’t seem pleased Actaeon was sure the boost in rep spoke to how she really felt.

“Get strong and free your mate. Worry about nothing else.”

Actaeon looked around to see if anyone else heard what she said. He leaned in close to her. In a sharp tone, he said, “How did you know about that?”

“I…”

“Keep your voice down!”

She sighed then whispered. “I shared a room with her, remember? That puts me in a position to be familiar with her comings and goings. Pun not intended.”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry.”

“Do not forget what I have taught you. Practice every day. The ranger is strongest with the bow and arrow as well as the spear. The thrust is the base maneuver. Find a trainer to build on that and to teach Begining Bowmanship. Only then should you come for her. I will do all I can to keep her alive while she waits.” Tanveer moved away.

“But I…”

“I have nothing else to say,” Tanveer said. With that, she looked straight ahead. It was a dismissal and so Actaeon let the topic die.

“Do you think you will stay here while you train? In this town I mean.” Kenishera asked.

“I don’t know. I have to see what they have available for training. My time with Tanveer was too short. I didn’t get a chance to learn much. I may have to move on if there is no trainer here. But I like the idea of being in a place where I‘m a contributing member of the community. It is going to suck if I have to find a new place and start over as a stranger.”

“I hope you find this place accommodating and do not have to start over,” Kenishera said.

A thick arm covered in white fabric stretched between Actaeon and Kenishera setting a plate of food down in front of her. The smell of the cooked meal as it passed by his face captivated his attention. Another plate was set down for him. A rumble from his stomach sounded loud enough to cause Kenishera to laugh and Tanveer to snort.

“Someone is hungry,”  The Bartender's wife Helgen said.

“Oh yes, ma’am. Famished in fact.”

She laughed. “In that case, I will get you some more food so you may have seconds. A young man needs to eat after all.” She winked at Actaeon before returning to her breakfast delivery duties.

“My wife is the best cook in the region,” Barnabus, Helgen’s husband said before taking a bite of his own food. “She gets people from near and far coming to try her vittles,” he said around a mouth full of food.

“Barnabus! You chew and swallow before you speak. No one wants to see that.” She smacked the side of his head with a wooden spoon she produced from her apron. That elicited a snort and laugh from Tanveer.

“Damn it woman!”

Helgen raised an eyebrow. Barnabus stared her down refusing to apologize. She slowly raised the spoon as if to strike again.

“Sorry dear!” Barnabus held up his hands to ward off the blow. Helgen smiled, nodded, and left.

The swinging doors opened and a man walked in at a brisk pace. He went straight for the mayor removing his straw hat as he walked. “Wagons are a coming, Gregor. They will be here in a moment.”

“Thank you, Bill. I will go greet them.” He looked at Actaeon. “You need to return to your room so they don’t see you. While I am the man in charge here I hold little sway over the rich and powerful such as Lurge.”

Actaeon looked at his untouched meal and sighed. He then went about saying his goodbyes, to which Tanveer almost leveled him when he hugged her. Kenshiro returned his hug with a strong one of his own.

Before he grabbed Kenishera Tanveer grabbed his arm. “I suggest you remove yourself from a group the next time you decide to engage in coitus,” she said.

“What do you mean?” Actaeon blurted out.

“I was unlucky enough to watch your stamina bar go up and down for half the night while you two were engaged in the act. I must say that I am impressed you were able to last that long.” She winked at him.

Actaeon's face burned with embarrassment and disbelief. Everyone laughed including Kenishera. What boggled his mind the most was Tanveer winking. Since when did she behave like a normal person?

Kenishera pulled Actaeon into a hug once the laughing died down.

“I am going to miss you,”Actaeon whispered to Kenishera as he held her tight.

“And I you. Please get strong and save me sooner rather than later.”

“You have a deal. I will see you soon, Kenishera.” Actaeon kissed her.

“Go now,” Helgen said. Her tone and words made him cut his kiss shorter than he wanted. But he knew he had to.

Actaeon ran up the stairs and to his room. He closed the door and locked it just to be sure. Then he waited.

There was a collection of muffled words that failed to be understandable by the time they reached him. More than once Actaeon fought off the urge to crack the door open and get his eavesdrop on. The time sitting doing nothing didn't help to curb that urge.

After what felt like forever a knock came at the door followed by Barnabus’ voice. “They are gone. It is clear for you to come out.

Actaeon unlocked and opened the door. “Any trouble?”

“None. Your friends left with no fuss and those damn Ferralin were pleased by it. Come, Helgen has made you a new plate. She even piled up a double helping so you will not need a second serving.”

Actaeon didn't feel like eating anymore. Every step to the empty common room diminished his hunger tenfold. His friends were gone for just a moment and he already missed them.

Helgen returned with a plate piled high with eggs, meat and fried potatoes. “I bet you miss her already, don't you, dear?” She set the plate in front of him along with a fork. “This will help you get strong enough to go get your girl.”

“Thank you,” Actaeon’s voice cracked. He grabbed the fork to dig in so he wouldn't have to talk anymore.

The double doors burst open and slammed against the wall. Actaeon dropped his fork. A man rushed in.

“Helgen, where is your brother?” He demanded.

“He is in the Kitchen with Barnabus. What is it, Lenny?”

“Those damn Black Iron Dwarfs got it working again, and it is on its way here,” Lenny snapped. He rushed into the kitchen with Helgen hot on his heels.

Actaeon was sure he knew what the man meant by 'it’. He was also sure that breakfast was over.

Gregor rushed out of the kitchen with Helgen, Barnabus, and Lenny in tow. “Actaeon, would you please accompany us?” he was out the door before Actaeon could respond. He grabbed a slab of ham and ran to follow.

The troop stood in the middle of the street looking in the direction of the Dwarf cave. “...it was probably ten feet tall. They got its arms and legs fixed. It is not fast so I think we have a half hour before it gets here,” Lenny said.

“I thought you killed those dwarfs,” Gregor shouted.

“I did,” Actaeon replied. “One of them was messing around with it before I did. He must have done something… Turned it on, maybe.”

“This is bad. Now we have to deal with that thing,” Gregor said.

“Do you know anything about it? Weaknesses, strength, weapons that kind of stuff?” Actaeon asked.

“No,” Gregor replied. “We managed to find out about it when Carl our local miner was exploring the cave to find new sources of metals. He barely made it out with his life.”

“How long have the dwarfs been here?” Actaeon asked.

“They moved in about a year ago,” Barnabus said. “We did not know exactly where until Carl found them. We Just knew the direction they were in relation to Valeshire.”

“We have requested soldiers to clear them out, but the empire is stretched thin. They promised to send them when they could. Since the dwarfs only raided the town a couple times and failed they were deemed a low priority.  If we had known about the Golem when the request was made maybe we would have received help sooner. Now I fear it is too late,” Gregor said. He turned to Lenny “Sound the alarm and prepare to move the town’s folk. We need to be gone when it gets here.”

“We can fight,” Actaeon said. All eyes turned to him.

“I am sorry lad, but we do not have what it takes to beat a Golem,” Barnabus said. He placed his hand on Actaeon’s shoulder. “I wish we did.”

“Who says we don't?” A new comer said from a good distance down the road.

The group turned to see who it was. Gregor groaned. Barnabus said, “Oh shit.”

“I will defeat it!” The newcomer shouted. He started a slow deliberate walk toward them. With the sun behind him, it was hard to make out his appearance but his silhouette screamed Clint Eastwood in The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly. Each step made a metal clinking sound which added to the effect.

Then he got close enough to get a good look.

His hat was actually a nice wide brim hat and that is where nice ended. He wore a section of a scarlet and beige rug like a short poncho. Two large metal spoons were attached to his leather boots with twine. But the worst part was his pants. Cut-off leather pants short enough to be daisy dukes.

“What the fuck?” Actaeon said.

“Do not pay him any mind,” Helgen said. “He is wrong in the head. It turns out to be something a healer can not fix.”

“That explains a lot. So why does he think we can win?”

“I was an adventurer before settling down here,” the crazy cowboy said.

“You were no such thing,” Lenny spat. “This nut job has probably never even been in a real fight, other than in his mind.”

“Be nice, Lenny,” Helgen said. “John Walker, I think it would be best if you collected your belongings and prepared to leave with everyone else,” she said as if speaking to a child.

“But we can do this!” Tears started to form in Walker’s eyes. “I know we can, with his help.” He pointed at Actaeon.

“Pay attention, dip-shit. Actaeon is only level six. That thing is level ten and an elite at that. It would take three Actaeon's to beat it.” Jason snapped.

“Yeah, but I am level twelve. The two of us can do this.” John Walker was pleading.

Hearing him say he was level twelve was surprising. If he wasn't an adventurer like Lenny said how could he reach level twelve. Actaeon focused on John Walker and used Analyze.

John Walker appeared over his head then Actaeon’s entire field of vision became static. The sound of a television on the fritz filled his ears. Muffled voices surrounded him but he couldn't make them out. He shut down Analyze. The world returned to normal.

“Something is wrong with me!” John Walker started balling.

“It's okay,” Actaeon said to him. “I’ll help you figure it out.”

“You will?”

“Yes.” The question of John’s level and what happened to him was too intriguing to not find out. And there was the static when Analyzing him that deepened the mystery.







CHAPTER 29

With no belongings to speak of Actaeon stood in the town’s center waiting for everyone else.

Barnabus exited the inn carrying his last load. Space on the wagons was limited but Barnabus and Helgen were allowed more room for supplies. They were tasked with meal prep while the village moved away from town to the surrounding hills and forest.

“That is the last of it,” Barnaby said. “Are you sure you will not reconsider? We could use a strong pair of hands to help get everything set up.”

“I wish I could, but I have to go and find a trainer. I need to be stronger So I can save my friends.” And my… girlfriend? He thought

“I under…” Barnaby looked over Actaeon shoulder.  His mouth went slack and his eyes wide. The pots he held fell from his grip and clattered on the ground. “Oh gods no,” Barnabus whispered.

Actaeon turned to see what Barnabus was staring at. The Golem strolled down the road. It was a hundred yards from town and getting closer by the second. It’s orange eyes blazed and it let loose a sound that was half steam whistle and half metal grinding against stone.

An alarm sounded. Actaeon turned to see Barnabus running away and Gregor running to him.

“Actaeon! Actaeon, we have to hold it back! We are still evacuating!” He skidded to a stop next to Actaeon. He pulled a spear from his inventory and stuck into the ground point down. “The lady Tanveer said you were trained in the use of these. Can you help me slow it down? Please?” Gregor asked.

“No,” Actaeon replied. “Your people need you. Go help them. I will delay it for as long as I can.” He pulled his spear from where it was stuck in the dirt. A twirl of the weapon sent the dirt clinging to the blade flying.

“I cannot ask you…”

“You didn’t ask, and I’m not backing down. Get out of here Gregor. Save those people. I can handle this.”

Gregor’s face was twisted with emotion. It was clear the man didn’t want to go. But he nodded and left.

QUEST: Hold the Line!

Gregor, the Mayor of Valeshire, has charged you with buying the townsfolk time to get clear.

Rewards: 500 XP, and 5,000 reputation with the town of Valeshire.

Do you accept?

Yes / No

“I guess that is that,” Actaeon mumbled while triggering his acceptance

The Golem was in the town proper now. Its pace, while slow, was constant. The townsfolk would outrun it, but if it never stopped eventually it would wander into their camp one night and kill them all.

Actaeon was their only hope. He didn't have a chance in hell of winning, but he could slow it. That might be all they need to get somewhere safe with a but-ton of guards.

He took his stance. He knew only one attack, but thanks to Tanveer he knew it well.

The Golem was in range. Actaeon struck. He lunged forward. The tip of his spear slammed into the chest of the mechanical monster. The shaft snapped. The tip flew off spinning end over end.

“Oh shit.”

The Golem smacked Actaeon out of its way. As Actaeon sailed through the air he had to give it to the Golem. It really knew how to clear the way, or make a hole as the movie sailors always said when someone was in the way.

He hit ground upper back first, then bounced. And he bounced again. And once more. He slid to a stop a few feet from where he touched down the final time.

His health bar was blinking and flashing an angry red. The one hit brought him down to less than ten percent health.

A familiar feeling washed over Actaeon. His pain vanished and he felt refreshed. The sound of metal being ground away by stone drowned out all other noise. Orange light blazed under his health bar. It spread until it was the length of his status bars. The light faded and he was left with a fourth bar. His health bar rose to 50%.

“Overdrive!” Actaeon shouted like he was a character in a cheesy eighties anime.

He performed a flawless kick-flip bringing him back to his feet. He was without a weapon, but overdrive made him feel like Tyson. It was time to see if he was a contender.

Actaeon rushed forward. The world became a blur. He thrust his fist forward as if it were a spear. His hit connected with the Golem’s chest. The sound of a gong being struck rang out. The Golem’s health bar dropped by ten percent. Actaeon’s health dropped two percent.

A health bar appeared over the machine’s head.

Golem 90% health

Actaeon sent a flurry of kicks and punches at the monster. It tried to block, but he was too fast. His hands or feet had already hit home and moved away before it could get an arm in the way.

Golem 70% Health

The Golem dropped. It swept it’s leg out, but it was still too slow. Actaeon leapt up over the leg. He extended his own leg and landed an axe kick on its skull as he landed. A fresh dent cradled his heel.

Golem 45% Health

The Golem lunged with both arms out. Actaeon jumped back then dashed forward. He slipped between the arms and hit the Golem five time before backing out. It’s arms clanged shut on nothing.

Golem 30% Health

Actaeon dashed forward again and went back to work. he had ten second left to try and finish the fight. The Golem’s health dropped. Just as it dipped below ten percent a wave of invisible force slammed into him. He fell back and landed on his ass. His health dropped down to two percent.

The familiar sound of metal being ground by stone filled the air. Actaeon’s Overdrive ran out. The Golem’s eyes flashed orange. An orange bar burned to life under the Golem’s health bar. A health bar which was now back up to fifty percent.

FML!

At that moment it became clear. Overdrive was never his skill. It was the Golem’s. Then how had he used it?

The Golem dashed forward and struck Actaeon sending him sailing through the air once more. As he flew head first and facing the sky he was greeted by an unusual sight. John Walker was in the air above him going the opposite direction. The man flashed a smile and dropped something. He continued on moving out of Actaeon line of sight.

The bundle hit Actaeon’s chest. He caught it and held on. He was all too familiar with the next part. Four bounces later Actaeon lay still on the ground. His health was now at twenty five percent thanks to the basketball impersonation. He sat up, which was not easy, and looked for John Walker.

The man stood in front of the Golem dodging it’s attacks. With a dagger in each hand he sent out attacks that missed the Overdrive powered machine. If the Golem’s Overdrive skill was like his own then the monster would run dry in a few moments. That would be a good thing if Actaeon had a spear to fight it with.

That was when he remembered that he was holding something. The bundle turned out to be three vials of potions wrapped in a cloth. One blue, one red, and one yellow.

SYSTEM MESSAGE:

YOU HAVE RECEIVED A MINOR HEALTH POTION.

Drinking this potion will restore 75 health over 5 second.

Durability 10/10

YOU HAVE RECEIVED A MINOR MANA POTION.

Drinking this potion will restore 75 mana over 5 seconds.

Durability 10/10

YOU HAVE RECEIVED A MINOR POTION OF STAMINA.

Drinking this potion will restore 50 stamina instantaneously.

Durability 5/10

The crack in the side of the Minor Potion of Stamina vial gave him a good indication of why it’s durability was low. He drank that one first followed by the health potion. The Mana Potion he set on the ground. He placed his hands on his chest and activated Healing Hands. His health was up to sixty percent when his mana dropped below ten percent. He downed the blue potion which brought him back to 57% Mana. He healed himself back up to 100%, but his Mana was down to 15%.

A loud bang startled Actaeon bringing his attention back to the fight. John was ten feet from the Golem. He held out a… “Is that a fucking gun?” John held a device that looked a lot like a revolver from the wild west in that it had a barrel attached to a cylinder which was attached to a handle. That was where the similarities  ended. The gun was four times the size of a normal revolver. To fire, which Actaeon watched him do for the second loud bang, he pulled a lever to turn the cylinder then pulled a cord. Fire erupted from the business end of the barrel.

A metal ball the the size of a tennis ball hit the Golem’s chest and lodged into a crater it created. Its health dropped to twenty percent. A smile spread across Actaeon’s face. They could do this. With John using that hand cannon, and Actaeon… he looked down at his fist. It was better than nothing.

The ground rippled.

Actaeon fell on his ass.

SYSTEM MESSAGE:

You were hit with stun wave.

You take 110 damage.

You are stunned.

You are unable to move for 5 seconds until the stun wave wears off.

Actaeon had no choice but to watch as the Golem made it’s next move. His vision was a blur and his head rolled back and forth. Through it all he saw the monster casually stroll forward and grab John by his head. It lifted the dazed man off his feet. The sound of an engine revving came from the Golem. Steam shot out of its elbow joint.

John screamed.

The fingers of the the Golem’s hand pressed in on John’s head. For his part the doomed man kicked and punched. His strikes ate away at the Golem’s health by a fraction of a percent. with each hit. He was going to die long before he made a difference.

Actaeon’s vision cleared and his head stopped making like a bobble head. The stun reached the end of it’s timer. Actaeon jumped up. John had seconds at best. He ran forward and scooped the gun-like mechanism up off the ground. He pulled back the lever and spun the cylinder, then placed the end of the barrel against the Golem’s eye.

The monster grabbed Actaeon by the neck. The gun was forced away by its thick arm getting in the way. The monster let out a laugh. It reminded him of nails on a chalkboard to include the shitty feeling in his teeth.

Using both hands, Actaeon was able to stabilize the gun on top of the metal arm, lining it up for a straight shot towards the golem's head.

“Yee haa, motherfucker!” He pulled the cord.

SYSTEM MESSAGE:

Critical hit!

You dealt 11,050 points of damage. Overkill!

You killed a Golem!

You gain 16,000 points of XP.

Congratulations!

You reached level 7

You received 1 Stat point and 1 skill point.

Congratulations!

You reached level 8

You received 1 Stat point and 1 skill point.

Actaeon cleared his status screens. he would deal with the level up and and skills later. He pried the fingers of the Golem off of his neck; while it was dead, it had just stopped moving.. He backed away from the thing and dropped the gun.

John Walker was still held in the air by his head. He no longer fought against the monster. His arms and legs dangled in a way that made Actaeon think it might be too late.

The fingers holding John did not move easy and it took a while to pry John free. The man fell in a heap but when Actaeon checked he was still alive.

Actaeon’s heart raced. He wasn’t too late!

“Stay with me, buddy! I’m going to save you!”

Actaeon placed his hands on John's head. He activated healing hands. The comforting glow surrounded his hands and spread to John. Actaeon watched as his mana bled away but John’s health didn’t rise.

“Come on damn it! John stay with me! I’m not going to have anyone sacrifice themselves for me. Wake the fuck up, John!”

John’s health rose slowly when Actaeon’s mana hit twenty percent.  At ten percent Actaeon felt light headed and a slow pounding started at the back of his head. He dropped the spell.

A wave of dizziness washed over him and he  fell over and lay on his side staring at John. Joy swelled in him when John’s eye fluttered open. His head turned until he was looking at Actaeon.

“Did we win?” John asked.

“Fuck yeah we did,” Actaeon replied.

QUEST: Hold the Line!

Completed

You receive 500 XP, and 5,000 reputation with the town of Valeshire.

      





CHAPTER 30

Not a single healer resided in the town of Valeshire. It took Actaeon a whole day of resting and healing to bring John Walker and himself back up to full health. Turns out, to Actaeon’s dismay, there was no one in Valeshire that made or sold potions,nor was there a Smith or trainers of any kind, save for a cooking Trainer. Helgen was a cooking trainer and she was more than happy to share her skill.

You learned Cooking LVL 1

“Good morning, Barnabus.” Actaeon greeted his friend as he went down the stairs into the common room.

“Ah, good morning, Actaeon. How did you sleep?” Barnabus replied.

“That bed in the large room is amazing. I don’t think I have ever slept that good.”

Barnabus laughed. “I am glad you like it. It’s yours until you decide to leave, or a paying customer can afford it.”

“I appreciate that, Barnabus, bit I think I should leave today,” Actaeon replied. He took a seat at the table closest to the bar.

“Oh, why so soon?”

“I have to get stronger and I need to do it quickly. I feel like an ass for having let my friends return to that… that place. I should have gone with them.”

“Don't be foolish,” Helgen said as she entered with a tray of food. “Going back would not have helped and you know it. If you must go today that is fine. I don't blame you one bit.” She placed the food down in front of Actaeon. “I anticipated you wanting to leave and have packed a sack with supplies for your journey.”

“Wow that’s… thank you, Helgen. You guys have really done more for me than I deserve,” Actaeon said. He looked down at his hands to avoid looking at the couple.

“Nonsense!” Barnabus shouted.

“Calm down dear. The boy has some humility. You should probably take notes.” Barnabus threw his head back and laughed. “You have done a lot for us, Actaeon. You freed this town from the shadow cast by the Dark Iron clan and returned Tabby. Not only that, you saved the people and their homes from the Golem. That thing would have killed anyone and destroyed everything. Oh speaking of which. This is yours.”

Helgen reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a crystal sphere with dull metal bands running from top to bottom setting it on the table. The center of the sphere was lit up with an orange flame. Gold bands stretched out from the center wrapping around the gray metal.

“That’s mine?”

“Yes dear, loot from the Golem. Along with this.” Helgen set a small coin purse down next to the sphere. And this…” she set another coin purse next to the first one. “This is from the town. It isn’t much, but it should help on your journey.”

“From the town?” Actaeon’s brow furrowed.

“While the quest you received was without a reward we all thought it best to give you something. Like I said, it is not a lot, but it’s all we could afford. And before you object and try to give it back, do not bother. We will not accept this back.” She slid the pouches closer to him.

“Thank you,” Actaeon said. He took a closer look at the sphere.

SYSTEM MESSAGE:

You have received Golem heart!

Crafting item.

Used to craft a Golem.

Durability 1,000 / 1,000

You received 150 silver.

“Wow, thanks again. This will help a lot. I went from no money to one hundred and fifty. I do admit that I have no idea how far that will go, but it is better than nothing.” Actaeon opened his stats page and decided to allocate his unspent points.

Name:

Actaeon

Level:

8

Class:

Ranger

Strength:

9

Dexterity:

8

Stamina:

14

Charisma:

6(2)

Intellect:

4

Luck:

3

Profession

Profession:

None

Level:

Skills

Skill

Analyze

Level:

3

Abilities

Ability

Novice Unarmed Combat LVL 3

Ability

Begining Spearman LVL 3(2)

Ability

Spear Thrust LVL 2(1)

Ability

Cooking LVL1

Magic

Magic

Life School LVL 1 7/100

Magic

Healing Hands LVL 1 3/10

Reputation

Arena Guards

Untrustworthy 100/1000 to Neutral

Arena Slaves

Friendly 500/3000 to Trusted

Valeshire

Trusted 0/4,000 to Honored

Unspent Stat Points

0/0

Unspent Skill Points

0/0

“That is more than a month’s wage in most places,”Barnabus said. It is not a bad start at all. If you manage to clear a  dungeon or two you can easily quadruple that amount if not more..”

“I will keep that in mind.”

“I think you should go west,” Barnabus said. He led out his hand. “Now hear me out. There is a town to the west bigger than Valeshire with plenty of shops selling the goods you will need. There is a good chance the trainers you need will be there as well. It is a day's walk and well stocked.”

“That sounds reasonable and better than the plan I had.”

“What was your plan, dear?” Helgen asked.

“I was going to walk back toward the arena and hope to find what I needed along the way. Not much of a plan at all, but I want to get back there and free my friends.” Unshed tears welled up in Actaeon’s eyes.

“I understand,” Barnabus said.

“Well I do not understand!” Helgen barked. “You think rushing in like a mad bull will help you or your friends? How is getting yourself killed going to help that pretty girl of yours? Is heartbreak really the answer for her?” Helgen leaned forward, placed one hand on the table, and smacked Actaeon upside his head with the other. “Think boy! She needs rescuing. Do that!”

Actaeon rubbed his head where he had been hit. “Okay, you’re right. I know you are, but I was being stupid. I’ll go west. What is the name of that town?”

“Chapel,” Barnabus said. “Eat up so you can get going. Leave soon and you will get there before nightfall.” He went around the bar and pulled out a rag and started cleaning the glasses as Actaeon ate.

It didn't take long to eat and gather his belongings. Barnabus had given Actaeon a couple sets of clothes and a pair of sturdy boots. None of which had any stat boosts or armor, but it was better than what he had been wearing. The leather pants and armor fit in the bag with his change of clothes and Golem heart. The coins he consolidated and tucked into his pants. He was glad items stacked once stored and that included in pants pockets.

The townsfolk were outside waiting for him. “Actaeon!” Gregor shouted. “I can never repay you for what you have done for us.” He wrapped Actaeon up in a hug. After a moment he broke the embrace. “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the hero of Valeshire, Actaeon the Brave!” He grabbed Actaeon’s hand and thrust it up into the air.

SYSTEM MESSAGE: You have been awarded a title.

Hero of Valeshire

The townsfolk whooped and hollered. A few chanted Actaeon’s name. He looked over the gathered smiling faces. Men, women and children all happy to have him there and grateful for what he did. He couldn't help but to smile.

After a long procession of goodbyes Actaeon found himself on the road heading west. He crested the first hill a few hundred yards outside of Valeshire and saw him. John Walker stood in the middle of the road wearing the same ridiculous outfit with the addition of a pack slung over his shoulder.

“Hey there, John,” Actaeon said. He stopped and gripped John’s shoulder. “I never got the chance to thank you for your help. I would probably be dead if not for you. And Valeshire would be gone. Thanks for that.”

John looked up and met Actaeon’s eyes. There was a cold hardness in his eyes that hadn’t been there when he spoke to John before. He had a flash of memory. John walker flew over him and dropped the bundle of potions. For the brief second he saw John’s face he saw that same steel in his eyes.

“You can thank me by allowing me to come along.” His voice was harsh. Not the soft spoken man from before. “I’m a broken man, but fighting with you brought me back. Just for a little while, but I was there. Fighting again. I want that back.”

SYSTEM MESSAGE:

John Walker had requested to join your group.

Do you accept?

Yes / No

Once more Actaeon found himself with more questions than answers. Unlike before he was in a position to get some answers. He made his decision.

“Let's get going. We should get to Chapel before dark.”

John Walker’s status bars appeared under Actaeon’s unlike when he was grouped with Tanveer John’s stats didn’t show. Where there should have been colored bars there was just static.

“What is the deal with you status bars?” Actaeon asked.

“Huh? What status bars?”  John’s voice took on a softer edge. His eyes were no longer full of steel and venom. The first John Walker he met was back.

“That man is strange,” The voice said.

Actaeon looked around. “Where the heck are you? I’m getting tired of hearing you but not seeing you and then you don’t respond. Care to give it a shot now?”

Nothing.

“Come on. Don’t do this to me. You are the one making speaking at me whenever you feel like it. I didn’t ask for it. The least you could do is respond.” Actaeon spun in a circle as he spoke looking around. “Hello, earth to disembodied voice. Any day now, voice.”

Nothing.

“Interesting,” Actaeon said.

“Huh? What is?” John asked. He shook his head as if to clear away the cobwebs.

“Nothing buddy.  Let’s get going. We have a long road ahead of us.”






CHAPTER 31

Fields, forests, and mountains passed unnoticed as Larion counted each step. Not once did he stop for food or water. Not a thought was given to the majestic views around him. His pace only faltered when the terrain changed. For Larion there was the pull, the next step, and his count of his steps.

One hundred fourteen thousand three hundred and twelve…

At step one hundred fourteen thousand six hundred and two he bumped into a person. “Oh excuse me,” the male voice said. The man turned and his eyes opened wide when he took in Larion.

“Oh dear gods, are you alright, man?”

Ayrin didn’t respond. He frowned at the annoyance of having been stopped. He tried to continue, to follow the call, but he ran into the obstacle again. Hand grabbed his shoulders and arrested his progress.

“Gregor, get out here. We have a problem!”

“What is it, Lenny? You know I’m … Good gods, what happened to him?” A second man called.

“I do not know. He bumped into me, quite literally.”

“Well, let's get him inside. Helgen is going to kill me for bringing another hapless wanderer into her place, but there is no place better for this sort of thing. Come with us, boy. We will see to feeding you and tending to your wounds.”

The hands holding Larion turned him and pushed him forward. Or was it forward? It was in the wrong direction, so how could it be forward?

Did he say injuries? Larion thought. It was the first real thought that wasn’t a number since …

Larion looked down. His shirt was torn in several places. Scratches, dirt, and crusted blood marked his skin. His trousers were just as filthy and torn. Scratches could be seen on  his thighs where the fabric had torn away. The lower portion of his pants was gone on  both legs shredded just below the knees. So too were his shoes missing. Had he been wearing shoes? The most distressing thing about his condition was the state of his feet. They were black from the mixture of dirt and blood. He left crimson footprints behind him. And his feet throbbed with pain.

Larion’s legs gave out. The two men walking with him caught him before he could fall and injure himself worse. They carried him through a set of swinging quarter doors and into an Inn common room.

“What misfortune have you graced us with now?” A commanding male voice said. Larion looked up and saw a large man in an apron with more gray than black hair.

“I don’t rightly know,” the second man said. “Lenny found him outside. He needs assistance if he is going to remain in this world.”

“I bet a month’s worth of fish stew that he does. Set him in the chair by the fireplace. I’ll get the first aid kit and some food and water. Helgen will not be happy about this.” The third man Larion came across since stopping said. He made to leave the room through a door behind the bar.

A stout woman walked out before he made it. “Helgen isn’t going to be happy about what?” She shouted. Her eyes found Larion and she stopped briefly. Then she moved at an alarmingly quick pace and dropped to her knees at Larion’s side.

“Oh poor thing. What happened to you? Your feet and clothes. How far did you walk?” She asked.

“You think he walked a long distance?” The first man, Lenny, asked.

“Isn’t it obvious? Just look at his feet. He must have walked on some terribly harsh ground. And how many bramble bushes do you think it would take to do that to his clothes and skin?”

“His back looks to have been burned. The wounds there may be infected,” the second, Gregor, said.

“Well, go get the healing supplies and I will get him fed and watered.” She rose and marched back through the door she entered from. The third man followed her out. Larion had not yet heard his name spoke so he didn't know what to call him.

Larion looked around taking stock of his surroundings for the first time. In a large comfortable looking chair that mirrored his own sat a girl. She kept her gaze down at her hands but her eyes would dart from them up to look at Larion from the corners of her eyes. There was a wildness to her look that made him shiver.

Two men sat at a table with empty plates in front of them sipping from tankards. Smoke drifted lazily up from a log that had burned down to cinders. There were no other occupants with the exception of the two that brought him in. Those two, Lenny and Gregor stood a few feet away speaking in hushed tones. Larion could have made out their conversation if he cared enough to listen.

Thump.

He tried to stand but there wasn’t enough strength in his limbs to carry him any higher than a few inches from the chair. He fell back down into the cushions.

A hand dropped onto his shoulder. “Do not try to get up,” Gregor said. “If you have somewhere to be we will make sure you are well enough to get there.”

Thump.

Larion opened his mouth to protest but a dry wheeze was all the sound he was capable of. The pain from his injuries managed to break through his trance and add to his misery.

“After you get your strength back. Save it for then,” Lenny said. “Helgen’s cooking is more than up to the task of replenishing you. Just have give it the time it needs to do its work.”

He couldn’t speak, but he had to tell them that he had to leave. It called and he had to go. But what if they asked about where he come from? Could Larion tell them about where he was from or what he had seen?

“Ah, here we are now,” Lenny said. The large woman from before set a tray on his lap. There was a large flagon of ale and a plate piled high with meat and bread. Next to it was a bowl of steaming liquid that was a golden color with a few orange and green vegetable poking up. “Like I said, Helgen will get you back on your feet.”

“Let the boy eat, Lenny.” The woman bent down in front of him. She pulled a white napkin from her apron and went about tucking it in his shirt. “Eat up as much as you can. This will help get you feeling like your old self again.”

Larion hoped that was not the case. He didn’t want to be his old self again. That boy died on the hill along with everyone else.








Nathaniel Evans was surprised by the chime of his door bell. As a widower with no kids under 18 and no friends visitors were rare. He was certain he had a better chance of winning the lottery than having a visitor. He was going to have to go buy some tickets after he found out who it was.

“Need you to sign here.” The man in the brown uniform passed a tablet to him. At his feet sat a box, more a crate really. 

Nathaniel signed the tablet with his finger and passed it back. The man nodded and left, going back to his truck painted the same shade of brown as his uniform. The box was lighter than Nathaniel expected. Being a loner with a decent pension he had plenty of time on his hands. Time he filled in the world of video games. That wasn’t all though, he also worked out religiously. Moving the box in the house was easy as pie. 

Nathaniel retrieved a knife from the kitchen and paused before opening the package. For a brief moment he wondered if it could be a bomb, or chemical weapon. There were reported instances of people receiving such things. But he was a nobody. The people targeted were usually political figures, or famous people. Nathaniel went for it.

Inside the crate he found a cobalt colored ring attached to some sort of computer by a single cable. Blue lights lit up when he touched the halo. He pulled his hand back surprised by the machine’s response.

After a moment of nothing happening he picked up the ring. That was when he noticed the manual tucked along the side of the computer. “I should have just looked for that first,” he chided himself.

The front cover of the manual sported a logo Nathaniel was intimately familiar with. The logo for Last Gods.

“Oh no way! This can’t be the VR headset I read about. Can it?” Nathaniel said to himself.

The manual confirmed what he suspected. Somehow he was the recipient of one of the beta units. According to the document attached to the manual his accomplishments in game made him eligible. Which didn’t seem right since most of his guildies out shined him by a fair margin. They beat him in level, achievements, collectibles, number or raids, and every other measurable metric. Yet here it was.

“I’m not going to be the guy that looks a gift tank in the barrel. Need a minute before I jack in though.”

Nathaniel went to the bathroom and handled his business. Then he made a sandwich and had a soda to wash it down. Only after he cleaned up his mess in the kitchen was he ready to go.

The halo was snug but not uncomfortable. He lay prone on his couch to be comfortable while he was under. The manual instructed him on how to get started. He pressed the button on the halo to initiate the session. 

Everything went black. The sounds of his house faded to nothing. A blue light faded into being, surrounding him and replacing the darkness. Nathaniel looked down at his body and found the green mesh of game polygons. The underlying framework of every digital 3D game ever. 

Movement drew his attention back up to the front. A golden light drifted closer. It was the size of a basketball but grew steadily. Soon he made out the shape of an animal, a wolf or dog. The glowing creature stopped a few feet from him.

“Welcome!” A masculine voice came from the beast even though it’s mouth hadn’t moved. “I am here to guide you in the setup of your character. You may call me Skoal.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Skoal. Where do we start?”

“Let us begin with class assignment. Here are your choices. Choose wisely.”

Class Selection:

Ranger

Warrior

Mage

Thief

Monk

“I have no choice but to assume the limited number of selections means there is a sub-class system as well. Is that correct?” Nathaniel asked.

“Very astute. However, you are not able to choose a subclass at this time. Additionally, the rules do not permit me to educate you as to which class contains what subclass.”

“That’s fine. I am sure I know where the class I want will be.” 

Nathaniel glanced over his choices once before before decided. He settled his gaze over Warrior, and thought the 'select’.

“Very good. Next you must allocate your attribute points. You start with one in each category and have two more to place where you like,” Skoal said.

Attribute Point Selection:

Strength 1

Stamina 1

Intellect 1

Dexterity 1

Charisma 1

Luck 1

2 available points to place where you like.

“May I ask if I will be getting more points upon leveling up?” Nathaniel asked.

“That is a question I can answer. Yes, you will receive 1 stat point at level up as well as 1 skill point. And I will add that I can not volunteer much, but I have more leeway in regards to answering questions. Is there anything else I may answer?”

“Can you give me a breakdown of what each attribute effects?”

“That I can not do. This choice is solely yours to make.”

He figured that was going to be the case. It was possible the devs were using experienced players to see what the expectations of the players would be so they could make tweaks accordingly. Or consider making the tweaks. The joys of beta testing. Nathaniel made his choice, it was an easy one as far as he was concerned.

Attribute Point Selection:

Strength 2 (1)

Stamina 1

Intellect 2 (1)

Dexterity 1

Charisma 1

Luck 1

Do you wish to save these stats?

Yes / No

Nathaniel selected yes using his hand. The window vanished giving him a clear view of Skoal once more. The wolf remained as luminous and motionless as he had been.

“If I am right about what class you will be then I believe you chose well. The last thing to do before entering the game is to decide on a name.”

“That is the easiest choice so far,” Nathaniel said.

***

The bright light receded. 

A hand clad in a black metal gauntlet reached down. He took the offered hand and was pulled to his feet. The rest of the helpful figure was decked out in all black metal armor. 

“Welcome to Char, Sir. We stand ready to assist and serve,” the knight said.

“We?”

The figure stepped to the side allowing for the other similarly attired knights to be seen. They stood lined up facing him with a fist to their chests.

“What is this?”

“Our mutual master has tasked us with training and power leveling his champion. As such we are here to 7O

 

 





Chapter 32

Larion lay on the bed he was given for the night staring up at the wooden beams of the ceiling. The Inn was large and the ceiling pitched up far above his head.

Thump.

The meal he ate went a long way to bringing Larion back to full strength. The problem facing him now was the constant thumping and pull. He was needed. He didn’t know why or by whom only that it was true. The dreams had told him as much.

Thump.

Larion threw back the blanket. He was in his under clothes and a fresh set of clothes were folded on the dresser in the room. He rose and dressed. His clothes had been too damaged to keep so his rescuers had thrown them out. The new set was a little loose on him but they would do.

He opened his door a crack to see if he was alone. The hall was empty. He stepped out and closed it behind him. He stood still and held his breath listening. There was a faint sound from down the hall, voices. He turned and followed the noise to where the hall turned. The noises grew louder. He went to the top of the staircase and looked down.

Part of the common room was visible and he could see people moving around. The sound of many voices was much louder now. There was no way he could get out that way unseen. Larion went back to his room.

The window opened easily. He looked down and saw a cart full of straw a few feet from the building. He could make it.

Thump.

He jumped. Air rushed by and he felt like his balls had dove up into his body. The hay was harder than he expected. He let out a grunt of pain on impact. His body came to a stop on the hay with him laying on his back.

The hay shifted. He slid sideways. His hands grasped for anything but found nothing. He hit the ground roughly on landing on his right shoulder. There was a loud pop and an explosion of pain. Larion lay in that spot for a while weeping. He wept not just because of the pain he was in but because of all he had been through. He curled into a ball and cried as images of everyone he loved passed through his mind.

“Are you okay?” The voice of Barnabus said to him. “Here lad, let me help you up.” Barnabus grabbed Larion’s shoulders. Larion let out a cry of pain. “Oh no, you hurt yourself.” He didn’t let go. He pulled Larion up to his feet. Once Larion was up Barnabus let go of Larion’s injured shoulder.

“Come inside, lad. We will get you looked at and see about helping you get to where ever you need to go.”

“I …”

“Save it for later, lad. We need to get you looked at first.” Barnabus led Larion into a door leading to a kitchen. From there through another door passed the bar and back to a the chair in front of the fireplace.

Barnabus knelt down next to the chair. “Listen, lad. If you have to leave that is fine. Just don’t go jumping out of the window. We can see to getting you a ride in the direction you are headed. Understood?”

Larion nodded. He still didn’t want to risk opening his mouth for fear of telling them about what happened.

“We don’t have a magic user here capable of healing so you will see our physician.” Barnabus looked around then leaned in closer.  “He isn’t really a physician, more of a lightly trained combat medic, but he is all we have. So if he says he needs to operate you ask him if there is another option. Understand?” Larion nodded. “Good. I will be back.”

Larion watched the fire roil and turn. The black log popped and sputtered as the moisture in it boiled.

Thump.

The faces of his family danced in the fire. His eyes watered but he couldn’t look away. It felt wrong to look away, disgraceful. Eve’s face appeared pushing away all the others. It was a time they spent on the hill while he was watching the sheep. He had said something funny but couldn’t remember what. Eve laughed, that beautiful musical laugh of hers. Afterwords she smiled. It was a bright dazzling smile that lit up the soul as much as the night sky.

“You must be the mysterious stranger?” A man moved in front of the fireplace blocking his view. “So Goodman Barnabus tells me that you had a tumble and injured your shoulder. Let’s take a look, shall we?” He reached out and grabbed Larion’s shoulder.

Larion let out a cry of pain. “Oh dear. That does not feel right. It is my recommendation that we do an exploratory surgery to determine exactly what is wrong.”

“Or you could tell us what IS wrong and how to fix it,” Barnabus said. He stepped around the chair into Larion’s view. “None of your horse shit tonight, Doc. Just tell us how to fix him.”

“All right, Barnabus. You do know me so well.” He let out a sigh and looked longingly at Larion’s shoulder. “It is just dislocated. All I have to do is pop it back into place. A simple procedure.”

“No knives required?” Barnabus asked.

“Sadly no,” the physician said. “Just simply popping it back in place.” The wire thin and frail looking man with spectacles lunged forward and hit Larion’s shoulder with an open palm. There was a pop, a flash of pain, and nothing.

“All better,” Doc said.

He was right. The pain had subsided to an ache and he could move his arm. Larion did so going through a full range of motion to ensure his arm worked.

Thump.

Larion stood. His time to go had come. “I have to leave,” Larion said. “Thank you for everything.”

Barnabus stood. “Where are you going lad?”

Larion did not know how to answer. How did you tell someone that an invisible force was pulling him in a direction and that he did not know why? Larion opted for simple and direct. He pointed in the direction of the pull. “That way.”

“That is funny. We had a friend leave a day ago headed in the same direction. I promised you a ride so if you will stay the night I will have a wagon with supplies going … “ Barnabus lifted his arm and pointed the same direction Larion had. “That way.”

“You would do that?” Larion asked.

“I said I wouldn’t, didn’t I?”  Barnabus said. He placed his hand on his chest and made a face to indicate that he was a little offended by the question.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to doubt … “

“It is okay, lad. These are trying times and hard to see kindness from strangers under such conditions. But my wife and I feel that times like these require kindness more than the better times. So yes, we will help you get to where you need to be.”

“How can I repay you?”

“Perform a kindness for another and maybe they will do the same. Eventually we will kill all the strife with kindness.”

“If only life were that simple,” Helgen said as she walked up. “So he is leaving then?”

“In the morn, right?” Barnabus asked.

Larion nodded. “Yes, on the morrow.”

Barnabus cheered. “Good on ya, lad. Tonight we feast and drink.” He turned and made for the bar. “First round is on the house!” The patrons of the bar cheered.

After breakfast Barnabus introduced Larion to a man named Cornelius. He was a farmer on his way to deliver some goods from his farm. He happened to be traveling in the same direction that Larion was headed.

“How did you arrange this while we were all drinking and eating last night?” Larion asked.

“We innkeepers work in mysterious ways.” He laughed a raucous laughter. Larion laughed as well. Seeing Barnabus almost falling down at his own joke was too funny to not join in.

“Are you ready, Mr. Larion?” Cornelius asked.

“Yes I am, and please just call me Larion.”

“Give us a hug,” Helgen said. She wrapped Larion in a bear hug to rival the biggest grizzly. “You come back and visit us after you finish whatever it is that has you in such a rush.”

“I will,” Larion replied. He pulled free from her embrace. “Thank you for everything.”

“My pleasure, dear. Now off you go!”

Larion took a seat next to Cornelius on the small wagon. He waved to his new friends as they rode away.

Thump.


Nathaniel Evans was surprised by the chime of his door bell. As a widower with no kids under 18 and no friends visitors were rare. He was certain he had a better chance of winning the lottery than having a visitor. He was going to have to go buy some tickets after he found out who it was.

“Need you to sign here.” The man in the brown uniform passed a tablet to him. At his feet sat a box, more a crate really. 

Nathaniel signed the tablet with his finger and passed it back. The man nodded and left, going back to his truck painted the same shade of brown as his uniform. The box was lighter than Nathaniel expected. Being a loner with a decent pension he had plenty of time on his hands. Time he filled in the world of video games. That wasn’t all though, he also worked out religiously. Moving the box in the house was easy as pie. 

Nathaniel retrieved a knife from the kitchen and paused before opening the package. For a brief moment he wondered if it could be a bomb, or chemical weapon. There were reported instances of people receiving such things. But he was a nobody. The people targeted were usually political figures, or famous people. Nathaniel went for it.

Inside the crate he found a cobalt colored ring attached to some sort of computer by a single cable. Blue lights lit up when he touched the halo. He pulled his hand back surprised by the machine’s response.

After a moment of nothing happening he picked up the ring. That was when he noticed the manual tucked along the side of the computer. “I should have just looked for that first,” he chided himself.

The front cover of the manual sported a logo Nathaniel was intimately familiar with. The logo for Last Gods.

“Oh no way! This can’t be the VR headset I read about. Can it?” Nathaniel said to himself.

The manual confirmed what he suspected. Somehow he was the recipient of one of the beta units. According to the document attached to the manual his accomplishments in game made him eligible. Which didn’t seem right since most of his guildies out shined him by a fair margin. They beat him in level, achievements, collectibles, number or raids, and every other measurable metric. Yet here it was.

“I’m not going to be the guy that looks a gift tank in the barrel. Need a minute before I jack in though.”

Nathaniel went to the bathroom and handled his business. Then he made a sandwich and had a soda to wash it down. Only after he cleaned up his mess in the kitchen was he ready to go.

The halo was snug but not uncomfortable. He lay prone on his couch to be comfortable while he was under. The manual instructed him on how to get started. He pressed the button on the halo to initiate the session. 

Everything went black. The sounds of his house faded to nothing. A blue light faded into being, surrounding him and replacing the darkness. Nathaniel looked down at his body and found the green mesh of game polygons. The underlying framework of every digital 3D game ever. 

Movement drew his attention back up to the front. A golden light drifted closer. It was the size of a basketball but grew steadily. Soon he made out the shape of an animal, a wolf or dog. The glowing creature stopped a few feet from him.

“Welcome!” A masculine voice came from the beast even though it’s mouth hadn’t moved. “I am here to guide you in the setup of your character. You may call me Skoal.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Skoal. Where do we start?”

“Let us begin with class assignment. Here are your choices. Choose wisely.”

 

Class Selection:

Ranger

Warrior

Mage

Thief

Monk

 

“I have no choice but to assume the limited number of selections means there is a sub-class system as well. Is that correct?” Nathaniel asked.

“Very astute. However, you are not able to choose a subclass at this time. Additionally, the rules do not permit me to educate you as to which class contains what subclass.”

“That’s fine. I am sure I know where the class I want will be.” 

Nathaniel glanced over his choices once before before decided. He settled his gaze over Warrior, and thought the 'select’.

“Very good. Next you must allocate your attribute points. You start with one in each category and have two more to place where you like,” Skoal said.

 

Attribute Point Selection:

Strength 1

Stamina 1

Intellect 1

Dexterity 1

Charisma 1

Luck 1

 

2 available points to place where you like.

 

“May I ask if I will be getting more points upon leveling up?” Nathaniel asked.

“That is a question I can answer. Yes, you will receive 1 stat point at level up as well as 1 skill point. And I will add that I can not volunteer much, but I have more leeway in regards to answering questions. Is there anything else I may answer?”

“Can you give me a breakdown of what each attribute effects?”

“That I can not do. This choice is solely yours to make.”

He figured that was going to be the case. It was possible the devs were using experienced players to see what the expectations of the players would be so they could make tweaks accordingly. Or consider making the tweaks. The joys of beta testing. Nathaniel made his choice, it was an easy one as far as he was concerned.

 

Attribute Point Selection:

Strength 2 (1)

Stamina 1

Intellect 2 (1)

Dexterity 1

Charisma 1

Luck 1

 

Do you wish to save these stats?

Yes / No

 

Nathaniel selected yes using his hand. The window vanished giving him a clear view of Skoal once more. The wolf remained as luminous and motionless as he had been.

“If I am right about what class you will be then I believe you chose well. The last thing to do before entering the game is to decide on a name.”

“That is the easiest choice so far,” Nathaniel said.

 

***

 

The bright light receded. 

A hand clad in a black metal gauntlet reached down. He took the offered hand and was pulled to his feet. The rest of the helpful figure was decked out in all black metal armor. 

“Welcome to Char, Sir. We stand ready to assist and serve,” the knight said.

“We?”

The figure stepped to the side allowing for the other similarly attired knights to be seen. They stood lined up facing him with a fist to their chests.

“What is this?”

“Our mutual master has tasked us with training and power leveling his champion. As such we are here to serve you, Lord Davar.”

 


Hello Glorious Reader,

 

Thank you for taking the time to get through the book and I hope you found it to be entertaining. 

 

While this was not the first book I have written it was the first to see the light of day, and I have to say it scared the life out of me to put it out in the world. I am glad I did though, because this represents the beginning of a lifelong dream come true. Like most writers I have wanted to tell stories for as long as I remember and now I am. 

 

Like I already stated it is frightening, but at the same time it’s magnificent. I understand that this will not be the best story you have read and I am okay with that. With each book I write I will get better at grammar and storytelling. That alone is worth taking the risk that this story will not be well received.  Of course as I write this authors not I hope that it is good enough that you will stick around for the next book in the series, which is already in the works.

 

Thanks for your time and I hope to see you again.

 

Linton

 

Sign up here to be alerted to the release of the next book in the series.

 

If you wish to be a part of the storytelling process or think I could have done something better, then sign up to my Beta Reader list. Doing so will allow you the opportunity to read the next book before it is available and help me make it the best book it can be.

 

Beta Reader List
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