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Chapter 1


 


 


“And in today’s news, despite founding CEO Lucas’s
abrupt retirement following the death of his wife and company co-founder, Yu
Hua, Lu-Yu Enterprises is on track to grow for its third consecutive quarter,”
the news anchor on the television announced.


Why do you do this to yourself? When has
watching the news ever done anything more than leave you upset? Lucas
grimaced and shook his head, deciding that it was best to listen to the voice
of reason in the back of his mind. He pushed himself up from the chair he was
seated in, turned off the television, and shuffled over to the dive capsule in
the next room. The machine only took up about the same amount of floor space as
a large loveseat, but it was by far the most dominant feature in the apartment,
looming over him at seven feet tall. The capsule was reclined back at a
45-degree angle, and the door unsealed itself with a small hiss when he pressed
a button on the front of the pod.


Out of habit, Lucas looked around at the mass of
Internet, fluid, and diagnostic cables that sprouted from the back of the
machine and crept across the floor before disappearing into the wall. The
company had tested running the machine wirelessly and had even allowed users to
provide their own Internet connections during the device’s beta eight years
ago, but the mental trauma caused by rubber banding at even the slightest bit
of lag in a virtual world was so severe that professional therapists had been
hired to consult with the testers. Although virtual reality had become
commonplace in everyday life, those few early adopters had been traumatized so
greatly that they still refused to even come close to the machine.


Lucas crawled into the pod, turned it on, and was
immediately greeted by several messages that were simultaneously displayed as
text and read out loud.


A melodious female voice that made even the
drabbest and dullest of notifications sound pleasant chimed, “You have four
missed calls from Liu. Would you like to return her call before beginning
immersion?”


“No,” Lucas answered curtly. No matter how
agreeable the British-sounding voice made it seem, talking to Liu was absolutely
not something that he wanted to do.


“You have thirty-seven emails from nineteen
different sources. Would you like to review them before beginning immersion?”


“No.”


“You have two text messages from your mother and
one text message from Liu. Would you like to read them before beginning
immersion?”


“Read me the two text messages from my mother.
Delete the one from Liu.”


“Text message one: ‘Are you still moping in your
apartment on that damn game? It’s been over seven months. You need to get
outside and exercise. I don’t care what that propaganda nonsense says about the
machine exercising your body better than you ever could yourself. You need real
physical exercise! And make sure you’re eating real meals! Don’t just let that
machine feed you! It’s just creepy when people use those in-game meal services
instead of the real thing. It’s like they’re some kind of vegetable in a coma
just waiting to die.’ End of message. Would you like to leave a reply?”


“Not yet. Read me the second message from her
first.”


“Text message two: ‘Liu called to check in on us
again today. She said you still aren’t returning her calls. You know that she
was only doing what she thought was best. Why not cut her some slack and
forgive her already?’ End of message. Would you like to leave a reply?”


“Hmm . . .” Lucas stared up at the text for a
moment, lost in thought. She’s still checking in on them once a week?
Whatever. It’s not my problem. “Yeah, let’s leave a reply.”


“Excellent, what would you like to say?”


“Tell her, ‘I’m still eating real meals, and I’m
still taking walks every day. I’ll come back and visit on the holidays. Love
you, Lucas.’”


“Well written. Your message has been delivered.
Would you like to wait for a reply or begin immersion now?”


“Just begin the immersion process.”


“Please close your eyes and relax. Immersion
process is starting.” The dive capsule began filling up with a slick gel, and
the voice slowly became softer and softer with each passing word as Lucas’s
naked body was taken over by the liquid and the machine. Seconds later, the
machine began accessing his brain, and music from one of his favorite
composers, Vivaldi, wafted into his ears.


“You may now open your eyes,” the system notified
him.


Lucas did as he was prompted and discovered that
the tech display that he had been looking at moments ago from the inside of the
capsule was gone. Instead, it had been replaced by a multicolored sea of
flowers which stretched up a long hill. The sweet, fragrant smell of so many
different blossoms filled his nose as he took in a deep breath of the crisp,
clean outdoor air, and he felt the warmth of the sun against his skin.


Perfect. Lucas smiled, savoring the world
around him. He pulled the pack off his back and reached inside, retrieving a
few of the things that he had prepared before logging out last time: a wheel of
cheese, two bottles of wine, and a blanket.


“I see you’re getting started early today,” a
sharp female voice said from behind him.


“It takes a great deal of effort to lie around and
do nothing all day,” Lucas replied without looking up from the work that he was
doing, laying out a blanket. “You have to put in a lot of preparation to do it
right.”


The woman who had spoken to him walked up and
plopped down on one side of the blanket, not leaving much room for Lucas to lie
down. “After almost two years of steady practice, I assume you are the expert
on the matter.”


“Are you inviting yourself again today?” Lucas
asked.


“Of course. I have to study hard if I want to make
it into the upper echelons of apathy and join your ranks, master.”


“Whatever.” Lucas simply shrugged indifferently
and lay down next to her on the little bit of blanket she had left for him.


“You’re just letting me use your blanket because
you’re too lazy to shoo me off, aren’t you?” she asked, scooting closer to him.


“Your words, not mine.” Lucas reclined back and
stared up at the sky. He slowly closed his eyes and then enjoyed the feeling of
warm sunlight across his face. He remained that way for a long time, simply
enjoying himself until he got hungry, and only then did he take a bite from the
wheel of cheese.


“Mine!” the woman declared. She snatched the
cheese from his hand, took a bite from it, and then tossed it back to him.


“You should really learn to bring your own if you
wa— ” Lucas’s words stopped cold when the sun’s warmth and its light were
suddenly cut off from his face. There was no chance it was a passing cloud: the
weather in Hesse was perfect. The only thing that could make shade was a person
standing over him, yet no other NPCs ever passed by this place. That meant that
the individual blocking his light had to be a player, and players always
spelled out discomfort. They always either wanted something from him, or they
wanted to do something to him.


“Hey, brother,” a gruff voice grunted down from
above him. “We’re short one member for the opener quest.”


“Don’t wanna.”


“Come on! You’re the only person here who hasn’t
done the class assignment quest. Just help us out so we can get the
full-player-party buff that comes from not using NPCs.”


“Why are you even bothering with him? I told you
to just grab an NPC,” a second voice whined. Lucas mentally added a “plus one”
to the tally of people annoying him and blocking his sunlight. “Negative hasn’t
killed a thing since he started playing, and he’s been playing way longer than
us.”


“Negative.” It was his nickname and claim to fame
in the game. The moniker wasn’t exactly creative, but it did hit the nail on
the head. Rather than being related to his instant-rejection personality,
however, it was given to him because of the fact that he was negative Level 71,
which was an incredible feat that made him a unique entity in the game.


One of the game’s various penalties was that it
actually allowed a player to regress in levels if he died too many times. The
cost of dying grew progressively larger at the higher levels, meaning that a
player could take a fairly substantial hit to his experience if he died, but in
the early stages of the game, someone had to die between three to five times
before the system would punish him.


The class promotion quest was one of the first
that a player could pick up, and it was also one of the easiest. Most people
would finish it within the first hour of playtime and reach level 5, so no one
had ever actually gone into the negative levels aside from him. His achievement
had earned him a great deal of ridicule from other players, but he didn’t care.
The only things that concerned him were lying out in the sun, enjoying the
fragrant aroma of flowers, and partaking of his wine. He had become such a
permanent fixture on the hill that he had to occasionally deal with some jerk
who wanted to kill him just to see if he would drop any money or if he was some
secret event—along with some who wanted to kill him just for the fun of it—but
that was the extent of his interaction with the rest of the world.


“Well, there is a first time for everything. Come
on, Negative, the system told us you’re the only other player right now that
hasn’t done the quest yet, so it’d really help us out,” the gruff guy pleaded
again.


“Yeah, come on, nya! Pleeeeassseeee!” a
sweet-voiced woman begged.


So many voices, so many annoyances. Having
a conversation with so many people just felt problematic and cumbersome to him.
Lucas squeezed his eyes tighter and turned over onto his side, leaving his back
for the others to deal with. He knew the rude gesture was likely to tempt their
anger, but it was almost certain to get his point across. Now, they’d either
politely leave or just kill him, but the effect would be the same: he’d be free
from their pestering.


“If you don’t go with them, then I won’t be here
to bother you tomorrow or the day after,” the woman lying next to him on the
blanket said, causing Lucas’s eyes to finally shoot open.


“What?” Lucas rolled over and turned to look at
her. Resembling a famous Chinese actress with long legs, a petite figure, and
long, sleek, black hair, she was the most stunning and beautiful NPC on the
entire island—at least as far as Lucas was concerned, anyway. She had
encouraged him to do stuff like this before on more than one occasion in the
past, but that was simply relegated to something simple like picking up a
crafting profession. This type of request accompanied by a threat was
completely out of the ordinary for her.


“Don’t be dense,” she scolded, reaching up to tap
her head with an index finger. “I spoke clearly. If you don’t go help out these
valiant, young heroes, then I won’t be here tomorrow. It’s in your best
interest. You’re going to have to do it eventually.”


The whiny-voiced male groaned, prompting Lucas to
twist his head around and stare at him. The lanky fellow with spiked hair
looked down at Lucas and continued. “Wait, isn’t she—”


“Yeah, I’m confused,” the girl from the group
interjected, prompting Lucas to turn his attention to her. She was a willowy,
frail-figured Alfar with slightly-pointed ears, and she puffed her cheeks out
and stood with her hands on her hips, staring down at them on the blanket.


“Yeah, she’s . . . Dawn is right,” gruff-voice
agreed. The large, barrel-chested man that looked like a fat,
six-and-a-half-foot-tall Dwarf thumped his chest with his fist for emphasis.
“You gotta do this sooner or later, so just man up and get it done. We’ll go
finish the quest, and you’ll be back to see the sun in less than an hour.”


Lucas looked over at the woman beside him. “Dawn,
are you sure you want me to do this?”


“Of course. I know all about their quest.” Dawn
smiled, and her features lit up. As far as Lucas was concerned, she was even
more radiant than the still-blocked sun. “It’s important. If you don’t rescue
the sages from Xun Guan’s vile dungeon, then . . . I dread to think of what
will happen. Without them, the heroes of the next generation will never be
trained in the arts and skills needed to overcome the evil forces seeking to
dominate our world.”


Lucas’s earlier frown returned as he closed his
eyes and tried to process what was going on. He pressed a hand against his
forehead and rubbed his eyes as he weighed his desire to remain exactly where
he was against his distaste for doing what was being asked of him.


It took him a minute to process what was
happening, chiefly because she was the main reason that he had never taken the
quest and advanced in the game. Yet, here she was, the driving force pressuring
him into doing it. Her face was both a lure and a curse in its own way: he
hated how she looked nearly identical to Yu Hua and loved the familiar presence
that she brought with such a similar attitude and appearance.


No, even if she’s not the one asking, I need to
do this for myself. I really do need to move on, at least a little, and here is
as good a place to start as any, he thought, relenting at last. “If you
guys need a fourth for the class selection quest, I’ll do it. Just share the
info.”


“What? Really?” The short girl’s eyes widened in
surprise. “This worked? Are we going to be the first people to group with
Negative?”


“Thank you so much!” The gruff man extended a hand
to pull Lucas up from the ground. “I’m Malik, this is Nick, and this is Valerie,
and we’ll make sure this quest goes smoothly for you.”


As Lucas stood up, Nick also extended his hand.
“Yeah, thanks a lot for joining us. I’ll share the quest info right away. Do
you need the equipment set to do it?”


Nick was referring to the basic starting items,
the wand, sword, shield, bow, scepter, daggers, and staff that were required to
finish the class-selection quest. Every person was given the items as soon as
they started the game, but since Lucas had been playing for seven months in real
life, or over twenty-one months in game time, it was natural to assume that he
might have pawned them and bought something else with the money—or merely
forgotten where he stashed them.


“I have the gear,” Lucas answered. He dusted himself
off as he got to his feet and looked at the quest that had just been shared
with him. “I can pick them up in town if you don’t mind our swinging through.”


Quest: The Teachers of Old.






The Chieftain of the Were-Rat Tribe, Kulako,
believes you have the potential to overthrow the Imperium’s tyrannical grip on
Hesse. He has sensed great potential in you but worries that you will never be
strong enough to break the shackles that have enslaved and tormented the
non-Human residents of Hesse without the proper training. 






The only trainers worthy of such astounding
potential have all been locked away by the Imperium, and their skills as
educators are no longer available to the younger generations as they have been
left to rot within the dungeon of the oppressive Lady Xun Guan. You must rescue
them, earn their trust, and convince them to teach you. Without their
knowledge, the power to save the people of Hesse will forever elude you.


“Town’s too far. We brought gear,” Malik said,
tossing a bundle of equipment at Lucas.


“Thanks,” Lucas answered, somewhat warily. He
wasn’t used to people being this friendly. Until recently, it had been fairly
common for people to add “Nancy” to his nickname just before they attacked him,
so he was naturally cautious and somewhat put off by the gesture. “‘Preciate
it, man.”


“Don’t let him steal the credit, nya. It was my
idea!” Valerie insisted.


“But my money!” the Dwarf snapped.


“Well . . .” Lucas took out two gold pieces and
passed them to Malik. “Here. This should cover the expense.”


Malik looked at the money. Lucas knew that it was
far more than the going rate for the gear, as each piece of gear would cost
only a single silver coin, but he had handed over two gold ones instead, which
equated to 20 silver or 200 copper.


“Didn’t realize lying around doing nothing paid so
well,” Nick commented snidely.


“That’s because it doesn’t,” Dawn said patiently,
adding a slight smile. “Lying around all day doing nothing is what you do when
you have enough money to not worry about getting paid.”


“The woman makes a point,” Malik agreed. “We don’t
have time to lie around and wait. Let’s go kill some racist Imperium scumbags!”


Lucas didn’t bother saying anything as he watched
the chattering group start off toward Lady Xun Guan’s mansion, which was a
short five-minute walk away.


The large mansion had a mortarless rock facade and
looked like a small fortress situated on the crest of a forest-covered hill.
The surrounding woods set it apart from the other nearby mansions and manors,
which were encompassed by simple farmland. Those same Imperium farms, where
non-Humans were forced to till and work the fields, were one of the hallmarks
of the area. New players could pick up a variety of quests which involved
freeing the serfs and allowing them to return to the forest or helping to
restore the natural order of the land by killing the guards and overseers. It
was the same save-the-world plot that every MMORPG force-fed its players at
some point or another.


The most annoying aspect of the quest Lucas had
accepted was that it prevented players from wandering around and exploring
either the surrounding area or the mansion. It was naturally designed to
streamline the experience and prevent newbies from getting lost, but that meant
that players were basically “locked in” and couldn’t do anything else until it
was completed.


Once the small group arrived at the mansion, they
snuck around back and “discovered” a secret door that was hidden underneath a
patch of removable grass. What to do was fairly common knowledge at this point,
but even if it wasn’t the quest’s giant, yellow, glowing markers made it
obvious. Thankfully, there really wasn’t much to do. Once they approached the
hidden entrance, the second part of the tutorial quest kicked in, and a status
message appeared.


Welcome to the class selection quest. In order to
familiarize yourself with the game, you will play each class for a portion of
the dungeon. Don’t worry which class you are given or in which order: An event
will occur at the end that will allow you to select the class you are most
comfortable with. 






Please select your first trial class by equipping
your weapon set. 






Note: Only one person may select each of the four
base classes, Fighter, Rogue, Healer, and Mage, at any given time. If two
players are holding a weapon set for the same class, the door to the dungeon
will not open, and the quest will not progress to the next step.






Warning: Stat points will not be reset at the end of
the quest. As such, we recommend players abstain from distributing points until
they are certain which class they are going to pick. The difficulty of this
dungeon should not require any prior farming or leveling to complete.


“Dibs on going Mage first!” Nick shouted.


“UGH!” Valerie grumbled. “You can’t! I really
wanted it!”


Malik looked over at Valerie. “She gets the first
crack at it. We already talked about it.”


“Fine,” Nick harrumphed. “I’ll take the Fighter
then—unless you want to stop me from picking that class too?”


Malik glared at Nick for a second but then
relented. “No, it’s all yours. I’ve wanted to take a crack at the Rogue
anyway.”


“Don’t pick daggers. Pick the bow. You look so
cool with a bow,” Valerie said, hovering around Malik as he pulled out the
weapon.


Lucas blanched at the excessive PDA, which made
him feel slightly nauseous.


While Nick was equipping his two swords, Lucas
took off his pack and readied the Healer’s equipment, a magical scepter and
shield. It was the only class that none of them had selected yet, so he didn’t
have much of a choice.


The Healer’s scepter, much like the Mage’s staff,
was not designed for physical damage. The inside had been hollowed out and
loaded with what a computer geek from the early part of the century might
recognize as something similar to a motherboard but with magical circuitry that
allowed its wielder to cast spells. All a player had to do was select which
spell he wanted to cast on the handle and then channel Holy Energy into the
weapon to cast the spell.


The only thing that separated the Mage’s staff and
the Healer’s scepter was that the size of the circuitry required to cast spells
for a Healer was much smaller, and instead of using a Mage’s unique energy,
Arcane Energy, they required a Healer’s Holy Energy to cast spells.


Restore Health, Force Shield, Purify, and
Second Wind. They were the Healer’s basic skills, and each one required
only 5% of a user’s total Holy Energy at Level 1. Restore Health recovered a
percentage of the player’s health immediately, but it took two seconds to cast.
Force Shield created a small half-sphere in front of a player that would
protect them from incoming damage, and Purify cleansed a body of poisons or
dealt damage to constructs or summoned entities. The last skill, Second Wind,
was a Stamina heal for Rogues and Fighters that restored 50% of their total
Stamina bar. It would have been a much more useful skill if it wasn’t for the
fact that Stamina naturally restored itself, on average, ten times faster than
Holy Energy.


Seems simple enough, Lucas concluded after
going through the list. He made a mental note to remember which point on the
scepter to channel his energy into for each spell. He also noted that, while
the scepter felt rather sturdy and could be used as a means of bashing a foe to
death, its hollow nature meant that it would deal very little damage compared
to a solid blunt instrument. The shield in his left hand might actually be a
more reliable source of damage when hitting an opponent.


“Sorry you got stuck being the AFK bot,” Nick
snickered, flashing his teeth at Lucas. “AFK bot” was a throwback term for
useless Healers who had been rendered worthless as a result of their team never
needing them or because their role was so mindlessly repetitive.


Lucas just shrugged.


“Stop messing with Negative,” Valerie chided. “He
gets picked on enough as it is, so if you keep teasing him, I’m going to beat
you so much he’ll have to use all of his Holy Energy just to keep you alive.”


Malik and Lucas just watching on in silence as the
two bickered back and forth.


The door leading into Lady Xun Guan’s dungeon then
opened to reveal a stone staircase leading downward. Torches were affixed to
the walls on either side, providing light.


The bonus for having a full party of players with no NPC
assistance has been activated. All experience has been increased by 10%. Loot
has been adjusted for a full party, and additional loot has a chance of
dropping.


Lucas was slightly curious as to how this quest
would turn out, but he was by no means in a rush to reach the end.


Malik, however, impatiently pushed the group
forward after smacking Nick on the shoulder and pointing at the staircase.
“Let’s go, brother.”


The two stopped arguing, and the group made their
way down into the dungeon. About halfway down the three-person-wide stairwell,
Lucas noticed a group of Human guards at the bottom dressed in chainmail. They
all had their heads tilted back against the wall. They were sound asleep, and
one of them was even snoring.


“Let’s kill them,” Malik said excitedly, nocking
an arrow and preparing to fire.


“Psh! Let me show you how it’s done!” Nick
insisted. He hefted the two swords in front of him and charged down the stairs.


Malik let loose an arrow that struck one right in
the lung, but Lucas’s eyes were drawn to Valerie. She was obviously casting a
rather large spell and had already spent several seconds channeling it by the
time the others even started forward.


What is she doing? he wondered, and then
his eyes opened wide as he remembered what spell most likely came with the
starter staff: Firebolt. Its area of effect was limited to a five-foot circle
around the target, but in tight, enclosed spaces, it was an incredibly useful
skill—and likely a painful one for Nick, who had rushed ahead to engage in
melee combat.


Lucas felt a little panic pass through him as he
realized that Valerie was probably just casting away without considering her
ally’s safety at all. He held his scepter up in front of him and began
channeling Holy Energy into it. The process wasn’t difficult at all, and the
game’s mechanics made it more or less intuitive. All he had to do was focus on
channeling his Holy Energy through the scepter and then into the circuit for
Restore Health. He just hoped that Valerie wouldn’t turn Nick into a fried
corpse before the end of the two seconds.


“This is soooo fun!” Valerie squealed, releasing
the spell. Just as expected, the basketball-sized fireball sizzled down the
staircase as it shot straight for the rearmost guard. The ball of flame smashed
into the sleeping man’s face and then exploded outward in all directions,
releasing a wave of heat that was noticeable even halfway up the staircase.


When the smoke cleared, all four of the guards
were dead, and Nick’s side had been completely charred from the blast. The
temporary Fighter had figured out what was happening, but the spell was simply
too fast to dodge. Thankfully, the damage-over-time effect from the burn had
been immediately nullified by Lucas’s healing spell, which landed at the
perfect time to keep him alive.


“Son of a milkman, that hurt,” Nick swore before
turning around. “Did you manage to hit anyone besides me, Valerie?”


“Maybe,” she giggled. “Or maybe my Firebolt was
just as attracted to your backside as I was.”


“Come on, brothers. We have work to do!” Malik
insisted, refusing to let them be sidetracked into more banter. “No time to
worry about friendly fire.”


“Easy for you to say,” Nick grumbled.


Valerie hid her laughter even as she apologized.
“Sorry! I’ll try better next fight,” she promised.


The group gathered on the landing at the bottom of
the stairs, and Malik pointed out the next set of soldiers waiting for them
down a short hallway. Valerie immediately began channeling Arcane Energy into
her staff, and Nick looked at her and then sighed as Malik began shooting.
Valerie’s ball of fire scorched through the air, exploding in the middle of the
four soldiers and killing all of them.


Congratulations. You have reached Level -70. 

You now have 10 stat points available to allocate.


Lucas blinked. That’s not right, he thought,
opening up his status screen and looking at the point distribution. You
typically get 10 stat points plus whatever bonuses your prestige class gives
whenever you level up, but . . . my level was negative. How am I getting anything?
He stared at the status message, incredibly confused. Every time someone lost a
level, they also lost the accompanying stats that went along with it. Despite
his negative level, however, this had never been an issue for him since stats
couldn’t drop below 0, the base that everyone’s character started out at.


What the hell? This is a serious cheat. Lucas’s
eyes slowly shifted toward the total experience needed to get to the next
level. It hadn’t changed at all. He still only needed the incredibly small amount
of experience a player normally required to grow from Level 1 to 2.


“Great! I guess I won’t get a chance at trying
Fighter because they made the enemies too easy and gave the caster an
overpowered ranged spell,” Nick complained, snapping Lucas back into reality.


“You’ve already picked your class, brother, so
just thank Valerie for making the experience go faster and Negative for keeping
you alive.”


“Whatever,” Nick sighed. “Well, since I leveled,
give me a second to put my points into Arcanum.”


“Not going to wait until you pick your class?”
Valerie asked.


“Why bother?” Nick asked rhetorically. “I already
know what I’m going to be: the greatest Spell-Staff the world has ever known!!”


Once a player selected one of the primary classes,
he’d be taught skills and given gear to help him in that profession. However,
that didn’t mean that he would be locked into that profession forever.
Depending on how he distributed his points and what skills he learned, he could
easily change how he functioned in the game. “Spell-Staff” was an advanced
class available to a player who started off as a Mage and used spells that
would have immediate close-combat effects, like Flaming Staff or Lightning
Touch, which would then be combined with melee weapons and physically damaging
skills. Essentially, it was just a mixture of a Mage and a Fighter. Although
Spell-Staffs generally took longer to channel abilities than the average caster
since their base Arcane Energy pool was smaller, they could create very deadly
burst damage on targets, making them a very popular choice.


Malik laughed. “Your ego is too much. The game has
been out eight years, and the best guilds have already closed their doors on
recruitment. How are you going to get your hands on the magic boards you need
to be one?”


“Whatever,” Nick scoffed. “There are plenty of
how-to guides on Blueit for building Spell-Staff magic boards.”


“Yeah, the lower-end ones. I’m not trying to be
mean, but without the advanced, specialized designs that are only available to
the bigger guilds, you’ll never be as good as other Mages. You should temper
your expectations,” Malik advised.


“Yeah, that’s why I’m going to play a mix of the
Ranger and the Bard,” Valerie proclaimed proudly, pushing her chest out and
tilting her head back as if she had just announced she had won a tournament.
“That way, I won’t be as dependent on items, and I won’t need to be the best.
The best will want me on their team.”


“Paladin here,” Malik said, turning his gaze
toward Lucas. The Paladin was, as one might imagine, just a simple combination
of the Healer and the Fighter. It was essentially what Lucas would have been
doing right now if he had been given the opportunity to attack anything. The
major difference was that he didn’t have any of the martial skill trees learned,
and he didn’t have any points into Athletics, the stat that determined one's
physical combat resource pool.


Lucas looked at the three expectant faces, all
curious what the infamous Negative would pick. Truth be told, he didn’t have a
clue as to what to think about any of the classes yet, so he just shrugged and
moved forward, hoping that a change of location would also change the topic.


“Way to earn that name,” Nick said from behind.
“So negative.”


Lucas didn’t get far, however, before they reached
the end of the hallway. There was a door directly ahead, one to the left, and
one to the right. Before he could pick one, however, a status message popped
up, prompting them to change weapons.


“Dibs on Mage this time!” Nick shouted. He quickly
sheathed his swords, opened up his backpack, and took out the staff before
anyone could object. Unlike standard game inventory systems, their backpacks
were essentially just bags that shrank the items you put in them down to much
smaller and more manageable sizes but did nothing to reduce the weight of the
items. For that reason, players would often set down their backpacks for boss
fights or difficult battles, knowing that the system wouldn’t allow non-party
members to access them. If the player died, the backpack would travel to the
spot where they respawned.


“I’ll take Fighter this time then,” Valerie said,
taking out a sword and a shield.


“Fine, Healer here,” Malik responded.


Since Rogue was the only option left over, Lucas
decided to just go with it. He knew he could pull out a bow and contribute the
same way that Malik had, but he couldn’t ignore how effective Firebolt was at
clearing the enemies from a distance. So, he fetched two daggers out of his
backpack instead. This way, I’ll be a lot more useful if we get stuck in
close-quarters combat. If we can attack from a distance, Nick will toast
everything anyway. It will also prevent me from being charred like he was.


The hallway they occupied wasn’t that large, only
just large enough for three people to squeeze uncomfortably next to each other
and walk side by side with their shoulders touching, so when the doors all
opened at once after they had each selected a new weapon, and enemies appeared,
maneuvering space quickly disappeared.


What the . . .? Lucas thought as he saw a guard
exit each of the three doors, each with a weapon in hand.


“Ugh! Are you kidding me?” Nick scrambled backward
in order to avoid one of the guards that had decided to go after him. “I switch
from Fighter to Mage, and now we’re doing close combat? This is garbage!”


“There are more spells than Firebolt on that
staff, brother.” Malik slammed one of the guards with his shield and followed
up by striking the stunned man across the face with his scepter.


Valerie began swinging both her swords wildly,
likely out of reflex at seeing enemies appear right next to her, and didn’t
seem to bother activating any of the skills.


Lucas stepped forward and jammed his dagger into the
throat of the guard that had popped out of the door next to him. All three of the
enemies were dead within a matter of seconds, and he was presented with yet
another level-up message:


Congratulations. You have reached Level -69. 

You now have 20 stat points available to allocate.


That is such a cheat, Lucas thought,
noticing that none of his companions had leveled yet. The experience
requirement for each level was always higher than the last, making it
significantly harder to get from Level 11 to 12 than it would be to get from
Level 1 to 2. He had received the same amount of experience as the other two,
roughly 250, yet he had gotten two levels, and they had only gotten one and a
half.


“Does this dungeon ever get harder?” Nick asked,
obviously forgetting that games often loved to start players off with what were
essentially single-button fights. This particular game was famous for being a
step above the rest, and many automatically assumed this meant that the
incredibly difficult, awe-inspiring dungeons found in the late-game translated
to the starting area as well. Unfortunately for Nick, a starter area was a
starter area for a reason: a player could literally kite an entire zone of mobs
together and blast them down with a single area-of-effect spell if he wanted
to.


“Sorry, brother,” Malik answered. “It’s the first
quest. This is it.”


“If you wanna make it fun, we could just unequip
our items and punch our way through to the final boss,” Valerie suggested.
“With her difficulty, we could even punch the final boss to death.”


“That would make things more interesting,” Nick
agreed, “but I really want to try out this staff and cast a spell.”


Valerie nodded. “Cool, cool! You do that. I’ll
just . . .” She gave a wry smile and then darted farther into the dungeon,
slamming the door behind her.


Nick’s mouth dropped as he stared at the door. Then,
after a second, he recovered and darted after her, slamming the door behind him
as soon as he left the room too.


Lucas, having not really wanted to do anything in
the first place, was fine watching them tear ahead and do all the work for him.
As far as he was concerned, he was content with watching the status messages in
the bottom right corner of his vision scroll past. Based on how quickly the
experience messages accumulated, it was obvious how many kills one of the two
was getting.


“Sorry, brother.” Malik sighed as he reached his
hand out and opened the door for Lucas. “She likes to tease him . . . a little
too much sometimes.”


“No problem,” Lucas said, walking through the
door. “It’s no big deal.”


“You sure? Since you don’t know what class you
want to be yet, this is a very important stage for you. You should learn what
you like and put together a plan for your character.”


“Nah,” Lucas replied dismissively. “I’m just gonna
help you all finish this quest, go back to my usual spot on the hill, and enjoy
my wine.”


“I’ve heard you’ve been playing for almost two
years of in-game time, but you’re still doing the same thing.” The disbelief
and skepticism in Malik’s voice was obvious as he spoke, and Lucas knew that
many other people felt the exact same way. “Is that all you want to do? To
spend your days eating and drinking in a virtual game? It doesn’t sound like a
fun future to me.”


Lucas looked at him and then at the ground,
sighing and brushing off the comment. “The simulated buzz is just as good as
the real one.”


“If you say so . . .” Malik shook his head,
obviously not convinced. He walked up beside Lucas and continued, saying, “But,
personally, I think spending all of your life lying around doing nothing
doesn’t sound like much fun.”


Lucas gave him a sideways glance, not sure what had
prompted this miniature lecture. Then a status message popped up on his screen
to let him know that he had leveled yet again.


Congratulations. You have reached Level -68.

You now have 30 stat points available to allocate.


“Sorry,” Malik said. “I don’t mean to pry. Just
hoping you play the game so that we can do the whole noob island quest chain
with maximum experience. We have healing, tanking, and damage covered. You can
pick anything, and it’ll fit fine.”


Lucas thought about responding, but in the end, he
chose to just ignore the man. That type of gentle encouragement was the same
type Yu Hua had often used to try and get him to come out of the house and do
stuff with her, and once it started, it never stopped. The only way to get such
people to stop pushing was to blow them off altogether. If he said “maybe” or
shrugged it off, they’d just keep pestering him.


Nick and Valerie cleaned up a group of the most
incompetent minions to ever appear in a video game at the far end of the long
stone hallway, and Malik and Lucas arrived to find that they were still at each
other’s throats. The door required all four of them to switch classes yet
again.


“Will you let me kill at least one already?” Nick
snapped. “We’re halfway through the dungeon, and I still haven’t fought
anything!”


“It’s not my fault you’re so slow at the game, Mr.
Greatest Spell-Staff,” she snapped back.


Malik gave another apologetic glance and then
began switching gear. “I’m going to take the Mage this time,” Malik said,
looking over at Lucas to see if he was okay not playing the class once more.


“Then I guess I’m the Fighter,” Lucas concluded.


“HEALER!” Valerie eagerly called, which meant that
Nick was left with Rogue, the only remaining class.


Nick equipped a bow rather than the daggers,
probably hoping to get some use out of it before someone else scored a kill,
and Lucas couldn’t help feeling bad for the guy. The first hallway had been
long and straight with no enemies on either side, but the farther they got into
the dungeon, the more turns they made, and the more enemies seemed to appear
right next to them. The bow was the worst choice if Nick really wanted to
finally see action.


The others eagerly switched their gear while Lucas
put away his daggers. Since unarmed combat was technically a combat branch open
to the Fighter, Lucas figured he’d take that lazy route and punch anything that
came close while letting the others handle the rest, exactly as Valerie had
jokingly suggested.


The next dungeon door opened, and a group of feral
Were-Rats rushed into the hallway the moment they had enough room to squeeze
through the opening.


Ugh! I thought this wasn’t supposed to be
difficult!


“It’s the final non-boss encounter,” Malik
explained when he saw the confusion on Lucas’s face. “We beat these guys, and
then that’s it. The only thing left to do is kill the boss and free the four
teachers.”


Lucas didn’t even have time to say thanks. He had
stupidly chosen the unarmed combat route while thinking he wouldn’t have to put
in any effort, but the enemies were now swarming around them.


The Were-Rats were medium-sized humanoids just
over five feet tall and completely covered in rat hair. They had beady, red
eyes, protruding snouts filled with razor-sharp canines, and disproportionately-long
arms with claw-tipped fingers.


The first Were-Rat through the door charged
directly at him and swiped toward Lucas’s chest, but Valerie interceded on his
behalf. She slammed into it hard from the side, sending the beast careening off
into its ally. Both it and another Were-Rat bounced off the wall and then
crumpled to the floor dead.


I guess there’s a lot of them, but they seem to
be pretty frail and low-leveled, Lucas reasoned when he saw how easily they
died.


Lucas punched the next-closest enemy in the gut as
it slashed at him. The Were-Rat’s attack connected with his shoulder, and its
long claws left behind three large, red scratches as they dragged across his
skin. The creature’s attack barely shaved off a sliver of his health before Lucas’s
first punch doubled-over the beast. His second was aimed at its open jaws and
sent it flailing backward. The Were-Rat landed on its back, belly-up and dead.


“Shield!” Malik yelled, throwing a Firebolt into
the doorway. Valerie responded perfectly, casting Force Shield as soon as she
heard the command. The barrier of Holy Energy snapped into place, and Lucas
watched through the clear barrier as the ball of flame engulfed the Were-Rats
surging through the door. The flames bounced back toward them but were stopped
from even coming close when they made contact with the protective barrier.
Force Shield also just so happened to block the arrow that Nick had finally
shot after running back and putting some distance between himself and the
enemies.


“Son of a . . .!” Nick shouted, rather angry at
the situation. “Are you kidding me?! Why does this keep happening to me? This
is some capital BS! This is some snot-covered nonsense.”


“I’m pretty sure that phrase you just used is
nonsense,” Valerie giggled. “Anyway, don’t be mad. At least you got to use a
weapon finally like you wanted!”


“BUT I DIDN’T KILL ANYTHING!” Nick shouted loudly.
He put away his bow as he stared angrily at the doorway, which was littered
with dead bodies. “This is garbage. First dungeon, and I still haven’t killed a
single thing. GARBAGE!”


“Ignore him,” Malik sighed as he watched Valerie
and Nick bicker back and forth.


“I’d just like it if he weren’t so loud,” Lucas
said, pretending to be annoyed with the volume so he didn’t have to take sides
on this issue. In reality, he agreed with Nick a little. Personally, he didn’t
care about this quest—he was doing it because Dawn had asked—but if he were in
Nick’s shoes, he’d be just as mad. Truth be told, Lucas had held major
grievances with games in the past simply because they weren’t balanced at the
start due to how easy monsters were. Damage classes excelled as a result, and
monsters crumpled so fast that players rarely got to feel exactly what their
role was like until it was too late for them to change their mind.


“True,” Malik agreed as they started forward. He
looked over at Lucas. “So, why have you never done this mission before? It
should only take five or ten minutes, and it’s usually the first thing anyone
does when they log in to the game.”


Lucas’s eyes were glued to the door, and his heart
raced a little as he thought of the reason. I just didn’t want to see her
die again, Lucas said, thinking of Yu Hua’s face. Lucas closed his eyes and
shook his head to stop his thoughts from wandering. No, never. “No
reason,” he lied.


“Um, okay . . . Never mind. But, if you went this
long without doing it already, why are you doing it now?”


“Because she asked me to,” Lucas answered matter-of-factly.


Malik laughed from deep in his belly. “Can’t say
no to a pretty face? Well, that I can understand. Women are my soft spot too,”—he
shot Valerie a glance—“but you know she’s just an NPC, right? It doesn’t matter
if she dies or not. They don’t actually feel pain: they’re only programmed to
show reactions that make you think they’re suffering. The Anti-AI Cruelty Act
passed a while back made sure of that.”


“Even so . . .”


“Well, whatever you say, brother.” Malik patted
him on the back as if he were trying to offer some small amount of assurance or
comfort. “You can just sit in the back and close your eyes if you have to.
We’ll finish the quest quickly, and she’ll respawn back in town. You’ll both be
back to enjoying your cheese and wine right after.”


“Thanks, I guess.” Lucas looked over at Nick, who
had already reached the door and switched his class yet again, and he couldn’t
help but add, “Just don’t let him get the kill.”


Malik snickered. “Right. Since he’s stuck as a
Healer, shouldn’t be hard to stop him from doing any damage.”


Lucas let the conversation stop there as he pulled
out the Mage staff and switched his class yet again. The Mage staff, like the
Healer’s, was a weapon with a concealed magic board designed to help a magician
turn his Arcane Energy into a useful form. Once channeled, the energy could be
turned into either a defensive spell, an offensive spell, or a utility spell,
but unlike the Holy Energy board, the magic wasn’t channeled in a single
direction. The board found in a Mage’s staff acted as both the energy source as
well as the grounding point for every magical transistor in the staff. This
meant that some of the energy also flowed back into the Mage as well as into
the staff, where it would be used to power the crystals and eventually the
spell. In addition, this system could slowly change the caster’s energy into
one with an elemental property. If a spell user only used Ice spells, then over
time, his energy would have a greater cold property innately built into it,
allowing the magician to cast more powerful Ice spells while at the same time
making it difficult to cast even basic Fire spells—or altogether impossible if
the magician’s energy had become too attuned to Ice.


The beginner’s magic staff only had four simple
spells. Firebolt took two seconds to charge at Level 1 and required 2 Arcane
Energy before turning into the low-damage, area-of-effect spell that, while
deadly at starter levels, was relatively harmless as players grew stronger. Zap
took 5 seconds to charge at Level 1 and required 5 Arcane Energy but sent a
bolt of electricity through the air and into the selected opponent. This spell
was great for boss fights nearly the entire way through noob island because it
did great single-target damage. Next, there was the Earth Spike, which required
3 Arcane Energy and sent a sharp spike out of the ground or wall and toward the
target. Finally, the last spell was a simple Ice attack, Frost Breath. It only
required 1 Arcane Energy to cast and could then be channeled continuously,
making it the fastest castable skill on the staff. Unfortunately, the spell
also did the least damage. It was great for removing trash mobs quickly and
slowing down enemies that were charging at you, but because it was a channeled
spell that couldn’t accept more than 1 Arcane Energy per second no matter how
high-level the Mage was, it was terrible at dealing damage to anything over
Level 5 or so.


“Remember, this boss is easy. You can just sit it
out if you need, brother,” Malik said. “With Valerie healing, I can tank her
the entire time. You just relax.”


“Thanks,” Lucas said.


Nick and Valerie pushed open the giant double
doors that led to the final confrontation in the quest.


Whereas the dungeon had consisted of dark and
dreary stone walls, the boss room was a lavish mahogany-framed room with four
white stone pillars and a beautiful red rug covering a white stone floor. On
the far side of the room, there were four large metal cages, each three feet by
three feet wide, with bars as thick as a man’s forearm. Each contained a
different non-Human elder. There was an old male Were-Bear, stuck in his
half-shifted form with bear ears and fur-covered arms, an elderly Alfar, a
Treant whose bark had greyed, and a Dwarf that appeared to be more white,
frizzy beard than man. These captives were leaned forward, grasping on the
cages’ bars, and their weathered eyes were locked on the group of newly arrived
players with the desperation of the enslaved. The rest of the room was
relatively empty with the exception of a woman who was seated in a chair that
somewhat resembled a throne in the middle of the room, dead center between the
four pillars.


Dawn grinned at the group and began clapping as
the four walked in. “Bravo! Well done! Or, well, at least something along those
lines,” Lady Xun Guan said. “I’m glad you could see it in your heart to butcher
my men before payday. It saves me a lot of money.”


“Ha! Not like you’re going to live long enough to
spend it, garbage NPC!” Nick taunted. He held up his healing mace and waved it
threateningly as if it were the deadliest weapon in the world. “Let’s bash this
broad in and go turn in the quest.”


“Ugh. This is why no one likes you,” Valerie
snapped, smacking Nick on the arm and shaving off a few points of his health as
she did it. Lucas suspected that she was acting this way on his behalf.


“What? Are you just going to stand there the whole
time and scowl at me?” Xun Guan said while staring at Lucas. “Don’t be so
negative. Cheer up and greet me properly.”


“Fine,” Lucas grumbled. He despised being part of
a group whose intention was to kill her. “How are you, Dawn?” He used her other
name purposefully, calling her by the fake name she went by as they ate their
meals together on the hill, lying out and basking in the sun day after day.


“Something is off,” Malik interjected as he strode
to the front of the group. “She’s supposed to have two guards helping her
during the fight. Where are they?”


“Oh, those two? I sent them home. They always
interrupt me and spout out terrible monologues. It’s all really quite dull.
What’s the point of it all? I spend all that time and money training them, and
then they just keep dying as soon as they finish their taunts, so I just got
rid of them.”


“But you’re going to die too,” Nick said. “Why
worry about who else is going to follow you into the grave, you gar—” Nick
stopped, letting out an “Ow!” before he could finish his insult. “Sorry.”


“Brothers, something is off,” Malik warned, his
voice heavy with caution. “How is she aware of her past lives in the quest?
Something isn’t right.”


“Yeah, it’s kind of creepy,” Valerie agreed. “NPC
AI is supposed to ignore previous deaths when they respawn. That way, each
person doing the quest will get to feel like it’s the first time the quest has
been completed.”


Xun Guan nodded. “Oh, yes! You’re absolutely
right! That is the case. An NPC wouldn’t be able to remember what happened in
its previous iterations. That’d just be cruel.”


“But, then . . .” Malik stumbled on the words, his
Dwarven face twisting up as he stared at Xun Guan. He wasn’t the only one: the
whole party had lost their zeal and was staring at her, confused at what was
happening.


“Come now. You know the answer. Just ask the
question already,” Xun Guan encouraged, her demeaning tone causing Nick’s face
to twitch in anger.


“Doesn’t that mean . . . you aren’t an NPC?” Malik
asked hesitantly.


“Ah, bravo!” Xun Guan laughed as she stood up,
clapping her hands patronizingly. “You’re right: I’m not an NPC. I’m an evil,
underpaid, overworked, middle-management staffer taking on the role of her
favorite character just like I have been doing since I first got my job at this
company!”


What?! Lucas was suddenly at a loss, and
the revelation left him reeling, unable to put words together. He knew that
Dawn or Xun Guan or whatever her name was seemed realistic compared to other
NPCs, but he had never once imagined that someone had been controlling the
character. He didn’t know how to process the fact that he had been talking to
her as if she were nothing more than a blank canvas, bouncing his private
thoughts and frustrations off of her without ever once considering the
possibility that a real person was listening to him.


“But . . . that doesn’t make sense. Why would
anyone take over that NPC?” Malik asked.


“Yeah, she’s terrible! Her stats are abysmal, and
she dies every time someone has to do the starting quest. Why wouldn’t you pick
a better one?” Valerie asked.


“Oh, I have my reasons,” Xun Guan said slyly. “And
everyone has to start somewhere, right? That is what this is all about, the
starting quest, isn’t it?”


“Yeah, but we’re going to have to kill you,” Malik
said. “And why are you even bothering telling us all this?”


“Why not just be cute and die?” Valerie asked,
twirling her daggers around as she smiled at Xun Guan.


“Die. Right. That is what happens next. Lucas,
could you be a dear and do me a tiny favor really quick?”


“What do you want this time?” Lucas sighed as he
asked her the question, knowing full well what she was about to ask him. He
wanted to delay her request as long as possible, however, since he knew that
this interaction was about to grow a lot more complicated, and he wasn’t
prepared for the engagement that was going to follow yet. Since he was
currently holding a magic staff, he decided to up his chances of survival by
quickly assigning 10 of his available skill points into Arcanum, raising his
total Arcane Energy pool from 100 to 200. This not only doubled the number of
spells that he could cast, but since his total pool was doubled, it also meant
that he could cast every spell in his arsenal twice as fast.


“Are you really going to make me spell it out?”
Xun Guan asked. She was smiling as if she already knew that she’d get her way
and that Lucas would do exactly what she wanted. “I’m not really in the mood to
die, so could you please kill these people off for me?”


Malik, Nick, and Valerie all turned around to see
what Lucas was going to do.


Lucas just stood there, unmoving and rooted in
place.


“Just close your eyes, brother. You don’t have to
watch. We’ll take care of this quest for you . . . Enough now!” Malik lunged
toward Xun Guan, his sword out in front of him, ready to attack.


“Don’t have to tell me,” Nick grumbled, holding
his shield up and rushing the noblewoman. “Stupid quest is creeping me out!”


Valerie laughed. “So much pointless drama! Let’s
just get this over with and head to the tavern while we figure out point
distribution.”


In his head, Lucas was already playing out the
hundred different ways it might look as she died, her face overlapping with its
counterpart, and he could feel his heart tightening as he lost himself in her
gaze.


Xun Guan, who was being charged by three players,
looked over at Lucas expectantly. “Please . . . Please save me.” Her arrogant
tone was gone, her gaze was filled with fear, and her voice was almost
pleading. “I don’t wanna die again! Please! I don’t wanna die again . . .” She
looked just like her. The situation was too much.


Lucas squeezed his eyes and tried to ignore her,
but even as he did, he could feel his Arcane Energy being channeled into the
staff. It spread through the right resistors and transistors and activated the
spell.


“I’m sorry,” he muttered to the players’ backs. “I’m
not watching her die again . . .” He unleashed Zap. A string of electricity
shot out of the top of his staff, arced through the air, and slammed into
Malik. The Dwarf apparently hadn’t put any of his stats into Fortitude yet, and
there was no warning for Nick to cast the Healer’s protective barrier. The
Lightning coursed through the man’s body freely, forcing him to stop dead in
his tracks as his muscles tensed up. He crashed to the ground dead, seizing up
and shaking violently.


You have killed Malik, another player. You have
been awarded 10 EXP. A sturdy leather belt and 75 copper have dropped upon
death.






Due to killing another player outside of a
player-versus-player event, you have been flagged red. Players will easily be
able to identify you as a player killer by the red halo above your head for 24
in-game hours or until you die. This is something that only players will be
able to identify, not NPCs. You will also drop twice as much loot and lose
twice as much experience upon death. Any player who kills you will not suffer
this penalty. 






For killing your first player, you have been awarded
the suffix “the Murderer.” This suffix has no effect. It is simply added to
one’s name.


“What the . . . What in the Sam Hill, Negative?!”
Nick shouted. He turned and charged straight at Lucas with his shield raised
and his holy mace in hand. Valerie also stopped her assault on Dawn and turned
her attention to Lucas, her daggers held in an awkward reverse grip as if she
were wielding icepicks instead of knives.


Lucas channeled another spell and aimed a Firebolt
at the ground in front of the pair as they started toward him. He knew that
Valerie would likely dodge the spell if it were aimed at her, but the ground
wouldn’t move—and that made it the perfect target for his area-of-effect spell.
Lucas began readying a second spell the moment the first was cast, but Nick
surprised him. The moment the second Firebolt left his staff, Nick created a
Force Shield halfway between them. The flaming ball crashed into the barrier of
holy magic and splashed back toward Lucas. The flames licked around him,
singing the hair on his arms and stripping away 20% of his health.


“I was too careless,” Lucas grumbled.


The magic shield dropped, and the two players ran
through the spot where it had been, meaning that they were already too close
for him to effectively use another Firebolt. Zap would take too long to cast
before they reached him, and Earth Spike would only hit one of them, so Lucas
focused his Arcane Energy into the least-used spell in the game: Frost Breath.


Frost Breath was relatively useless due to its low
damage, and it was rarely used since most groups had someone to tank and
someone to heal, but when it came to fighting melee enemies, it did have one
thing that gave it an incredible advantage: it could snare an opponent and
drastically reduce his movement speed.


It only took a half-second to cast to the spell,
and as soon as it was done, the energy coursed backward through his body,
welled up from his stomach and streamed out of his mouth. His jaws opened as
wide as he could stand, and a torrent of ice-cold air shot out of him right
toward the enemies. He turned his head back and forth, trying to evenly
distribute the attack into a conical shape in front of him, and he silently
celebrated as both of his assailants' steps were snared by the spell’s chilling
effect. They inched closer to him at a drastically-reduced pace, a little over
half of their health bars left, and then, with only another second before they
would be able to strike him down, Lucas bolted. He only had the basic amount of
Stamina the game afforded every new player, so he would only be able to
maintain a decent speed for a short time before slowing, but he knew that
neither Nick nor Valerie was likely any better off. Plus, he didn’t have to go
far.


Lucas sprinted back out of the room and into the
hallway, only stopping once to see how closely they were following. By his
estimate, he had roughly a four-second lead before the duo caught up with him
and mauled him to death. He began charging up another Firebolt as he ran,
hoping to finish both of them off in one go, but as soon as the flames started
to course through the staff, he noticed that Nick’s Holy Energy was being
channeled into his scepter. So, you’re gonna try the same trick on me again
. . . Lucas held his spell until the very last moment and then canceled it
right before Nick’s Force Shield activated and snapped into place.


Lucas slid to a halt and instantly turned his
attention to channeling Zap rather than running. This time, when the shield
collapsed and disappeared, Lucas fired the already-charged spell. The vibrant
blue-and-purple streak of Lightning arced through the air, briefly lighting up
the hallway before speeding through the doorway and smashing into Nick. The man
was dead before he even hit the floor.


You have killed Nick, another player. You have been awarded
10 EXP. A beginner’s magic staff and 14 copper have dropped upon death.


“Why are you doing this, Negative?” Valerie whined.
“This isn’t fair! How can you do this to us?”


Lucas didn’t know what to say, so he just silently
swapped back to Frost Breath and ensnared the Rogue before she could get close
to him. It was over for her. Without Nick to cast defensive shields or to heal
the damage Lucas inflicted, Valerie was in an untenable position since her
opponent could essentially just kite her around for the rest of the fight,
slowly damaging her with ranged attacks while staying just out of reach. This
strategy was annoyingly predictable but still a tried-and-true, time-honored
method of killing melee fighters as a mage, and it was exactly what he intended
to do. Given how little damage the Frost Breath did, however, Valerie still had
ample time to complain while he was doing it.


“Seriously, just let me live!” Valerie pleaded. “I
promise: I won’t do anything to anyone! I just want out of here.”


Lucas actually considered it, even if only for a
brief moment. The only reason he didn’t let her off the hook was that she was
persistently heading toward him, even if at such a slow pace that she could
probably lose a race to a tortoise.


Even if she stopped, he wouldn’t trust her not to
kill him the second they had to cross paths. As such, even though he felt a
little bad about finishing her off, he didn’t feel like he had much choice. He
knew that he’d only be costing her a minute or two of her time and some EXP at
most.


“I’m really sorry,” he said as he looked directly
into her eyes and cast Frost Breath for the final time. He knew exactly what
happened when a player died and how much it could smart, bottomed-out pain
sensitivity levels and all. He watched as her body froze up, and a thin, blue
coat of snow-like moisture crept across her skin. The crystalline layer formed
first on her extremities and then crept inward in a glistening sheen, perfectly
capturing her annoyed and frustrated facial expression as she finally froze
over.


He felt bad having to kill his own party members,
especially ones who had helped him through the dungeon and offered to do all of
the work for him, but part of him didn't hate it. Part of him actually enjoyed
the thrill. He had been in control of almost the entire fight, but even so, he
had been unsure of whether he would win or not. His heart was still beating at
a mile a minute, and he didn’t even realize it until the moment the fight was
over, but he had felt alive. The adrenaline, the challenge, the thrill—it all
made him feel, and that was something he hadn’t experienced in over half
a year of real-life time.


Before he could even read Valerie’s death
notification or the level-up notification, his thoughts were interrupted up by
the sound of Xun Guan’s clapping.


“Good job,” Xun Guan said. “You did beautifully.”


“I’d rather not have,” Lucas retorted. “Why did
you tell me to do this quest if you were just going to have me turn on my
allies at the end?”


Xun Guan began waving her hands about as if she
were performing for a crowd. “Because I needed you to prove your deep-seated
feelings to me. Only through a beautiful display o—”


“I don’t have any,” Lucas interjected, cutting her
off. “I think of you as a friend, nothing more.”


“Hmm? Is that so?” Xun Guan asked. She shrugged as
if it didn’t really matter after all and plopped back down on the chair. “A
pity. I never thought a woman of my caliber would be stuck in the friend zone.”
She reached around behind her chair and retrieved a small bag from which she
produced the block of cheese Lucas had been working on before he began the
introduction quest—only it was already half eaten. “You still hungry?”


“You didn’t answer my question,” Lucas said
pointedly. “Why did you make me choose between their lives and yours?”


“Ah! Right.” Xun Guan bit into the cheese block
and then answered around her mouthful as she chewed. “I do suppose I owe you an
explanation. You see, I’m having a problem here . . .” She paused long enough
to swallow and then to take another bite. “I’ve spent years of my life
maintaining and improving this video game, and with the way the game stretches
out time, I might as well have given it decades.”


“And?” he asked expectantly. “What does that have
to do with taking this quest and killing people?”


She pulled out the bottle of wine that Lucas had
prepared for his lazing about earlier in the day, took a healthy swig from it,
and then continued. “Well, you see, normally it wouldn’t. I’d do my job, help
with the promotions and advertising, and then meet you on the hill for some of
this delicious cheese and wine at the end of a hard day’s work . . .” She
trailed off, swallowed, and took another swig from the bottle. “But, sadly, no
matter how much I try, this game is dying. Players hit the top level, they
finish the final bosses, and then that’s it. The game is over. They quit. Some
stick around, roleplay fun roles, build castles with their teammates, or just
grind out the same bosses over and over for money and drops, but most leave.
For the longest period of time, this wasn’t a problem. Every now and then, we’d
use the money from the new subscribers to release content patches that would
drag the old players back to the game for a new raid boss or challenge . . .”


“But?” Lucas asked, anticipating the next word as
Xun Guan had stopped talking to take another bite from the cheese.


“But we scrape by with a little less each time.
The cycle gets shorter, and we’re now at the point where the investors and
company owners don’t feel like it’s worth making another content patch at all.
The game won’t last more than a year at this rate.”


“I’m still not getting what this has to do with me
completing this quest and then killing my teammates,” Lucas huffed. He was
starting to get impatient with her lackadaisical attitude and inability to
reach a conclusion. It felt like she was purposefully dragging her feet on the
subject.


“Because you’re going to be my solution: the fix
to my problem so that I can keep my job and so that the game I love doesn’t
fade away,” Xun Guan said. “If the devs upstairs won’t write the code to
generate a new endgame dungeon, then I’m just going to have to make one myself.
I wanted to start with encouraging regular PVP at the top level to keep players
interested and keep the content feeling fresh, but with the massive potential
level and item losses that come with PVP, the endgame players were too cowardly
or passive to off each other and start a war. It takes a full day of grinding
to recover from a single death at those levels, so I can’t blame them for not wanting
to start large-scale conflicts with each other. Yet, without them, the game
isn’t going to last. That’s why we’re going to have to start here at the
bottom.”


Lucas could see exactly what she was asking of
him. “Wait a minute. You mean to say that you want me to stir up trouble and
create a player-versus-player environment on noob island? The starting zone?”


“Bingo!” Xun Guan cheered. “Your reward: a chunk
of cheese!” She tore off a large handful of gouda and tossed it to him.


“That doesn’t make sense. Even if I make this area
into a PVP zone, that won’t change the endgame at all. The top-end players will
still be just as bored, and you’ll still lose subscribers at the same rate as
before.” Lucas caught the cheese, only then realizing that he had automatically
gone from simply hearing her out to actually thinking about the logistics of
her plan. Admittedly, his mind was now racing to point out each and every flaw
and pick them all apart.


Xun Guan nodded. “Right. The endgame will still be
awful. There is no immediate plan we can put together to fix it, but this world
was built on a lot more than just what people do once everything else has been
accomplished. This game is built on alts and how fun they can be to play. Since
players can’t respec or change their stats, they roll new characters all the
time. Some people start over every time there’s a new content patch. Or, hell,
they used to.”


“So, if you can’t keep them playing up there, you
decided to come up with a reason to have them play again down here. And you
think I can be that reason. You want me to tick off enough people that they
even beg and scrape to get their friends at the top level to remake on noob
island to kill me.” Lucas was slowly starting to understand her plan. Noob
island had a level cap, so if someone wanted to beat him or help their friends,
then they would have to remake a brand-new character to do so. It would get
them building new characters and thus extending how long they played the game.


“Not quite, but you’re almost there,” Xun Guan
said leadingly. “I don’t need you to tick off players: I need you to make new
game content.”


“New game content?” he asked skeptically.


“Yes, new game content. If this game is going to
survive, it needs excitement. It needs a dungeon that is tougher than a walk in
the park and, of course, a new boss that people want to kill.”


“So, the game needs a new villain . . .” Lucas
rattled those words around in his head for a moment. “That sounds fine, but
you’re going to need someone else.” He turned around, ready to leave the
dungeon behind and return to his flower-covered hill.


Before he could take a single step, however, she
had already jumped out of her seat, dashed across the floor and grabbed onto
his arm. She turned him around and held onto his elbow so that he couldn’t
leave, forcing him to look at her. “Please,” she pleaded, staring into his
eyes. “Please help me. There is no one else I can turn to.”


“Nonsense,” Lucas insisted, “just bat your
eyelashes and find some white knight to do your bidding for you. You don’t need
me. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a grassy field, an afternoon snack, and a
bottle of wine to tend to.”


“Actually, I still have your wine and your
afternoon snack,” Xun Guan corrected. “But the reason I asked you to do this is
that you’re the only one who has the actual stat potential to turn into a boss
on this island. You’re the only one in the game with a negative level.”


Lucas froze. “You know then.”


“Yeah. I know. By the time you actually even hit
Level 1, you’ll have at least 700 stat points more than every other player on
the server. Even if you completely butcher your point distribution, you’ll
still be more powerful than every other player. You have to realize that. Your
broken character is the only one that is perfectly made to be a boss in this
game. And that makes it perfect for the role of our game’s new noob island
villain. Besides . . .”


Lucas jerked his arm free of hers and took a step
back so that there was a small bit of room between them. “Besides what? The
fact that you’re going to tell me that the only reason you’ve been hanging
around me is because you knew my character fit the parameters you needed?”


“Stop being so dramatic,” Xun Guan contended. She
stepped forward and grabbed him by both of his forearms, and it was then that
he noticed that there was a bit of moisture forming in her eyes. “I need you.
Not just because you have the perfect stats . . . but because you also have no
life at all.”


“What?” Lucas was dumbfounded by the statement. He
had no idea what kind of person tried to ask someone for a favor by insulting
them in such a manner.


“Oh, come on! I get paid full time to monitor this
game, so I’m at the office every day, overtime included, and I’ve never once
logged in and not seen you already on. It’s like you don’t have a job, a
family, friends, a pet, or anything else. You have no life. You might as well
already be an NPC in this game, so why not just act like one, for me. Okay?”


Lucas thought about it for a minute. He was ready
to turn around and walk out of the room, leaving this crazy office lady and her
NPC-hijacking act alone, but something made him hesitate. Some part of him,
some long-forgotten or newly reborn part of him, refused to let him turn and
leave.


Seconds ticked into minutes, and yet he remained
indecisive. “Fine,” he agreed, finally capitulating. “I’ll do it, but even if
I’m helping you out, I’m not going to be your pawn. If I don’t like a part of
your plan, count me out. I don’t want you thinking that I’ll always say “yes”
to your requests just because I said it here.”


“Excellent. It’s a deal then!” she agreed, smiling
at him. “In that case, let’s make it official.”


“Make it official?” Lucas asked, curious as to
what she could possibly mean.


“With a quest,” she explained, and her words were
joined by text appearing in front of him.


Quest: The Teachers of Old - Alternate Route: Dog
of the Imperium.






The Chieftain of the Were-Rat Tribe, Kulako,
believed that you would be the one to overthrow the Imperium and free the
people of Hesse. He had trusted you, trusted your potential, and trusted your
nature as he sent you on a quest that would inevitably lead to the betterment
of the lives of all non-Human residents of Hesse. 






You, however, have been given an alternate route by
the esteemed Lady Xun Guan. Power, knowledge, and education do not only lie
solely in the hands of the trainers Kulako has instructed you to free, but also
in the books and teachers of the Imperium. If you choose to turn your back on
the rebellion, you must prove your dedication by killing the only rebel
trainers who would be capable of educating you. Destroy the four sages locked
away by Lady Xun Guan and, in doing so, earn your place within the ranks of the
Imperium.


Lucas studied the quest message. Earn my place
within the Imperium. He looked up from the messages to see the four sages’
drooping eyes locked onto him. So, if I kill them, I’ll be the first player to
have joined the clichéd villains’ camp.


He slowly walked forward.


“Boy, think about what you’re doing before you
execute us. If we die here, so do the dreams and hopes of thousands of people.
Don’t shoulder that sin,” the Treant in the middle-right cage said as Lucas got
closer.


“Yes,” the Were-Bear entreated. “Think of all
those who are oppressed, and do the right thing. Even if they aren’t your kind,
they are still people. They still have feelings, hopes, and dreams. If you let
us die here, then you are damning those hopes and dreams to obscurity and
forcing the worst fate, the fate of a slave, on them.”


“Listen to them,” the elderly Alfar woman
encouraged him. “I can tell you’re a good man. I can tell you want to do the
right thing, so don’t let us down. Free us, and together, we can put an end to
the Imperium’s tyranny!”


Lucas sighed. He had heard this type of quest
banter and these type of good-versus-evil parallels in nearly every video game
that he had played and every young adult book that he had read since he was old
enough to do either. It was always “the bad guys are bad, and the good guys are
good, so be the good guy.” It was part of what turned him off of the game’s
storyline when he originally started playing and made it so easy to simply lean
back and enjoy the gluttonous pleasures the game had to offer.


Lucas began channeling Arcane Energy into the
staff. “Well, I guess, at the very least, the plot will change a little for
once.” He finished Zap at the same time as he finished his sentence, and the
blue-and-purple light flashed forward into the Were-Bear, causing the other
three to yell and cry out in shock and fear.


Lucas knew that it was just a programmed response
and that, at no point, did they ever feel pain or fear, but it still caused him
to cringe and pull back momentarily as he heard their lamentations. He turned
to the next one after the first was dead and began charging up a different
spell. He had seen Zap, Firebolt, and Frost Breath, but he hadn’t seen the
Earth Spike skill yet. It took only a second and a half to prepare, and then a
giant spike erupted from the ground, impaling the grey-barked Treant with a
narrow, conical spike. His body was lifted up and suspended in the cage,
leaving the corpse’s feet to dangle.


Somewhat happy with the way that had turned out,
Lucas decided to repeat the process on the Dwarf in the next cell. Afterward,
he finished the last one off by freezing her to death with Frost Breath. As the
elderly Alfar woman was frozen into a statue, a quest notification appeared in
front of him.


Quest Route Activated: Dog of the Imperium, Part 2.






You have burned the bridges of opportunity with
the rebellion in Hesse, and in doing so, you have placed your feet firmly in
the Imperium camp. Even though you have earned a place within the Imperium,
however, it is at the bottom. A traitor to the rebellion, you are currently
considered lower than a dog and must climb your way up the ranks if you wish to
make something of yourself in the future.






To do this, you must first earn a title of
nobility. There are several methods of accomplishing this, but until you have
earned at least the lowest title, the soldiers and members of the Imperium will
never fully embrace you as one of their own and never share the secrets of
their craft openly to you. Without a title, you will not be able to find a
teacher that can help you advance past one of the four basic classes: Fighter,
Rogue, Mage, or Healer.






Note: Due to betraying the rebels in the quest The
Teachers of Old, if your actions are discovered, Were-Rat Chieftain Kulako’s
opinion of you will reach the lowest possible value.


Xun Guan crossed the room and stood before him, a warm smile
on her face. “Welcome to the Imperium . . . my heroic villain.”












Chapter 2


 


 


Character Name: Lucas


Level: -67


Hit Points: 140


Arcane Energy: 200


Stamina: 100


Holy Energy: Class Locked


 


Current Class: Mage


 


Stats:


Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
10


Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 0


Fortitude [increases Hit Points by 1% per point]:
0


Charisma: 0


Luck: 0


Unspent: 30


 


Current Elemental Attunement:


None


 


Combat Proficiencies:


None


 


Lucas eyed the meal in front of him and did his
best to ignore the fact that both Xun Guan and the butler were watching his
every move, waiting for a reaction. They were seated at a large, circular table
that was covered with a pristine white tablecloth trimmed in gold and decorated
with a candle, and they were currently in the third offering of a five-course
meal. There were three slices of toasted sourdough bread on the plate in front
of him, and each had been smeared with a layer of goat cheese and then topped
with a thin layer of strawberry jam. He never would have thought of the
combination himself, whether in the game or at home. After he took the first
bite, he lamented the fact that it had never been introduced to him until now.


“Lucas,” Xun Guan said pointedly, interrupting his
thoughts just as he was reaching to pick up another piece of toast. “You need
to focus. We have a lot to do.”


“Yeah, yeah . . . fetch quests. I remember you
telling me that I needed to do a hundred or so different, awful things in order
to advance from a regular soldier up to nobility,” he replied dismissively,
brushing off her insistence that he do the tedious run-around quests that
characterized the beginning of every MMO. She had already explained to him that
it would take him a week to earn the Esquire title—the lowest noble rank needed
to be considered better than a basic soldier—if he just followed her game plan.
There were no standard military ranks between basic soldiers in the Imperium.
Soldiers were soldiers, and the only way to increase one’s position above that
of average grunt was to gain titles of nobility. That meant that he would have
to do everything he could to boost his recognition and quickly rise above the
basic soldiers by earning a nobility title.


“Don’t brush them off as being easy,
simple-to-accomplish quests,” Xun Guan insisted.


“Even with the resources I’m diverting from my
estate’s guard fund toward hiring helpers for you, it’ll still take quite a
while to complete them all. We must endear you to the other local nobles,
attend parties, and get them to commit funds to you so that your own personal
power can grow. Without taking those steps and proving yourself, you’ll never
make it up the chain and become an Esquire.”


Lucas finished chewing his food and then washed it
down with wine from the goblet in front of him. He glanced over at the butler
and then back to Xun Guan. “I don’t get it. Don’t you work at the company? If
you work there, then why can’t you just alter the code and make me an Esquire?
Why do I have to do all those boring, time-consuming, back-and-forth quests to
earn a title?”


“Because no one can tamper with the game’s code.
It’s set in stone to prevent abuse. Even the development team has to go through
a hundred different equally annoying bureaucratic hoops every time they’re
ready to release new content since they aren’t allowed to just code directly
into the game. It’s a safety mechanism that’s designed to prevent a
power-hungry GM from abusing his position and doing something insane like
removing the logout button or changing the transparency level of every female’s
clothes. If it weren’t for the fact that the questline to join the Imperium has
always been a hidden in-game quest, one that’s condition was to befriend a
noble and betray the rebellion, there would have been no guarantee I’d even be
able to help you out this much.”


Lucas’s eyebrows rose as he heard Xun Guan’s
statement. “So, you’re saying that this is a pre-existing quest? That you
didn’t make it yourself? Are you trying to tell me that, in the eight real-life
years that this game has existed, no one else ever tried to kill the trainers?
Not a single person? Not even once?”


“Well, yes and no,” Xun Guan admitted. “This game
is built around logical conclusion quests. The AI has a ton of prebuilt quests
that it generated with the help of developer suggestions, but it also has the
ability to continuously create new quests as needed based on player actions, so
long as they are within existing in-game parameters. If a particular player or
the community as a whole has created an interaction path that doesn’t have a
quest tied to it, for example, the AI can—and likely will—construct additional
quests designed to reward players for their efforts. Quests are malleable that
way. You would never know it, but there are hundreds of known quest chains
documented in guides on Blueit and other websites that the players themselves
encouraged the AI to generate.”


“Oh. I see.” Lucas took another bite of the cheese-
and jam-covered toast, using the chewing to give himself a moment to process
exactly what she was saying.


“I watched how most of these quests were
triggered, I anticipated how to properly sequence the order of events, and I
know how to get the quests to generate the chain that we need to make you into
a noble in the Imperium. It’s not hard, but it’ll take a lot of work. The only
other alternative is for you to be stuck as a base-class Mage without access to
any of the advanced skills.”


Lucas took another drink of wine and then said,
“But, I’m not going to do them. I told you when I first agreed to join the
Imperium that I wouldn’t do anything you asked of me if I didn’t agree with
it.”


Xun Guan sighed vexedly. “If you don’t do it, then
you won’t ever become a noble.”


Her patronizing tone irked Lucas a little, but he
knew she was likely only frustrated because all of her hard work was going to
be for nothing thanks to his apathy. In the end, he just shrugged. “Sorry, but
I have a general rule of thumb when it comes to back-and-forth walking quests
in video games: I don’t do them. I don’t care which noble you need me to go
suck up to or which materials I need to gather for whom. I’m not going to do
it.”


“Then how do you plan to fulfill your end of the
agreement and become a villain if you can’t rank up within the Imperium?
Without a rank, you’ll never be able to collect resources from the serfs, and
you won’t be able to buy any worthwhile material or gear, so you’ll be stuck.
The only way you’ll be able to grow is through killing players, and then you’ll
just be another random player killer, nothing helpful to our game’s sales.”


“Well, I guess I’ll just have to create a need and
generate the quest the old-fashioned way.”


“Which is?” Xun Guan asked, leaning forward
anxiously. “How are you going to make a quest better than the ones I put
together?”


“You’re forgetting a simple fact. You wanted me to
be a villain, right? Well, what does every good villain or boss do at the start
of his campaign?”


Xun Guan rolled her eyes impatiently and started
listing out some of the more common tropes. “Work on his haircut? Sew a cape
together? Find a really dark, damp dungeon to call a lair?”


“Consolidate his base,” Lucas answered flatly.
“Throughout history, the best and greatest of leaders all started by uniting
their people. Before Alexander sieged the Indians at Multan, he started with
Thebes and Athens. The first thing Genghis did while rising to power was to
unite the Mongol chieftains. If I am to be the villain you want me to be, then
I need to unite the base.”


“Exactly. Which is why I’ve detailed out these
political quests to help you.”


“Dawn, Lady Xun Guan, or whatever you go by . . .”
Lucas began, unsure of how to call her since he had known her for so long only
by her friendly NPC disguise.


“Just Xun Guan works best,” she answered.


“Okay. Well, Xun Guan, I’m not going to do a ton
of boring quests. If I wanted to waste my time doing nothing, I’d go back to
that hill and stare at the sky. At least then it wouldn’t be both boring and
tiresome. Also, there is no way to assure a feudal noble’s loyalty. It’s better
to just lop the heads off this hydra of a political system, eat them, and grow
bigger ourselves rather than constantly trying to use someone else’s
resources.”


“But that won’t work. The nobles will just
respawn, and then you’ll be left without anything,” she answered.


“Not really a big problem,” Lucas continued. “If
the AI works like you say it does, and you can prompt it to create quests based
on how you interact with NPCs, then all I need to do is make sure that it
spawns the right quests to kill the right people—namely the leaders already in
authority.”


“But players kill those same people all the time.
That’s exactly what boss encounters are in this game. How will you killing them
be any different from another player doing the exact same thing?”


“Because, unlike the other players, I’ll be
negotiating with the AI differently. I’ll be working from the perspective of
someone in the Imperium. So, why would the encounters ever be the same? The
only thing I need to do now is to find out which one of those nobles is the
easiest to pick off. I’ll start small and work my way up until I’m king of this
noob island.”


Xun Guan’s agitated expression didn’t fade
completely, but it softened a little once she realized that he actually had
something resembling a plan. “Well, if you’re set on that . . .” She turned to
her butler and said, “Hans, could you fetch the political maps.”


The butler in the corner of the room nodded and
then silently disappeared from sight. “While he’s gone, I am curious: Do you
have any plans for how you’ll build your character? Are you going to go for the
sword-wielding Barbarian warlord, putting most of your stats into Fortitude and
Athletics? Or are you going to play as the Ranger, focusing on Athletics with
some points put into Fortitude and the remainder into Luck? Maybe you’ll go
Paladin so that you can stay alive through long encounters, making it more fun
for the players who are trying to kill you as you keep bouncing back from the
verge of death?”


“Well, I was thinking about something sneaky and
cool, a dagger-wielding Scout or a double-katana Ninja,” Lucas admitted, “but,
sadly, this game doesn’t give people starting skills for physical damage
classes. Without a proper trainer to teach me how to execute Chi attacks, that
idea is going to be useless for now.”


“You should keep in mind that the Imperium does
have some of the top trainers. We even have a specialist trainer for the rare
Dark Knight category. You would have to split up your stat allocation a fair
bit, but that shouldn’t be a problem given how many points you’ll have. You
could invest pretty heavily into Arcanum, Fortitude, Athletics, Holy, Luck, and
Charisma.”


Lucas brought up his status screen while she was
talking about stats and looked over the options. Although he had never made it
anywhere in the game, he still had a fairly solid understanding of how most
things worked. Athletics, Arcanum, and Holy were associated with three
different resource pools, Stamina, Arcane Energy, and Holy Energy respectively,
and they were the basis for different types of attack. Physical-damage classes,
such as Fighters, Rogues and Archers, relied on Stamina for their attacks and
thus invested heavily in Athletics to increase their Stamina pool. Casters
relied upon Arcanum to increase their Arcane Energy pool for casting spells.
Likewise, Healers relied upon Holy Energy. Fortitude was the universally-needed
stat that increased a player’s health pool, a boost that was more significant
with each level.


After those easily trackable stats with definite
effects, there were also two other stats that no one really knew how to
quantify: Charisma and Luck. The players who made themselves into Bards knew
that Charisma was needed, but no one really knew how much it affected their
performance—and, if they did, they weren’t telling anyone else. Players had
tested everything, of course, hoping to find the most efficient builds
possible. They had even gone so far as to try putting together data-mining
teams to nail down exactly how and to what degree Charisma would impact their
skills. Unfortunately, results were so varied that, while they could tell where
correlations existed, there was never any quantifiable measurement of exactly how
or why.


Many hypothesized that the stats’ effects were
dependent on the sum of the user’s actions and encounters, meaning that it
would be nearly impossible to create a perfect control group. Since no two
players ever advanced through the game in exactly the same way, it would be
impossible to perfectly replicate two gameplay experiences. Even if players
followed the same path and took the quests in the same order, there would
always be natural differences in their interactions with NPCs.


There was also a lot of speculation that Luck and
Charisma had effects that the users simply couldn’t track. Some guessed that
Luck, for example, contributed to much more than a player’s crit chance. It was
rumored to influence random events, trigger different outcomes from quests, and
even produce better rewards from chests. The only thing that anyone knew for
certain was that both of these two stats were somehow useful. There was just no
clear consensus on exactly what they did or how much was needed. As a result,
the only classes that put a significant amount of points into them were those
like Bards, Dancers, Thieves or Gamblers, and even they would attribute most of
their points to their resource pools.


“It’s going to have to be magic,” Lucas concluded.


All spells required a set amount of energy to
activate, but a player was limited to channeling only 1% of his total resource
pool per second. This meant that a player would naturally channel more energy
per second as his energy pool increased, thus casting spells faster. A player
with 300 Arcane Energy, for example, could cast a spell 50% faster than a
player with only 200 Arcane Energy.


Since Lucas couldn’t learn any actual skills that
would take advantage of a larger Stamina supply yet, his magic staff would be
the only way that he could leverage his growing Arcane Energy pool and
translate it into a form of damage.


“Magic is good . . . very good, but— Oh, it seems
that Hans is already back.” Xun Guan beckoned the butler to the table, and a
moment later, he laid out all the maps.


Lucas looked over them, and the first thing he
noticed was a big X over the manor they were currently in. In contrast
to most estates in the region, which were surrounded by tillable farmland, this
estate was enclosed by an almost-circular barrier of forest.


Xun Guan pointed at the smallest house, which lay
directly to the northwest. “If you’re looking for the weakest nobleman in the
Imperium, that is him. His name is Sir Kegan, and he got to where he is through
wit and ruthless business practices, not skill in combat. The shrewd man spent
all of his money expanding his farmland and building up his army to outrank
mine so that he could siege my lands and cut down my woods to grow his
territory even more. He wants to usurp my blood right now that he has claimed
his role within the Imperium as a Knight.


“Then why hasn’t he?” Lucas asked. “Is there some
mechanic preventing it? For an NPC, you’re the lowest there is. Killing you is
a cakewalk, even for starting players.”


She pointed to the much larger castle directly
north of her place. “Because of this guy, Dray von Maidbanger. He is the one
currently keeping me safe. He is the opposite of Kegan, a battle-hardened,
bloodthirsty noble who jumps at any chance to kill men. The only thing the two
have in common is they both covet my place. Dray thinks that he can win my hand
in marriage, and Kegan just wants to kill me off altogether. Dray’s army
prevents Kegan from attacking me, and his pride prevents him from forcing the
issue of marriage upon me. As long as he is here, Kegan remains static, biding
his time until his army surpasses Dray’s.”


“So, it’s safe to say that these two aren’t on
very good terms with one another,” Lucas concluded. “Dray, perhaps, is looking
for an excuse to murder Kegan too . . .”


“He wants an excuse to kill any man who isn’t
immediate family. His surname, von Maidbanger, wasn’t his family’s original
name. The second King of the Imperium gave that title to one of Dray’s
ancestors after eleven kids were born into his house at the same time.
Generation after generation, the apple has never fallen far from the tree. The
men in his family have never seen other men as anything more than competition,
people getting between them and maids.”


Lucas laughed, shaking his head at how ridiculous
the Maidbanger family history was. “Sounds like an upstanding chap. There’s no
chance he is a higher rank than Kegan, is there? I know I’m taking a stab in
the dark, but since he has a fort and not a manor, he should be a higher rank,
right?”


“Barely,” Xun Guan admitted. “He’s only a Baron,
one step above my rank of Lady, but he is the highest-ranking Imperium noble
within the territory here on the island.”


Lucas scratched at his chin, taking in all of the
information he had just been given. “Then I guess all that’s left for me to do
is to fabricate a reason for the walking nobleman cliché to give me a quest to
take over Kegan’s estate.”


“You know that he’s not going to be as easy to
kill as I would have been, and while you might have been able to clear my
dungeon without much effort, you would’ve had a tough time defeating me and my
attendants in open combat. His guards make mine look like children learning to
swing a sword for the first time,” she grumbled, hitting the table with her
hand. “But tell me: How exactly do you plan to beat him, even if you get the
Baron’s permission to take his stuff?”


Lucas had only been thinking about how to generate
the quest, but now that he was faced with the issue, he had to figure out how
to follow through with it. Unfortunately, the game was designed so that most
EXP was gained from killing Imperium troops early on. Since he couldn’t
actually off them randomly without jeopardizing his objective, he would have to
think of a different way to get around this problem. He could grind levels by
killing the bears and wolves that were local to the area, but that would be
slow and taxing.


“I can probably afford one semi-decent guard for
you if I repurpose the funds that I used to spend on generating two NPC guards
for my boss room, but I don’t think it would be worth the cost. You need to
find a way to kill Kegan, or we can just go back to my original plan. It’s
never too late to try diplomacy. You know, the non-violent method of settling
problems?”


Lucas sighed. The idea of diplomacy bored him to
no end, and it always had. Even before the accident, back when he had still
been a hard-working member of society who properly contributed to the world
like a good little worker-bee, he hadn’t been able to stand listening to people
talk in boardrooms. “No, I need to do this the right way. As I mentioned
before, the alliance can’t be shaky,” he insisted.


“What’s wrong? Why that face?” she asked. “Is it
Yu Hua again?”


Lucas slammed his fist on the table. “I don’t know
who told you that name, but I don’t want to hear it ever again out of your
mouth while you’re using that avatar,” he roared.


Xun Guan raised her hands up as if she were
surrendering. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to upset you. Just . . .” She looked over at
the butler and signaled for him to put away the dagger he had pulled out. “You
mentioned that name more than once while you were asleep in the fields, and you
always had that same strange look on your face when you did.”


Lucas managed to calm himself down again when he
heard her explanation. His anger had left him with a good bit of adrenaline
coursing through his system, which stopped him from thinking clearly. “It’s
fine,” he said flatly. Realizing this meeting would no longer be productive, he
grabbed the plate of food in front of him and stood up. “I’m going for a walk.”
He strode out of the dining room, making sure to grab the backpack that he had
left by the door on the way out.


“I said I’m sorry,” he heard Xun Guan mumble as he
shut the door behind him. “You don’t have to be that way.”

















——-


 


 


Lucas had converted real-life money into in-game
currency and bought out a nice room at the inn in town for the next three
months of game time, so he set off in that direction. On his walk back, he kept
kicking around ideas for how he could possibly get through to Kegan without
causing too much trouble. Then his thoughts were interrupted by a loud shout.


“Negative! I knew that I’d find you if I was
patient!” Nick shouted. “You ruined what should have been the easiest quest
there was and took my starting staff!”


Lucas couldn’t help but chuckle. “I was in there
almost two hours, long enough to have three courses of a nice meal . . . How
long were you waiting for me on the road back to town?” he asked.


Nick grinned. “Long enough to catch you out here.
The others had to log for the day ‘cause of real-life issues, but that doesn’t
mean you’re going to get away with what you did. I’m going to make you pay for
stealing my weapon and ending that quest early!”


“The dungeon can be soloed. Why didn’t you just do
it again?” Lucas asked, looking at the sword Nick was holding in his left hand
and wondering if he was going to use it. Lucas hadn’t planned on fighting
anything, and he had purposefully chosen a path that would lead him to town
without having to worry about encountering any wolves, bears, five-foot-wide
crabs, or three-foot-long rats, so he hadn’t even equipped a weapon to defend
himself with. There was some distance between the two men, but Lucas knew that
arming himself would be a gamble that came down to whether or not he could pull
out a weapon before being struck down. He also had no way to know whether he’d
be able to beat Nick even if he got a weapon out in time. “Why bother waiting
for me with sword in hand?” Lucas asked. “Haven’t you wasted a lot more time
waiting on me to come out of the manor than it would take for you to just retry
the quest?”


“I can’t!” Nick huffed. “Don’t you think I
would’ve done it again if I could? Stupid garbage game only gives you one
stupid freaking garbage staff, and mine dropped when you killed me!”


Lucas blinked. He hadn’t expected this outcome. He’s
actually a new player . . . He’s too poor to buy a weapon back, and his friends
aren’t online, so he can’t borrow theirs during the weapon switch phases . . . “So,
what? You thought you could kill me and take back the staff you lost if you
waited out here? You know, even if you kill me, there is a much higher chance
I’ll drop something besides your staff, right?” Even flagged for PVP, which
meant that he would most likely drop two items when he died, he had a ton of
other equipment on him aside from just the two staves that he was carrying. The
odds of him dropping the exact right combination of items that Nick wanted was
extremely slim, and if he managed to pull out both staves, it’d also prevent
them from dropping altogether. The game made it so that anything on a player
was fair game when it came to loot drops when he died except the weapons they
were using. Theoretically, if one went around stark naked with only their
weapons in hand and no money on them, they’d lose nothing but EXP when they
died.


Nick’s beady eyes narrowed as he stared at Lucas.
“I know. That’s why I haven’t killed you yet. Just hand over the staff and the
coppers that dropped, and I’ll let this slide. You’ll be killed by some other
player on the way to town.”


You know, this spiky-haired weirdo is
incredibly annoying, but he actually has a point. Talking with people in town
is not only going to be tedious, but it’s also going to be risky—not to
mention that trying to convince someone to do a good deed and help me out will
be even tougher with the red PVP-tagged name.


“Look, stop stalling and hand over that garbage
beginner staff, you dirty, mayonnaise-mouthed, muffin-munching milkman!” Nick
shouted.


Lucas didn’t bother stopping himself from laughing
out loud this time. He knew he shouldn’t be taking potshots, especially since
he was completely in the wrong, but Nick’s red face and insistence on speaking
like a teenager who had just been grounded was amusing. “Relax,” he said,
reaching toward his coin purse. He couldn’t help but think about how fortuitous
this encounter actually was. He had a problem with no solution, and here a
solution appeared before him in the form of an angry, whiney, annoying little
man. “You said you need a staff, which means you don’t even have the five
silver needed to buy one, right?”


Nick’s eyes left Lucas’s coin purse and remained
glued to the two gold coins he slowly took out. Nick closed his agape mouth and
nodded, watching Lucas’s face. “Yeah,” he answered, his eyes still occasionally
flickering back to the coins.


“Which means that, unlike me, you don’t have money
in real life. You probably don’t even have a job,” Lucas continued. “Don’t be
worried. You can be honest with me.” He took another shiny gold coin out of his
purse and held it out in his hand. “You did me a favor by letting me kill you
back there. You clearly could have won if you fought back properly, so it’s
only right I return the favor.” He hoped that, by throwing out a small
compliment, it would help soothe the man’s wounded ego.


Nick ground his teeth. “You think you can buy me
off just ‘cause I'm poor? Just ‘cause I don't have spare money to drop into
games, you think you're better than me?”


Lucas looked down at his coin purse, withdrew a
fourth gold coin, and then dropped all four back into the purse and out of
sight. “You know what? You're right. This was rude and insensitive. I'll just
give you the staff you want and be on my way.” Nick was either going to be as
pliable or as durable as steel, and Lucas figured that it was about a
fifty-fifty shot at the moment as to which way it would go. He had seen people
go both ways in similar situations, so he decided to pull in his proverbial
fishing line by threatening to take away the money and see if the fish had
taken the bait.


“Wait!” Nick cried, sticking out a hand. “You
might not be able to buy me, but you do owe me. I didn’t just lose that staff.
I lost time and experience too.”


Lucas shook his head, doing his best not to smile
as he reached into his bag and pulled out a magic staff. He felt much better
now that he was armed. Given the distance between them, Lucas had full
confidence that he would be able to kite away from Nick before the man was ever
able to close the gap. Given how much damage the early-game spells did, there
was no way he would lose an engagement with someone swinging a sword.


“You're right.” Lucas charged a spell and then
stopped just before it completed to make sure Nick could see that he now had
the upper hand. “I do owe you.”


“Hey, easy there!” Nick called cautiously. “I just
want what's mine, and then I'll be on my way.”


Lucas sneered as he reached into his coin purse
and took out three gold coins. It wasn't much in terms of in-game currency. In
fact, outside of the beginner zone, it wouldn't even buy a single night’s stay
at some of the nicer hotels, much less proper gear. Regardless, Nick’s eyes lit
up, and he let out a sigh of relief when he caught the coins.


“Thanks, now I'm getting out of here bef—”


“Wait.” Lucas raised a hand, stopping Nick. “Don't
leave just yet. I need something from you first.”


“I don't care what you need. I'm done. You've
already cost me enough time, and that’s all I’ve got. Stupid freaking garbage
PKer.” Nick practically spat the words. Whatever tact and diplomacy he had
exhibited moments ago were now gone. “I'm out, and I hope I don't have to see
your backstabbing, turncoat face again.”


“I'll pay,” Lucas said.


Nick turned and stood frozen in place, grinding
his teeth as he stared at Lucas. After a moment of silence, he finally
relented. “How much?”


“A plat, and it shouldn't take long,” Lucas said.
“Plat” was short for “platinum coin.” They were only a quarter of the size of
gold coins, yet they were exchanged at a ratio of ten gold coins per single
platinum.


Nick sighed. “God, you're such a plate of spotted
dick. Well, fine. Fine, fine, fine! I'll do your stupid freaking favor, but
don't think this means I've forgiven you or that we’re friends. I still don't
know what kind of man thinks it's cool to stab his teammates in the back over
an NPC during a boss fight. That's just low.”


“It was a secret quest,” Lucas admitted, hoping it
would tempt the prideful man. “One that unlocked a special racial quest chain
only available to Humans.”


“Huh?” Nick looked a little stunned. “That doesn't
make sense. Humans are supposed to only have a single racial questline,
Redemption of the Fallen People, and that’s not until the final island. They
don't have a noob island quest chain.”


“Ah. So, then, it must have been my imagination
that I unlocked a way to join the Imperium and gain access to unique trainers
and classes . . . like Dark Knight.”


“Dark Knight?” Nick’s eyes turned to saucers at
the mention of that name. “But that class is only supposed to be available
after you finish the Necessary Sinners questline for the Paladin order. That’s
a Level 90, nearly endgame quest,” he said, clearly showing that this was a
class he had seriously researched on Blueit.


“Yeah,” Lucas said, “a class I’m sure you, a
mighty Spell-Staff in the making, have no interest in attaining.”


“What? No, of course, I—” Nick paused and gulped
down whatever saliva was in his mouth. “Of course I would be okay with playing
the Dark Knight early. But it’s impossible. You have to be a much higher level,
and only a few people have ever finished that stupid escort quest without the
NPC dying and killing their chances at it.”


“Well, for that class . . .” Lucas smiled and
continued dangling the carrot in front of Nick. “Do you think you could do me a
favor? Think of the money as just a bonus. If I finish all my quests, we’ll be
able to access the trainer.”


Nick’s eyes narrowed, and his confusion vanished.
“What’s your game, Negative? Why are you doing this? What is the questline
you’re doing?”


“I need you to find me a mercenary, preferably two
at the very least, that hasn’t killed Xun Guan yet,” Lucas explained. “But the
problem is that it’s just as you said earlier: I’m marked as a PKer. If I go to
the starting town like this, a group of players might take advantage of my tag
and kill me on sight.”


“Ugh. Really? You want me to talk to people and
put together your stupid group? Are you at least planning to pay them too?”


Lucas nodded. “Yeah. I’ll throw you five gold
coins for each person you bring. You can give them less than the five I’ll give
you if they’ll take it, but make sure they’re Human,” he added. “This is a
racial quest.”


“What’s the quest?” Nick asked. “I can’t get
people to join if I don’t tell them first what we’re planning to do.”


“We’re going to kill Sir Kegan,” Lucas said.


“Okay. I’ll go get some people, but where are we
gonna meet?” Nick asked. His tone was terse, but Lucas could tell that the idea
of money, a rare class, and a unique quest had caught his attention.


“Actually . . .” Lucas paused and considered how
tough the fight with Kegan might be. “You’ll need to finish your side of the
quest first, join the Imperium, and then meet up with me, so go ahead and take
care of that. Just follow Xun Guan’s instructions and then find some players
and meet me in the village just outside of Kegan’s manor. I’m going to go there
ahead of you and do some reconnaissance.”


“Got it,” Nick answered, turning and walking back
toward town. “Just don’t forget to bring my plat!”


“Wait!” Lucas shouted, stopping him once more.


“What is it now?” Nick asked vexedly.


“You forgot your staff.” Lucas tossed over the one
he already held in his hand and then withdrew his second from his bag. It
wasn’t that he didn’t trust Nick not to kill him now—the greed in the man’s
eyes was as clear as day—but with the PK status effect, he didn’t want to
chance someone else finishing him off. After encountering Nick on the road
back, he was now feeling extra wary.


Some villain I am. Lucas shook his head,
chastising himself as he changed his direction and headed north-northwest. I
can’t even walk down the road without having to buy my way out of trouble.


















——-


 


 


Lucas reached Borken, the town near Kegan’s manor,
after a short walk, and he wasn’t surprised at all to find exactly how empty
the village was. Without players coming in and out of it constantly, like
starting towns or establishments housing important and frequented quests, this
particular location was void of any foot traffic.


While this was a good thing for Lucas since he
still had his PVP tag on, it meant that the area had a rather somber, quiet,
and somewhat depressing atmosphere. A few of the shopkeepers looked at him with
greedy eyes, but all of the other NPCs in the area just walked around with
their heads down and eyes glued to the ground, shuffling along as if they were
prisoners with their ankles bound together by shackles.


The only people who didn’t appear to be distraught
were the soldiers. Clad in shiny chainmail armor and metal helmets, they were
seemingly oblivious to the bleak mood. A few of them walked around on patrol,
clutching their halberds tightly and laughing and joking with each other.


Lucas had expected to see this. It was how the
game was designed. The gloomy mood was meant to evoke sympathy from the player
and help drive the black-and-white “They’re evil, and we’re good” narrative
that the game thrived on.


So boring, so predictable. They might as well
throw in a few cheerleaders for the hero to protect in order to save the whole
world. Although, I guess I should be glad that this game at least lets us kill
NPCs and hasn’t gone the full “us versus them” route yet. It’s not as bad as
those games that limit freedom and try to keep all adult activities ranging
from killing to romance at or below a rated-R level. Lucas never had been
able to understand those games that wouldn't even show blood when someone was
stabbed. A game without fully-explorable love interests, dragon slaying, and
castle conquering lacked the basic fundamentals of what a fantasy game was
supposed to be.


Lucas made his way to the small town’s tavern, and
he was promptly greeted by its owner, a tall yet frail-looking Alfar man who
looked as if he had seen more wear and tear than the ragged decor of his aging
establishment. The aging man rushed to open the door before Lucas could make
his way inside.


“Good day,” he gushed with all the propriety of a
man who smelled money. “How can I assist a proud member of Imperium today? All
Imperium soldiers eat half-off, compliments of Sir Kegan.”


Lucas was pleasantly surprised at the new dialogue
prompt, and his eyes lit up. Every tavern owner, even those who only appeared
during special events, would always say the same thing when a player
approached: “Hail, adventurer! Welcome to our humble establishment.” Their chat
was so common and so perfectly scripted that people had created a series of
memes around it.


“What do you have to eat?” he asked. He was keenly
attentive as he waited to see if the man would revert back to the usual
dialogue tree or remain off course.


“We have very little, sir, only meager amounts of
anything that would be deemed worthy of being tasted by an Imperium soldier,
but I will do what I can to appease your appetites.” The owner gestured toward
an empty table with one hand while holding the door open with the other.


“I see,” Lucas replied along with a curt nod. It
is indeed a whole new train of dialogue. He should have just listed off the
specials for the day, smiled, and then said whether or not he had space to
accommodate my party. I guess this is the result of my siding with the
Imperium.


Lucas entered the tavern and saw that three tables
were filled with non-Humans, each set up by a different wall. The patrons were
mostly Alfars and beast-men along with a few beardless Dwarves mixed in as
well. They were all eating quietly, taking small scoops of the slop in front of
them with their spoons before quickly washing it down with another sip of their
drink.


The conditions for these people must be horrid,
Lucas thought as his eyes roamed from table to table. There’s not even a
single piece of bread between three tables to give the gruel even a modicum of
texture.


After following Lucas’s gaze, the owner once more
gestured toward an empty table. “If you’ll take a seat, sir, I’ll have the
serving wench come by and take your order in a moment. If you’d be so kind . .
.” He gestured yet again when Lucas refused to move toward the vacant seat.


“I think I see a much better seat,” Lucas said. He
put on his fake smile and walked over to the corner-most table, which was
almost entirely filled by four Alfars, two Were-Rats, two Were-Bears, and a
Dwarf. “I think this one suits my needs fine.”


“But . . . mister!” the tavern keeper pleaded. He
reached out to grab Lucas’s arm, only for it to be retracted at the last second
before he could make contact. He wrung his hands together in front of him,
unsure of how to stop Lucas from sitting without touching him.


The group of non-Humans just looked up at Lucas
like he was a meteor that had fallen from the sky, completely alien and foreign
to their understanding.


“Mister, if you’d be so kind as to leave these
gentlemen to their conversation, I’ll make sure the first round of beer is on
the house,” the tavern owner begged.


“I don’t think I’m interrupting a conversation
though,” Lucas answered. “They weren’t talking at all when I sat down. Or”—Lucas
looked at the group—“were you? Am I rudely barging in on a discussion?”


All of them but the Dwarf and two Were-Bears shook
their heads. The Were-Bears just stared at Lucas for a moment longer before
picking their drinks back up and each taking a long-exaggerated sip at the same
time.


“See, mister . . . I don’t think I actually caught
your name,” Lucas said.


“Hermann,” the tavern owner answered.


“Ah. Well, as you can see, Hermann, none of them
were talking about anything. Your worries are unfounded.”


“I was,” the Dwarf interjected, finally breaking
the group’s silence. “I was talking before you came over and started making a
racket.”


“Oh.” Lucas turned and looked at the short man.
“Sorry then. Do carry on.”


“It’s a private matter,” the Dwarf said. “Not for
strangers.”


Lucas hesitated, but the small smile never left
his face. He knew that how he played this next part would be very important.
Xun Guan had told him clearly that the right conditions could create quests,
and that was exactly what he needed to happen if he was going to succeed. If
all the NPCs in the region ended up hating him, then he wasn’t sure what type
of quests he’d be able to generate, if any at all. For all he knew, he might
very well end up in a situation where there was no way to take over Kegan’s
position, so the next few words would be crucial.


Maybe . . . Lucas brought up his character
HUD and looked over at his unspent stat points, noting that he still had 30
left over. Maybe I should try to make sure the odds are stacked in my favor.
Normally, like all players, he would just completely ignore Charisma
altogether. Considering the fact that he would have far more points than other
players and how he was taking an uncharted route to nobility, however, he
couldn’t help but think that this was a “now or never” moment. He quickly
dumped the remaining 30 stat points into Charisma, and he could have sworn that
one of the Were-Rats stopped frowning at him as soon as he allocated the
points.


“Well . . .” Lucas began, having decided on his
angle of verbal attack. He pointedly looked down at the Dwarf and asked, “I
don’t think you can be strangers with a man that you’ve shared bread and drinks
with, can you?”


The Dwarf scratched his chin for a moment. “I
suppose that’d depend on whether that drink was water or ale,” he answered
back, causing Lucas to laugh even as the rest of the group remained stoically
quiet.


“I think it’d have to be ale. What do you say,
Hermann? Do you have enough ale and bread for the table?”


Hermann’s previous frown deepened as he gulped
back whatever emotions had been caught in his throat before finally nodding his
head. “Yes . . . but, mister, I really think you shouldn’t. You should just . .
. Mister, please . . .”


Hermann continued stumbling over his words, but
the Dwarf cut him off.


“He said to bring out the ale, Herm, and I suggest
you do it.”


“But, what if one of the other soldiers . . .”


“Bring. The. Ale. Herm,” the Dwarf repeated
sternly. “I ain’t drinking this lukewarm water when there is an offer of
something sweeter, so get moving.”


“Make it two,” Lucas added, feeling the Dwarf’s
anger from where he was.


Hermann sighed in frustration, but he quickly left
and returned less than a minute later with two giant glass pitchers of frothy
ale and an empty frosted mug that he set down in front of Lucas. An Alfar girl
about Lucas’s age followed along behind him, carrying three plates of freshly-baked
bread.


The Dwarf dumped the remainder of the water in his
cup out on the floor, reached out and grabbed one of the two pitchers the
moment they touched the table, and quickly refilled his cup with some of the
ale. Lucas didn’t even have enough time to grab the handle of the other pitcher
before the Dwarf had already downed the entire measure. He let out a loud,
satisfied “Ah” as he leaned back in his chair and patted his belly. “That’s the
stuff,” he said. “I haven’t had a good frosty one since last year’s winter
festival.”


Rather pleased with the way the conversation was
going, Lucas had to fake a forlorn expression as he grabbed the pitcher. “That
can’t be. That’s too shameful to even think about. I thought you lot were
honest, hard-working people doing good for the kingdom. How could it be that
you haven’t been able to enjoy beer on your breaks?” he asked.


The Were-Rat next to Lucas grabbed the pitcher
right out of his hands and then gestured to Lucas’s cup with a nod. “Let me.”


Ah, right. I forgot the manners here, Lucas
thought as he watched the rat fill his 20 oz mug. You can’t pour your own
drink if you’re eating with those of a lower class. This never comes up for
other players as the equality related missions prevent most players from ever
being a higher class than those whom they’re eating and drinking with.


“It can be indeed, for water is cheaper than ale,
and our pay is smaller than Fiddle’s spine,” the Dwarf answered, clearly
referring to the Were-Rat pouring Lucas’s drink as Fiddle.


“I see. That’s a tragedy. How come you’re getting
paid so little? Doesn’t this region produce a lot of food and make money for
the Imperium?”


“We produce enough goods for three regions!” the
Dwarf huffed. He filled another mug of ale for himself, and the others finally
followed suit. “We do all the labor, but that copper-clinging miser keeps all
the rewards and pays us less and less each year. It’s a dang crying shame, and
I don’t care what the laws say about bad mouthing nobility. I’m saying it.”


“In front of a soldier . . .” one of the two
Were-Bears said with a shake of his head.


“In front of a friend,” the Dwarf corrected.
“After all, what soldier? Name a wind-up toy tin can that would dress like he
does, wearing such cheap armor and going around buying subs drinks? He ain’t
your average soldier, and I don’t think he’ll report us. The boost in pay
wouldn’t cover all this fine beverage.”


How expensive were the ales? Lucas suddenly
wondered. He wasn’t exactly hurting for cash, but he definitely wasn’t eager to
shell out a ton on a single quest if he didn’t have to. Lucas sighed. “Well,
actually, I am a soldier, but . . .” He paused dramatically and considered how
to phrase the next part. “Well, I just can’t stand it either—not seeing that
food in front of you. I don’t think I could eat it if someone paid me, much
less pay for the privilege with hours of hard work.”


“See?!” the Dwarf exclaimed. “A friend.”


“I’m Lucas,” he replied, holding out his drink.


“Gunter,” the Dwarf offered, clinking his mug
against Lucas’s. “Good to meet you.”


“Well, Gunter, is there any way to help? I mean .
. . surely there has to be someone you can appeal to. What about Dray?”


“You mean that deviant pervert to the east?”
Gunter asked. “I wish. What do you think he would do about it for us? There is
no way he’d listen to one of us subs—not unless we were tattling on Kegan for
holding back money. Unfortunately, that guy pays his tributes and taxes
perfectly. I’d know.”


“You’d know?” Lucas was now very, very curious. Did
I just hit a jackpot? My Luck stat is still 0, right? Don’t tell me this
Dwarf knows where Kegan’s financials are.


“Yeah, I’d know,” Gunter grunted. “My old friend,
Jason, thought that the copper clinger had to be embezzling, so he told that to
Dray as if it were a fact hand-chiseled into stone last year after Kegan cut
wages yet again. He made sure to dress up a fancy story about how Kegan was
hiding books and keeping money—everything he could think of. Damn shame was
that when Dray came to investigate the accusation, it all turned up as lies.
Dray spent an entire week trying to find a single piece of dirt on the money
hoarder, and when he couldn’t, he took out his frustrations on my friend.”


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Lucas said, hanging his
head low for a moment of silence.


“Hey! Don’t go cursing Jason to death,” Gunter
quickly said. “He ain’t dead yet.”


“He isn’t?” Lucas asked.


“You think Dray would let him off that easy? No,
he’s rotting in a prison cell and will be forever unless evidence of Kegan
embezzling magically appears out of thin air—and a fat chance at that!”


Lucas didn’t know what to say. He had already made
his decision to journey firmly into the Imperium’s dark side in order to help
Xun Guan with her evil villain plan, but there in front of him sat a quest
asking him to do the exact opposite.


Quest: The Truthfully Accused.






With certainty, morality, and justice on his side,
Jason begged, scraped, and pleaded until he gained an audience with the Great
Warrior of Hesse. Unfortunately, while he wielded many virtues, determination
and patience among them, he did not wield truth. His hopes and dreams were
built on a bed of lies, and as the bed fell apart underneath him, and his
schemes were revealed, he awoke to a cruel fate in a cold dungeon. Now, his
friend, Gunter, has come to you with what pride he has left to seek your help.
Break into Dray’s prison and free the brave Jason from his chains.






Warning. Your level is too low to attempt this
quest. Completion will result in much greater rewards due to the difficulty,
but undertaking the challenge is not advised. Please note that the suggested
level for this quest is 30.


Come to me with his pride seeking help?
Lucas thought as he saw the description for the skill. No, he hasn’t. He was
just complaining. This is worse than when you select a conversation option to
say something like “Nice day,” and the game has your character start cussing
out the other person instead. This is not what I wanted, Lucas grumbled. He
had been hoping to generate a quest related to Kegan, and instead, one popped
up that was so difficult the game recommended he be at the maximum level
allowed in the starter area before attempting it.


“You don’t have to worry,” the Dwarf grumbled. “I
ain’t expecting miracles from some common tin can. “Just complaining for the
sake of complaining. Don’t mind me.”


Lucas shook his head. “No, you’re right to
complain. We all know our lot in life, after all. I know mine. I work every
day, fight for my country, and still barely get enough for some beer, bread,
and bacon.”


“Right! If you’re fighting on the front lines for
those no-good jerks, least they could do is give you some respect!” Gunter
said.


“You should be careful of your tone,” the larger
of the two Were-Bears growled. He was clearly unhappy with how the conversation
was going. “He could just as easily wag his tongue to his superiors in the
Imperium as he can to us. You should be careful how you speak.”


“Pffft! Ash, you’re too paranoid,” Gunter laughed,
reaching out and grabbing the pitcher to refill his mug. Lucas was amazed at
how the little Dwarf had managed to begin his third glass while the others will
still working on their first, but he had to hand it to him: the man was
determined. “You need to lighten up. Who the heck is going to care what a bunch
of subs in a sub-owned tavern in the middle of that loser Kegan’s territory are
doing? What’s he going to get reporting us?”


“Fun,” Ash said. “You know how their kind are:
They like to bully us for kicks.”


“If that’s all he wanted, he could have just as
easily lied and said that we talked badly of that Maidbanger or Kegan and saved
himself the coins he spent on the beer,” Gunter countered. “Wouldn’t be the
first time one of the highbrows lied for kicks about something us subs did.”


Lucas pondered what Gunter had said. “Wait, how
did they know that Kegan was telling the truth?” Lucas asked. “I mean, when
they locked up Jason.”


Gunter shot Lucas a look. “Oh, that’s easy. They
just checked his accounting books. Apparently, the numbers matched the few
contracts that they found too, so they couldn’t have lied.”


Lucas couldn’t help but grin when he heard that.
He finally had an idea for how to fix his Kegan problem and acquire some land.
Now, the only thing he needed to do was wait for Nick to come in with backup. And
here I thought that it was going to be a worthless quest when I first saw it .
. . “So, all we really need to do is prove Jason’s innocence to help him
get free . . .” he mumbled.


“Stop worrying yourself about sub problems,” Ash
said. “We can handle ourselves. We have for generations. You don’t need to mind
us.”


Lucas understood immediately what Ash was saying:
there was going to be no help from them. The “subs,” as they apparently called
themselves despite how degrading the title was, wouldn’t lift a finger to
assist him with this Kegan issue, even though it was their fate that hung in
the balance. This didn’t surprise Lucas in the least. History was riddled with
examples of feudal towns filled with beaten and belittled serfs who never once
rebelled against changing colors and shifting princes as conquerors gained and
lost territory from Brittany to Napoli. People didn’t want to rock the boat if
they were used to the abuse—that’s just how life was for them. It was exactly
how Arab states such as Morocco had maintained the same ruling family for such
long periods of time, despite varying degrees of civility or cruelty from their
monarchs. The people were simply accustomed to the situation, and any other
system was simply unfathomable for them.


“Ignore him. If you’re storming in to save Jason,
count me among your ranks. I’ll do what it takes to help the bugger out. I owe
him,” Gunter said, finishing his third mug of ale. “Although, I’ll need more of
this if I’m going to have to put up with a tin can as an ally.”


“Tin can” must be their slang word for Imperium
soldiers. “No worries. I’ll be needing a few just to deal with your
breath,” Lucas replied with a laugh. He tried to match the tone, but he could
tell from the half-hearted laugh that was shot back at him that he hadn’t done
a good job. It wasn’t something he could help, though, since he wasn’t a
naturally charismatic person. Charisma, likability, smooth talking—that had
always been Yu Hua’s territory. He knew all the theories and had read all the
books, but when it came to putting theory into practice, he never would have
made it past the first board meeting without her back in the day, much less won
over a single investor.


Yu Hua . . . Lucas tripped over the name
and tried to force down the emotions swelling up inside of him that his awkward
fumble threatened to bring to the surface. His memory automatically worked
unbidden to recall the woman who had been dead for almost eight months of real-life
time. He felt like he was forgetting the small details every time she came to
mind, whether it was the way she would wrinkle her nose when she was annoyed,
the way she would bite her lip when she was lost in thought, or the smile she
wore as she jumped up in excitement after they landed their first angel
investor.


“What’s wrong with him?” Gunter asked loudly
enough to interrupt Lucas’s thoughts. “He went quiet.” He waved his free hand
back in forth in front of Lucas’s eyes to gather his attention.


“It’s probably having to listen to a loud drunk
ramble on,” Fiddle answered.


Ash pushed himself back from the table, stood up,
and drained the last of his ale. “Whatever it is, let’s just leave him to his
thoughts. Our break time is over, and the boss is going to want us back in the
fields soon.” Then, turning to Lucas, he added, “And whether I’m right or wrong
about you, thanks for the drink.”


“Hear! Hear!” Gunter cheered. He slammed his empty
mug on the table before grabbing his meal and walking off. As if on cue, every
non-Human in the tavern rose and filed out one at a time, leaving Lucas alone
with only his thoughts and what was left of the two pitchers of virtual alcohol
remaining.


A minute or two after the tavern had been emptied
of its patrons, the serving girl who had brought Lucas his bread earlier and
Hermann came to the table and began clearing away all the empty plates, dishes,
and mugs. After she was done, Hermann returned with a smile on his face and a
much more confident disposition than the one he had been wearing when Lucas
first entered the establishment. “Mister Lucas, you won’t be requiring any
additional services, will you?” he asked. “We don’t have many more foods than
bread to offer, but we do have wines, an assortment of spirits, and—”


“Cheese?” Lucas asked. He had already discovered
that the bland bread was unsatisfying to munch on. “And maybe a dry wine?”


“Right away, sir.” Hermann excused himself for a
moment and then returned with a block of Emmental cheese and a bottle of red
wine. It wasn’t as good as the vintages that Lucas normally bought at the
starting town. It was quite bitter due to a high level of tannins but was also
overly sweet and had both black pepper and bell pepper flavors mixed together.
All the same, it still went down well enough with the cheese.


After an hour and a half of waiting and munching
on the cheese as Hermann and the serving girl awkwardly stared at him in
silence from behind the bar, Lucas was beginning to want to take a nap. He was
tired of the day, of people, of the memories that had been brought up, and of
the mediocre cheese and novelty flavors that the local winery had produced in
its evident effort to use up the region’s leftover fruits.


He was about to give up on waiting for Nick—and
was starting to believe that the man’s pride had finally won out over his greed
and ambition and that he had ditched Lucas to find something else to do—when
the boisterous man practically kicked the door in as he barged through the
entrance.


“I made it!” Nick proclaimed. “That pompous
bastard better not have ditc- Ah! There you are! I was worried I was late.”


“You are,” Lucas said, gesturing to an empty seat
at his table with his eyes. “And empty-handed, I see.”


“I’m not empty-handed,” Nick argued as a
slightly-curvy woman with a medium build walked through the door behind him.


She was covered in leather and had random weapons
strapped to her with custom-made leather sheaths. With the buckles from her
weapon holders, the black leather pants and boots, the loose-fitting blue shirt
that seemed to always be almost showing more cleavage than would be appropriate
in a PG environment, she looked much like a swashbuckling pirate.


“This is the bastard who killed you in the middle
of a quest?” the woman asked loudly as soon as she walked in the door. “The one
that blew you and your friends away like a kite in a hurricane?”


“Yeah, he’s the one,” Nick answered.


“You telling me this is the two-timing backstabber
that gutted you like a hooked fish for a lousy quest and a pretty girl?” she
asked, seeking clarification once more.


“Yeah . . . that’s the one,” Nick said, making
Lucas a little nervous.


Did he bring her here to help him kill me? Lucas
tried to stealthily move his hand toward the backpack that he had dropped next
to his chair.


“That’s great,” she said. “That’s great. Man, it’s
good to meet you, boss. I wish I coulda been there to watch you kill this
mile-an-hour mouth of a bastage. Hell, I’d have even done it half price!” The
woman laughed heartily, slapping Nick on the back. “No offense, little man.”


“How is that not offensive? I’m bigger than you!”
Nick retorted.


“Not where it counts,” she said, patting her coin
purse. “And I’m betting boss here is more of a man by that measure too, aren’t
you, boss?”


Lucas took in a deep breath, unsure of how he felt
now that another loud, high-energy person had appeared. “I got enough to pay
you fairly if you do the work,” he responded, not wanting to tell her exactly
how much he had.


“That’s all that matters,” she said, walking over
and shooting out her hand. “Name’s Bonnie, and for a price, I’m all yours.”


“As a mercenary, she means,” Nick clarified for
her. “Only one I could find that was still in the starting town. I tried to
find a few more, but she’s all that was left.”


“Mercenary? I’m whatever he can afford me to be.”
She clinched Lucas’s hand tighter and gave him a wink. “Whatever you can
afford,” she added in a quieter, more sultry tone.


A fit female body with all the right curves in all
the right places was always going to be attractive to Lucas, but he couldn’t
ignore the furry red ears poking out from behind her matching red hair.


“A fox girl?” Lucas said.


“Yeah, only way you can upgrade to the
Silver-Tailed Were-Fox,” Bonnie said, explaining her choice.


“You do realize I’m with the Imperium, and this
quest is going to be for the Imperium, right?”


“Yeah, the generic, cookie-cutter Spell-Staff
explained it as he was running his mouth, but he said you paid and didn’t mind
that I just started, so what of it? You need me to wear a collar and leash, act
all meek, and call you master around your superiors so that you don’t lose the
quest? ‘Cause I’ll do it if you’re paying. I’ll even throw in a meow.”


“I don’t think that’ll be necessary exactly,”
Lucas said, though the image of her with a collar and leash on did flash
through his head as she mentioned it. “But, if you don’t mind making yourself
seen and not heard around the nobles, we should be good.”


Bonnie grinned. “Har har. Whatever you say, but
personally, I think it’s more fun to just use old faithful”—she pulled out a
knife that was strapped to her thigh—“to make sure the nobles don’t show up or
talk again.” She looked down at the blade for a second before resheathing it as
quickly as she had drawn it. “But killing a noble is extra, even if I like it.”


“Have you killed a noble before? I mean, just to
get a feel for the price,” Lucas asked, somewhat drawn by her bravado.


“Ah, well, you see, that is . . .” Her confidence
immediately seemed to crack. “That is . . . Well, no one has been able to
afford me yet,” she finally admitted. “But if you got a noble you don’t like in
mind, we can always make a deal.”


“I just might,” Lucas said. He did, after all,
need to have someone killed. The problem was that he couldn’t kill the noble
yet. “But, rather than focusing on the person I have for you to kill”—Lucas
paused to fetch a blank, rolled-up piece of paper—“let’s focus on what I need
to fill.”


Nick looked down at the piece of paper. “You want
her to write you poetry?”


“You’re gonna have to pay out a lot more than the
price to kill a noble if you’re asking me to model for you,” Bonnie said. “I
wouldn’t even let my future Clyde do that for cheap.”


Lucas wanted to smack the two for their weird
ideas. “Not you. I need to draw Kegan’s mansion. We need intel, and we need to
find his documents too. We’re going to have to go in twice, so I want as much
information as possible to make it smooth.”


“So, you’re not paying us just to do a map, are
you?” Nick asked. “You’re wanting us to kill a bunch of people and mark where
they’ll spawn?”


“Oh . . . recon, murder, intrigue, and theft. This
is definitely a job for Bonnie! I’ll show you here, boss: You won’t find a
better crew than one with me in it.”


“Murder?” Nick looked at Bonnie quizzically. “Wait
. . . Yeah, murder. Can you actually join us to help in the mission, or are we
going to have to solo it?”


Lucas looked over at Nick. “What do you mean?’


“Well, aren’t you part of the Imperium now? If you
get caught murder-hoboing your way through an Imperium fortress . . . isn’t
that going to kill your standing with your own faction?” Nick asked.


Lucas nodded. “I’m not at a high enough rank
within the Imperium to just kill my way through without permission, which means
we just have to make sure there are no survivors to report the issue.”


Like in most stealth-based games, as long as you
eliminated enemies before they could report anything, there was no way for
people to know you were guilty of a crime. It was one of the game mechanics
that Lucas actually enjoyed, and he felt that it gave most players a lot more
freedom than they realized. It was also how Lucas was able to talk with the
other races amicably since none of them knew that he had betrayed the rebellion
and murdered their four sage teachers while they were locked away in a cage. He
knew for certain that, no matter how far the distance was between Xun Guan’s
manor and the tavern, Gunter wouldn’t have talked to him at all if an enemy NPC
had been alive to report him. The Dwarf might have even spat on him for betraying
the non-Humans or, in the best-case scenario, although rare, tried to generate
a quest that would have allowed Lucas to redeem himself.


“Should be easier said than done,” Nick said.
“This manor isn’t like Xun Guan’s: there isn’t a known secret entrance that
will lead us to our destination like—”


“There isn’t?” Lucas looked over at him, an
eyebrow raised. “There should be, right? I’m pretty sure that nearly every
manor on this island that players have attacked, even Dray von Maidbanger’s,
has had an entrance that has let players bypass the front door. We just need to
find it.”


“Ugh . . .” Nick groaned. “I mean, I suppose we
can check the forums. I’ll log out and see.” His body went stiff, the normal
process in the game for when a player logged out. This prevented someone from
just leaving the game in order to avoid dying and made their body stay visible
and interactable for a few minutes unless they logged out from their binding
stone, the magical device they could set to reappear at upon death.


“A silver piece if I get the results faster than
him,” Bonnie offered, flashing a full-toothed grin and giving him a wink. “Two
if you want me to make him feel bad about being so slow compared to the great
Bonnie.”


Lucas nodded. He wasn’t short on money. It was the
one asset, unlike time, that he wouldn’t run out of. “I’ll give you three
silvers if he uses the word ‘garbage’ while complaining about how hard it was
to find too,” Lucas said with a laugh.


“Deal.” Her body went just as still as Nick’s
almost as soon as she agreed, leaving the two standing in front of him, staring
straight ahead with vacant expressions.


“Hey, Hermann,” Lucas called over. “I’m going to
need another glass of wine.” He had never completely gotten past the
heebie-jeebies that logged-out individuals gave him. There was just something
not right about a body with nothing in it, though that was probably exactly how
they looked in real life, sitting lifeless in their dive capsules as
information was shoved into their brains and nutrients into their veins.


“I didn’t realize Imperium soldiers hung out with
so many non-Humans,” Hermann said, clearly avoiding the word “subs,” which the
others had used to describe themselves. “That’s really refreshing to—”


Lucas cut him off by taking the bottle of wine
from his hand and tossing a coin into the air as payment. “Just the wine,
Hermann. Just the wine.”


Hermann chuckled and walked back behind the bar,
which was much livelier than when Lucas had first walked in. “Whatever you
say.”
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“So, you’re saying it should be around here?”
Lucas asked as the trio crept through an abandoned-looking farm behind Kegan’s
manor. The farm had an odd gold-and-white, wheat-like grain product growing
chest high, and there were no trodden or used paths for the team to walk down.
Instead, they just had to wander around, trying to find the secret entrance.


“Yeah, and I think I just spotted the stupid thing
we’re supposed to be looking for,” Nick said, pointing to a small one-bedroom
house in the middle of the field that was somehow perfectly maintained despite
the vegetation having overrun everything else.


“You sure it’s the right place? I thought we were
supposed to look for a cozy home. Someone would have to dump a ton of money
into that dump before it even came close to looking cozy,” Bonnie said from
behind. “There’s no decoration, the roof looks like it’s plain wood, the thatch
has all fallen off, the door is as boring as the wheat fields, and I’m pretty
sure there isn’t even a rocking chair out front. Whoever had this house needs
to get a job.”


“You’re asking me if it’s the right place?” Nick
grumbled. “It’s your info that led us here, so if it’s wrong, whose fault do
you think it is? Stop saying stupid things and get moving.”


“Careful, little boy. You don’t pay me,” Bonnie
warned. “Mouth off too much before flipping me a coin, and I’ll be brushing
your bits off my tail.”


“Well, I don’t think we need to wonder who
succeeded or not. This definitely seems like the right place,” Lucas commented
as he sped ahead of the two and approached the house. “If there is a back way
into Kegan’s manor where we don’t have to go through all the guards in front,
it’s gotta be here.”


“What makes you say that?” Nick asked as he caught
up to Lucas and looked at the house.


“Easy,” Lucas replied. He pointed to the wall,
where a small piece of paper was tacked on to the door. “Whatever player came
here first tacked on a note.”


“Free of charge?” Bonnie asked incredulously. She
lifted it away from its tack without removing it completely. “And helpful. It’s
even got a warning about what we’re going to encounter. You don’t run into this
generosity in the later zones, not without getting it from a guildy.”


“Psh. Could just as easily be someone trolling us,
a trap set by a player with a bad sense of humor as much as a helpful hint left
by a nice guy,” Nick warned as he looked at the note. “Not that it’d matter.
What is this even supposed to say? What the heck does ‘Follow the silk road to
victory, but don’t burn down the house’ mean?”


“Could be talking about the loot we need to focus
on,” Bonnie suggested. “Maybe the silk items in here have a high price. That’d
be awesome. I could buy me a fancier dagger if we find something good!”


“Yeah, something like that . . .” Lucas muttered,
trying to imagine what silk road one would find underground. Oh well. He
pushed open the door of the house to find an empty room. The only other exit
was located at the bottom of a three-person-wide staircase, which was located
at the opposite side of the wooden shack from the door. The steps were neither
wood nor stone. Rather, the stairs were dirt, and they looked as if they had
been carved out once and then smoothed out by people walking. There was a dip
in the center of the staircase from where it had clearly been used most. “No
use pondering over it. Let’s just get moving.”


After descending the stairs and opening the door,
they were greeted by a dark and damp dirt tunnel that reminded Lucas of
something more common in a cave, behind a waterfall, or out in the wilderness
rather than a tunnel dug out underneath a home.


“Anyone have a torch?” Lucas asked. He couldn’t
see anything through the darkness that enveloped them at the bottom of the
stairs.


“I do,” Bonnie said, pulling one out. “I’ve got to
stay prepared to meet my clients’ needs, so consider it a complimentary
service.”


Lucas laughed. “Service with a smile.”


“Don’t need one here,” Nick said as he began
channeling Firebolt. Red energy ran through the staff and created a small globe
of light that lit up the surrounding five meters. Right before he finished the
spell and sent the burning orb tumbling down the hallway, he canceled it and
began channeling it again. Even though it burnt Arcane Energy to do this, with
how much Nick and Lucas had compared to how little the Level 1 spell cost, they
both could afford to do this. “Mages are the best,” Nick said, sticking his
tongue out at Bonnie immediately after.


Lucas noted Nick’s trick but didn’t bother doing
it as well. Between Bonnie’s torch and Nick’s constant recasting of Firebolt,
there was enough light that they could see everything around them.


What had looked like only a simple dirt tunnel
earlier was only made creepier by the addition of lighting. Patches of soil
along the ground and areas of the wall were glistening with a sticky-looking
substance, and there were strange droplets of water suspended mid-air.


“This place gives me the creeps,” Bonnie said. “I
hate places like this.”


“I’m not going to argue with the fox,” Nick said,
rechanneling Firebolt yet again. “This whole place is garbage. What the heck
did the player mean by silk road?”


Lucas paused, and the other two stopped and turned
around to see what the holdup was. “I think I know why there are so many
droplets hanging in the air,” Lucas said. “I think we’re on the silk road.”


“What? What do you mean? Stop messing with me,”
Nick said.


“Yeah,” Bonnie agreed, crouching down to look at
what Lucas was talking about. “None of this stuff is precious silk, and I don’t
see any worms on their way to mamma to make me some moolah.”


“That’s because silkworms aren’t the only creature
that makes silk,” Lucas said, standing up and pulling out his staff. “Nick . .
. Nick, you might . . .”


“What? Stop speaking in riddles and just say what
it is already. Freaking heck, man, why don’t—”


“TURN AROUND!” Lucas shouted. “TURN AROUND AND
CAST! NOW!”


Nick hesitated a second before he turned around,
finally spinning on his heel and throwing his channeled Firebolt down the
tunnel. “At what?” he demanded, panicked. “What am I casting at?”


“At our feet . . . and then everywhere!” Lucas
insisted. Rather than bothering with Firebolt himself, he began channeling Zap
instead. Nick’s second spell zoomed through the air and into the ground a few
feet away, engulfing what appeared to be nothing in a ball of flame.


“Why am I doing this?” Nick asked quizzically as
he fired off another Firebolt.


Before Lucas had time to answer, however,
experience points started appearing. There were a dozen death messages that
read out 1 to 3 EXP, no loot, and listed the enemy as “Small Baby Spider.”


“Nope! Nope, nope, nope!” Bonnie shouted when she
spied the messages. She began swinging her torch at the ground in wide arcs,
ostensibly to keep the tiny arachnids away from her. “I don't care what you're
paying me. No! Spiders are a no!”


“Ha? Giving up so easily? Some mercenary you are!”
Nick snapped snidely. He cast one Firebolt after another down the tunnel, each
one shooting farther than the last and garnering the group experience. “I guess
you’re not going to be collecting your paycheck.”


“Hey!” Bonnie exclaimed. “I am not just some
random merc!” With that, she reached into her backpack and pulled out a bottle
of booze. “I will have you know that I am Bonnie, the Queen of Hired Guns!” She
heaved the bottle of liquor at the ground where Nick’s latest Firebolt was
headed. Blazing heat exploded everywhere when the two connected, scorching the
area around the shattered container. “Suck on this, spiders! I’m going to burn
you all! Even if I have to waste the quest’s entire bounty in liquor costs to
do so!”


Lucas finished his third Zap and sent yet another
bolt of Lightning crackling down the hall. He silently rejoiced when it didn’t
connect with anything.


“Stupid Rogue, that’s not a flame,” Nick
snickered. “This is a flame!” He threw out another Firebolt, but despite his
melodramatics, it was still the same size as the previous one.


“Will you just shut up already?!” Bonnie cried,
tossing the second bottle and scattering the flame farther forward.


Since Lucas’s first Zap hadn't caught anything
large, he was holding his energy back for a moment as he considered what to do
next.


“Is that all?” Nick asked after his next Firebolt
failed to garner a single death message or point of experience.


“Maybe . . . I can't see anything more than black
dots,” Bonnie said. “How did you even notice them, boss?”


“I didn’t see them at all,” Lucas explained. “I
just remembered the warning and saw the strings on the ground. There aren’t
many tiny creatures in the game, but I figured they still might be too small to
see. I think what we saw were small droplets of water clinging to the web.” I
hate tiny mobs . . . Those stupid things are too small to hit and yet too
damaging to ignore.


“Well, good job,” Nick said, channeling another
Firebolt into the ground. “Free experience is all they are.”


“But didn’t the warning mention to not use fire?”
Bonnie said. “I mean, whoever wrote it ain’t gonna tell me what not to burn—damn
denizens of nightmares those little things are—but it did mention not to use
Fire.”


“No, it said don’t burn the whole house down. That
was probably just a joke,” Nick reasoned.


“That’s a lot of smoke though,” Lucas said,
pointing to the grey and white clouds billowing up from the spreading flames
where Bonnie had thrown the bottles of liquor. The growing plumes of smoke were
even crawling across the ceiling. “I mean a lot.”


“Do we need to split? Ya think it’s going to leak
into the mansion and alert the guards, ruining your plan?” Nick asked.


“Not just yet,” Lucas answered, but he started
backing up even as he said it. He wanted to make sure that he’d have time to
evacuate before anyone noticed him if someone did come down the hall, but he
didn’t think that it was likely anyone would investigate.


“I don’t hear any footsteps. I think you’re good,
boss, but if it makes you feel any better, I can go forward some, check it out,
stab some stuff to be sure . . . I mean, after the smoke dies down, of course,”
Bonnie suggested.


“Yeah, it’s getting really smoky in here,” Nick
commented. “I’m starting to struggle to breathe too. Should we bail?”


“Just duck some, and here . . .” Lucas took out a
spare shirt, ripped off three strips of cloth, and then tossed it to Nick and
Bonnie. “Just in case. It won’t help much, but it should slow down any damage
we start taking.”


“‘Kay,” Nick said as he grabbed the cloth and
wrapped it around his mouth as a makeshift mask. “But I don’t get it. Alcohol
doesn’t make smoke like this. I’ve burned plenty of stuff back home. Molotov
cocktails blow up with big flames, but they never produce smoke like this.”


Bonnie nodded. “Yeah, he’s onto something. This
ain’t exactly right.”


“No, it isn’t, but . . . I don’t think it’s the
alcohol that’s causing the smoke. You see that?” Lucas asked. “Look at that.”
He pointed to the center of the flames, where the first bottle of liquor had
burst open, and waited for them to catch on. It was only slightly noticeable at
first, but the longer the flames burned, the more obvious it became: the dirt
floor was slowly sinking. “It’s burning away the ground.”


“How the heck does dirt burn?” Nick asked, his
voice muffled by the torn cloth.


“No, we only assumed that it was dirt.” Lucas
grabbed Nick with his left hand and yanked the Mage back. “We’re walking on a
hardened web disguised with a thin layer of dirt by whoever put this dungeon
together.”


Lucas himself couldn’t believe it at first, but
there was no way to deny it. One layer of web after the other was revealed as
it was burned away, making it look like an abandoned hornet’s nest had been set
ablaze. The edges of the hallway pulled back and crumbled, and then the middle
followed suit. Finally, after a few more minutes, the floor where Bonnie had
thrown her booze collapsed with a loud sucking sound, revealing a giant hole.


“What the hell made that?” Nick asked.


“Oh, no. Nope nope. Nope nope nope!” Bonnie began
backing away, clearly panicked. “Let’s ditch this right now, boss. Stop staring
at it and come on. There ain’t shame in running. I’ll give you a discount. I’ll
call off the price for this whole mission. Let’s just get the hell out of
here!”


“Ha!” Nick grinned, cackling to himself. “Don’t
tell me you’re afraid, are you? Let’s go down there and kill everything. Let’s
burn them to the ground! Screw that note! I say we make sure we burn the whole
damn house down! A good flame’s beauty needs to be spread to whatever the hell
that is!”


The only thing in the hole that was visible from
where Nick and Lucas were standing was the thick spider webs denoting what was
obviously a miniboss room. Lucas wasn’t a hundred percent sure why he even
signed up with Xun Guan when she had laid out the plan for him to be a villain.
He had done it so hesitantly, like he had been pushed into it. It was just like
the days when Yu Hua would drag him from one dumb outdoor activity like hiking
or fishing to the next, telling him he had to learn to enjoy the small stuff,
to lie back, relax, have a picnic, and stop focusing on his work.


But that wasn’t me, Lucas realized, staring
at the hole in front of him. I wasn’t always the type to just lie back and
do nothing. Previously, he had been the active one, the driven one. If
there was a problem, I had to solve it. He jumped around Bonnie and Nick
and then dove toward the newly-formed opening.


“PAYCHECK!!” Bonnie yelled from behind Lucas.
“Paycheck! Don’t leave me!”


“Now, that’s what I’m talking about!” Nick shouted
as he chased after Lucas.


Lucas jumped through the ring of fire, taking 5
damage from the flame and another 20 from the short fall as he landed in the
center of a cavernous room. The walls and ground were solid rock and granite,
and there were dozens of large, silk strings as thick as a man’s arm strung to
and fro, holding up the bodies of what looked like Imperium soldiers. The
ground was covered by a thin layer of water, making the entire place look like one
giant puddle with dry patches of rock peeking through. Lucas was certain the
jagged rocks would cut into his feet if he wasn’t careful.


“Ouch!” Nick cried, landing beside him. “Where in
a box of burnt popcorn are we?”


And what do I do now? Lucas wondered,
ignoring his cursing sidekick. Without Bonnie’s torch or Nick’s Firebolt, the
only lighting available to see by was the little filtering down from the flames
above as they continued to burn away the spiderweb. He could use the Firebolt
trick to generate a bit of light again, but it likely wouldn’t be enough in
such a large space.


“What's that?!” Nick shouted suddenly, twisting
around and firing one of his spells at a wall where a noise came from.


The magic didn't strike anything, but the flash of
light was enough to finally illuminate a small part of the cavern. Lucas
immediately knew exactly where they were: a hatchery. The eggs were about twice
the size of a basketball and stacked in clusters, covered in a layer of webbing
and mucus, and there was an occasional skull or femur lying about with a thin
layer of glistening web next to it.


“I've never seen so many eggs!” Nick shouted
again, this time with much more panic in his voice. He twisted about from side
to side, shooting spells as fast as he could at batches of eggs.


Images of what those egg sacs might release
flashed through Lucas’s mind, and he joined in on Nick’s spellcasting frenzy.
Scorching flames erupted from their staves in every direction.


Then the ceiling above cracked open, and a falling
object struck Nick on the head.


“Son of a dry, crusty tart! One of them is above
us!” Nick shouted, directing the spell he had been channeling toward the roof
of the cavern.


Bonnie’s cry stopped him. “Wait! Just stay safe,
money bags! I'm almost down!” she shouted down as she dropped the end of a rope
down through the new hole. “Don't go anywhere! Don't you dare die on me, mister
deep pockets!”


“Don’t stop!” Lucas warned. “Those eggs might
hatch at any time!” He turned and thumped the momentarily befuddled Nick on the
back with his staff, urging him back to his task of turning the room into an
inferno once again. Lucas knew that it was incredibly unlikely that any monster
would pop out of its egg at the exact moment a random adventurer happened to
show up, but this was a game, and there was a good chance that the developers
might have had a sick sense of humor.


“I’m starting to see why no one does the Sir Kegan
subjugation quests,” Nick grumbled.


“It’s not for lack of trying,” a deep, silky voice
echoed through the chamber. The voice was slightly off key and hissed more than
spoke over a loud crackling noise like someone had taken two large Styrofoam
objects and rubbed them together.


“Stridulation,”
Nick said quickly. “It’s a big one by the sound of it, too.”


“Stridulation?”
Lucas asked, looking around to try and see where the voice had originated as he
fired off a few more spells at the last remaining eggs.


“It’s
that sound insects and arachnids make when they rub their mandibles or body
parts together,” Nick explained. “From how loud that is and how much it sounds
like a saw . . . whatever we’re about to face is huge.”


“It’s
rude to call a lady big,” the voice hissed. A clicking sound filled the room
and bounced around the chamber this time, making it impossible for Lucas to
discern its origin.


Where
in the hell are you?


“Even
if we are big, no one wants you to point out what we already know . . .” The
grating speech was punctuated by a loud, clicking laugh.


The
cords! Lucas realized
that the giant, arm-thick, silk-like strands hanging throughout the room were
resonating as the creature spoke, making it seem as if her voice was coming
from all directions at once and leaving the three of them turning about
endlessly as they tried to find her.


Lucas
wasn’t sure how conductive the cords might be, but he wanted to test out a
small theory. Instead of shooting off another Firebolt, he swapped his skills
up and fired a Zap of electricity at the closest cord. There was a small puff
of smoke the moment the Lightning struck the strand, frying the silken cable
and leaving two severed ends to fall away limply.


“Come,
now . . . don’t be like that,” the spider said. “I just wanted to say hello.”


Nick
followed Lucas’s example and zapped another one of the cords.


The monstrous
arachnid giggled, and the water behind them exploded as its owner made her
entrance. “Well, if I can’t say hello from afar, perhaps I should say it up
close.”


Lucas
grimaced as water rained down around them, and he turned around in time to
watch a massive stone split open and a pair of legs appear through the opening.
The beam-like appendages turned upward and then jabbed down into the ground as
she began hoisting her massive body through the opening, one set of legs at a
time.


She
wasn’t joking about her weight, Lucas thought.


When she was finally upright, the spider’s back
scraped against the roof of the cave above. Lucas groaned when he finally got a
good look at the creature. It had two pairs of sharp mandibles, a smaller set
situated inside a larger set, and
all eight of its glowing, red eyes were the size of soccer balls, making them
stand out against its hairy, solid-black carapace. Still, despite the
creature’s menacing appearance, her abdomen
was so fat that it had to be dragged along by her spindly legs.


“I’ve
heard of people dragging their arse around at work before,” Nick said in
reference to the spider’s inability to walk without her whole abdomen scraping
against the ground, “but this seems more literal than usual.”


“Ugh
. . . Why is this my first job?” Bonnie grumbled. “Boss, that thing is . . .
Why couldn’t we have just killed people? I hate spiders!”


“Sorry,”
Lucas laughed, charging up Zap again. Nick began blasting out Firebolts while
Lucas finished charging up his Lightning, and the flame-blasting Mage was
already on his third spell by the time Lucas aimed his first shot. Lucas had
high hopes as he watched the Lightning tear through the air and strike the
monster, but those dreams were dashed just like the bolt of electricity when it
fizzled out against the monster’s face.


“That
tickled,” she mocked, clacking her creepy mandibles together. “I wonder if
it’ll tickle when I eat you too . . .” Her front legs extended and slowly began
dragging her massive body toward them.


“That
thing ain’t getting hurt at all,” Bonnie complained. “God, no! Nope nope. Don’t
make my first death a freaking spider. Ugh! You don’t pay me enough for this,
boss. We need to get out of here.”


“What’d
you secure the rope with?” Lucas asked.


“Nothing
that’ll hold all three of us,” she answered.


“Well,
there’s no way around it either,” Lucas pointed out. The spider wasn’t large
enough to fill the width of the long cavern, but each of its legs would likely
have a ten-foot reach and be able to pierce them if they tried to run around
the giant arachnid.


“Backward?”
Nick suggested. Without waiting for an answer, he turned around and sprinted
away, shooting a few spells off to give light as he ran while awkwardly holding
his staff in front of him.


“Don’t
run,” the monster cooed. “It’s been so long since I’ve had any real flesh to
taste. The bugs down here may have the crunch, but they lack the flavor. Just
be kind to me and get in my mouth!” The slow-moving behemoth of a spider
dragged itself forward, inching closer and closer to the party.


“Yup.
Run!” Lucas shouted. He grabbed ahold of Bonnie’s hand and pulled her away
after him, stopping her from distractedly rummaging through her bag.


“But,
boss! Hold on!” she exclaimed.


But
her protestation was to no avail. Lucas dragged her toward the far end of the
cavern. He didn’t have any particular attachment to the woman, but he suspected
that watching someone be eaten alive—by a giant spider, no less—would kill his appetite for days. “I need to get a big range
weapon out,” she pleaded. “I know I got a bow in here somewhere!”


“Why?
That thing was clearly immune to our Fire and Lightning. What do you think an
arrow will do?” Nick shouted back, having heard her cries.


“It’s
the type of damage that’s the problem,” Bonnie explained. “This isn’t some
Level 30 dungeon. It’s still doable. It’s just the type of attack that matters.
Lightning deals concentrated heat damage, and Fire is all heat damage, and the
note told us not to try burning it. We just need to switch the damage type.
Come on, boss, give me a minute to find my bow. I swear, I’m prepared for even
this too.”


Lucas
and Nick exchanged a glance with each other at that thought. “Earth Spike,”
they said in unison. It was the only spell they had that didn’t do elemental
damage—even though Earth
was an element—since the
damage dealt by those type of spells was often simply flagged as physical.


“I’ll
shoot at the left side, and you shoot at the right,” Lucas instructed. He
turned around to see the giant, black abdomen being dragged toward them, and
crackling sounds filled the chamber as its body scraped against the rocks
jutting up from the pool.


“My
right or its?” Nick asked.


“Guys,
wait a dang, freaking moment. I’ve almost got a bow. I swear I have one in
here.”


“How
much do you have in there that you’re having trouble finding one medium-sized
weapon?” Nick asked incredulously.


“A
good merc is always prepared,” Bonnie answered back proudly. “Although, I do
admit that I need a utility belt or something. This thing is such a pain to go
through.”


“Hit
your right, not its,” Lucas said loudly, directing their focus back to the
monster bearing down on them. “And whatever you’re doing, do it quickly.”


“Got
it!” Nick acknowledged. He hesitated a second longer, as if waiting for Lucas
to make the first move, and then charged back toward the demonic-looking
creepy-crawly they had left behind them.


The
spider hissed gleefully when it saw the two headed for her. “Ah . . . good! I
do so hate it when my food runs. It’s really hard to catch up these days,” she
complained. “Could you two be so kind as to come a little closer?”


Not
only did he have to channel his energy through the staff, but Lucas also had to
focus on where the spike would erupt from the ground, making it incredibly hard
to aim while on the move. Some of the higher-level players might have been able
to do it on the fly after so much practice, but he was still fairly new to the
whole experience despite how much time he had spent in the virtual world.


Nick’s
spell went off first since he had clearly put more points into Arcanum than
Lucas, and the stone lance sprang up from the ground and stabbed upward into
the left side of the monster’s abdomen. Lucas’s activated almost immediately
after, piercing into its opposite side. Unlike Firebolt and Zap, this attack
seemed to actually work, digging into the arachnid’s exoskeleton with its two-
to three-inch diameter spikes and ripping small holes in its massive carapace.


Lucas
celebrated silently when he saw the holes leaking blood. He was already concentrating
on casting another spell. Just then, an arrow whizzed past his head as the two
fired off a second round almost in unison, all three attacks wounding the
spider again.


“Why
must . . . my food . . . be so annoying?” the spider hissed angrily, turning
slightly so that it was facing Nick.


Bonnie
shouted triumphantly as she shot another arrow at the beast, causing the spider
to turn its attention to her instead. “God, your belly is about as fat as the
paycheck you’re going to earn me!” Bonnie taunted.


“You
really shouldn’t be so mean about my weight,” the spider warned. As the words
left the creature’s mouth, so did a giant glob of steel-like webbing that it
spewed directly at Bonnie.


The
woman nimbly dodged to the side, but her tail was slower than she was, and the
blob of webbing wrapped itself around it. She immediately produced a knife and
began sawing away at the entrapping substance, trying to cut herself free, but
the spider seized the opportunity presented. She spat out wad after wad,
coating Bonnie’s torso and legs in the sticky substance.


Nick
and Lucas continued throwing earthen spears at the monster, but the small
wounds they managed to inflict weren’t significant enough to stop the spider.


“Making
fun of me, bullying me . . . For that . . . you’re first,” the spider hissed
loudly.


The
cracking and clicking sounds grew louder, and it took Lucas a moment to realize
that it was because the massive arachnid was using its two inner mandibles to
pull the strands of webbing that now bound Bonnie up from head to toe back
toward it, reeling in the fox girl little by little.


“Nope
nope nope!” Bonnie screamed as her body was dragged across the ground. “This is
not the fantasy game I signed up for! Please help me! Please help me!”


Lucas
and Nick were already doing everything they could to try and kill the beast as
quickly as possible, but unless Lucas came up with something fast, there wasn’t
anything that he could do to speed up the process. Desperate, he turned his
attention back to the new problem. He channeled a Zap and fired it off at the
cocoon of webs that held her bound in the hopes that the webbing would fizzle
away like the silk cords had before, but the shock of energy only cut through
some of the webs and not the massive lump that had Bonnie. The destroyed silk
was immediately replaced as the spider spewed out more and more webs onto
Bonnie while dragging her. Lucas also tried a Firebolt, but the fresh mucus on
the web must have made it resistant to burning because the blast barely singed
the cord.


“Please,
boss. Please!” Bonnie begged. “I don’t care about the money now. Just kill me
before that thing eats me. I don’t want to die to that thing. I don’t wanna be
eaten alive. Just merc the merc and let me respawn. I’ll make it up to you, I
promise. Next mission, half pri—” Her voice was cut off by a web that was
sprayed across her face, sealing her mouth and her eyes.


“It’s
so tiresome when your meal makes last requests, isn’t it?” the spider grumbled,
shooting out two more wads of silk at Bonnie’s face for good measure.


Lucas
ground his teeth together and groaned in frustration. If that thing is
airtight, then we have two time limits to work with. Without any other plan
in mind, he shifted his focus back to attacking the giant creature. He had no
doubt at all that he would be freaking out in Bonnie’s position, unable to see,
hear, or even move as a monster pulled you across the ground to your
almost-certain doom.


“I
can’t say I’m used to eating things that talk,” he responded, trying to aim his
Earth Spike toward the spider’s face but missing for the second time in a row. Should
I stick with its main body? No, that’ll take too long . . . Why can’t magic
auto-aim itself like in the old MMOs from when I was a kid?


“Lucas,”
Nick said, “I don’t think this is working. I think we’re going to lose the
girl.”


“Try
hitting its mouth,” Lucas urged, hoping Nick was a better shot than he was.
“Maybe we can stop her from dragging that half-off merc you brought me.”


“Got
it,” Nick said, channeling another spell.


The two
earthen spears finished casting at the same time and overlapped in a rare
occurrence, striking the spider right through the face. Their combined force
was just strong enough to crack through the creature’s mandibles, but not quite
hard enough to pierce through its brain and kill it. Instead, the attack left
the spider grumbling, hissing, and scraping the broken mandibles against the
rock shaft. It tried pushing its way forward, but its body was blocked by the
Earth Spikes, which were close enough to almost form a single column. The
creature strained, and Nick and Lucas watched stunned, as it took the monster
almost five seconds to finally break the combined spike and pull itself forward
another inch.


“Another
one! There!” Lucas exclaimed, pointing at a spot directly in front of the
monstrous spider.


Nick
and Lucas channeled again, and once more they managed to stack their spells on
top of each other, creating a large four- to five-inch-thick spike.


“I
thought two men weren’t supposed to cross streams, bro,” Nick said with a
chuckle.


“Just
do it again! There!” Lucas directed, pointing to another spot beside the first
spike. Lucas was surprised at the fact the two of them were consistently
pulling off a rather difficult procedure, knowing he owed much of the success
to how good Nick was at playing a supporting role.


“Food
. . . shouldn’t . . . be . . . so . . . stubborn!” the spider protested. She
was having trouble speaking through broken mandibles and around the blood
leaking from the wound where Lucas’s and Nick’s Earth Spikes had first injured
Her.


“One
more, right there!” Lucas ordered, pointing to another spot and watching as the
three Earth Spikes together formed a miniature fence. “Okay, that should buy us
some time. Get a knife.”


Bonnie
was no longer being dragged along since the beast’s mandibles had been
shattered, but the woman was still left to struggle against her restraints. She
wiggled around and bounced up and down like a stranded worm trying to move.


Lucas
was quick to fetch his knife out of his backpack. It was still at the top of
the bag since he had used it earlier when he had played the Rogue during the
intro quest, and he was able to start cutting away at Bonnie’s bindings right
away, freeing her mouth just enough so she could breathe.


“Oh,
thank God! Get me out of this thing!” Bonnie pleaded as soon as the web was
cut. But after Lucas had managed to stop the immediate threat of death, he
turned back to the spider.


“Sorry,
Bonnie, we’re kinda tied up here too,” Nick said, chuckling at his own pun.


Lucas
watched the big beast fail to pull itself through the three Earth Spikes. Even
though they had blocked it, Lucas could tell just by looking that it would be
free soon enough. Each time it pulled forward with its legs, little pieces of
dirt shook free from the raised Earth. “Nick, help me finish the cage. There
next!” Lucas shouted, pointing to where the next spike needed to be placed.


One
spike after the other, they managed to finally create a little cage around the
large spider until it was entirely trapped, unable to crawl free.


“Now,
we just need to kill it,” Lucas said.


“More
Earth Spikes?” Nick asked. “Even if enough of them together seem to be trapping
it, I don’t know how long it’d take to actually kill the thing . . .”


“Yeah,
because when we raise them, they don’t go all the way through the torso . . .
It’s more like they dig in a little and then stop,” Lucas noted. “We need
something more substantial.”


“Or,
oh, I don’t know . . . you could free me!” Bonnie cried. “I’ll shoot it with
arrows! Or check my bag. I bet I have something in it.”


“No,
that won’t work.” Lucas shook his head. “We’re in a game. There has to be some
element we can take advantage of to win . . . They wouldn’t make a boss that
was impossible at this level. That’d be dumb.”


As
the spider struggled in futility, lashing out at its prison cage with all eight
of its limbs, Lucas realized the big problem: he and his companions lacked
force. They needed enough weight behind their attacks to actually kill it, but
the biggest weight in the room was sitting right in front of them.


“Nick,
focus your spike right under the center of its abdomen,” Lucas said. “It’s not
moving, so hopefully this will work.”


“Huh?”
Nick seemed lost, but even while questioning Lucas, he followed instructions
and created a small earthen spike right under the middle of the beast. Lucas,
crouching a little so he could see better, noted where it rose and cast his own
right on the same spot.


“Keep
casting. Stack one on top of another.”


One
by one, the spikes began to strike out of the ground and into the beast until
the resulting pillar began to slowly lift the spider, with the spikes driving
farther and farther into its belly.


“No .
. . if . . . If I’m going to die, will one of you please hop in my mouth so
that I can have a last meal?” the spider asked as she was impaled deeper and
deeper by the rising pillar.


“I
did not know magic could stack like that,” Nick said as the two of them worked
together to finish killing the corpulent arachnid, completely ignoring its
pleas. Where one spell had failed, multiple casts over and over again on the
same spot had worked. The spider’s own body weight and the durability of the
earthen spikes worked in combination to skewer the creature and split its
abdomen in two, a giant pool of green arachnid blood spraying everywhere from
the point of penetration.


“There,
I think . . . I think we did it,” Lucas gasped, letting out a sigh of relief as
he looked over at Bonnie’s webbed and bound body lying on the ground next to them.


You have killed Lady Saba'a, Mother of Spiders. You have been
awarded 127 EXP. The item Web of Deceit, 12 silver, and 9 copper have dropped
upon death.


“Yup, we definitely
did it,” Lucas said again out loud. It was more for himself than anyone else, as
if he were trying to reassure himself of the fact that the creature was
actually dead, and he felt a wave of satisfaction wash over him as he took in
the aftermath of his first real boss fight. He took a step toward Bonnie, and
yet another stone spear shot up from the ground, striking the giant arachnid
through the abdomen one last time.


“What are you
doing?” he asked warily.


“I’m making sure
it’s dead,” Nick explained. “I don’t want it to start standing up and attacking
me the second I turn around.”


“That’s what the
death message is for,” Lucas chuckled. “Come on, man. You did get one, right?”


“Yeah, but what if
that was just the reward for killing the first stage? What if the thing spawns
giant flaming spider fangs and legs and lunges toward us? It could happen.
Sometimes boss monsters play dead and give rewards and then wipe the whole
party when they turn their backs to leave.”


“Well”—Lucas looked
over at the spider’s butchered corpse—“if you say so, I guess. Keep up the good
work?”


“Plan to,” Nick responded.


While his buddy was
busy committing cautionary overkill, Lucas went over to the fox girl and drew
his dagger across the web. It didn’t cut that deeply at first, barely slicing
an inch or two into the thick, heavy, gooey binding that wrapped Bonnie up, but
after several more passes and a lot of pulling and tugging, he finally freed
her hands.


“Noo! You shoulda
just killed me,” she whined, clearly distressed and shaking in her small
cocoon. “This is so gross! I’m going to be having nightmares for days. So
creepy. So gross. So awful! Eww! Eww! Eww! Eww!”


“Well, you know,
it’s just a game,” Lucas said, trying to reassure her as he cut away the
remaining webbing off of her and sat her up. “It’s not that bad.”


“You know what?
Next time we fight a giant spider, you can jump in front of the crazy doom web
and tell me if it feels like just a game or not. How ‘bout that, boss? Sound
like fun? Huh? Yeah? ‘Cause it sure as hell feels real,” Bonnie grumbled.


“You could have
just turned off the pain sensors . . .” Lucas tried to reason with her and then
stopped himself. “Never mind. Next time, I’ll do my best to save you quicker.”


“You better! I’m
not going through that again,” she said, her voice still shaking.


“You’re too
expensive to let die until I get my money’s worth,” Lucas joked, poking at her
insistence that everything had a price.


“Speaking of . . .”
Nick began, stepping away from the butchered arachnid. “You’re not going to,
you know . . . be expecting any of our loot from these monsters, are you? ‘Cause
that wasn’t part of the deal if you are.”


“Find something
good then, I take it?” Lucas asked. He didn’t know how Nick could tell what he
got since he himself hadn’t pulled the new item out of his backpack, but the
name alone, Web of Deceit, sounded great.


“I don’t know, but
if it’s called Spinner’s Fang, it’s gotta be good, right?” Nick asked, reaching
around to check his bag. A moment later, he produced a large dagger with a
six-inch blade protruding from the handle and a silk-wrapped grip that was
shaped like one of the spider’s fangs. The silk wrapping on the handle went
through a tiny hole at the bottom of the jet-black fang and then hung out the
bottom of the dagger.


“Is that . . .”
Lucas pointed to the hanging cord of silk. “Is that capable of growing? Can you
manipulate it?”


“Umm . . .” Nick
gripped the dagger, and Lucas saw a light glow from his arm as he channeled
magic into it. Sure enough, the silk extended out toward the ground between him
and Bonnie.


“Don’t you even
think about it! I will murder you in your sleep,” Bonnie threatened, glaring at
Nick.


“Hey, I didn’t do
anything, so don’t give me that garbage. I just was testing it out,” Nick said
defensively. But Lucas noticed the smile plastered across his face as he backed
up a step. “Anyway, what’d you get?”


“Gold,” she pouted.
“Ugh. I want a knife. What about you, boss?”


Lucas dug into his
bag and pulled out the Web of Deceit, a magical cloak that apparently didn’t
have a set color. Instead, like a chameleon, it was constantly shifting to appear
like a blurrier version of what was behind it.”


“What the heck?!”
Bonnie protested, looking back and forth between Nick’s and Lucas’s loot.
“That’s broken! That’s stupid broken. How come I didn’t get anything cool?
Boss, let me have that cloak and dagger. You two are Mages, so you don’t need
them. Let me use them!”


“Well, if you
really want them . . . we can always re-do the dungeon for you later,” Lucas
offered, watching as Bonnie’s face paled at the prospect.


“I could use
another dagger to match this one,” Nick agreed. “And it’s not like the monster
was particularly hard after we figured out the trick. Should be easy to repeat.
Kinda surprised that more people haven’t done this dungeon with these drops.”


“Yeah, I am as
well,” Lucas said, throwing the cloak on and pulling its hood up. “How do I
look?”


“Like someone
pixelated the spot you were standing . . .” Nick said. He and Bonnie both gave
him an oddly disgusted look.


“That just doesn’t
look right,” Bonnie commented, shaking her head. “It’s creepy. It’s like
someone loaded an image, but one spot was still rendering when the Internet
gave way.


“Whatever,” Lucas
sighed. Even if it wasn’t perfect camouflage, and he’d still be noticed up
close, this cloak meant that his relaxing naps outside would be that much less
likely to be disturbed. Heck, even Xun Guan, or whatever her real-life name
is, might not be able to steal my cheese and wine while I’m in this cloak.
Web of Deceit indeed. “We’ve wasted enough time here. Let’s get going.”


“Umm, boss, how do we get out?” Bonnie asked. “I
made sure to tie a rope to the top before I came down, but we’ve got a little
problem . . . it kinda got lost during the fight. I think one of Nick’s
fireballs burned it.”


“No worries,” Lucas said, pointing to the prison
of Earth Spikes that had trapped the giant spider. “We can just use those on
the wall and make a ladder of sorts up.”


Nick nodded, looking at what Lucas was indicating.
“We can, can’t we? But . . . you sure you don’t want to explore further in, see
the rest of what this spider cave has to offer?”


Lucas gave the cavern one more glance over but
still couldn’t see an exit. The only direction they could go was to enter the
giant tunnel the fat boss had made with its body before appearing.
Unfortunately, when he walked over and checked the hole, it was clear that the
boss had just been waiting there the entire time. There were dozens of webs
connected to it, but it was rather shallow, indicating that the fat spider must
have been lazily lying just under the surface.


Seeing that there was nothing to explore, the
group used a ladder crafted from their spells to climb back up and then once
more maneuvered down the corridor. There were no more interruptions as they
journeyed through the caves, and they were able to navigate all the way into
the manor’s main building without running into a single spider. If we had
just used Frost Breath instead of fire attacks to kill the little spiders, we
wouldn't have even had to face off against the giant arachnid.


At the end of the tunnel, there was a ladder
leading up to a trap door. Bonnie went first. “Gotta go first before the boss
starts thinking I’m dead weight, and business suffers,” she grumbled under her
breath, but still loud enough for Lucas and Nick to hear her as she climbed up
the ladder into the room above.


“Don’t worry,” Nick responded, “your reputation is
fine. You’re clearly moving on up as we speak.”


After poking her head out, she gave Lucas and Nick
the “all clear” before disappearing into the room. Lucas went next, and when he
finished climbing the ladder and had crawled into the room, he realized that
the pathway had led straight to Sir Kegan’s study. There was a wooden desk
covered with papers, books, ink bottles and a quill; shelf after shelf of
books, covering every wall except one; and several chairs in the middle of the
room that looked as if they had been arranged for a meeting of sorts.


“Woah! I wonder how much that thing is worth?”
Bonnie questioned, admiration clear in her voice.


Lucas followed her gaze and discovered a giant oil
painting with an ornate gilded frame. A beautiful, young woman was being
awkwardly embraced from behind by a much taller, average-looking man. Her
forehead was covered by the top of the man’s beard, but he was looking down at
her as if she were the only person in the world. Lucas couldn’t take his eyes
off the portrait. “Who are they?”


“Oh, that’s Kegan and some girl,” Bonnie answered
as she walked closer. “I remember seeing a picture of him when I was looking up
info on the place, but he’s much younger here.”


“We might not get much for the painting, but the
craftsmanship on that frame is probably worth a fortune,” Nick replied in
answer to Bonnie’s former inquiry about its value. “I can’t think of many
people that would want a weird painting of two people they don’t know.”


“Does Kegan have a wife?” Lucas asked. He had
noticed a small gold band circling the woman’s left ring finger. “I thought . .
. he was single . . .” Lucas trailed off, his eyes fixated on the two people’s
happiness, which had been perfectly captured by the paintbrush.


“Well, the info I dug up said he’s the only one
that lives here . . .” Bonnie replied.


“Same from my source,” Nick said. “Maybe it’s an
old fling? Or possibly his parents?”


“Nah. The only way that’d work is if his dad were
his identical twin,” Bonnie countered with a shrug. “But it’s a game. They may
have gotten lazy when generating the models.”


“Lazy? That’s not possible.” Lucas knew the answer
this time. He might not have known much about the fighting and the game
mechanics, but after seeing Xun Guan’s face, he had looked up exactly how faces
were generated. They were made by the developers, each one custom created using
a DNA simulator that had been taken from either the game’s original creators or
generated from a random string of code. If two NPCs in a game had a kid, the
game would generate a random potential DNA sequence from the pairing and use
that to predict the kid’s face and features. This method essentially prevented
any two people from having identical features or looking like copy-pasted
versions of each other like the characters in many of the earlier MMOs.


“Well, whatever,” Bonnie said, going up to the
painting and pulling out a knife. “I’ll just jack this frame and make myself
some money.”


“No!” Lucas roared. He surged forward and grabbed
the arm that she had raised to accost the artwork before he even realized what
he was doing. Then, catching himself, he backpedaled verbally without actually
moving. “I mean, we can’t disturb the area until we accomplish our goal. We’ll
be back here again, so don’t be in a rush.” All he could do was make up a lame
reason which he hoped was believable enough to both excuse his outburst and
prevent her from taking down the painting.


Bonnie looked taken aback after his initial
outburst but nodded anyway along with shooting him an apprehensive glance.
“Gotta make it look like no one was here, or else the plan won’t work, is it?
Okay. I got it. I’ll be careful, boss.”


“Sorry,” Lucas said, realizing that he had scared
her. “Anyway, we need to look around here for an accounting book. Find
something that looks like it has a bunch of notes on cash flows for the
region.”


Lucas had no luck in finding the accounting book,
but he did find a strange journal from Kegan. He knew he probably should have
left it where it was, but he felt compelled to take it from the shelf for some
strange reason. A quick glance over his shoulder told him that neither Nick nor
Bonnie was paying attention, so he figured there wasn’t any harm.


“I found it!” Nick declared, startling Lucas in
the middle of his attempt to stealthily pocket Kegan’s journal. He pulled a
book from one of the shelves and tossed it toward Lucas.


“Great,” Lucas said. He caught the book with his
left hand and hid the journal behind his back with his right. “Now, uhh . . .
look for some wax for seals and the royal stamp. I don’t know if Kegan’s dumb
enough to leave them lying around, but if we can find those, we’ll be set.”


“Oh, sure. I saw those earlier.” Nick moved to a
shelf adjacent to the one he was in front of and then lifted away a false
segment, revealing a hidden compartment. “I thought the accounting book would
be hidden here as well, but this old goon had them in completely different
places.”


How in the heck did he discover a fake board on
a bookshelf? I would never have noticed that, Lucas thought as he finished
hiding Kegan’s journal and took the accounting book over to the table.


“That’s all we need then,” Lucas said, opening the
book. There were no modern slice-of-life conveniences from the real world,
leaving most players to create magical devices in place of electronic ones, but
one feature that the game did allow was a camera. Players were allowed to take
“screen grabs” and photos that could be posted to the game’s forums or on
social media accounts. It was an easy way for players to share their
experiences and capture memories, and it was a fast and easy promotion for the
company.


Taking advantage of the tools given to him, Lucas
used that same tech to quickly snap pictures of each of the book’s forty-nine
pages. When he was finished, he rifled through the pages on the desk until he
found an incomplete contract. Grabbing the nearby quill and dipping it into the
inkwell, he scribbled in a few bogus numbers and statistics. When he was
finished, he took the purloined seal, dabbed it in some wax, and made his
handiwork official. He repeated the process ten separate times, setting each
page aside after taking note of the modified numbers, dates, and the minutes he
listed on a separate sheet of paper.


“What are you doing?” Bonnie asked as she watched
Lucas work.


“I’m making fake contracts,” Lucas replied.
“Kegan’s signature is pretty easy to copy, and these will be indistinguishable
from real ones. The noble’s wax seal is like this age’s version of a notary, so
if the signature and the seal both are authentic-looking enough, no one will
believe either is fake.”


“So, you’re going to put him out of business? I
don’t get it,” Bonnie replied. She walked across the room and hovered over
Lucas’s shoulder uncomfortably, studying Lucas’s every movement. “And why
bother? Do you really think even with his seal he’d honor a contract he knows
is fake?”


“You’re right,” Lucas agreed. “He wouldn’t honor
these at all. Even with his seal, he’d probably be able to argue in court that
he never received goods or services for the amounts claimed, and we’d never
win. But that’s not the point. I’m not making contracts that have him buying
things from us, I’m saying he sold things to us in these contracts and that he
already received the money.”


“What? Why would you do that?” Bonnie pressed. “I
don’t get it. What’s the point of saying he sold stuff to us?”


“He’s making them to legitimize a fake ledger,”
Nick answered for him. “If you’re going to be a merc, you should know how this
stuff works. You might be asked to do this for another client one day.”


“Yup, that’s exactly what I’m doing. I plan to
make several dozen contracts that show Kegan got a ton of money from other
sources. In the Imperium, if he received money, he should pay taxes on it. It’s
no different than real life. Even if it’s not true that he received funds, all
we have to do is prove that he didn’t pay dues on the money he earned to make
his original books look like they were cooked and the fake book we’re going to
make look real. So, if I take these fake contracts along with the fake
accounting book that I’m going to make to Dray von Maidbanger, Kegan will be in
hot water, and we’ll have freed that annoying Dwarf’s friend in the process,”
Lucas explained.


“And then . . . Then we can kill Kegan and take
this stuff to sell?” Bonnie asked.


Lucas nodded, leaving the other half of the
question unanswered. “Then we can kill Kegan.”


“Sounds good to me, boss. I’ll be looking forward
to killing my first noble.” She stepped away so that she was no longer leaning
over his shoulder as he worked, pulled out a dagger, and began spinning it
around on the palm of her hand. She looked incredibly cool when she did it at
first, like she was a real professional, but then she messed up. The knife flew
out of her hand and clattered against the floor.


Nick laughed, and Lucas had to stop himself from
joining in as he watched her quickly bend over to pick it up, covering her
cleavage with one hand so that she didn’t spill out of her top. She
straightened up and gave them a “nothing to see here” look.


“Well, we have what we need. Put these back where
you found them, and let’s get out of here before anyone notices we were ever
here at all.” Lucas passed the real accounting book and seal back to Nick so
that he could stash them where he found them. He knew that he should have put
the journal back too if he wanted to make sure that Kegan didn’t notice their
presence, but some nagging feeling in the back of his mind encouraged him to
keep it.


What are you doing keeping the journal?
Lucas shook his head, took one last long glance at the painting of Kegan and
his wife, and then opened up the trap door and began his descent back down into
the cavern below.


“So, not to be optimistic and claim the bounty
early,” Bonnie began, giving Lucas a big wide-eyed and expectant look, “but I
think the first quest was successful, wouldn’t you say?”


Lucas didn’t want to jinx it since he had actually
messed up horribly by taking Kegan’s journal, but he couldn’t outright ignore
her question either. “Yeah, it should be.”


“Then . . .” Bonnie’s grin grew bigger. “You think
it’s okay to pay us those five gold coins yet? I mean, you got to go make that
whole accounting book and whatnot, and that’s gonna take time right? So, paying
me now would be okay, right?”


“Five gold coins, is it?” Lucas looked over at
Nick. He hadn’t expected the greedy kid who had swallowed his own pride for
money to not cheat the one person he had managed to hire. The fact that Nick
didn’t act as the middleman and skim even a single coin was shocking.


“Yeah, boss,” Bonnie asserted. “That’s what Nick
told me: five gold coins. And don’t even try to cheat me a copper.”


“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Lucas pulled out six gold
coins, tossed Bonnie five of them, and then threw one to a confused Nick, who
likely didn’t expect to get anything more for this particular quest since Lucas
had already paid him. “Now, if you two wanna go level, have at it. Just make
sure not to kill any Imperium. I’m going to need a bit of time to finish
creating the replica accounting book, so go have fun.”


They climbed out of the tunnel and exited back
through the shabby hut into the overgrown field. “Will do, boss,” Bonnie said,
running ahead of Nick and Lucas toward the village.


Nick darted after her, leaving Lucas alone to
meander back toward the tavern. He pulled out Kegan’s journal during the walk
and began scratching the itch on his brain that had been nagging him since he
first found it.


The first few pages were less journal entries and
more Kegan’s thoughts and ideas. They detailed small activities he was planning
to do with the territory, little things like a festival for all the farmers on
his land, a weekly feast at the local tavern to keep morale up, or small ways
he planned to improve the agricultural utility of the people. The entries
discussed the people he planned to work with, the type of holidays he wanted to
put together, and his hopes for the settlement near his manor. Seeing the actual
town and hearing the way the people in it talked about Kegan, it was hard to
imagine that he was the same man who wrote the journal, but the handwriting
matched easily.


A quarter of the way through the journal, however,
Lucas came across a dozen or more pages that were completely different. Whereas
every other was filled from top to bottom, front to back with words, ideas, and
tiny, little drawings that were either maps or inventions Kegan was working on
and were crisp and neat without so much as a bend or fold on them, this one was
wrinkled a little, almost as if it had been left out in the rain before drying,
and clearly depicted the same woman whom he had seen in the painting. Each page
thereafter was another drawing of her, and each drawing left Lucas feeling a
little more hollow and empty inside.


I did this as well. Lucas stared down at
the drawings, instantly feeling the loss and regret in them. He had always
cursed himself for not having more pictures of Yu Hua, and he had been unable
to stop himself from drawing her portrait for weeks after she was gone. He
would have done anything to fill the void in him that yearned to remember her
image.


The images eventually came to an end, and the words
resumed. There weren’t as many as before, and most pages contained only a
single paragraph.


“Freed or broken, there can be no in-between. We hold their
chains, all of them, and so long as they have the strength to do so, they will
pull at their chains. They will yank and tug at the collar we have fitted them
with until either they or their collar break. Even if they were freed, I don’t
doubt in my heart for one minute that they would try to attack us with the
broken chains. I should have known this. I should have curtailed your mercy, as
every history book had taught me. This was my fault. My heart was weak to your
plight, and you to theirs. I’m sorry Isabel. I tried to appease them, to be
good. For your sake, to make you happy, I wanted our lands to be a paradise for
all people of all kinds. But I couldn’t keep them happy. As soon as our poverty
demanded I tighten the slack on their chains again, they— I’m sorry.”


Lucas felt his throat lock
up as he stared at the page, reading the lines over and over again. A
rebellion, he concluded as he went over the paragraph. His wife died in
a rebellion. Those ideas, those pages . . . they weren’t hopes and dreams. He
had done them. They were records and memories. He had done them all, and when
he ran out of money and couldn’t keep doing them, they rebelled. Lucas
sighed, unable to control his own heart as he imagined what Kegan must have
gone through. It had been hard reading that. Out of all of the villains of the
Imperium on noob island, this particular noble’s earlier days had been that of
a saint in comparison. The woman who had pushed him to do the right thing, who
had encouraged him to throw away the Imperium’s bigotry, was dead because of
it.


The next three or four
pages were blank, and then Lucas reached one more page with text. It was only a
single sentence this time that read: “I will break them all.” Each letter left
such a deep imprint that it might have been dug out with a fingernail before
ink ever touched the paper. There were more writings on the pages after, and
Lucas wanted to keep reading, but he had already reached the tavern and knew he
had to get to work.


Lucas had the whole place
to himself due to the fact it was the middle of the afternoon, so he posted up
at the same table he had eaten at earlier after giving Hermann a nod. He
reached into his bag, took out a bottle of ink, a quill, and a blank book that
he had bought during his first days in the game world when he had thought that
he might want to draw as well.


“Will you be wanting
something to drink?” Hermann asked, coming over while Lucas was still setting
up his workspace.


Lucas was about to ask
for a glass of wine when he stopped himself. “Actually, I had a question,
Hermann.”


“What’s that, sir?”
Hermann responded.


“Who is Isabel?” Lucas
asked, watching Hermann’s face drain of color as the words left his mouth.


Hermann gulped. “Mister
Lucas . . . I believe that is not an appropriate question to ask.”


“Hmm . . . is that so?”
Lucas scratched his chin, thinking about the reaction. Hermann had instantly
gone from a healthy color to that of a ghost, but the young waitress who was
constantly in his shadow hadn’t reacted at all. Is Isabel a point of shame
for her too? Or was it before her time? His eyes darted between the two
incredibly different expressions. “Then do you know if Sir Kegan has a wife? Or
perhaps an heir?”


“I’ll bring you a glass
of wine and some cheese, Mister Lucas.” Hermann gave a weak smile before
quickly turning away and departing.


There is definitely more
to the story than what’s recorded in this journal. Lucas wanted to
investigate further—his curiosity burning like an itch he couldn’t properly
scratch once again—but he resisted. He still had work to do if he was ever
going to be a proper villain.
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Nick and Bonnie finished their shopping spree
before Lucas finished creating a fake accounting book. Nick looked the same as
ever, but he was now holding a brand-new Mage staff that was clearly one of the
player-made staves sold at the auction house for beginners. Bonnie, on the
other hand, had gone from wearing a loose-fitting, blue shirt that showed off
her cleavage anytime she dared to move to a tight-fitting, white button-up
shirt held firmly against her by a leather corset that matched her black leather
pants. A new knife in a sheath sat strapped to her thigh, although this one had
a black-leather-wrapped pommel instead of the metal one he had seen earlier.
She also had several rings on her fingers.


“Enchanted?” Lucas asked, pointing toward one of
the rings.


“No, I just wanted to make sure that I’d be able
to leave a signature on his face if I caught someone leering,” Bonnie said with
a grin.


“Mine is,” Nick chimed in, taking out another
staff that was identical to his. “I got an extra one if you want. Only two gold
pieces.”


“Sure.” Lucas handed over the gold and took the
new magic staff from him. “Where’d you get that kind of a deal?” Lucas asked as
he held the weapon and inspected the spell list.


“I got it from two people who are about to leave
the starter town. I figured that, if we’re going to fight this Sir Kegan, we
need to make sure we don’t die horribly because we’re using beginner spells.”


“Good thinking,” Lucas said. He was actually
impressed with the list of spells the staff came with. Unlike the previous one,
which had four different elemental spells, this particular one only had two
spells, but they both looked great. Instead of Firebolt, this one had Fire
Breath, which was very similar to Frost Breath in that it did area-of-effect fire
damage to enemies directly in front of the user. The charge-up phase required
10 Arcane Energy, or five seconds for Lucas, and unless the user was able to
channel 5 Arcane Energy per second, which would require a 500 total energy
pool, the breath of fire spell would only last for two seconds. The next spell
was Chain Lightning. It required the same amount of Arcane Energy as Zap, 5
Arcane Energy, but it had two added effects: one could channel up and store
three charges of the Chain Lightning spell into his staff, unleashing all three
at once if he chose to do so, and the spell would also strike more than one
target. Whenever Chain Lightning struck something, it would also connect and
deal damage to any players or monsters within six feet of the target as well. It
was essentially Zap but with the ability to charge up and strike multiple
targets at once. The only downside was that it would strike you or your allies
if your target was too close when you cast the spell. It was still a favorite
amongst players, as most of them could channel all three charges at once and
then clear a room full of monsters up to Level 15, and it was why the guild
that had the secret to the spell’s formula, Corvin’s Blazing Bastards,
continued to make so much money off beginner Mages on noob island.


“Alright, are we off to kill the big boss now?”
Bonnie asked, looking over at the fake accounting book Lucas had made.


Lucas stood up and placed all of the work he had
done into his backpack. “Not yet. I have to first go turn in this stage of the
quest and get the next one, which means I need to go travel to Dray von
Maidbanger’s town.”


“Ah . . .” Nick scowled and glanced over at
Bonnie, “Then, can we . . . umm . . . You wanna level with me?” he asked. “I
mean, we can just kill some stupid deer or something while he’s gone.”


Bonnie raised an eyebrow. “Are you gonna pay me to
help?”


“No . . . I just thought—” Nick started, but was
cut off by Bonnie’s reply.


“Then I’ll wait for the boss to come back or that
coin purse of yours to loosen. Tavern man!” she shouted, quickly taking the
seat that Lucas had just abandoned. “Get me something strong to drink!”


Lucas felt bad for Nick, as it seemed like some
part of him had been crushed when Bonnie rejected his invitation. Well,
we’re still in the same party, so we should still be sharing experience, Lucas
thought, pulling out two gold coins. He wasn’t actually sure if there was a
limit to how far a person could be away from another player and still earn
experience, but he remembered seeing a discussion about it on forums. As best
he could recall, as long as the party didn’t enter a completely new area, like
a different dungeon or island, the experience would still be shared. “How about
I give each of you a gold coin to go get me another level?” he asked. “I’ll give
you another one if you can impress me with more than one.”


Bonnie’s eyes and mouth both went wide at the
mention of gold. “Those are the words I like to hear!” She snatched the coin so
fast it looked like it had vanished from Lucas’s hand. “Tavern man, put that
drink on ice. I’ll be back. Now, we’re off, spell boy!” she declared proudly,
ignoring both men and exiting the tavern without waiting for a reply from
either.


Nick paused a moment though before joining her.
“Umm . . . thanks, man,” he said and then darted after her.


He really didn’t want to have to level alone.
At least I should either get a level out of this or find out the limits to the
party system.


With all of his business wrapped up, Lucas headed
to Dray von Maidbanger’s little hamlet. Unlike the one around Sir Kegan’s
place, it was incredibly lively. Before Lucas had even reached the town, he
found himself walking with plenty of other players who were also headed in the
same direction. Dray himself wasn’t a popular quest or dungeon objective. Most
players reached the level cap long before they had to defeat him, but his town
was still a popular attraction. It had the best weapons, armors, and other knick-knacks
one could get on all of noob island. It was practically a utopia of merchants
selling everything from the best baked goods and foods to the finest carriages
and steeds. It was also one of the few towns that, in recognition of its
founder, had an assortment of negligee and lingerie merchants that could help
one acquire the items and tools one might need to try some of the game’s more
adult activities with other players or an NPC.


Lucas also noticed a few women walking toward the
town who were dressed as French maids with high stockings and heels. It was as
if he had gone from a town representing the ideals of a preacher’s lessons on
modesty and austerity to a sinner’s paradise of lechery and gluttony.


“Halt!” one of the guards called, blocking Lucas
before he could clear the final stretch toward Dray’s keep. “If you’re looking
for the armory to get fitted for battle, it’s not here. This is the estate.
Just head back into town, go to the blacksmith named Willmarth, and tell him
you need to get fitted properly. Don’t worry about the bill: He’ll send it to
the Baron.”


Quest: Dress to Impress.






In polite society, what one wears is as important as
who one is, sometimes even more so. A guard without proper attire will be
treated without proper respect. To prevent nobility and other guards from
disregarding important words or viewing you unfavorably, you must adhere to
their clothing criteria. Go to the local blacksmith, Willmarth, and acquire the
appropriate uniform of an Imperium Soldier.


“Ah . . .” Lucas winced at the quest pop-up,
knowing that he would be delayed. “But I’m here with urgent news for the
Baron.”


The guard looked at Lucas skeptically. “In that
outfit? How urgent could it be? You should know that the Baron takes looks, and
especially uniforms, very seriously.”


“On men too?” Lucas asked, causing the guard to
chuckle.


“Right, right. You won’t exist in his eyes except
as an eyesore, and men without uniforms are just that. I don’t know how urgent
the news is, but if it can wait, I recommend you take care of your problem
first,” the guard said.


“Okay . . .” Lucas replied, frowning. He
understood what was being said without being spoken aloud: there was no way
that he was getting through the gate dressed the way he was. All he could do
was turn in the direction the guard indicated and hope that the venture didn’t
take him too far out of the way or eat up too much time.


Thankfully, he found Willmarth’s store without too
much trouble. Unlike the wooden buildings around it, the shop was made entirely
of orangish-red bricks, and when he entered, Lucas noticed that the walls were
lined with Imperium armor.


“Repair, pick up, or purchase?” a voice called
from underneath the counter.


“Uhh . . . purchase?” Lucas replied, walking
toward the counter.


“I only sell to Humans and Imperium soldiers, you
know?” the voice continued calling out without its speaker making himself
visible, and Lucas could have sworn he heard a clicking sound and a small
explosion go off under the counter where the voice came from. “So, if you’re
not both of those, you should probably leave now.”


“I think I’m good on both fronts.” Lucas
approached the counter and leaned forward, trying to peek over to see what was
happening. As he did, a giant, six-foot-five-inch-tall man shot out from
underneath it and loomed over Lucas. The large, bear-sized body leaned forward,
causing the counter to creak and strain beneath his weight.


The man’s face was covered with black ash and
soot, and grey hairs shot out in all directions, giving him a wild and
desperate visage. “So, I see. Well, I’m Willmarth, and this is my shop. As you
can tell, the armors are all there in the front. Find your size and bring it up
here for me to inspect. Gotta know how much to charge that Baron, after all,
and which armor size to replace.”


Most of the time, you could just grab a piece of
armor, and it’d automatically adjust to fit as long as you were the right race.
Since this was a quest designed specifically around his appearance, however,
Lucas didn’t want to take the risk of letting something go awry with the
automated process, and he took the time to find something his exact size. As he
started browsing through the selection of chainmail hauberks so long that they
could double as both shirt and skirt, iron helmets, studded leather boots,
pants, gauntlets, and a tabard with the Imperium crest on it, the man began
talking to him again. “You know,” the blacksmith continued, “I actually wanted
to be a soldier too. Got the shoulders for it and the weapons. Was going to be
a good one too, I tell you.”


“Did you get injured?” Lucas asked, guessing at the
reason as he found a set of armor that looked like the right size. He
appreciated the fact that each armor had chest, waist, and height measurements
noted next to it for the purchaser’s convenience.


Congratulations. You have reached level -64. 

You now have 30 stat points available to allocate.


“Nope,” Willmarth answered. “Nothing so glorious as
that. I didn’t get to take a wound in battle, need to quit after I knocked up a
few women—like our good Baron—or even have the small dignity of retiring
unharmed. No, that Baron thought he was being really kind and wouldn’t let me
in. Said that, since my dad died to a trap door, and his dad died to a trap
door, and his dad’s dad died to a trap door, he wouldn’t let me in. Said he
couldn’t lose another one of us Willmarths to a simple door and that it’d be
better if I just did something simple like make armor.”


“Well, I think you make good armor, if it means
anything,” Lucas responded, looking over the stats on a set as he brought it up
to the counter. It was actually rather incredible. The chainmail would mitigate
15 points of damage from any incoming attack to a minimum of 1, and the pants,
gauntlet, and boots would all mitigate 5 to a minimum of 1. Those stats were
definitely better than what he had seen in Kegan’s town, which usually offered
3 damage reduction and 1 damage reduction respectively.


“It means you think I make good armor,” Willmarth
said, “and that’s it. Been doing something for forty years . . . If I wasn’t
good at it, that’d be saying something a lot more than if I was the best at it,
upstart. Now, let me take a look at this . . .” Willmarth grabbed the helmet
from Lucas and turned it upside down. “Ah, here we go. Little thin, aren’t we?
You could use some more meat on your bones if this armor fits. How ‘bout I give
you a doctor’s notice to go with the armor? Two pounds of bacon and three pints
of beer a day until you need to come back for a bigger suit.”


“I’ll be sure to do that,” Lucas said, hoping that
this would be the end of the errands he had to run.


Quest Completed: Dress to Impress.






As long as you are wearing the Imperium Soldier’s
standard attire, you will not suffer diplomatic or reputation penalties when
talking to Dray von Maidbanger or other members of the Imperium. 






Warning: A member of the Imperium is not unique or
special to non-Human races, but a soldier of the Imperium is. Certain
unfavorable situations may arise from interacting with non-Humans while wearing
the Imperium Soldier’s attire.


So, I need to make sure to take this off before
turning in Gunter’s quest. Lucas made a mental note as he read the warning
and began changing outfits.


“Boy, I don’t know what you’ve heard of
blacksmiths, but we aren’t that way. If you’re gonna strip down and give people
a show, go do it in a tavern where you might at least get one of those
desperate ladies that settle for skin and bones to buy you a beer,” Willmarth
grumbled, once more disappearing beneath the counter. The man hadn’t vanished
for more than two seconds before Lucas heard several more clicks and then
another small explosion, slightly louder than the one that had greeted him when
he had first entered the place.


Lucas left the shop and then quickly made the
return trip back to the estate. Thankfully, now that he had the right uniform,
he was able to pass the guard and get into Maidbanger’s keep without more than
a cursory glance. It quickly became obvious as he treaded deeper inside that
everything had been decorated with at least one common theme in mind:
everywhere he looked, there were statues and paintings of beautiful women, all
of whom were either naked or barely-dressed. There was also at least one maid
in every room. Most carried around feather dusters as if they were hard at
work, but he noted that they giggled at nothing randomly and often.


Lucas snorted, imagining who had first dreamed up
this Baron’s home. Whoever programmed this is definitely a deviant.


“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” one of the guards asked
as he caught Lucas studying the art. “Makes you really appreciate coming to
work, it does.”


“Yeah . . . I bet.” Lucas responded without giving
the guard a second thought and continued through the stronghold. He pressed
forward, easily navigating the building’s corridors, until he came to a guarded
door with two men blocking his entrance. He could hear the sounds of women
moaning from the other side, and he did his best ignore it as he turned to the
guard on the right.


“I’m here with news from Kegan’s territory,” Lucas
announced. “Do you know how long the Baron will be busy?”


“He’s never not busy,” the guard said, failing to
hide his irritation. “All day, every day, so you’re better off just reporting
what it is you have for him to me.”


“It’s a matter regarding a serious financial
issue,” Lucas countered. “I have proof that Kegan has been lying about how much
he owes in taxes, and I need to show the proof to Dray directly.”


The guard’s eyes lit up as he listened to Lucas’s
report. “You have tangible proof? You, a regular, lowly soldier has tangible
proof of Kegan’s misdeeds? That’s great. Absolutely great! We searched high and
low after that Dwarf brat from Kegan’s village tried to tell me the same thing,
but we never found the real book. Everything appeared to be on the up and up,
but I knew better. I knew that penny pincher couldn’t resist stealing. He seems
too upright to actually be a good person! Ha!”


“Yeah, you did call it,” the other guard said.
“That’s exactly what you said, Erik. Called it on the dot, you did.”


“Right,” Erik replied with a grin. “Now, show me
the proof. This has got to be juicy.”


“Don’t show them anything,” a deep voice boomed
from the other side of the door. “It is their place to guard, not to scheme.
Bring the evidence directly to me.”


Erik and his buddy straightened up and went stiff
at the sound of the voice. “Just open the door and let yourself in,” Erik
muttered quietly, not moving so much as an inch.


“Okay,” Lucas called to whoever might be listening
inside the room. He felt the need to warn the Baron based on the earlier sound
effects, even though he had been invited. “I’m coming in now.”


Lucas was greeted by the sight of a gargantuan man
wearing only a pair of grey slacks to prevent himself from being nude seated in
the largest chair that Lucas had ever seen. The enormous figure was several
inches larger in each direction than even Willmarth, but whereas the blacksmith
had looked like a well-built tank, this man had muscle and fat spilling over
his skeletal frame in equal proportions. There was a woman on either side of
him, each with disheveled hair and busy at work arranging her uniform and
adjusting herself as quickly as she could.


“Sorry to disturb you,” Lucas apologized as a way
of greeting. He wasn’t sure what to do with his body—whether he was supposed to
bow, salute, or offer a handshake—since he didn’t know what the manners and
customs of Imperium Soldiers greeting Barons were.


“The book can wait,” Dray responded, closing the
book he was holding and tossing it onto a nearby table. “Fantasy is repetitive,
and the stories don’t change no matter when they are read, but news
uncapitalized upon will be lost. Opportunity will rot if not acted upon. So,
don’t waste your chance: Say what you have to say.”


“I have news from—” Lucas began his pitch once
more.


“I’ve heard that already through the door. Take
out your proof and explain it to me.”


“Ah, right.” Lucas pulled his bag off his back and
began to fetch out the documents he had forged, handing them over to Dray as he
removed them. “These are the things I found in Kegan’s study, hidden under one
of his bookshelves.”


Dray extended his hand expectantly and waited for
Lucas to bring him the items rather than getting up himself, and he began
flipping through the pages and notes rather quickly once he had them, almost as
if he knew exactly what he was looking for. “These don’t match the book Kegan
showed me,” Dray said, “nor the taxes he paid.”


“It is as you say, Baron. He was deceiving you by
keeping sales contracts hidden and pocketing small bits of money for himself.”
Lucas paused and studied Dray’s reaction as the man continued to flip through
the contracts and accounting book at an alarming speed. The work that had taken
Lucas hours to put together had taken this man a minute to tear through.


“This is good, soldier. You’ve done well,” Dray
said, handing the evidence back to Lucas. “I’m going to give you a chance to
humor your ulterior motive.”


“My ulterior motive?” Lucas asked, not sure how
far the man had seen through his plan.


“You snuck into an Imperium noble’s place,
investigated his business without authorization from his superiors, and
confiscated private, confidential Imperium financials. You can either be killed
right here on the spot, or you can drop the act and not play coy with me, son.”
Dray reached out and grasped Lucas’s shoulder as he spoke, pressing down with
so much force that Lucas wasn’t sure whether or not he’d be able to maintain
his balance and stay standing. “Don’t be so nervous; I will overlook this
transgression. My family has not ruled these lands without suffering
innumerable plots. I know one when I see one, and those weak enough to break to
them do not deserve my protection. I am aware that the only reason you are
doing me this favor is that you hope to take his place. Since my men have
failed, I shall give you one chance to do just that as compensation for your
service. You have succeeded where others have failed; you will also be given a
chance to rise as another falls.” Dray grinned devilishly as he finished
speaking, making him appear all the more sinister.


Lucas suppressed his uncomfortableness and
returned Dray’s smile. “Thank you,” he managed.


Dray lifted his hand from Lucas’s shoulder and
leaned back in his throne-like chair. “Go alone and dispose of that worthless
rat Kegan. Take his noble rings. They will either rest on your hand as proof of
your new station in the Imperium, or they will remain on Kegan’s as proof that
you have failed and are no longer fit to wear the glorious emblem of our
people.”


“It will be done, Baron,” Lucas said, getting
ready to turn and leave.


“Halt,” Dray commanded, stopping Lucas before he
could even take a step. “There is one more small favor I have of you. If you
perform it, I shall reward you handsomely.”


Lucas’s ears perked up at the mention of an extra
reward. He knew that he’d need help once he replaced Kegan. If he could get
extra loot from Dray, he could get his plan in motion much sooner than he had
anticipated. “What do you need?”


“A painting,” Dray said. “It is of a woman whose
beauty was far greater than that spineless bastard deserved.”


“What does she look like?” Lucas asked, a sinking
feeling in his gut.


“Like a woman should look,” Dray said. “Her dark
hair, her soft white skin, those curves, and that luscious, youthful appearance
. . .” His eyes twinkled as he described the woman, a creepy-old-man vibe
radiating off the nobleman. “And a wedding ring. The painting will be the only
one of a woman with a wedding ring in Kegan’s manor. It shouldn’t be hard to
spot. That bastard may have managed to keep her until she died, but I want her
picture nonetheless. Feel free to cut the useless scrap off of it as you bring
it to me.”


Lucas did his best to suppress a feeling of rage
he couldn’t describe at Dray’s lusting over Kegan’s dead wife. “I’ll keep an
eye out for it and will be sure to bring it to you if I can,” he lied. There
was no way he could bring himself to tarnish those two’s tragic love story by
delivering her image to him. “Although . . .” He knew that he should stop. The
Baron was just performing whatever reactions the AI deemed appropriate for him,
but Lucas couldn’t stop himself. “I had always suspected that you were the type
of man who would be interested in a different woman, a woman like Xun Guan.” As
soon as the words left his mouth, he knew he had made a mistake. He could see
it in Dray’s eyes, which had been mostly deadpan their entire conversation.


“There. Are. No. Women. That. Should. Not. Be.
Mine,” Dray said. Each word was spoken slowly and purposefully with a deep,
rumbling boom, and his voice slowly rose in volume until he was almost
shouting. “Xun Guan will be mine as Isabel should have been! And those who
impede or question me shall not live to tell about it. Am I clear, son?”


“Absolutely, Baron. I meant no harm in it,” Lucas
replied. If he had been a higher level and actually capable of it, he would
have killed Dray on the spot for the answer he had given. Lucas now had a
deep-rooted suspicion growing in him that left him hating the man, and there
was a shortness of breath and a tightness in his chest that just wouldn’t go
away.


“Good. Then be gone and don’t return until you’re
either in a casket or proudly wearing the noble ring of a Knight of the
Imperium,” Dray said, waving his hand and walking back over to his chair.


“I apologize for asking this only now,” Lucas began,
suddenly remembering another quest, “but there is a man named Jason in one of
your jails. He was only arrested because he had been wrongly accused of lying
about Kegan’s finances. Is there a chance I can bring him back with me? His
friends may be useful in acquiring Kegan’s ring.”


Dray seemed to mostly ignore Lucas’s words as he
retrieved his book and began to read again. “Good,” Dray said, flipping to the
middle of the book where he had likely left off. “Not quite yet a nobleman and
already learning to use the beasts beneath your station, are you? That is good.
He’s yours then. Feel free to kill him if you need to for your plan, son. I
shall await your results. So long as you wear Kegan’s noble ring, no one will
doubt your place in the Imperium.”


Quest: The Noble Hand.






Status and power within the abstract social confines
of man are largely symbolic and therefore often need symbols to demonstrate
them. Kegan’s ring is the ring of a Knight, and any who wear it shall have that
status. Take his ring, and you shall be awarded both the status and power that
come with it.


This time, Lucas was able to rein in his wild
tongue and make it out the door before he said something else that he
shouldn’t. The guards were unusually quiet though as he left, and it took Lucas
almost ten minutes to find the dungeon. He found the malnourished and
despondent Dwarf he was looking for there, glaring at him from behind bars with
his hands shoved in his pockets.


“I’ve come because Gunter sent me,” Lucas said. “I
managed to prove your words true, and you’re free to go.”


Quest Completed: The Truthfully Accused.






Sometimes, how things are done is just as
important as what is done. You have freed Jason, but you have done so while
wearing the garb of his most hated foe: the Imperium. After suffering a
plethora of different inhumane treatments within Dray’s dungeon by myriad
different guards under Dray’s order, Jason has grown to associate the symbol of
the Imperium and all those who wear it with the vilest acts a man can commit.
Since your first meeting with him was done while wearing this symbol and not
while valiantly fighting your way through the dungeon and killing those wearing
it, his reputation with you is now negative. 






Since you have freed one of his closest friends,
Gunter’s reputation with you has significantly improved. Gunter will now have
new dialogue options available.


What the heck? I free you, and you hate me? “Well,
can you make it back to town without my help?” Lucas asked, not wanting to have
to put up with the company of an ungrateful Dwarf for the whole walk back.


Jason didn’t even stop glaring at Lucas as he
turned his head slightly to the side and spat.


“Is that a yes?” Lucas asked.


“Even if I couldn’t, I wouldn’t want help from a
stupid, evil tin-can,” Jason spat, and as he turned in a huff, Lucas could see
that part of his ear was cut off. “So, leave. You’ve done your good deed for
the day. Now, you can go off and feel less guilty about the murders you’re
about to commit in the name of your foul government.”


“Uhh . . . okay then.” Lucas turned around and
left before having to deal with a guilt trip. He knew he was the bad guy in
this story. He didn’t need anyone reminding him of that fact.

















——-


 


 


Lucas made sure to stop by Willmarth’s shop on his
way back and pick up a better-quality knife than the starter one, thinking he
might need something more durable or sharper if he ran into another
Saba’a-sized problem. He opened up Kegan’s journal and flipped to where he had
left off, the page with the single line “I will break them all” and stared down
at the words uneasily for a second before turning to the next page. There was a
long list of names written there, all of which had a line scratched through
them and a symbol noted next to them except for one. Kegan had drawn in an axe,
a knife, a tiny flame, and even a spider web in a few cases, and it wasn’t a
longshot to guess that each symbol likely represented the way in which each
person had been killed off.


This must be the list of people that rebelled,
but . . . Lucas stopped as his eyes hit the only name that hadn’t been
scratched out yet. Is the only reason that Jason is still alive that he left
Kegan’s territory? If he wasn’t in jail, would he be dead already? Then perhaps
the reason he went to go beg and scrape for Dray’s forgiveness wasn’t entirely
motivated by Kegan’s cruelty but also by fear too . . .


Lucas flipped through the next few pages and found
both the answer and a dark story scrawled out, illuminating Kegan’s tortured
mind.


 


He escaped to von Maidbanger’s territory, bringing
with him every slanderous lie he could compose to try and seal my fate before I
can kill him, the filth. His father, his brothers, his friends—I have killed
each one of the rebellious scum that raised arms against me that night except
for him. There is no world he can escape to that I won’t find a way to reach,
and there will be no good outcome for him. I will find him, and he will find
himself lucky if I only kill him quickly.






—-


 


It took two weeks, but I have finally managed to
trick that deviant Baron into believing that he is receiving proper taxes after
the dissident accusation. In his anger, he has granted me the opportunity I
yearned for, locking away my victim in a cage that coins will open. I cannot
show my face in Dray’s territory though, so in my absence, I have sent soldiers
loyal to me in my place. Their instructions are simple: make Jason wish he was
dead and bring back a toenail, fingernail, or some other random body part of
his. The first time I asked them, they grimaced; but the coins I have hidden
from Dray changed their mind. They are now off to get my revenge. 






—-






A new piece of Jason has come each day coupled
with the news of his anguish, and yet each day his suffering assuages my pain
less. The first soldier told me that he had proudly bragged about being one of
the dozen that personally took Isabel’s life, about her end, and about how she
had screamed and cried as they assaulted her. He even bragged to the guards for
over a week in the dungeon before my soldier arrived, boasting about how he had
personally violated and murdered not only a Human, but a noblewoman. He had
thought that he was protected by the Imperium’s laws. He did not know that
there is no door that will block my revenge, no pathway that can’t be unlocked
by coin.






—-






His suffering has exceeded everything Isabel
endured. I sent anonymous people to witness and verify so that I need not trust
the soldiers’ words alone. I know without doubt of his pain, his loss, and his
waking nightmare, but still I am not satisfied.






—-






I can’t remember her face anymore. I have the
painting and a dozen drawings, but they are not the same. I am now less haunted
by what I remember of the revolt than what I have forgotten from before it. 






—-






I’ve begun hunting, killing, and murdering
monsters and dissidents wherever I can find them as a way to distract myself.
It helps to know that, for every beast killed, it is one less that will
threaten the good men and women at home. Each animal is one less threat of a
new widower being made, but it is not enough. I must do more.


 


—-






The people will not thank me, but my territory is
now the safest in the Imperium. There is only one threat remaining, one beast
that I have yet to kill: the non-Humans that first rebelled. If I free them,
they will kill again; their hatred is as great as mine. If I leave them in
chains, my successor might make my mistake and repeat the cycle of sorrow. It
is not enough to break them. I must do more. I must end this cycle where my
ancestors began it.






—-






Quest: Rage of the Berserker.






79 Names were entered into Kegan’s Journal, each
an assailant that Kegan must see made into a victim. 78 of these targets have
been eliminated, but one still remains alive: the man whom your actions have
freed. Hunt down and kill the final rebel and then bring his head to Kegan. If
you bring Kegan this head, the noble’s rage will lessen, and his hatred will
subside enough for reason.






Warning: If you kill Jason and are discovered to
have done so by Gunter, your reputation with Gunter will reach hostile levels.


Warning: Kegan is aware you have taken part in
freeing Jason. If you appear without Jason’s head in hand, he will not converse
with you.


That was the last entry to the journal, but Lucas
didn’t need to see any more. He had unlocked a hidden quest by reading Kegan’s
secrets, and he now understood all that he needed to know about the lord, what
he was planning, why he wanted to both grow his military and seize all of the
land in Hesse. It was actually rather simple, despite the lengths to which
Kegan had gone: all he wanted was to kill every humanoid that wasn’t actually
Human in one quick swoop.


Lucas hated the idea of genocide and the evils
this man planned to commit. In the real world, he’d have stood against him at
every turn. Yet, at the same time, he felt a kinship with the man. He
sympathized with his loss and knew full-well the unspoken insanities that came
with love. If I lived in a world like this and went through what he did—and
after doing everything he did to ensure someone’s happiness and prosperity—would
I be just as broken?


By the time he finally reached Kegan’s territory
again and made it to the tavern, Lucas had reached Level -63, meaning that his
theory on how experience sharing was only limited by instance and not distance
was correct. While he was happy to have the information and the additional
level, the problem was that he had forgotten to tell Bonnie and Nick when to be
back and where to meet him. He didn’t exactly have their names or numbers or
any other way to get in contact with them, and he was going to need their help
if he was going to finish off the quest to kill Kegan.


Several months ago, he never would have had a
problem killing Kegan. In fact, after losing the love of his life, Lucas would
have seen it as doing the man a favor by putting him out of his misery. Now,
however, something about the story ending with Kegan dying seemed off. Kegan
had a purpose, as twisted as it was, and Lucas knew exactly what was going
through the Knight’s head and what he was feeling. When he had first started
his company with Yu Hua, every dollar the company had made felt like a small
win. Each small jump in profits was a victory, and each drop was accompanied by
anxiety, worry, and self-doubt.


Kegan had a sense of meaning that Lucas didn’t
think was possible after experiencing such loss.


The only shame was that Kegan’s sense of purpose
was not just morally abhorrent, but it also seemed to bring him absolutely no joy.
It didn’t even seem to stymie his depression or self-loathing, which he had
aimed outward in the form of genocidal hatred.


“More wine and cheese?” Hermann asked as Lucas
walked into the tavern.


Lucas had removed his Imperium tabard and stashed
it away so as to not draw more attention to himself or create any more
unfortunate misunderstandings with the non-Humans. If the past notification in
the dungeon when he had freed Jason was to be a clue, he had a strong suspicion
that wearing it while dealing with the non-Humans might result in rather
unfavorable outcomes.


Lucas took a single look around the room and
spotted Gunter’s group over at the same table that they had occupied earlier.
“Yes, exactly that,” he answered. Jason had been in rather rough shape when
Lucas freed him, but he was seated with the rest at the table, talking with the
group of non-Humans.


“I’ll have the girl fetch you a chair too,”
Hermann said, seeing where Lucas was looking.


Gunter noticed Lucas at the same time, and the
Dwarf rose to his feet and slammed his mug down on the table the moment he
spied him. “Well, if this isn’t ‘richer than a golden beard on a bronze rear!’”


“I’m sorry?” Lucas wasn’t sure what to make of
this Dwarf’s reaction.


“And you should be!” Gunter laughed. “Coming back
here without giving us heads up so we could treat you to a proper reception. I
never expected a tin-can to go out of his way for a sub, much less so quickly.”
He walked across the room and gave Lucas an awkward side hug, making sure not
to spill his drink as he did. “If they didn’t charge me for every breath of air
in this rotten town I’d be telling everyone already!”


“Well, I’ve been busy,” Lucas said as he looked
over at the group. Everyone was in high spirits, but Jason just glowered at
him. Still hate me even after I freed you, huh? Apparently, simply removing
the tabard wasn’t enough to completely quell the animosity.


“Busy saving my brother!” Gunter said, pulling
Lucas over to the table. “I know. I can’t tell you how much this means. I’ve looked
after that runt since he was smaller than the meals that cheapskate Hermann
serves these days.”


The serving girl had brought up a chair for him,
and Lucas seated himself at the table after everyone collectively scooched
their plates a little to the side so that he had a place to sit.


“Never thought I’d see the day a tin-can was
welcomed to the table with us,” Jason grumbled loudly enough for the whole
table to hear.


Gunter slammed his drink down on the table for a
second time, cutting him short. “And I never thought I’d see you so
ungrateful,” Gunter spat. “You can’t even mutter a simple ‘thank you’ to the
man who saved your life.”


“It’s his kind who locked me up to begin with,”
Jason shot back, his glare shifting from Lucas to Gunter.


“His kind? I’ll be sure to make sure you’re tried
for every crime a Dwarf commits then, you little snot. Show some appreciation!
He did a good deed,” Gunter argued. “And show some mirth too. This is a party.
We’ve had one friend returned, and we’ve made another on the same day.”


“First good beer I’ve had too, or at least since .
. .” Fiddle mumbled, trailing off and turning his head away.


“Since the last time I can remember,” Ash said,
continuing his comrade’s thought. “Thanks again for earlier,” he said, raising
a glass of beer too. “Hermann paid for this round, so feel free to pour
yourself a mug.”


“Pour himself? He’s the guest of honor. Let me,”
Fiddle said, filling up a glass and sliding it over to Lucas.


“Thanks,” Lucas said. He grabbed the glass and
raised it, toasting with the group. After everyone had downed a healthy swallow
of the beverage, Lucas decided that he had better go ahead and broach one of
his concerns to them. “Hey, not to bother, but there’s no chance you’ve seen a
loud Were-Fox and a louder Human come in here recently?”


“The fox girl wearing more leather than a cow?”
Gunter asked. “If so, yeah, we saw them. Herm said they come in every half hour
or so, don’t even order a single drink, and then leave. Weird if you ask me.”


“Ah, good,” Lucas said. They’ll find me. I just
need to wait.


“They should be back soon though,” Gunter said.
“It’s about their usual check-in time.”


“Well,” Lucas said as he looked over at Gunter,
“when they do come back, I’m gonna have to go again. Have to go kill that guy
Kegan for his crimes against the people of this town.” He threw it out casually
as if he were talking about the weather, but when the words left his mouth, not
only did his table go silent, but the table of people behind him did too. There
were a few hushed whispers, and then Lucas realized that everyone in the entire
tavern had turned mute.


Special Event Trigger: Discount Red Shirts.






Not all charismatic leaders persuade people with
their looks, their words, or their general charm. Decisiveness, past actions,
and determination can sometimes supplement these qualities and be just as
effective—if not more so. You have demonstrated yourself to these men and now
have the opportunity to add them to your party. You may add up to four party
members to assist you in The Noble Hand. They will assist you until the end of
the quest and then automatically depart from your party afterward.






Warning: If you use these men to complete The
Noble Hand, then they will each have their own expectations of you after the
quest is finished. If those expectations aren’t met, negative events may be
triggered.






Warning: Those who die during this mission will not
respawn, and others will remember who followed you on the quest. Their deaths
may or may not impact your reputation.


Lucas’s eyes opened slightly when he read that. So,
I can still add more to my party, Lucas thought happily. Although, the fact
that it lets me add four additional people means that this is either going to
be very difficult, or they aren’t going to be worth their weight in dirt. The
only time anyone ever lets you exceed the party limit of six is when things are
about to get tough . . .


“What do you mean?” Gunter asked, finally breaking
the silence. “You want to kill Kegan?”


“I’ve heard well enough from the people around
here about the things he’s done,” Lucas said, “and so I’m going to kill him.
Whoever comes after has to be better than what I’ve seen here.”


“That’s . . .?” Gunter trailed off, leaving his
thought unfinished, and Jason stepped in for him.


“That’s exactly what we should have done the first
time,” he said quickly. “That bastard should have died, and he would have if
there weren’t so many cowards among us.”


“Think about what you’re saying,” Gunter
cautioned.


“I am thinking!” Jason yelled. Everyone else in
the room was already attuned to their conversation, so he wasn’t likely to draw
any more listeners now by raising a ruckus. “It’s like you said: This tin-can
saved my life, so I’m going with him if he lets me help him kill Kegan too. If
he wants to kill that copper-clinging slave driver, then why shouldn’t I help
him?”


“But . . . But what if he fails?” Fiddle asked.
“Failure happens, you know. What then?”


“There won’t be an issue,” Lucas said, waving his
hand. “I’m not the only one who heard of the problem. Dray von Maidbanger has
as well. I conveyed to him your words about how Kegan treats you all, and he
said he plans to send men. The only reason I plan to do this myself is that I
can’t wait the week or two for Maidbanger’s soldiers. So, don’t worry. You’ll be
saved no matter what happens. The only question is, really, whether you plan to
wait for someone else to rescue you or do it yourself.”


“I’m not waiting. If you’re going, take me with
you,” Jason said, his attitude completely different than before.


The people torturing him must have told him who
was responsible for his suffering, Lucas thought as he observed Jason’s
over-eager desire to kill Kegan.


“Fine, you won’t leave me behind again either,”
Gunter said. “I’m coming too.”


“If Gunter goes, we go,” Ash said as well, putting
his fist on the table.


Others around the table began to voice their
desire to join the quest, but Lucas stopped them. “No,” he said. “Two. That’s
the most that I can take with me.”


“But that place is a fortress. You’re going to need
our help,” Fiddle argued. “Even if we all go, it will be tough to win.”


“That’s because you all attack from the front,”
Lucas countered. “I know a secret route—one that will bypass the guards and
allow me to enter his manor undetected—but I can’t bring many people with me.
Too many people, and we’ll be discovered before we can reach Kegan.”


They all nodded in unison, and there were several
murmurs of approval.


“Well, if you bring anyone, I’m coming,” Gunter
demanded.


Lucas looked over at Jason. “That’s fine. You and he
can both come, but no more. It’s going to be horribly dangerous, and I can’t
guarantee your safety.”


NPCs Gunter and Jason have been added to your party.

Reminder: Their respawn ability has been turned off for the duration of The
Noble Hand. If you try to bring them to areas not related to the quest, they
may return to the tavern, and you will incur a reputation penalty with their
associates.


“Works for me,” Gunter said.


“I can’t wait to be rid of that noble’s oppressive
regime. When are we doing this?” Jason asked, taking a slow, meaningful chug of
his drink.


Lucas leaned back in his chair as Hermann came
over and handed him a bottle. “When my friends come,” he answered.


“Maybe pay your tab before you go,” Hermann joked.
“You know, just in case you don’t make it back.”


Lucas laughed, flipping Hermann a coin. He
couldn’t hate the tavern owner for making sure he didn’t get stiffed on a bill.
“Fine, fine.”


“Speak of the tin-cans . . .” Jason said, just as
Nick popped his head through the door.


“FINALLY!” Nick shouted, looking enthused as he
saw Lucas. “We can finish the big quest!” He stepped through the doorway, and
Bonnie followed after.


“And how much you paying for the level?” she asked
expectantly.


“I gave you a gold coin already for it, right?”
Lucas asked, noting that they had gained fewer levels than he had.


“Yeah, boss, that was the rate,” she said,
smirking. “But we did earn a ton of experience for ya, right? Maybe a silver
coin for a bonus?”


“Right,” Lucas agreed. He wasn’t lacking cash to
the point he needed to risk upsetting a party member. “And I’ll give you
another five after we finish the next mission.”


“We getting five too?” Jason asked. “I could use
some coin.”


Lucas didn’t have to fake a smile as he looked
over at Jason. “We’ll talk after I see how good you are with a blade.”


“I don’t use a blade. I use this.” Jason pulled a
Paladin’s mace and shield from a backpack on the floor next to his chair. “Our
family has been using it for generations. Was a pain getting it back from those
tin-cans at the jail. I think they were hoping to keep it forever, the greedy
rats.”


“Do we get to kill the nobleman now?” Bonnie asked
impatiently. “I’ll give you a discount as long as we don’t have to fight that .
. . that thing again. Why can’t game devs come up with something more creative
than nasty spiders?”


“Maybe because they’re so creepy they always
work?” Nick suggested.


“Well, whatever. Just don’t make me fight it
again. Let’s just skip that one this go around,” she demanded.


“I thought you were all about doing anything you
could to make money. Why would you offer up a discount?” Lucas asked.


“I am! I will make the most money. I will be the
richest there is. I have to . . . because . . .” Bonnie fumbled across her
words. “Just shut up. Let’s go do your quest. I’m on the clock.”


Lucas chuckled. He pushed himself back from the
table and then stood up. “Well, you guys heard the lass: Let’s get going.”


With that, the group went out of the tavern and
toward the small hut that hid the tunnel into Kegan’s manor.

















——-


 


 


No one really talked until they entered the
underground passage. Lucas was too absorbed in his thoughts, ruminating on the
journal with such focus as they were climbing down that he almost didn’t notice
how the entire environment in the dungeon had reset. There wasn’t so much as
even the smallest scratch on the walls and floor from their earlier visit. The
hole that had been burned away by Firebolts and cocktails was completely gone,
and all that remained was the original dark, empty tunnel.


As Lucas took in the impact of the game having
reset the dungeon, Bonnie made sure to warn the group. “No fire!” she said,
even as she lit a torch so that everyone could see what was going on. “No fire
at all!”


“Sure, sure,” Lucas said, pocketing the new staff
Nick had given him and pulling out the beginner’s version. “Use the beginner
staff’s Frost Breath for the little ones.” Then he looked over at Jason. “I’ve
been meaning to ask you . . . Do you know an Isabel?” As the question left
Lucas’s mouth, he heard Gunter’s foot dig into the dirt, and he almost tripped
forward.


“Yeah, I knew her,” Jason said. “What of it?”


“Nothing, nothing,” Lucas thought aloud, twisting
the staff around in his hands. “I was just wondering if you knew how she died.”


“Jason, don’t,” Gunter warned sternly.


“What? Don’t brag? Why not? Of course I know how
she died,” Jason said, a wide grin on his face as he walked forward. “I put her
down like a used workhorse, broken and exhausted, after the group of us had
ridden her all across town.”


Bonnie’s lower lip twitched as she heard the
description leaving Jason’s proud mouth. Her voice shook as she said, “Boss, I
don’t care if he’s in our party. I’m going to—”


“No,” Lucas said sternly, stepping between Jason
and Bonnie. “Just wait. I have a few more questions before we take care of
Kegan.”


“Kegan? I want to—”


“Trust me,” Lucas said. He wanted to assure
Bonnie, but he couldn’t. Not yet.


“Oh, don’t get so angry, woman. Those nobles have
done far worse to us. We just gave back what we got,” Jason said with a smirk.
“Just like we’re about to do to Kegan.”


“Were you there?” Lucas asked, looking back at
Gunter.


“No, that coward didn’t come. Said it’d do no
good,” Jason interjected, glaring at Gunter.


But you knew about it. You knew what they had
done, and you let it slide. You welcomed him back with open arms . . . He
never raised the staff, but he began channeling a Firebolt just the same.


“And it didn’t do any good,” Gunter continued.


Lucas shrugged his backpack onto a single
shoulder, letting it slide down to his hip. Once there, he reached inside and
retrieved a bottle of booze that he had been holding onto. Lucas finished his
spell as Gunter finished his sentence. He tossed the cocktail up into the air
in front of the group and released the Firebolt at the same time. The two
collided, and the resulting burst showered the ground with flames, which began
spreading out in all directions as the alcohol ran everywhere.


“What in the heck?!” Jason snapped, jumping back
toward Lucas and the rest of the group. “That could have burnt me!”


“Oh!” Gunter and Jason both exclaimed in unison as
the EXP messages began appearing. The small spiders lurking in the shadows had
been caught in the blaze along with all the little ones that had been silently approaching.


Lucas expected Bonnie to grumble about what he had
just done, but she didn’t voice a single complaint.


“Ha!” Gunter guffawed, beginning to relax. “I was
worried for a minute. Didn’t realize you were just taking out little guys.”


“It’s exactly what I’m doing.” Lucas focused all
of his strength into his legs as he rushed forward and slammed into Jason. The
Dwarf stumbled backward several paces into the flames before finally losing his
balance and falling over in the middle of the burning pool.


“Owe! Owe! What the heck was tha—” Jason cried out
as the floor giving way beneath him.


Gunter tried to reach out and save his friend, but
Lucas struck out with his boot, kicking him in the side and away from the hole.


“Why?” Gunter asked desperately, glaring up at
Lucas with betrayal in his eyes. “What did I do?”


“Nothing,” Lucas responded. “That’s the problem.
You did nothing, even knowing your friend was a monster.” Lucas then took his
magic staff and used it like a baseball bat. He swung hard at the Dwarf’s face
and was rewarded by the sound of bone crunching underneath his blow.


“But he was my friend,” Gunter offered as an
excuse.


“That makes you just as bad!” Bonnie said. She ran
up, grabbed Gunter by the belt, and then tumbled him forward into the same hole
that the fire and Jason had disappeared into. Then, looking over at Lucas, she
simply shrugged with a smug grin on her face. “There you go, boss. They can
deal with that stupid spider now.”


“Nick,” Lucas said, looking over. “We need to go
down there.”


“More loot farming?” Nick asked. “I mean, we’re
not saving them, especially after what that guy confessed to, are we?”


“I’m not working for you if you save that
bastard,” Bonnie added.


“You know he’s just an NPC, right?” Lucas asked
the pair.


“Yeah, so it should matter even less when we kill
him,” Bonnie retorted.


“I’d hate to think you can backstab players but
not NPCs, as if players matter less than strings of code,” Nick said as he
walked over to the hole, “but whatever. I’m not the one in charge here—clearly—so
let’s just get whatever you want to do done.”


“That’s the spirit,” Lucas said, patting him on
the back as the two jumped down after the Dwarves.


By the time they landed, Jason and Gunter had
already recovered and were bearing their weapons toward them. Jason was holding
his mace and shield up, and Gunter had pulled out a large quarterstaff and was
holding it in front of himself for defense as well.


“I’m not going to go down that easily, Imperium
scum,” Jason said, his face looking grim after having lost his eyebrows and
part of his hair to the fire he had been thrown upon.


“Easy there, Jason. You started this by running
your mouth, but it doesn’t have to go down this way. We can all just go about
our business as we first intended to do,” Gunter said, backing up a little.


“No,” Lucas said, channeling an Earth Spike from
the ground and into Gunter. Gunter tried to dodge it, jumping to the side, but
the net result was that, instead of impaling Gunter up the middle, the spike
caught him in the left leg.


“I’ll get the other leg,” Nick offered as he began
channeling too.


“No! You won’t!” Jason yelled, charging toward
Nick full force.


Jason didn’t make it even three feet toward Nick
before Bonnie descended like a beautiful angel from above, landing square on
his head with both feet. For a moment, Lucas thought that she had actually
planned the attack as she crushed him like a fat plumber landing on an
unfortunate turtle. With Jason’s interference no longer en route, Nick was able
to land a much more accurately-aimed spike into Gunter’s right leg and leave
the Dwarf crippled and snared, howling out in pain.


“Bonnie, don’t kill Jason just yet,” Lucas said to
the fox girl as he saw her pull out her dagger and prepare to slit the Dwarf’s
throat. She was holding him down by pressing her knee against his neck, a
position that she had naturally fallen into after not-so-gracefully landing
right on top of him.


“Need him bound up? Don’t worry about it, boss.”
Bonnie was almost losing her hold on Jason as she started to reach one of her
hands toward the bag on her back. “Crap. Hey, I’ll give you permission for the
items, so just reach into my backpack and grab them. I should have some ropes
near the top or makeshift handcuffs if you get far enough down.”


“You have handcuffs?” Lucas asked, a little
surprised. He remembered the rope from the last time she had slid down into the
cavern, but he hadn’t expected her to have made handcuffs. “Are they for . . .”


“They’re for whomever a paying customer needs me
to apprehend,” Bonnie interrupted. “Don’t give me that look, and don’t look too
far into it!”


A moment later, Nick had fetched the rope out of
Bonnie’s bag, and the two were putting the finishing touches on Jason, properly
hog-tying the Dwarf, while Lucas used another length of rope to tie up Gunter.


“So, what now?” Nick asked. “Do we take them to
town? Have them tried for their crimes?”


“I got a knife right here that could try that
filthy animal better than any jury,” Bonnie said, giving Jason a swift kick in
the ribs.


“Hey! She was Imperium! Why are you still— Ahh!”


Jason tried to defend himself verbally, but Bonnie
wasn’t allowing it. The moment he opened his mouth, she started kicking him
again.


“The only reason you’re alive is because I’m
having a good day for once, so shut up!” she shouted.


The noise from the little skirmish combined with
Jason’s cries as he was kicked triggered the event Lucas had been hoping for:
The obese spider started talking again. Truthfully, he had only been banking on
luck and guesswork in determining whether or not she would appear. He had no
way of knowing what her respawn timer was, and even now that she was
approaching, he had no way of knowing how she would react. This was his second
time going through the encounter, and that meant that one of two things was
going to happen: she was going to remember their previous engagement and react
accordingly, or she wouldn’t remember a single thing. It was generally a
toss-up as to which way it would go, based on what he had heard, and there
didn’t seem to be any standard rule of thumb determining which it would be.


He could have had Nick check the forums for any
sort of detail again, but he highly doubted that his accompanying Mage would
find anything. The fact that he had come up with anything all the first time
was amazing. Most players were already well-acquainted with the dungeon system
by the end of the first day, so there weren’t a lot of people searching out
explanations and guides. Further, while this particular dungeon had certainly
been explored, Lucas was tackling it in the role of an Imperium agent,
something that had never been done.


“Who goes there?” the beast demanded.


“The pizza delivery man,” Lucas called back
flippantly.


“Pizza? Delivery? What? Oh. It’s you three again,”
the spider replied, its voice rising hauntingly from the ground. “Have you come
to bother me again? To taunt me with your delicious-looking bodies while you
torture me with your spells?” She groaned through the webs, and the sound
echoed around the cave. “I’m going back to sleep. You’re too much of a bother.”


“Wait!” Lucas shouted, smacking one of the webs to
try and get the spider’s attention.


“Arh!” The spider cried out in pain, causing Nick,
Lucas, and Bonnie to cringe and cover their ears.


It’s a super-low-level dungeon. Of course, it
wouldn’t be that hard to kill . . . Lucas was suddenly frustrated with how
much effort he and Nick had put forth trying to defeat the arachnid the first
time. Its weak point is the very webs we destroyed the first chance we had.
All you have to do is strike them to hurt the boss . . .


“What is it?” the spider called out from the cave.
“Stop bothering me. I don’t need you people to come down here and make me feel
fat again.”


“Yeah, I agree. Stop bothering the giant
people-eating monstrosity,” Bonnie cried. “I don’t want to go through that
again!”


“But I have food for you,” Lucas called down to
the spider. “If you’re willing to hear me out, I have exactly what you’ve been
seeking.”


“What I’m seeking?” The spider’s voice rose
hesitantly and softly, and it was almost completely overshadowed by the loud
clicking sound that accompanied it.


“Food,” Lucas explained. He was taking yet another
gamble by assuming that he had figured out how to talk to NPCs in order to
properly create the quest events he wanted. “If you work with me, I can even
give you a shot at more than just one meal.”


The spider didn’t respond, but its mandibles began
crunching and cracking against each other in excitement. Its two front legs
appeared a moment later, and it haltingly stuck its head out from the cave it
dwelled in. “This is a trap. Yes, a trap. I know your kind, Human. Your kind
doesn’t work with mine. You kill my kind. I’m your meal, aren’t I, sneaky
Human?”


“Hmm . . .” Lucas tried to look as contemplative
as possible, as if he were debating what to say next. “You’re right. I need to
prove my sincerity. How about this . . .?” Glancing over at Bonnie, he said,
“Cut off one of Jason's legs and feed it to her.”


“No! No! You can’t do that!” Jason cried. He
struggled against his restraints, but it was useless.


“Sure thing, boss,” Bonnie answered back
cheerfully. “No problem! I’ve got just the tool to do it with, too.” She
rummaged through her backpack for a few seconds and then pulled out a
medium-sized saw.


“Bonnie, how much stuff do you actually have back
there?” Nick asked, peering around her shoulder as he tried to get a good look
at her loot satchel.


“Mercenaries are always prepared,” Bonnie replied.
She grinned from ear to ear as she closed up her bag, looking rather proud of
the junk in her trunk.


“Is that why you needed money so bad when we met?”
Nick asked.


“Well . . . maybe . . . umm . . . It’s not exactly
that I need money . . . It’s that I wanted to earn it. The right way!” She
rested the saw up against Jason’s right thigh. “A real woman doesn’t stay
satisfied with what’s given to her when she leaves the nest.” And then she
began sawing. Jason had been sobbing, pleading with her to stop, but his
furtive appeals instantly turned into screams that were loud enough to drown
out anything anyone might have said.


“GOD, NO!!!” he screamed as Bonnie pulled the saw
back and forth, ripping and tearing through his flesh. “STOOO— STOOOPP!! I’ll
do whatever you say! I’ll never step out of line again, Human! Just stop! Stop
. . . Please! I swear! I swear!” His voice choked off then as his throat
constricted, no longer able to scream around the pain. Blood poured out of his
thigh like a faucet with a broken head, shooting off in all directions and
coating everything around him.


“To think, this new monster of yours is only going
to cost you a leg, not an arm and a leg,” Nick said. “Although I have to admit
that I’m having a little trouble watching this.”


“Yeah,” Lucas agreed, nodding. He steeled his
resolve as he thought of the many more gruesome scenarios he’d have to witness
as he made his way up in the game as a villain. There was no way he could gain
power without facing these types of scenes.


“Oh . . .” Bonnie stood up as she finished her
work, the sobbing Dwarf now barely conscious enough to whimper. “I’d like to
think he could feel it. After bragging about what he did to that poor woman?
I’d like to think that anyone so vile would know exactly what I just did to
him.” She tossed Lucas the severed leg that was still slowly draining itself of
blood.


“Here you go,” Lucas said, taking the leg Bonnie
had handed him and then lobbing it so that it landed right in front of the
spider’s mouth. “Consider it a token of our goodwill.”


Saba’a instantly surged forward, grabbed the hunk
of flesh between her mandibles, and began devouring the Dwarf’s leg. It was a
morbid sight, but compared to how sickening it was to watch someone have their
leg slowly sawed off by a madwoman sitting astride the bound hostage, it was
nothing. The spider gobbled down her treat and then turned her attention back
to Lucas, eight little greedy gleams of light in her eight red eyes. “More,”
she demanded. “I need more.”


“If you listen to me, we can get you far more,”
Lucas said, looking over at Bonnie. “Bonnie, why don’t you cut off another one
of his limbs.”


“But”—Bonnie looked down at the guy—“I don’t think
he has the hit points to survive another leg falling off. He’s barely alive as
is.”


“Ah, that’s a good point,” Lucas admitted sadly.


“We could always use the other Dwarf,” Nick
offered.


“No! Don’t you even think about it!” Gunter
protested. “I didn’t do what they did. I didn’t ruin no girl like they did. I’m
innocent! Don’t start chopping me up the same as him!


“Or . . . just heal Jason until his right leg
returns and then saw it off again,” Lucas suggested.


Jason’s face was already pale from horror and
blood loss, but he still managed to turn a shade whiter when he heard Lucas’s
words.


“On it, boss.” Nick pulled out his healing mace
and began casting the spell on Jason. The Dwarf’s leg grew back bit by bit, and
Bonnie made sure to hold onto it firmly so that he couldn’t escape as his
vitality returned.


A minute or two later, the spider was once more
feasting on fresh Dwarf flesh, happily devouring Jason’s second right leg.
After she finished, she looked up at Lucas again, simply repeating the phrase
she had earlier. “More . . .”


“I can’t do that this time,” Lucas continued. “I
know you want more food, and I know you’re hungry, but unless you agree to my
terms”—he glanced back at Jason—“I think I’m going to have to cut you up
instead. You can either consent to my request, or I will feed you to the Dwarf
whose arm you just ate piece by piece. I’ll heal you back just like I did him
so that you can watch as he eats you, all day, every day, one piece at a time,
until he is twice your size.”


The spider backed up a step. “No, Human.” It
wiggled its torso back and forth as if it were shaking its head. “You can’t,
Human.”


“If I can chop him up,” Lucas said, gesturing at
the Dwarf, “then what’s to say I can’t chop you up? What’s to say I won’t?
You’re currently only alive because I am letting you live, and I’m only letting
you live because you’re going to be useful to me.”


“But . . . there will be more food?” Saba'a quickly
shifted the topic back to gains, absolutely ignoring the overly-dramatic,
villainous flare that Lucas was going for.


“Yes, two meals, at the very least. If you listen
to what I say and work hard, there will be many more to come,” Lucas promised.


Saba'a turned her whole body, staring directly at
Jason. “Fine,” she acquiesced. “I don’t care what you’re demanding. Just keep
the food coming.”


“In that case,” Lucas replied, looking over at
Nick, “feed Gunter to the spider.”


“Why me? Come on, now . . . This isn’t funny,”
Gunter whined. “Why did you help us if you were just going to betray us? Was
this all your scheme? This is sic—” His voice was cut off as the spider coated
his face with webbing. The Dwarf’s entire body was wrapped little by little,
and then he was slowly pulled across the floor toward the monster’s waiting
mouth.


Bonnie turned away, most likely as she remembered
what it was like to be in his position, but Lucas couldn’t. He had to watch
this. After having watched Bonnie hack off Jason’s leg twice and having made it
through those blood-curdling screams, he knew that he had the stomach for it.
This was the role he had to play. He had to be the villain. I’m going to be
seeing a lot more people die soon . . .


The crunching of Gunter’s bones and the odd gushing,
smacking sound as Saba’a ripped his flesh apart and mashed it together in her
maw set a grim backdrop to Lucas’s thoughts. He had often died in the past
himself, but watching someone die right in front of him in such a gruesome
manner was night-and-day different from anything that he had experienced or
even witnessed via online video.


NPC Gunter has died within your party. He will not
respawn. All quests related to Gunter will automatically fail. Those who knew
that he went with you will now believe you are responsible for his death.






A new NPC has been created in Hesse.


The spider’s mandibles opened wide and folded out
like small arms getting ready to hug someone. “The other one?” she hissed.


“Bonnie, cut off his head first,” Lucas
instructed. The merc happily complied, bringing her saw up to the Dwarf’s
throat. “Then feed her the rest of the body.”


“But the brains . . .” the spider complained,
causing Bonnie to pause after barely breaking skin. “They’re some of the
tastiest parts.”


“Fine. Scoop out his brains for our wannabe
zombie-spider as well.”


Bonnie didn’t argue and went to work with a smile
on her face. Jason, as broken as he was, just whimpered during the last few
seconds he had the ability to do so until Bonnie slowly and deliberately sawed
his head off from the throat to the spine. The twice removal of his leg had
left him more of a husk than a person, and the final stretch didn’t reignite
enough tortured life in him to even elicit a scream.


“So, what is the condition you need for that
meal?” the spider asked while using two of her arms to clean the excess blood
from the sides of her mouth.


“I’m going to need you to work with me to protect
something. I plan on taking over this land, and once I have done that, I’ll
need to make sure that others, people like me, can’t just waltz right through
here,” Lucas explained. “I will, of course, help make sure that no one will be
able to beat you as easily as we did. In exchange, I’ll need you to eat all the
people who come through here.”


“So . . . you want me to stay here and just eat
people?” She raised her right four eyes in an expression that was similar to
how a human might raise her eyebrows, tilting her head to achieve the act. “I
planned on doing that already, but I can’t eat people. I’m terrible at it. I’ve
tried, but everyone always just attacks my webs”—she pointed with three arms at
a single one of the giant strands—“and I am defeated.”


“That’s why you’re going to need to do more than
just stay here. I’m going to need you to obey every one of my commands,” Lucas
said. “From here on out, I need you to consider yourself as my guard dog, my
personal property. Do that, and I’ll make sure you know how well I can feed my
pets. Fail to follow even a single instruction”—he cast Earth Spike and the
spider, who had been slowly approaching him after her meal, quickly backed up—“and
I’ll make you wish that you had only suffered as much as the Dwarf did.


NPC Jason has died within your party. He will not respawn.
All those with quests related to Jason will automatically fail. Those who knew
that he went with you will now believe you are responsible for his death.

A new NPC has been created in Hesse.


The spider cowered, lowering its head. “Fine,” she
conceded. “I’ll be your dog. Just make sure you supply a doghouse. If you truly
take over this place, I’ll work for you.”


“That’s what I like to hear,” Lucas replied,
barely conscious of the fact he was smirking. Only a small part of him was
aware that, for once in what seemed like an eternity, he was actually beginning
to feel alive. The more he accomplished in this role of the villain, the more
he wanted to accomplish. It felt just like his early days working on his
company, and this route was far more enjoyable than anything the boring
save-the-world main story had ever done for him. Games before now seemed so
dull: reach a high level, go around killing bosses, win the affection of the
princess, and stop the great evil. Now, playing as the great evil, he was
already doing the same things. He had killed an NPC boss, and he had won the
admiration of a noblewoman—or at least of two party members—but it was
different. When he left this chamber, he wouldn’t be leaving to start another
quest where he would simply rinse and repeat the same actions: he’d be leaving
with the boss as a minion, growing his own little army as he worked on his new
project.


 


Monster Contract: Saba'a’s Collar.






With only fear and butterflies to fill her belly,
Saba'a has gone hungry for longer than any monster should. Your temptation was
far more than she could withstand, and she has agreed to betray her need for
independence and be the beast that guards the entrance to your lair. To seal
this contract, the world has taken a part of your being and bound the monster
to you, but this effect comes with danger. If you do not uphold your end of the
contract by providing her with a place to stay, the binding will break, and you
will lose that part of you.






Warning: If you do not own territory or land for
Saba'a to reside in within 24 hours, the contract will be voided, your level
will be reset to 1, and all of your stats will be reduced to 0. Dying before
the territory is secured will result in the same effect.






Current Payout: Saba'a has already capitulated to
your desires. You have full control over the Level 1 Sub-Boss Monster.






Full Contract Completion: Once you have given part
of your territory to Saba'a to use as her lair, you will be able to not only
have full control over her actions but also alter her very being to better
guard your dungeon.






Additional Payout Potential: For the remainder of
Saba'a’s service, NPCs killed and eaten by Saba'a will permanently die, and
Saba'a will be rewarded 1 Evolution Point. Players killed by Saba'a will lose a
level, and Saba'a will be rewarded 1 Evolution Point.




Loot Level Factor: As Saba'a eats NPCs, her Loot Level shall increase by 2. As
Saba'a eats players, her Loot Level shall increase by 1. If Saba'a dies, her
Loot Level shall be reduced by 2.






Tutorial Information: You may access your minion’s
information by thinking of the minion and saying the word “access.” This will
display a limited amount of information regarding your minion. As they gain
additional loyalty toward you, this information will become more detailed.


Lucas, seeing the tutorial guide, thought about testing it
out immediately. He pictured Saba'a in his mind, thought about her stat menu,
and then did as the tutorial instructed. “Access.”


Saba'a - Arachnoid Miniboss.

Loyalty Level: Contracted.

Current Evolutions: None.

Remaining Evolution Points: 2. 

Cannot alter Saba'a’s evolution path until you have fully completed Monster
Contract: Saba'a’s Collar. 

Loot Level: [4/10].


Lucas looked over the menu, not seeing more than a
few lines. So, I can’t alter her at all right now. He assumed that
“Contracted” was the lowest possible loyalty level for a monster. He also
noticed her inventory wasn’t even listed at all. His eyes lingered over the
final line. And I can make her even stronger . . . His initial plan had
been to station guards in the spider’s dungeon so as to help her fight
intruders, use man-made pillars to hide the webs that were her vulnerability,
and make a trap door that would drop players into her lair. He had several
other ideas, but he hadn’t once thought about the fact the game might have
mechanics built in for helping the boss of a dungeon improve his minions.


“You got it to agree. Can we get out of here yet?”
Bonnie asked, looking over at the wall they had cast Earth Spike on last time
to build a ladder. “I mean, if you need to stay, that’s fine, but magic me up a
ladder so I don’t have to, please,” she requested. She added the nicety at the
end of her statement as if it were an afterthought.


“Yeah,” Lucas said, “we can go. It’s probably best
anyway. We’re on a timer now to take care of Kegan.” He felt a new
determination to be this villain that he hadn’t had before. He didn’t know how
long the process to transfer ownership of a territory might take, but he knew
he wanted it done as soon as possible. He had died hundreds of times to reach
negative Level 71, and if the game reset his total skill points to zero and put
him back to Level 1, he’d lose the advantage his failures had provided. He’d be
nothing more than a regular player all over again, and he didn’t want that. Not
when I’ve come this far already.


“What about this?” Nick asked, holding up Jason’s
decapitated head. While Lucas had been negotiating with Saba'a and reading the
quest details after the fact, Nick had been busy wrapping Jason’s neck with
bandages after letting the blood drain a bit so that it would stop dripping
everywhere.


“Just keep it on you,” Lucas instructed. “We’re
going to need it later.”












Chapter 5


 


 


Character Name: Lucas


Level: -63


Hit Points: 180


Arcane Energy: 200


Stamina: 100


Holy Energy: Class Locked


 


Current Class: Mage


 


Stats:


Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
10


Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 0


Fortitude [increases Hit Points by 1% per point]:
0


Charisma: 30


Luck: 0


Unspent: 40


 


Current Elemental Attunement:


None


 


Combat Proficiencies:


None


 


 


Lucas, Bonnie, and Nick were able to sneak through
the manor without being detected rather easily. The guards were all either
outside or in the barracks, and the walls were so covered in dust that it was
evident that neither a maid nor a butler had been employed in the manor for
weeks. Lucas didn’t know how a mostly vacant, untidy house fit into things, but
he just accepted it as a blessing.


As they walked through the halls, trying to be
stealthy, one of the doors in front of them opened. There was a fully armored guard,
holding a massive plate stacked to the brim with sandwiches, cheese, and
crackers. He stared, confused at the group of intruders.


When he opened his mouth, as if trying to talk, a
small bolus of cheese that he had been chewing on fell out of his mouth back
onto the stack of Havarti cubes.


“Uhh . . .” the guard began trying to form words
as Lucas, Nick, and Bonnie stared at him.


“Say cheese!” Nick unloaded three charges of Chain
Lightning on the surprised guard, lighting up his skeleton like a cartoonish
X-ray before the body turned to ash. “Ha!” Nick laughed as the body hit the
ground. “That was picture-perfect.”


“Your ability to make getting easy EXP
uncomfortable is shocking,” Bonnie snickered.


“Whatever. This place is uncomfortable already.
It’s so eerie. At least I am having some fun with it,” Nick said.


He wasn’t wrong. The hallways’ walls were a dark
forest green, and the only lighting came from either Bonnie’s torch or the
occasional wall-mounted fixture, which rarely ever held anything except a
short, stubbly candle that she would have to spend half a minute trying to
light. Even worse, every step was punctuated by a creaking in the floorboards
that would have given them away to any nearby enemies if there were actually
guards around.


“Yeah, it’s like the clichéd haunted house at the
end of the street in every 90s kids’ movie,” Bonnie said as she lit another one
of the candles mounted to the wall.


“Except, unlike the movies, there really are giant
spiders that will eat you and a mad man that will probably try to kill us,”
Lucas commented wryly. He glanced down at the head that Nick was still holding
onto. “Maybe you should pass that to me.”


“What are you even going to do with this?” Nick
asked curiously.


Lucas took the head as it was passed to him and
then held it up like a trophy in front of him. “Hopefully, I’ll get ahead,”
Lucas answered, unable to help himself from making the pun.


“Dad jokes are forbidden,” Bonnie quickly replied.


“What? That smarts!” Lucas tossed the head into
the air. He was still holding his staff with his left hand, but the cadaverous
cranium was light and shaped perfectly for him to keep tossing it up and down
in his hand like he was playing with a basketball. “But it’s what I mean: This
head is my backup plan. You remember what he said, right? He took advantage of
Sir Kegan’s wife, and now we have his head. It’ll be perfect for—”


“But what’s to stop him from just killing you
before you get a chance to say something?” Bonnie asked. “They hate my kind,
remember?”


“Ah, right . . .” If Lucas wanted to talk to
someone from the Imperium, he needed the appropriate outfit. “Here, hold this
again.” He passed the head back to Nick and then swung his backpack over in
front of him, taking out his Imperium uniform. Given it was just a game, he
didn’t think twice about the company around him as he began taking off his
current clothes.


“Umm . . . boss . . . I’m right here. Are you . .
.? You’re sure you should be . . .” Bonnie went silent, staring slack-jawed at
Lucas as he finished taking off his pants and shirt and stuffed them in the
backpack before swapping them out for the Imperium Soldier’s uniform.


“What are you staring at him while he changes
for?” Nick snapped. “Turn around, stop blushing, and show some decency!”


“Right! Right!” Bonnie quickly spun around,
putting her puffy fox tail, which was happily wagging back and forth, right in
front of him. “I didn’t see anything, boss. I didn’t stare at those abs of
yours at all. I promise, I didn’t even check out your bu—”


“Rude!” Nick exclaimed, interrupting her. “What
happened to showing him some decency? Do you want to keep working for him? You
should know employees can’t go around harassing their employer. Be respectful!”


“You’re just mad I didn’t stare at you,” Bonnie
shot back snidely.


“Psh. Like you could be so lucky,” Nick mumbled in
return.


It seemed to Lucas that Bonnie had hit the nail on
the head given the way Nick was moping. “Okay, now I’m ready,” Lucas said,
signaling for Nick to give him back the Dwarven trophy.


His change in attire seemed to have been perfectly
timed because, less than a minute later, they approached a large set of double
doors. Unlike the others they had passed, these were well tended and showed no
signs of neglect. The brass handles were well polished, and the ornate carvings
of two lions staring at each other through red-jeweled eyes were immaculate.
Most obviously, however, light also shone through the crack below the door—bright
light.


“Think the jewels will sell?” Bonnie asked,
pulling out her dagger with her left hand and getting ready to try prying one
free.


“Don’t do that,” Lucas ordered, stopping her.
“Leave the dungeon intact.”


“Fine, fine. But I get first dibs on whatever
Kegan drops,” she grumbled. “Or you’re paying me extra.”


Lucas gripped the new staff that Nick had bought
for him with one hand and balanced \Jason’s head in the crux of a bent elbow
joint as he used his freed hand to reach for the door. “That’s fair,” Lucas
agreed.


Bonnie stashed her torch, pulled out another
dagger, and edged up beside him expectantly.


“Let’s do this!” Nick said excitedly. “Finally
going to get to kill a dungeon boss.”


“What the heck did you think that spider was?”
Bonnie asked.


“Miniboss. This one is the real deal though,” Nick
said, grinning broadly. “He’s going to be way tougher.


Ignoring the exchange, Lucas twisted the handle
and pushed open the door to reveal the room. The chamber was so large that it
seemed like it made up half of the manor and was easily twice the size of Xun
Guan’s entire dungeon. There was a solitary man standing in the center of the
massive room, swinging a giant two-handed axe around wildly at statues of
various people. His weapon carved through the life-like stone figures as easily
as a lumberjack’s axe shaving off chunks off wood instead of marble. He had
clearly been at it for a while as the ground was littered with broken bits of
rock, chunks of stone, pools of semi-coagulated blood, and piles of what Lucas
could only imagine were monster and wolf guts. There was a filthy brown rug
dyed the color of dried blood, its ends frayed and tattered, and splinters of
wood lay about where the throne should have been. Shattered panes of stained
glass that had formerly filled the hall’s windows lined the sides of the room
beneath large gashes that had been hacked into the walls. The only thing in the
entire room that wasn’t marred with damage was the man’s weapon. Even he wore
tattered clothes and sported a few deep, bright-red gashes from what looked
like a fight with either a bear or a dire wolf.


“I’ve almost got two charges of Chain Lightning
up,” Nick said under his breath. “If you get all three up too, we can blast
this guy in one go. I think.”


The figure didn’t seem to notice Lucas and his
party at first, so Lucas thought he’d introduce himself. He knew that he
probably should just do as Nick suggested and blast the man away with Chain
Lightning while he was distracted with the statues, but Lucas just couldn’t. He
had felt Kegan’s pain as he read through the bereaved husband’s story, and he
needed closure. That need for closure pushed him to connect with the grieving
husband, to understand what was going through his head as he trained so
feverishly.


“Hey!” Lucas called out loudly enough to be heard
across the room.


“You sure you should be giving up the element of
surprise?” Bonnie asked in a hushed tone that was even softer than Nick’s.
“This guy . . . He doesn’t look right. He looks tough. Some of those body parts
are were-people. And Alfars, Dwarves, Humans . . . I don’t think any player has
killed him yet.”


“Yeah, keep it down, and let’s just toast him from
a distance,” Nick urged, trying to stop Lucas from talking to Kegan.


“I mean, we can die, but I kinda don’t want to,”
Bonnie whispered.


You two can die. If I die during this fight,
it’s over for me. I’ll be useless to Xun Guan and the game and will have to
scrap this whole project. Lucas took the head back from Nick and held it up
so that it could be seen even from a distance. “Hey, over here!” he called out,
waving it back and forth as he spoke.


The man seemed to have heard Lucas this time. He
slowly tilted his head to the side and then turned his head just slightly so
that he could peer at Lucas through the corner of his eye. His arms went limp,
and he let the axe fall to the floor with a loud thud that echoed throughout
the hall. The heavy axehead dug through the blood-stained carpet and then into
the floor several inches, but he maintained his grip on the handle.


“You disturbed me during my training,” he said
gruffly. His voice was slow, deep, and gravelly. It sounded much like a heavy
sled dragged across a concrete floor. Kegan turned and faced his unexpected
visitors. He looked incredibly different from the image memorialized in the
painting, but it was clearly still the same man. The average-looking,
unnoticeable man had become as chiseled as the statues he was cutting. His hair
had grown wild like a beast’s, matted and sticking up in all directions. His
beard had tiny pieces of flesh in it and was coated in fine stone dust. It hid
half of his face. “You interrupt my preparations and bring a filthy, lying fox
into my home? You better have a good excuse, soldier.”


“This,” Lucas said, bobbing Jason’s head up and
down. “I came to give you this. I knew you wanted it.”


Kegan’s eyes shifted from Lucas to the head he
still held up high, fixating on it as his feet came to a stop.


“That’s . . . him,” Kegan growled. “That’s the
last name. The last name on my stolen journal. Did you steal my journal? Did
you take my pictures from me?! DID YOU STEAL ISABEL?!” His voice surged like a
tidal wave, and his guttural screams echoed off the walls. The crazed man took
another half step forward and hoisted the axe with both hands threateningly.


“No, Gunter did,” Lucas lied quickly, hoping the 30
points he had sunk into Charisma would help him sell it. “He’s another Dwarf,
also dead now. He reported you to Dray, and Dray sent me with Gunter to kill
you.”


“Ah.” Kegan’s rage subsided, withdrawing just as
fast as it had grown, and he began explaining the scenario as he imagined it.
“And he tried to betray you. And you killed him. You found the journal when you
killed him, and you brought it to me along with my revenge as consolation for
your misunderstanding.”


“Something like that.” Lucas tossed Jason’s
severed head through the air and then shrugged his backpack onto his shoulder
so that he could use his now-free hand to fish out Kegan’s pilfered journal. “Your
missing journal, and . . . his head.”


“I can’t believe you said not to touch anything
that he might notice, and yet you pocketed his journal,” Nick whispered angrily
under his breath so that only the three of them could hear.


“Yeah, I coulda taken that picture frame too,”
Bonnie scoffed.


Kegan’s massive axe spun upward and then around
horizontally, chopping the already-severed head into quarters while it was
mid-air. Lucas noted how easily the hulking man performed the maneuver. It was
obvious that, as heavy as the axe was, Kegan was capable of wielding it faster
than either he or his companions could use a dagger.


Was I wrong in coming here and confronting him
like this? If I die . . . No. Lucas soundly rejected the idea and cut it
off, stopping it from running to any natural conclusion.


“What do you want in exchange for these?” Kegan
asked. Then, before Lucas could answer, he followed it up with another
assumption. “Do you want my nobility so that you can bring it back to that
lecherous dog, Dray? Is that what you are telling me? That I owe it to you for
your deed? That I should give it to you? If that foul Dwarf had the journal in
his possession, then Dray already knows of my transgressions. Am I supposed to
assume that I’m going to die anyway, even if I don’t give it up?”


Lucas glared at Kegan as he considered the two
questions. The way Kegan had chosen to phrase them made him feel dirty,
especially since he was the one who had ensured Kegan would lose his place. What
do I want? Am I just here for the quest? Lucas was torn because he really
did want that ring. He needed it. The more he advanced along the Imperium
storyline quest, the more he wanted to see it through. He naturally wanted to
reach any goal he set in life, and this was no different. I will be the
villain. Another part of him, however, empathized with Kegan.


“I lost my wife too,” Lucas said, walking forward.
“I still remember the day, the hour, the minute, the very second that her heart
stopped. I remember the lump in my throat . . . the doubt, the tears, and the
pain . . . the knowledge that I was powerless to stop it or save her.” Kegan’s
eyes glossed over, and Lucas knew that the large man was now processing
whatever memories Lucas had called up as they flooded through him. “I can
remember the loss so clearly that it is all I feel sometimes when I close my
eyes.”


“But not her,” Kegan said. His once-assured,
powerful, deep voice cracked, and his cloudy vision cleared enough to meet
Lucas’ gaze and stare him in the eyes.


Lucas nodded. “But not her. I have to use pictures
to remember her face . . . A random smell will sometimes remind me of her, a
small thing might trigger a memory, but other times . . .” He trailed off,
leaving the thought unfinished.


“You can’t recall something about her no matter
how hard you try?” Kegan asked, a note of desperation in his voice.


“No,” Lucas confirmed. “I can’t. Nothing has been
the same since that day, and I can’t remember what the world was like before
she died.”


Kegan let out a deep, plaintive sigh. “I’m sorry.”


“Dray sent me here for your ring,” Lucas admitted.
“You’re right about that. He’s going to send others after me if I fail. This
much is also true. But as to what I want? I want an answer: How did you
continue?”


Kegan didn’t respond at first. He just stared at
Lucas, and the room sat in silence as the two locked eyes. “Brother,” Kegan finally
said. “Duty. Duty and blood are all that quench the thirst her void has
manifested. If you have not found those, there is only one other way, and I
will lead you to it. I will relieve you of your pain . . .” Kegan’s knuckles
went white as he tightened his grip on the double-bladed axe’s handle. “I will
free you from your suffering as gratitude for completing my revenge . . . and
as punishment for bringing a traitorous, filthy, subhuman Were-Fox into my
home!” he roared.


He began to glow, to turn orange and red as if he
had been lit on fire, and then he swung his axe at Lucas, chopping downward.
The two were separated by more than forty feet, but Lucas naturally dodged to
the side regardless—and he was glad that he had when an inch-thick gash
appeared on the floor where he had been standing.


“Crap. We shoulda just killed him,” Nick groaned,
leveling his staff at Kegan.


Kegan didn’t wait for the spell to go off. He
leapt up into the air and crossed the room in a single bound, arcing over
twenty feet upward into the air. Nick adjusted his staff and aimed it at an
upward angle, but by the time he fired, Kegan had already closed the distance
between himself and Nick. The Chain Lightning spell that should have struck a
far-off target instead exploded on someone inches away from its caster, causing
the spell to not only strike Kegan but Nick as well.


That six-foot range is no joke, Lucas
thought as he watched the electricity from what Lucas knew to be three charges
of Chain Lightning bounce back and forth between Kegan and Nick. The energy
from the Lightning singed off the hair on Kegan’s body, leaving him completely
hairless right down to his eyebrows, but it didn’t stop his fury. He took his
axe and cleaved Nick’s already-dead and melted body in two, a globular line of
blood streaming from the blade of his axe as it continued on its way as if
Nick’s flesh were a mere illusion.


The only comfort that Lucas could take from the
exchange was the knowledge that it seemed as if Kegan had taken damage as well.
The orange-and-red glow surrounding him had faded, and he was covered in burn
marks and charred-looking skin left behind from Nick’s attack. Kegan let out a
primitive-sounding, guttural cry, and his aura was reignited.


“We have to kill him quickly! That glow on him is
his Chi,” Bonnie explained.


It’s a Chi attack? Lucas suddenly
understood how the boss had such reach with his blade. Chi attacks were a
primary skill set for almost all Fighter-based classes. Once a warrior began
training in a martial discipline, whether it was unarmed combat, a melee
weapon, or even something like archery, Chi allowed them to use their Stamina
bar to charge up and unleash special attacks. The ones Lucas had seen in most
videos were nearly instant and often short-ranged, and it was one of the
reasons Spell-Staffs, who used both Chi and Arcane Energy to channel attacks,
were so deadly: They had both instant and chargeable, short and long-ranged
attacks.


“Come on, boss!” Bonnie shouted, urging him on.
She must have noticed him pondering what was happening from where he stood, but
any further motivational calls were cut short: Kegan gave Bonnie one look and
then leapt at her. The distance between the two was very small, but Bonnie had
managed, by some miracle, to evade him by flinging herself to the side.


Lucas saw Kegan twist his axe around horizontally
and anticipated the attack he was about to make, dropping to the ground
himself. “Stay down!” he shouted. The air crackled as Kegan unleashed his
attack, sending out an orange wave of energy in all directions, and a scar from
the slash appeared chest-high on every wall in the room.


That answers my question about the attack’s
range, Lucas thought as he began building up three charges of Chain
Lightning.


Bonnie pushed herself up and charged straight at
Kegan, but the moment she got within striking distance, he did a mad whirl,
sweeping his blade in a 360-degree horizontal arc around himself. The attack
didn’t have the same extended range as the whirlwind maneuver. She had been
about to stab him when the cyclone of steel kicked up, and Lucas could only
watch on in horror as Kegan’s blurry-looking axe moved like a passing shadow. A
loud crack sounded as the bone in her arm being split in two and was then
followed by her piercing scream. Bonnie fell over backward, sans one arm, and
landed on her rear. She began scooting away with her tail dragging along
underneath her, and Kegan slammed his blade downward hard. He just missed her
as she crawled off, her severed nub leaving a trail of blood as she dug her way
through the rubble in a desperate crawl to safety.


Lucas grimaced when he saw how much pain she was
suffering and wondered why or how anyone could play like that. Why do you
still have your pain sensors on normal levels?


The second Bonnie cleared the six-foot radius
around Kegan, Lucas saw the opportunity he had been waiting for. He let loose
the three charges of Chain Lightning all at once. Kegan screamed out in pain as
the attacks struck him, the previously-unburned patches of skin turned black and
charred, and half of his face began sizzling as it melted.


“It’s all on you, boss,” Bonnie cried out. She
continued dragging herself away, meanwhile pulling her backpack off her back
with her one remaining good hand and digging into it the second she was out of
danger’s way.


Kegan, who had already partially charged up his
Chi, didn’t take more than half a second longer before he finished the process.
Once his aura was restored to full, he sprang forward once again. Thankfully,
Lucas had already identified the pattern through Bonnie and Nick’s sacrifices,
and as soon as Kegan leapt forward, he was ready to either duck down or roll to
the side depending on Kegan’s stance.


“I’m switching classes to heal,” Bonnie called
out. She held up the same beginner item that Lucas had used during the starting
quest when he had played the healing role, somehow managing to hold it upright
despite the obvious pain she was in.


Kegan heard the announcement as well and turned to
face her.


“Don’t!” Lucas warned. “Just cast Force Shield!”


She did as instructed, and as Kegan leapt toward
her, he collided face-first into a Force Shield like a fly smashing against a
windshield. After sliding down the barrier to the floor, he grabbed the throat
of the axe and slammed it against Bonnie’s magical aegis, causing the blue
surface of the shield to crack under pressure. He struck it a second time, and
the crack splintered further in all directions, branching out in a spiderweb
pattern as the protective wall weakened.


Lucas unleashed another three charges of Chain
Lightning as Kegan struck the shield a third time, hoping to draw his
attention. The damage from the Lightning attacks had already begun to show
itself: It was hard to see parts of Kegan’s skin that weren’t burnt, and what
appeared to be smoke was rising from his armor where places were starting to
melt into his skin under the continuous heat. Yet, even with the damage, Kegan
wasn’t slowing down at all. He struck one more time, shattering the shield, and
then leapt toward Lucas.


Lucas anticipated the philistine’s crude combat
pattern and was able to roll out of the way, but before he could fully recover,
Kegan closed the distance on him again. Lucas threw his staff up in front of
him and somehow managed to stop the axe from cutting him in two, but even as
the attack’s force was redirected to the ground next to him, the axe cut
slipped past his defenses and sliced off a large chunk of his left triceps.


You have lost 31 Hit Points. The key muscle group triceps
has been severed on your left arm. Your range of movement has become limited
accordingly.


Lucas had trouble reading the notification
announcing the damage he had taken since he, like Bonnie, had pain sensitivity
at normal levels. He had never turned it off because he felt like it provided
him with a sense of his surroundings, and right now, that meant his left arm
felt like it had been slammed into a stove. A horrible burning sensation tore
into his flesh, weaving a thousand little electrical signals of pain up his arm
and shoulder and into his brain. His eyes started to water from the sensation,
and he intuitively scampered away, doing everything he could to put some
distance between himself and the burly man chasing after him. He felt like
Kegan was low on HP, but he didn’t even want to try and fire the Chain
Lightning he was charging up. Lucas had no idea how much damage he did with
each attack, but he knew that he’d die the same as Nick if Kegan got too close
while he was releasing it, and then he’d be sent back to Level 1.


“You can’t escape,” Kegan taunted as he chased
after Lucas. “The pain of loss doesn’t fade. Only death will free you.”


“Whether it will go away or not”—Lucas dodged to
the side as Kegan pounced at him once again—“I’m not going to. I’m not going to
leave a job unfinished.” Lucas saw an opening and tried to cast his spell, but
when he went to aim, however, he discovered exactly how hard it was to control
his arm. Kegan had cut into the muscles, meaning that it was permanently curled
up, gripping the staff against him. He struggled to swap the staff to his right
hand, but Kegan spied what he was doing, prematurely stopped channeling his Chi
maneuver, and moved to attack once again.


Dangit, Lucas grumbled as he ran to the
side, ducking just in time to dodge a horizontal slash that was coming his way.
Without a full party, this fight is just too hard. For a moment, part of
him wished that he hadn’t killed Jason and Gunter early as he realized how
useful they would have been as target dummies for Kegan’s wrath. Kegan followed
up his horizontal slash by charging through the room and slamming
shoulder-first into Lucas. The blow dealt 13 damage and sent Lucas sprawling
back ten feet and skidding across the floor, the small pieces of rock and
rubble on the ground cutting into him until a large piece of statue stopped his
slide when his head conked into it. All the extra little injuries inflicted
another 10 damage total.


“Let go, brother,” Kegan said, grinning ear to ear
as he prepared another Chi attack. “I will send you to her.”


That’s the face I want to be able to make
again, Lucas thought, jealous of Kegan. He wasn’t able to do anything, and
he was struggling just to right himself enough so that he could lift his staff
and cast the final Chain Lightning that he hoped would finish off the Knight.
Unfortunately, Kegan was faster than he was, and the man was already in the air
before Lucas could even get on his back and adjust himself enough to aim the
large staff. Lucas grimaced as he prepared to cast two charges of the Lightning
spell on himself, hoping to kill Kegan with the area of effect from the blow to
make up for the fact he couldn’t aim it. He didn’t know if two charges would
kill himself, but it was a calculated gamble he felt he needed to take.


As Kegan plummeted through the air, however, a
blue shield sprang to life in front of him, blocking his way and making him
look like a bird that had slammed into a window. Lucas was just as surprised by
the effect as Kegan was, and he rolled over to see that Bonnie had completely
healed herself and was holding the magic staff in front of her.


“Sorry, boss. I’m sure you wanted to finish him
off solo, but I can’t let you die before I get paid.” She spared him a cocky
smile and cast a healing spell on him, thankfully returning full mobility to
his arm.


Kegan didn’t take kindly to being interrupted, and
as soon as he had regained his footing, he turned and charged shoulder first
straight toward Bonnie.


Lucas jumped up and immediately positioned himself
so that he could aim around the shield. He quickly fired off all three charges
of Chain Lightning, but they weren’t enough to stop the crazed Knight’s mad
dash. Crap! Lucas panicked. He couldn’t afford to lose Bonnie in this
fight, and she wasn’t shielding herself despite having very little time before
Kegan reached her.


Is she out of Holy Energy? He quickly dumped
all 40 of his unspent points into Arcane Energy, which allowed him to start
spamming Chain Lightning spells every second at Kegan. Kegan ate five of them
in rapid succession as if they weren’t even a bother, but right as the sixth
one hit, the boss finally collapsed on the ground face first.


You have killed Sir Kegan, Knight of the Imperium.
You have been awarded 241 EXP. You have received the quest item Kegan’s Ring.
The item Isabel’s Tears and 1,000 gold have dropped upon death.






Quest: The Noble Hand.






You have, through force, seized Kegan’s ring and
earned your right to nobility. You now have both Kegan’s rank, Knight, and his
territory. Territory management options are now available to you. When you’re
ready to begin your territory management, sit on your throne and say,
“Territory Management.” This menu cannot be accessed outside your throne room.






Your reputation with Dray von Maidbanger has
increased significantly.






Warning: Dray von Maidbanger now perceives you as
a threat. Your actions may cause him to go to war with you. He is currently
expecting you to pay bonus taxes to him as well as the Imperium at the end of
next month as tribute for his assistance in earning your rank. Depending on the
amount you choose to pay him, he may become hostile. Depending on whether you
pay him or not, other nobility in Hesse may become hostile. If you die during a
war with one of the nobility in Hesse, you will lose your territory and rank as
well as 10 levels and 250% of your territory’s monthly income or all of your
remaining gold.






For further information on potential consequences
of player raids of your territory, territorial wars, and territorial management
decisions, please access the war tutorial in the Territory Management window.






Dungeon Clear Bonus: 700 EXP

Dungeon Clear Item Reward: All party members shall receive the item Skill Book:
Leap [Class restriction: Chi-based classes only.]






Monster Contract: Saba’a’s Collar.

Having fully completed the contract Saba’a’s Collar by acquiring territory, you
may now designate space for Saba’a within any part of your lair and customize
her attributes and evolution to best fit your needs.






Game Advisory Notice: As the first player to acquire
territory designed to act as an instance, a GM will be contacting you in the
future to make sure you are properly oriented on dungeon beh—.


Lucas was reading all of the notices as they
appeared, but as soon as he got to the game advisory notice, the notice
glitched out, flickering and disappearing right before his eyes. He was going
to address the issue right away, but he saw that Bonnie was still hurt from his
Chain Lightning attack, the one that had finished off Kegan during the boss
fight.


“Sorry about the friendly fire,” Lucas said,
apologizing to Bonnie. He hadn’t actually known how much damage the spell would
do, and it had been hard to eyeball the distance from afar, so he was glad that
all it had done was char her a bit, an effect that she was able to heal as
quickly as it had happened.


“No problem, boss.” Bonnie leaned over and braced
herself on her knees while sucking in several deep breaths. “That was insane,”
she added, shaking her head. “I thought we were going to die as badly as poor
old Nick over there, bravely sacrificing himself for our cause.”


Lucas wanted to correct her about the idea that
Nick had “bravely sacrificed himself,” but he decided not to when he saw Bonnie
snicker as she glanced over at Nick’s fading corpse.


Lucas turned his attention to Kegan’s body and
watched as it slowly disappeared as well. Along with the corpse, the rubble,
the gashes in the wall, the scars in the floor, and the rips and stains in the
carpets all began to fade too right before their eyes as the room, piece by
piece, returned to what Lucas only imagined was its original form. What had
been a desolate wasteland of rocks and rubble, broken statutes and shattered
glass, when they entered restored itself to a magnificent throne room with a
red carpet leading from the double-doored entrance to a large throne at the
other side of the room.


“Woah,” Bonnie gasped. “The dungeon doesn’t
usually do this until the player leaves. I think we’re the first to see it
happen.” She marveled at the statues as they repaired themselves before her
eyes. They not only returned to their original form, but they also slid back to
their original positions between the stained-glass windows.


“It’s certainly surreal,” Lucas admitted, taking
it all in as he checked out Isabel’s Tears. The item was a clear, glass-like
bow, the bottom of which was slightly larger than its top. The bow’s shape
curved perfectly if it were a tear hanging on a woman’s cheek. He absolutely
loved it, but he wasn’t sure who in his party would end up using it. Bonnie seemed
to favor melee weapons, and Nick was constantly talking about wanting to be a
Fighter-Mage combination, so Lucas didn’t want to foist a weapon on either of
them that might pressure them into playing in a manner they hated. Similarly,
he didn’t need the gold enough to warrant selling it.


“Why is it doing this though?” Bonnie asked,
drawing him away from his loot inspection. “Does this mean you’re really . . .
the new boss? Like you were talking ‘bout on the way here?”


“Ha! You figured that out?” Lucas chuckled as he
walked up to the throne.


“Yeah, even if I’m really bad at . . .” Bonnie
stopped short, catching herself from saying something. “I mean, I’m not an
idiot.”


“That’s good to hear because I plan on having fun
with you later,” Lucas said. He was already planning ahead for how he was going
to put together a boss fight for the players that would try to raid his
territory in the future. He didn’t know if the game would allow it, but he
definitely wanted to use other players in his boss encounters since fighting
people alone would almost certainly spell out doom for him. Even if he had a
hundred more levels than the other players, it wouldn’t give him the type of
advantage that Kegan had during the fight. The crazed madman had been able to
cut through anything on contact, take massive amounts of damage, and destroy
everything around him.


The fact of the matter was the game favored skill,
planning, and strategy more than leveling. Levels let people increase their
resource pools or HP, but spells still did the same amount of damage—they just
took less time to cast. Two players at Level 100 would be stronger than he
would be at Level 170. That was just how the game worked. It gave an advantage
in terms of Hit Points and resource pools, but not in terms of damage, speed,
or any of the other battle mechanics. The only exception would probably be
Charisma or Luck. This balance was one of the ways the game had stayed around
so long despite newer games coming out with unique worlds. Players liked the
fact that talent and hard work were a huge part of their capabilities, and
their success wasn’t solely decided by who bought the best gear like in many of
the newer MMOs, such as Rise-Up 67. Half the player base in that game had quit
in protest after finding out that someone could spend a thousand dollars and be
nearly unkillable by any of the regular subscription-based players.


“Umm . . .” Bonnie stood there blushing a full
minute to Lucas’s comment as if she had taken time to seriously think about it.
“I didn’t expect you to be so forward, but . . . maybe dinner first? If you
want to have fun with me like that, then maybe we could get to know each other
a little better. I feel like going straight to the dungeon is skipping a step.”


“Huh?” Lucas looked over at her and saw her
bashful expression. “Oh, no,” he said with a sigh. “I meant I hope to contract
you for work in the future.”


“Ah, right . . .” Bonnie’s blush deepened as she
looked away from him, and Lucas caught sight of her tail nervously twitching
back and forth behind her. “I knew that. Anyway, what do you think happened to
the boss?” she asked, quickly changing subjects.


“Him?” Lucas stopped his walk to the throne to
look over at the spot where Kegan’s corpse had been. The game hadn’t told him
that Kegan was permanently dead or that quests would fade over time with his
death as it had with Jason and Gunther, but he couldn’t imagine where Kegan
would spawn if not for this room or this castle. Since Kegan didn’t own the
territory anymore, he might have spawned on an entirely different noob island
or even the mainland. “I don’t know. If he’s lucky, he’ll have found peace.”


“Right . . .” Bonnie frowned. “The wife’s death.
That was tragic. I didn’t expect the game to be this depressing during the
early quests. It almost made me feel bad we had to kill him.”


“True, but at least we got him revenge first,”
Lucas said.


“And at least he knew who to blame for her death.
If my lover died, like in modern times, where I couldn’t bla—” Bonnie cut
herself off mid-sentence, and her eyes popped open in shock as she looked over
at Lucas. “I mean— Sorry. I won’t mention it again.”


She’s worried the subject will make me mad at
her? Lucas studied her for a moment. She was half right. The subject did
upset him a little, but he was not angry at her. She was just saying the truth.
It was something he had known a long time ago, but until he saw Kegan, until he
had gotten in his head for a bit, Lucas hadn’t fully understood it. He had
wanted someone to blame, a place to put his rage.


With Kegan’s unkempt appearance, his rabid lust
for power, and his pure hatred of those even remotely responsible for Isabel’s
death, most people would have judged him as a beast. But not Lucas. Whereas
others mistook Kegan for a madman, Lucas only saw a mirror of his own hunger.
He had felt just as wronged as Kegan had when he received the call about Yu
Hua. Death was common. It happened. It was something everyone learned at an
early age. But his brain couldn’t accept it. It was something that happened to
other people. Other people might die and pass on because that was their sad
fate, but it wasn’t a possible outcome for someone whom he loved. That was what
he had told himself as he listened to the accident report and as they listed
off the sequence of events in a mechanical fashion, following it up with that
stupid-yet-obligatory “we’re sorry for your loss.”


“No,” Lucas answered, “you’re right. Having
someone to blame must have made things much easier on him.” Lucas had wanted
someone to blame, but there were no Jasons in his story. There was no rebellion
for him to focus his hatred on. An accident was responsible for taking away his
wife. Yet Lucas had found someone on whom to place the blame anyway.


Bonnie frowned and then gave Lucas a strange look.
She pulled off her backpack and started rummaging through it while following
Lucas as he walked the rest of the way to the throne. As he sat on the seat of
power, she handed him the item she had been going through her backpack for: a
handkerchief.


“It’s fine,” Lucas said, taking the handkerchief.
“It’s been a while, but I still get a little upset over the subject. Thank
you.” He dabbed his eyes and handed the dampened cloth back. There hadn’t been
much water—tears had really only begun welling up—but she still rejected his
attempt to return the handkerchief for some reason.


“Consider it a complementary part of the service,”
she said, extending both hands as she turned down his return attempt.


“Thanks. And I guess I should pay up for this
mission?” he asked, looking at her. “How much do I owe you?”


“You gonna be here awhile?” she asked.


“A bit,” he replied, nodding.


“You gonna expect me to carry on with the hard
leveling while you’re busy sprucing this place up?”


He nodded again. “If you’re offering.”


“Then I’ll take six gold pieces—two more if you
make me wait too long.”


He was surprised the number was so low. He had
been expecting her to try and extort him for at least ten given the level of
difficulty the boss had been, but he decided not to look a gift horse in the
mouth. “What’s too long?” he asked.


“Well, I’ll come by here every few hours to check
in on you, but I’m going to say that ‘too long’ is about when you have to start
paying me extra not to kill Nick when he makes one too many god-awful dad
jokes.”


“I don’t think he’ll be with us so long. I
remember him saying that his friends were getting online after three hours, and
that was a while ago. I think they probably just went for lunch, and they’ll be
meeting up again soon.” Lucas recalled that his agreement with Nick had been
for a limited time. “He’s probably going to come back to get class training and
be on his way.”


“Class training?” Bonnie raised an eyebrow. “What
you talking about, class training?”


“You haven’t done the first quest, right? The one
where you free the four trainers?”


“No,” Bonnie answered, shaking her head. “I heard
coins were clinking in your direction, and I came straight away, boss.”


“Well, since I’m now a member of the Imperium
nobility, and I haven’t betrayed them by doing that first quest, I’m going to
use my rank to access the class trainers here on the island that are unique to
the Imperium.” Bonnie was already sold—technically “bought” since she was on
his payroll—yet still his days as a CEO trying to get extra contracts was hard
to ignore, and he automatically went into sales mode before he caught himself.
“Not just any normal classes either. Ones like the Dark Knight,” he continued,
remembering how excited Nick had been when he mentioned it. “If the Imperium
can get it, we’ll have it. No class will be too much for me to procure for my
loyal crew, even if I have to find a way to hire a trainer from the mainland.”


Bonnie’s ears perked up, twisting around so that
they were pointed directly toward him. “Like . . . a Ninja or an Assassin? I
was going to do the class-starting quest soon since you’d already done your
thing, but if you can get me a trainer, I’ll be here with Nick. Try to find me
something cool and awesome and amazing and mercenary-ish. I’ll trust you,
boss!”


“So, you don’t have a preference?”


“It has to be cool!” she asserted. “I’ll be back,
and I’ll wave that two gold bonus fee if you get me a cool class. I’ll wave the
whole six-gold dungeon fee too if the class is cool enough. Spend whatever it
takes! I’m going to be the best mercenary, after all!” She proudly pushed her
chest out before turning around walking out of the room, her dignified demeanor
betrayed by her eagerly-wagging tail.


After she left, Lucas went back to work. He hadn’t
forgotten for a moment what his purpose in taking over Kegan’s territory was.
He promised himself he’d finish Kegan’s revenge. Even if Kegan was just an AI,
he wasn’t about to let the man’s retribution die with him. More than that,
however, he was going to finish what he started.


“Territory Management,” Lucas said, causing a series
of different displays to appear in front of him with tons of details as if they
were character sheets but also with pictures on them. One had an image of
Lucas’s entire territory with three different legends, one occupying each
corner. The bottom left legend had a cardinal direction indicator, a scale
indicator to give Lucas perspective on the size of things, and then a list of
other important map indicators, such as weapons shops, guard barracks, soldier
barracks, taverns, etcetera. It also had markers for checkpoints, and the
bottom right menu had only three short bursts of text.


No players have active quests to defeat you.

No players are currently raiding your dungeon.

You have no active quests for players to partake in, nor are there triggerable
active quest chains to defeat you.


So, there will be quests to destroy me, huh? Lucas
had already figured this would be the case, but he hadn’t realized that the
game would be so upfront about it or track it for him. He wondered if this is
what the GM Xun Guan saw or if this was tailor-made for the dungeon he was
managing since he was a regular player.


One thing he hated to see was that there were no
triggerable active quest chains to defeat him, and he felt like there should be
some obligatory “kill the Imperium” quest to overthrow him. This was, after
all, a game that tried to make the players hate the Imperium down to its core,
feeding them stories about how the Imperium was evil and how the Imperium
nobles would abuse the peasants in almost every conceivable way. The reality of
it wasn’t always the same, as Lucas had discovered with Kegan’s once-generous
disposition, but the consensus among the players was generally that the
Imperium was evil incarnate.


It looks like I’ll need to do something heinous
then, Lucas noted. Something to specifically draw players in and try to
get them to kill me. He wasn’t sure where to begin. He’d have to consult
the books, his status windows that he hadn’t checked out yet, and the territory
war stuff later to get a better idea of where to start.


The final set of information, which was located in
the top right corner of the map in his HUD, was an information sheet regarding
key details of his territory. It listed out his territory’s total population,
which was a surprisingly-high 117 despite only taking up a total of 131 square
miles of space. The population was probably so high, despite the sparsely
populated town, because 50 of the people were listed as military and ten as
guards. This meant that the actual farming population was less than 60. With
over half the population working as soldiers, Lucas was surprised that the town
could even sustain itself economically. The ratio didn’t make sense at first,
but as he kept reading the numbers, he began to understand everything.


The agricultural contracts to sell food hadn’t
been lies. The town’s income was listed as 11.7 gold made monthly from selling
food to neighboring Imperium towns. There was, however, also another stat that
Lucas found important: 31.6 gold per month was being made from trading special
silk products to the town of Waldberg, and 14.7 gold pieces were being spent on
food imports from that same town.


Lucas, of course, knew that town by heart. Every
player did. The land of noob island might have been under Imperium control, but
there were, of course, the “rebel” towns that players were supposed to follow
their sages and educators to after freeing them from Xun Guan’s prison. This
was one of the four non-Imperium towns on the island, and it was located just
west of Lucas and just north of the town where the venerable Were-Rat Chieftain
Kulako resided. Unlike the other three towns, which were specialized toward
beast-kin races, ground-dwelling races, or water- and sky-oriented races, the
town of Waldberg was where most of the Alfars took up residence alongside
Humans who had completed their starter quest. Waldberg was every bit the cliché
expected of an Alfar home too: Towering buildings curled up and around the
trunks of monstrous trees. Everything was built with great respect toward
nature.


Lucas had always suspected that the Imperium
simply didn’t know about these towns, since such knowledge would have led them
to wipe these places out with their large armies, but given that his own manor
town seemed to rely on trade with the town of Waldberg, it was clear that, not
only did one of the nobility know about it, but he had also been using the town
to create a surplus of money and hide it from the Imperium.


Lucas sighed. Sneaky, sneaky Kegan. You
were saving up money from your transactions with the Alfar to build an army
that you planned to use to wipe out all non-Humans. That’s both clever and
twisted, Lucas thought as he continued to make his way down the list of
stats for his territory. The tables also showed that he was spending 12 gold to
maintain the army’s wages, which was an incredibly good price for soldiers.
Kegan had only been paying two silver per month to keep a trained soldier. The
next expense, for six gold, was for manor maintenance and miscellaneous
supplies, which Lucas guessed was for the food, clothing, and repair bills of
the troops since it was clearly not for staff to maintain the manor.


All in all, for each in-game month he maintained
the manor, he was netting 10.6 gold. The balance sheet had a small asterisk
next to it, indicating a footnote: “This was after taxes were automatically
removed and given to the Imperium.” Taxes likely paid only on what Kegan was
selling from the farms and not on the money he was bringing in from trading
with the Alfar village.


Finally, underneath the population and finances of
the town, there was a production list that detailed all of the goods currently
being produced at the manor. Most of it was crops, but it also included the
creations of a particular blacksmith, who was pumping out two weapons or one
piece of armor a day. The section also had a monthly tourism note, but that
simply said “3,” a figure which Lucas quickly realized merely represented
Bonnie, Nick, and himself since they had been counted as visitors to the town
until just a few minutes ago.


In addition to the town map, there were also two
more tabs. The first one was his Dungeon Menu window, which had a few
interactable points, and the second tab was his War Menu. The War Menu showed
Lucas’s territory from a very zoomed-out point of view, shaded heavily with a
bright green, and then every other lord’s territory around it with different
colors. The other nobles of the Imperium’s territory were shaded grey, with the
exception of the town Waldberg, which was shaded light blue. The three
remaining rebel towns were shaded a light orange color.


The legend stated that grey towns were neutral,
light blue towns had a fixed trading alliance, blue towns had a defensive
military alliance, and dark blue towns had a formal military alliance, which
Lucas could only guess meant that they’d come to his aid even if he were the
aggressor in a war. On the other side of the spectrum, towns that were light
orange were hostile but didn’t impede private trade. Those that were dark
orange were both hostile and blocked trade. Lastly, if a town was shaded light
red, it was formally at war with Lucas, and the parts that were shaded dark red
were places that Lucas’s forces occupied, black being left for Lucas’s or an
ally’s territory that was currently occupied by the enemy.


It was a very simple system to remember. At a
glance, the War Menu let Lucas get a grasp of all the current political
dealings he was going to have to navigate. When he reached out and clicked on
Waldberg, a list of the two active treaties with the town appeared. The first
one was very simple: It was the trading contract by which silk was exchanged
for food, an agreement which was nine months into a twelve-month contract and
set to automatically renew. The second treaty was interesting, and Lucas wasn’t
sure what to make of it. It simply stated that members of Lucas’s territory
would receive a 20% discount on all transactions with Waldberg and enjoy a sort
of diplomatic immunity, or else Lucas’s territory would both declare war on
them and report them to the other Imperium. This arrangement meant that, while
Kegan had known about the town, none of the other Imperium Nobility did; or, if
they did know, they likely had a similar contract with the town.


Even better, Lucas had free reign in Waldberg, and
so long as he didn’t do something too awful, and he also would receive great
exchange rates on material if he needed something for his territory.


The last and final menu, the Dungeon Menu, started
with a layout of Lucas’s manor specifically. The window had a few tabs on the
top left that Lucas could interact with: one for the manor’s first floor, one
for the manor’s second floor, one that represented the immediate vicinity
outside of the manor, and one labeled simply “Underground Tunnel.” For the
manor’s first floor, the only dot on the map besides Lucas himself represented
a guard raiding the kitchen with the tag “Steve [Guard: Level 1]” next to it.
The rest of the manor was empty of people dots. Neither the first floor nor the
outside had any markers representing people on it, which Lucas would normally
have assumed meant there was no one in the manor. However, given the fact that
Bonnie was still in the manor, and she didn’t have a dot allocated to her, he
realized the people count actually showed where defenders would be when players
came to invade.


On top of all the map tabs attached to the Dungeon
Menu, there was also a defensive unit tab. When Lucas clicked on that one, he
saw that it was further broken down into types of units and that each one of
the units required points. Saba’a was listed as a contracted sub-boss, and she
had a five-point requirement. Guards were listed as having either one- or
two-point requirements. There was also a part at the bottom where it had types
of contracts that could be offered. Most of them were greyed out and
inaccessible, but one of them, the “player contract,” wasn’t. It allowed
players between Levels 1 and 30 to be contracted for two points each.


The point system was a little confusing to Lucas
at first since he had no idea what the general weight of each point was, but
then he noticed that his dungeon only allowed 20 points total at the moment.
Until he upgraded his dungeon or increased its maximum point capacity, he’d be
stuck with at most 15 guards plus the spider throughout the entire manor, even
though he had close to 60 soldiers in his territory.


The tutorial wasn’t very specific about how to
move things around, so he decided to test the system by clicking on one of the
only two dots in the dungeon, Saba’a’s, and dragging it to the main room. He
placed her dot there in the throne room and then watched as the giant, fat
spider began to materialize in front of him.


“So quickly,” she grumbled. She tried to adjust
herself, but her weight prevented her from pushing herself up onto her legs
like a proper spider. “You’ve already taken a territory. You’re so busy. It’s
so tiresome.”


“You should know by now that I do exactly what I
say,” Lucas replied with a grin, watching as the spider shivered in place at
his statement. He knew she was recalling the promise he had made earlier if she
didn’t capitulate to his demands.


“So . . . what did you bring me here for?” she
asked. “Do you plan on having me guard your throne with you?”


“Maybe,” Lucas answered, stowing that idea for the
moment. “I’m actually just testing a few things out.”


“I see,” she replied. “What do you wish to test
then?”


Lucas looked at her and then remembered that he
still hadn’t assigned any of her Evolution Points. He brought up her menu again
and this time, he noticed that there was another tab. The first tab on her
monster window was almost exactly the same as it had been, but instead of
mentioning that evolution wasn’t possible, it just stated how many Evolution
Points she had remaining. At the bottom left of her menu, he found the
“Evolution” tab.


Saba’a - Arachnoid Miniboss.

Loyalty Level: Contracted.

Current Evolutions: None.

Remaining Evolution Points: 2. 

Loot Level: [4/10].


The evolution tab had five options at the start, each one
branching off into its own unique tree with descriptions that, unfortunately,
weren’t exactly descriptive. Of the five potential skills, two of them had grey
backgrounds, one of them had a red background, and two of them had blue
backgrounds. The skills were as follows:


[Red] Large and in Charge (1 Evolution Point): This option will not only increase Saba’a’s size,
but also the proportionate strength and size of her legs. Big spiders exist,
but big spiders need bigger, fuzzier legs to get around.

Note: Choosing this skill will lower Saba’a’s
loyalty. Saba’a is currently against any pick that will make her appear fatter.






[Grey] Strengthened Silk (1 Evolution Point): Spider silk spun by Saba’a will be more durable and
less vulnerable to physical attacks.






[Grey] A Spider by Any Other Name (4 Evolution
Points): Saba’a will grow two large
scorpion-like claws. They will help her grip, rip, and tear enemies and terrain
apart. 






[Blue] Lighter and Tighter (2 Evolution Points): Saba’a will become skinnier, shedding many of her
heavy layers of fat as she evolves a much higher metabolism, allowing her to
move more quickly and easily.


Note: Choosing
this will raise Saba’a’s loyalty. Saba’a is currently in favor of any pick that
will make her appear thinner.






[Blue] The Proxy Hatch Rush (1 Evolution Point): Saba’a’s eggs, previously ornamental decorations,
will become fertilized and hatch quickly. She will be able to maintain a
limited-size brood.






Note: Choosing this will raise Saba’a’s loyalty. Saba’a has always wanted to have kids and curses
Kegan for stripping her of that ability when he was the dungeon boss. Help
Saba’a achieve every monster parent’s dream: to spawn a ton of children that
will do all of her work for her. [Saba’a’s children might curse you for their
own existence as slaves to an unappreciative and demanding mother.]


Note: This is
normally a default option. 1 Evolution Point is required to reactivate it
following Sir Kegan’s locking of the ability.


Lucas didn’t see any downside to miniature spiders,
but he did hate the fact that he had worked so hard to kill the eggs during his
first fight with Saba’a only to now find out that none of them would have
hatched because Kegan had removed a base evolution from her. He decided to go
with that one first. He could have gone with Lighter and Tighter, possibly
making the single spider as equally effective as a horde of fast-moving babies,
but at low levels, he believed that most people would be more vulnerable to
attacks from many directions rather than an attack from one. He also assumed
that, as soon as one player figured out that the giant silk ropes that spanned
the dungeon were Saba’a’s weak point, that info would spread everywhere, and
she’d be very easy to handle. He needed to get more bodies on the field as fast
as he could.


When he selected the upgrade, it unlocked three more
options:


Double the Trouble (2 Evolution Points): Each egg that Saba’a lays will hatch two spiders
instead of one, and the maximum number of spider children Saba’a can have at
any one time will be doubled.


Extra Chores for the Little Ones (2 Evolution
Points): Saba’a’s spawn will perform basic
tasks, chores, and crafting at a significantly faster speed.


Digging Their Own Grave (2 Evolution Points): Saba’a’s spawn will come with tiny drilling claws
that will help them go through previously impenetrable surfaces.


Lucas wasn’t sure whether he should grab one of the
new options or just leave them alone for the moment. Saba’a’s loyalty had risen
from Contracted to Fervent as soon as he had selected it, and he saw that
Saba’a was excitedly smacking her mandibles together while watching him.


“Thank you, master,” Saba’a said, happily bobbing
her head, using her entire fat body to do it. “Thank you! Now, I won’t have to
work anymore.”


“Right, right.” Lucas didn’t bother paying
attention to her. Considering that she’d just as soon eat him as thank him if
afforded the opportunity, he didn’t feel bad about ignoring her emotions. She
might work for him now, but she still subsisted on the flesh of people.


He wanted to humor her again and keep her loyalty as
high as possible by grabbing Lighter and Tighter, but the cost was too much. He
only had two remaining Evolution Points at the moment, so he picked the only
other option that would allow Saba’a to actually move around in the field
instead: Large and in Charge. When he selected it, Saba’a shrieked in
horror. A menu then opened up and revealed three more options for Lucas to
select.


Leggy Women for Life (2 Evolution Points): Significantly increases the strength of Saba’a’s
legs and increases length to a minor degree.


A Nice Jacket (2 Evolution Points): Creates a thicker, customizable colored exoskeleton
layer for Saba’a.


Big Belly Betty (5 Evolution Points): Saba’a’s belly will drastically increase in size.
During combat, Saba’a will be able to use the excess fat from her belly to heal
herself instantly.


Note: Picking this
option will drastically decrease Saba’a’s loyalty to you.


“Why?!” Saba’a shrieked again as her body started
to grow, and her legs strengthened and widened along with her torso. “Why did
you make me fatter?!” Despite the fact her main body had grown slightly,
however, her legs had grown so much stronger that she was no longer dragging her
belly across the floor but was instead able to support her weight. Lucas knew
he had made the right decision. She was now an actual boss, capable of moving
across the room and fighting players without having to rely on her minions and
spider web attack.


He also noticed that her loyalty had dropped from
Fervent to Enthusiastic. He wasn’t sure how many stages to loyalty there were,
but he at least knew three of them: Contracted, Enthusiastic, and then Fervent.


“Because it’s the best option I have right now,”
Lucas said. “Defeat enough of the players that come to our dungeon, and I’ll
find a way to fix that obesity of yours,” he said, watching as she angled her
head lower and glared at him.


“Fine,” she grumbled, clicking and clacking with
her mandibles. “I’ll do it. But my next evolution better be something that
makes me look thinner, or else—”


“Or else what? If you forget the terms of our
agreement, then I’ll de-evolve you. I’ll cut you into pieces that I’ll then
stuff in that face of yours before I replace you. If nothing else, before you
die, I’ll teach you the importance of honoring your word,” Lucas said, staring
the monster down. “Alright. Now, let’s get you a few guards.” He dragged
Saba’a’s dungeon map dot from the throne room back down to her cave. He then
clicked on and dragged one of the idle soldiers, who had a point value of one,
to the room with Saba’a. When he tried to drop the soldier into Saba’a’s room,
however, the soldier’s dot returned to the idle section, and an error message
appeared.


Saba’a is currently flagged as a monster type Miniboss with
a value of 5. She cannot be paired with non-monster types. You also cannot
exceed the value of 5 for any given room or hallway section within the dungeon.


Lucas blinked. So, that’s how they keep things
fair. It made sense. The point caps would prevent a dungeon master from
designing a dungeon in which the miniboss, all the guards, and he were in the
same room together. It was the basic idea every person thought of when he looked
at most dungeons. Why spread everyone out just to die one at a time? Well, the
game had a solution: You can’t stack everyone in the same spot because it would
take too many dungeon points. It also seemed like the tags “humanoid” and
“monster” next to the names and dots were also important. Monster types
couldn’t be stacked with humanoid types.


Well, if that’s the case . . . Lucas
grumbled to himself. His grand idea of making his dungeon unbeatable with
guards right at the beginning was out the window, so now he had to fall back on
a more standard structuring for his lair. Since he had already used five of the
20 points his dungeon was allowed, he decided to use the remaining to do a more
logical layout.


He clicked on the soldier in the kitchen, and asked
the system, Can I determine more about how this guard behaves?’


Guards may be set to three modes: Stationary, Patrol, and
Lookout. Stationary guards will defend a point at all costs. They will,
however, not give chase should the enemy move too far away from the perimeter
they are set to defend. That area can be manually adjusted when setting their
placement in the Stationary position. Patrol is much like Stationary, but the
guard will chase until there are no traces of the enemy to discover. Lookouts will
function like Stationary units but will not engage on their own. Instead, they
will call out to other nearby guards. A guard set to Lookout takes up two times
the total point value when counting against a dungeon room’s current total
point allowance of five but will not cost more points when counting against the
dungeon’s current total point allowance of 20.


Lucas saw that the study and the kitchen were
actually close together, so he put four soldiers on Patrol in each of the
rooms. He knew he should have used Stationary, but he didn’t care so much if
the rooms were ransacked as he did that the invaders were killed. Then he took
two more soldiers and set them in the hall between the two rooms on Lookout
mode. He knew there was a flaw in his plan: One person could alert the guards
and then kite them away while the other players could steal everything, but he
wasn’t too concerned. Next, he took the remaining five points he had and put
all of them in his throne room with him. He watched as five guards decked out
in Imperium outfits materialized in front of him, each standing at attention
and facing the door as he had placed them to do.


After he was finished arranging his minions, a
notification came up:


Your dungeon is completed. Now that it is
established, you will be able to select a dungeon buff. This buff will cost a
flat investment of your territory’s income, affect all members within your
dungeon, and then either increase or decrease based on whether players succeed
or not in defeating you. For each time your dungeon defeats a full party of
players, the buff will increase by 10% to a maximum of 100%, and your Loot
Level will increase by 2 to a maximum of 20. For each time you are defeated,
your buff will decrease to a minimum of 0%, and your Loot Level will decrease
by 2 to a minimum of 0. Please select your current dungeon buff.


Currently available buff options are based on
currently available quests to defeat you:


Great, Lucas grumbled as he stared at the
list. It was just the word “locked” over and over again without a single
available buff to select. So, basically, since no one has ever had a quest
to defeat me, there aren’t any buffs I can select to aid me. I wonder if this
means that, based on the quest they receive, I’ll have different buff options.


His thoughts were interrupted though as an
Imperium Soldier opened the door and came up to him. “Sir,” he announced,
reminding Lucas that he actually had a title now. Those without one were only
called “mister.” The soldier continued: “I apologize for disturbing you, but
Lady Xun Guan has arrived and is seeking an audience.”


“That’s fine,” Lucas said, gesturing with his hand
as he added, “Send her in.”


“Right away, sir.”


“Sir . . .” Lucas let the word roll off his tongue
after the guard had disappeared to fetch Xun Guan. He was happy with the word,
more than he thought he would be. It was the sign that he had succeeded. “I
like the way it sounds.”


“What’s that, sir?” one of the guards he had
stationed in his room asked, looking back at him.


“Nothing,” Lucas answered, settling back into his
throne. He had been on his feet for most of the day, and even though the game
meant he didn’t wear himself down the same as he would in real life, this was a
nice chance to take a moment to sit down and get off of his feet.


A few minutes later, Xun Guan came in, pausing as
she entered the room to look at him seated on the throne. “It suits you,” she
said before finally walking forward again.


“Perhaps,” Lucas answered with a dismissive shrug.
He wasn’t sure exactly how he was supposed to take that. Is it a compliment
to say a throne suits me? His eyes involuntarily darted away from Xun Guan.
After his conversation with Kegan, however short it had been, it was hard to
look at her face—hard to look at the perfect image of his deceased wife walking
around as if she were still alive. He had managed to put her loss out of his
mind for brief moments every now and then as he worked on this little project,
this diversion; however, now she was once more looking straight into his eyes.


“So, this is much quicker than I expected, I must
say . . . but where should we begin? The way I see it, you have three tasks to
do now: get a class, do something reprehensible enough to generate a reason for
people to kill you, and work on your dungeon.”


“I don’t think I can do the latter until I do the
second one,” Lucas said, using the topic as an excuse to bury his head in the
information sections of his dungeon master tools.


“Agreed. We can’t have you ending up like Kegan,
now can we?” She was most likely referring to the fact that Kegan had been
defeated by three players with incredibly low levels. The group wasn’t even
good at fighting as a team yet, and yet they had managed to struggle their way
through what, if it had been a proper dungeon, might have been an incredibly
difficult fight.


Lucas, however, only recalled one thing about
Kegan: that he had died alone. His possessions had been taken from him without
him noticing, cobwebs had grown and were scattered across everything, and, in
his madness, he had lost all those close to him. Lucas’s ability to relate to
Kegan’s loss and suffering let him not only sympathize with the man but also
empathize.


I’ve done the same, Lucas thought,
considering how empty the room felt and how it mirrored his own apartment’s
completely barren interior. Aside from the pod and a place to eat a meal, he
had kept nothing. He had gotten rid of everything he could when he moved from
the home he had shared with his wife back to the tiny apartment they had first
lived in when they started the company.


“You still with me, Lucas?” Xun Guan asked.


Lucas didn’t know if she had been talking or not
while he was caught up in his own thoughts. He felt bad about it, but she
didn’t give him a chance to apologize for dozing off in a conversation. “Good.
Now, since you’re back with me, we need to cover the points. I think the best
would be to start with what class you’re going to want to play.”


“Right.” Lucas remembered that was the first of
the three things that she had said they needed to tackle. It was also one of
the reasons why the fight with Kegan was much more difficult than it should
have been. “Well, what classes can I train for now since I’m in the Imperium?
And can my associates access the classes too?”


“Do they mind giving up their right to join the
rebellion and progress normally?” Xun Guan asked.


“Probably not.”


“Then the sky's the limit. Tell me what you need,
and I’ll be sure to find an appropriate class that will suit you. The top
trainers are in Dray von Maidbanger’s town, but I should be able to bring them
out to your town given enough time,” she explained.


“I see . . .” Lucas thought about what class he
wanted for a minute, recalling his struggle with Kegan. “Well, for starters, I
need anything suiting a mercenary or a “cool” melee type for my fox-tailed
crewmate—”


“Wait, what?” Xun Guan did a little take as she
heard Lucas mention Bonnie. “You have a Were-Fox with you?”


“Yes,” Lucas answered, actually enjoying Xun
Guan’s surprised expression.


“She does know that you’re part of the Imperium,
right? Like, the people that will be in charge of oppressing her race. Right?”


Lucas shrugged. “She knows, and she doesn’t care.
Is it going to be a problem in terms of getting her a trainer though?”


“No,” Xun Guan sighed. “No problem at all. I’ll
find someone willing to train a non-Human, but that’s just weird. I’ll never
understand some players. You’d think that, if she was going to play a
non-Human, she’d at least stand up for non-Human causes.”


“I disagree with the Imperium just as much as she
should,” Lucas reminded Xun Guan, “but it’s only a game. We’re just here to
make something worth experiencing.”


If it wasn’t for the fact Lucas was trying to
become the next evil boss of the region, no amount of pre-built racial dynamics
would make him treat another person the way the Human Imperium NPCs treated
non-Humans. That said, Lucas still had a few doubts if this scummy behavior his
villain plan required would be worth it.


Moreover, even with his broken leveling mechanic
in mind, he wasn’t sure how effective he would be as a replacement for Kegan,
who was supposed to be a “big, bad boss” that players strived to beat. A few
Mages could come in, the damage-heavy type of Mages, and blast him away before
he got a chance to do much more than fire off a single spell. Unless they
weren’t working well together as a team, Lucas thought. “Are there any Mage
classes that can leverage a higher Charisma?” Lucas asked, despite the fact he
knew most people never took Charisma, so there probably wasn’t one.


“Umm . . . No, not usually. Most of the Mage
trainers are built around the player-designed spells, none of which require
Charisma . . . but . . .” Xun Guan paused for a second, looking pensive. “I
think I know what you’re looking for. Just give me a bit of time to go fetch
him and the other trainer you wanted.”


“Right, and try to bring a Dark Knight trainer
too. The pun-happy Human wants to be one,” Lucas added, remembering at the last
minute that there was still a third member of the party.


Xun Guan nodded. She seemed to understand the
nature of his plan and was apparently as eager as he was to get things started
because she turned and left as soon as she was finished speaking.


“Thanks,” Lucas replied to her retreating figure.
The room was empty once more since the guards had left with Xun Guan, and Lucas
found himself feeling as empty as the space around him.


“Fine,” he said aloud, even though he was the only
one in the room. “Shoulda done this a while ago.” He sighed, opening up his
menu and logging out.


He was interrupted by a message:


Warning: Your replacement simulation boss has not yet been
created, are you sure you would like to log out and leave your dungeon
undefended?


Simulation boss? What the heck is it talking about? Lucas
was curious, but he didn’t let the new concern delay him. He brushed aside the
warning and completed the logout process, returning to the real world.
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Lucas was greeted by his dive system’s
British-accented assistant and its gushing praise when he logged out. “Sir,
splendid performance and wonderful job at that thing you were attempting to
accomplish. I have heard how marvelously you completed that task that you set
out to do! But please remain in the pod while the fluid is drained.”


Lucas couldn’t help but chuckle at the vague,
meaningless compliments it provided after every use. The machine’s unabashed
flattery was almost on par with some that he had received while he was still
running the company. The only key difference was that those men and women would
compliment and agree with him on specific points, whereas this machine threw
around ambiguous, sycophantic charm whenever and wherever it could.


The drainage process always felt weird. The liquid
that enveloped him during the game was slowly sucked out of the pipe at the
bottom of the chamber, and his skin was exposed to the chilled air in the apartment.
When the process was done, the machine hit him with a gust of hot air that
dried him off. The entire process only took a single brief moment, and then the
door opened, letting him out of the capsule.


As he stood up, finally free from the device, he
took in the sight of his sparse apartment, which contained little more than a
single table with two chairs in the kitchen. He didn’t know why he had the
extra chair—he never had company—but it was easier to get two than to explain
to the person selling the set that he only needed one. There wasn’t even a
couch in the living room, lamps, or any of the other amenities usually expected
in a normal habitation.


At least I haven’t carved up perfectly good
statues, Lucas thought as he walked across the small living room into the
kitchen, where he had left one of his relics on the table: a smartphone. Most
people didn’t use them anymore. The technology had been made obsolete by wrist
devices or augmented-reality add-ons for glasses, but Lucas had kept his. It was
a keepsake. The phone was the first piece of “big” technology he had ever
gotten from someone. Yu Hua had insisted on him carrying it when she found out
he didn’t have a phone, and now, even though its battery had gotten to the
point where it barely stayed on for a few hours at a time without being near a
charger, he didn’t ever want to replace it. He picked it up, unlocked it, and
was instantly looking down at the first selfie that they had ever taken
together. It was a ridiculous photo, and neither he nor Yu Hua looked like they
had been ready. Each was making a silly face with their tongues stuck in odd
directions and with half their faces wrinkled from being caught mid-laugh as
they tried to push one another out of the camera frame. But he loved it.


He had set the ridiculous photo as the background
and then never changed it. He stared down at it for a moment, wavering on the
edge of succumbing to memory-fueled introspection, but stopped himself before
falling down that particular rabbit hole. Shrugging off the urge to mope and
get lost in the picture, he went back to doing what he originally intended to,
and it didn’t take him long to scroll through the few remaining contacts on his
phone to find the name he was looking for: Liu.


He hesitated as he read the name and saw her
image. Liu wasn’t like her older sister in any department. Even though they
were both Asian immigrants, Liu had quickly adopted American habits,
particularly in fashion. She quickly began curling her hair and changing how
she dressed so that she would fit in. The picture of her in a relaxed t-shirt
and yoga pants was the best one that he had been able to snag of Liu after he
failed his chance to get a respectable picture of her posing at his wedding.


As he was mustering up his thoughts on what to say
to her, he fat-thumbed the call button. The old electronic device was extra
finicky, and the screen was sometimes a little too sensitive. He had just
brushed the screen, but that had been enough.


He switched it to speaker as it was ringing and
listened as each of the loud, alarm-bell-like rings went off in succession. By
the third one, he started to think he had gotten lucky. He’d be able to leave
her a voicemail and deal with the issue later, gaining the satisfaction and
credit of having tried to reach out after so long but not actually having to do
it. On the fifth ring, however, right before the call would normally be
forwarded to the voicemail, he heard the click that let him know she had picked
up.


“Lucas? Are you okay? Are you hurt?! Is this a
medical professional going through his contact list?! Just let me know what
hospital, and I’ll be right there!” Liu rapid-fired each word one after the
other in a hurried frenzy.


So, the only reason my phone would call yours
is if I were seriously injured? Lucas sighed inwardly, but he couldn’t
blame her. He had ignored her for over seven months. A call out of the blue
from him had to be shocking. “It’s me, Lucas, and I’m fine,” he said. His words
produced a moment of stunned silence and then a sigh of relief from Liu. “How
have you been?”


“O-oh . . . uh . . . umm . . .” She stuttered for
a moment, clearly caught off guard by the mere fact that he was actually
returning her call and making casual small talk. “I’ve been holding on. It’s
been hard . . . not that I need to tell you.”


“I’m sorry,” he said, having to restrain himself
from chewing her out. He rationally knew that it wasn’t her fault, but he still
resented her for being in the driver’s seat that day. He also pitied her as
much as she probably pitied him.


“No, I should be the one to apologize. I’m so
sorry. I had a speech and stuff and things planned out to say to you, and I had
. . . umm . . . Well, I forgot what I was going to say to you and my dad, and
I’ve just been so busy lately and never, like . . . Ugh! I’m sorry. I just
didn’t expect to actually get ahold of you, and now . . .” Liu struggled with
finding the words, stressing and unstressing random syllables, and she stumbled
through her sentences awkwardly, clearly unsure of what she was trying to say.


“It’s okay,” Lucas said. “Take it easy. Take a
deep breath. It’s just a phone call.” He felt like he was having to coach her
through a panic attack. His wife used to have her share of those back when they
were studying together, so he just started trying to talk her down
instinctively, his need to be in control and manage the situation overriding
his lingering resentment.


“You’re right. You’re right,” she said, but it
didn’t sound like she was so sure. “Anyway, thank you so much for returning my
calls. I didn’t think I’d hear from you again.”


“Yeah . . . I’m sorry,” Lucas said again. “I
shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”


“No, no, it’s okay. I know. I understand why
you’re mad at me. It was my fault. I should have done a better job. I should
have had my tires checked. I should have gotten my brakes checked. I should
have given the green light three seconds and not rushed. I should have . . .”
She paused, and Lucas thought he could hear a sniffle, but it didn’t sound like
she was crying when she continued. “I’m just so sorry, Lucas. It’s all my
fault, and . . . Never mind . . . Anyway, I’ll be there in a few minutes. I’m
gonna start driving as soon as I put down the phone.”


“Huh?”


“I had to take lunch to get out of work and answer
the call, and I work near you, so I’ll be over in a minute with food. Your mom
has been nagging me to drop some off for you for a while. She’s always
grumbling about how she thinks you’re only eating through that game of yours,
but since you wouldn’t answer the phone, I didn’t think you’d even answer the
door if I just randomly showed up. Anyway, I’ll be there in a few minutes, so
we can talk more then.”


“Wait, why will you be here in a few minutes? I’m
. . .”


“Okay. See you in a second,” she said, quickly
ending the call before he could say “no.”


Freaking Liu, Lucas grumbled internally. He
had forgotten how different the two sisters were. While Yu Hua was supportive,
caring, and patient, Liu was always pushy and never read any social cues. Too
bad I didn’t reach her voicemail. He suddenly realized that he was
still stark naked from having just gotten out of the dive machine. A lot of
people would wear bathing suits while using the device for the sake of modesty,
but he had never bothered with it since he was just gonna be in an apartment
alone. Truth be told, he hadn’t even worn anything in the past two weeks, and
most of his clothes were still dirty. Lucas groaned to himself as he went into
his bedroom and rifled through his stuff.


The game exercised his body for him, keeping him
in perfect shape, so he was much thinner than when he had bought most of his
clothes thanks to the excessive amounts of time he had been spending in the
pod. He hadn’t been fat before, but he hadn’t been sculpted like a marble
statue back then either, and he felt a little awkward as he threw on a pair of
pants and an Oxford shirt that passed the smell test since the outfit was way
too loose on him. Maybe I can just text her that lunch is too much, he
thought, considering his options for complete evasion. I mean, I am hungry,
and she . . . His inner monologue trailed off as he thought back to the
phone call.


She had sounded a little desperate, and she had
mentioned that her dad had cut her off emotionally too in some of the earlier
messages that he had actually listened to. He knew that her mother already
disliked her for not “doing as well as Yu Hua,” so he imagined she didn’t get
much comfort from that quarter either. Since he had been completely ignoring
her, she was likely alone with nobody to blame but herself. The thought
actually made him feel a bit guilty as he paced back and forth through the
empty apartment. They had been close before the accident, and he knew he was
one of the few friends she had.


Fine, fine, it’s one lunch, Lucas thought,
caving and deciding not to send out the cancellation text. He had already put
on clothes, and he needed to eat anyway since he often opted for the machine
not to inject him with nutrients. The only remaining issue now was that he
didn’t know how to host someone in his apartment. The crappy wooden chairs had
been picked up at discount from a megastore along with the small round table.
The three items had been bundled together and advertised as a “college starter
pack” and weren’t even made from real wood. No matter how realistic the veneer
was, he knew that the bits of furniture were particle board based on just how
light they were.


He glanced down at the phone again to check the
time and heard an awkward bump against his door. “Lucas, you’re gonna have to
help me with this,” a voice called out. Then, without pause, it continued. “I
can’t knock or press the doorbell because my hands are full, but I got us
everything we need for lunch. I wasn’t sure what to bring, so I just panicked
and bought it all, but now I can’t carry it, and you live up so many flights of
stairs. What’s wrong with— Oh, hey! There you are. Take this bag.”


Although it had been a while, Liu’s voice was
unmistakable. Lucas opened the door for her and found her standing there in the
doorway with four giant grocery bags, two in each hand. He very much remembered
having always seen her dressed in outfits that were either casual, frumpy, or
designed for comfort, but today, she was wearing what looked like standard
office garb: a long, black pencil skirt, a matching jacket that covered up a
white blouse with the unnecessary frill in the middle, and black high heels.
Whereas her hair used to always hang in curls, it was now straightened out and
styled. The sight of her looking cleaned up and taken care of was just as
jarring as the sight of her at all.


Lucas didn’t linger on the transformation too
long, however, and extended a hand right away to grab some of the bags from
her. “Cheese?” he asked, spotting the familiar-shaped bulges in one of the
sacks.


“Yeah, I wasn’t sure which was your favorite, so I
think I grabbed a few. I also got four types of crackers and two different
types of wine,” she said.


“Cheese and wine were her thing,” Lucas said with
a frown as he carried the bags inside and set them on the table.


“Ugh. Wow,” Liu grunted, stopping just inside the
door and staring at the empty living room. “I’ve heard of spartan
accommodations, but this is taking it a little bit further than usual, don’t
you think?”


“Didn’t see the need to buy anything else,” Lucas
said. Then he looked over at the dive device. “I spend most of my time in the
game anyway, so it’s not like I need much comfort in this world.”


“Need? Nice to have? Present just in case? Lucas,
what happened to your couch? Didn’t—”


“I forgot it during the move,” Lucas quickly
interjected with a dismissive shrug. “I have some water and soda in the fridge
. . . in case you only brought alcohol.”


“I’m fine,” Liu answered. “I took a taxi here so I
could drink with you.”


“A taxi?” Lucas asked, thinking about how that
meant she still wasn’t using her self-driving car again. “You sure you should
be drinking a lot before you go back to work?”


“Yeah, and after having to deal with another day
of my boss creeping on me like I’m just a pair of hams and a cheap rack of
melons at the farmer’s market, I need it, and I really don’t care what that
hideous, stupid, ugly, perverted freaking . . .” Liu spat out a series of
profanities that Lucas didn’t think he’d ever heard from the usually friendly
woman. “You know what? Never mind. Don’t worry about it. Anyway, let me set
this up for you.” She opened up the bags that Lucas had set down on the table
and produced a new corkscrew, bottles of wine which were a lot more expensive
than anything Lucas was used to drinking—even in the game—and several blocks of
cheese that looked like they had been imported. She also set out a small
package of red plastic cups, the same cheap type that could be found at any
college party, and those at least fit right at home in Lucas’s
sparsely-furnished apartment.


Lucas picked up one of the bottles to look at what
was on the label, and he felt a small layer of dust covering it.


“Just set it down. I’ll get it,” Liu insisted.


Looks like she just bought these, but she’s had
them for a while, Lucas thought as he put the bottle back down and watched
Liu finish setting up the table.


“Been playing games?” she asked, gesturing with a
plate in her hand at the dive machine.


“A bit,” Lucas replied, nodding.


Liu began arranging and slicing the cheese with a
knife that she produced from somewhere and began stacking them on top of the
crackers with almost frantic quickness. She seemed to be fine with the small
talk at the moment, but the nervous energy pouring over into the setting up of
lunch—the way she didn’t let her hands stay still for a second—let him know
that she was feeling just as awkward and uncomfortable as he was. They hadn’t
spoken since the funeral, and even then, Lucas hadn’t spared her more than a
few cursory formalities since he hadn’t wanted to say something that he’d
regret or that Yu Hua would have hated hearing him say. Even if he blamed Liu,
his wife had always been the understanding and forgiving type.


“What class are you?” she asked, her eyes darting
over to the machine again.


“The system says I’m a mage for some reason, but I
actually haven’t selected anything yet,” he answered.


“But . . . Hah. That can’t be. Everyone chooses
one right at the start. Without a focus, how do you turn your resource pool
into damage quickly?”


“It’s . . .” Lucas didn’t feel like explaining. He
didn’t even know how to begin explaining to her the bizarre truth. Well, you
see, there is an NPC that looks just like your dead sister, and I got put on
the starting island with her, and I just couldn’t bring myself to kill her or
see her die again, and even though I finally did start the quest, that same
inability to watch her die has now put me on some grand quest to become a
villain, and that has delayed me getting a class even more. Yup, that’s about
the reason. Yeah, I can’t tell her that. “It’s complicated.”


“Can’t be too complicated,” Liu replied. “Do you
like casting spells or hitting stuff? Do you wanna attune to an element or be
more generalized? Do you like sneaking up or blasting in? Class selection
shouldn’t be that hard. Just have fun, and if you don’t like your class,
remake. It’s not like it takes a long time to hit the end of that game. Just
get a friend to hold on to your gear when you re-roll.” She grabbed one of the
bottles and drank straight from it as she walked over to the machine and put a
hand on it. “Games are supposed to be fun like that, when lecherous creeps
aren’t ruining them.” Her mood seemed to even out after the first drink. She
wasn’t nearly as nervous as before, even though the last line was clearly
stabbing at a can of worms Lucas wasn’t sure he wanted to open. He already knew
exactly how lascivious and invasive some players could be. He didn’t need her
to explain further.


“You play?” he asked.


“Not really. I wish I could just goof off and do
my own thing, explore the world as I want, but I’m stuck in the noob world with
stupid assignments usually,” she lamented, taking another swig of the wine and
passing the bottle to Lucas. “So, you do drink, right? I know it was Yu Hua’s
thing, so I understand if it wasn’t yours and that you used to just drink it
cause of her, but I just . . . You do like wine, right? You couldn’t have been
married to her and not.”


I didn’t really, Lucas thought as he took
the bottle. Not back then. Socially drinking had been his wife’s grace
more than his own since he had always been working, and alcohol slowed the
brain, but that had changed drastically of late. “Yeah, I do,” he said. He took
a quick swig from the bottle before grabbing two of the red cups.


He had only just begun filling them when she
quickly walked back from the other room and stopped him. “No, it’s fine,” she
interjected when she saw what he was doing. She quickly popped the cork on a
second bottle and then took another long drink. “I got my own bottle. You can
tell me which one you like more.”


“I’ll just stick with this one then,” Lucas said.


“Nope. Mine.” She reached over, grabbed the bottle
from him and took another drink. He stared at her in surprise, but she just
shrugged. “You gotta try both, or you won’t know which one you like more.”


“Is that how you are with classes in a video
game?” Lucas asked, somewhat curious. He had been denied the chance to pick
given his in-game circumstances, and now his class was being assigned by Xun
Guan, so he’d never have to worry about making a decision.


“Maybe.” She picked up a cracker that had been
layered with cheese and handed it to him. “But I don’t get a chance to do that
these days. I was actually thinking of picking up that game again one day, but
I’m not sure what class I’d play next time. I’d probably play a barbarian or
something.”


“Because?” Lucas was a little surprised about
that. She didn’t seem like the type to want to get physical and up close with
an opponent.


“I just really want to stab people sometimes. I
want to get in someone’s face and butcher him. I feel like it might be
therapeutic. I should probably do it, but I haven’t had anyone to game with,
and I don’t want to do it alone.”


“Couldn’t you get a party in the game?” he asked.


“What? And have to deal with people creeping on me
‘cause I’m a girl?” Liu scoffed. “I’m an Asian girl that works in tech: I get
enough men making me feel uncomfortable as is in real life—right to the point I
need a shower after work. Don’t need to add more of that in my off time.”


Lucas nodded. “Ah. Right.”


“Plus, what’s the point of playing a video game if
you’re not going to have a little fun with the things you can’t do in real
life?”


She took another drink, Lucas mirrored her action,
and the two finally sat down at the table. “What do you mean?” he asked. “Isn’t
the game fun? I kind of like it. I . . . uhh . . . kind of enjoyed my session
today.”


“It’s just . . . I mean, why spend all of that
money to live in a fantasy world with no real-life consequences if every player
is just going to be pigeonholed into doing the goody-goody two shoes,
high-morality thing?”


“Like saving the world? I think that’s kinda the
point of a fantasy epic. You want to save the world,” Lucas argued. “It might
not seem like fun, but some people feel insignificant in real life. In the
fantasy world, they get to be the masters of their own domain and the kings and
queens of a magical realm.” Despite his own opinion on the subject being
virtually the same as hers, the devil’s advocate in him encouraged him to
champion that banal route of virtue more than a villain-in-the-making should.
The turn in the conversation left an odd idea in his head, though: People
probably want to try out the bad guy route just as much as I do.


“Funny. I don’t know how you feel special or
unique in a massively multiplayer game surrounded by literally millions of
people who have all done the exact same quests as you,” she countered.


“They don’t see those things though. They just see
themselves righting wrongs, saving the damsel in . . .” Lucas paused at that
thought. We don’t have a damsel. The entire Imperium quest line is about
saving the non-human races from a racist, tyrannical government that oppresses
them, but there isn’t a single quest that I remember seeing on the boards to
save a damsel. You kill the bad guys, you free the town, but there is no damsel
in distress locked away in some tower . . .


“Damsel in what? Boredom from the fact that, as
soon as you free a town, it’s immediately reconquered by necessary quest
events? Even though the penalties for failure are serious, the map doesn’t
change. I don’t know how the game can be satisfying,” Liu ranted, pointing out
yet another flaw in the system.


“The map . . . really doesn’t change,” Lucas
admitted. “But if it did . . . how cool would that be?”


“It’d be better. But still. I think I’d let my
dark desires out if I were to play. I’d be an evil witch. I’d torture, murder,
and brutalize people for fun as I went around stealing carriages and beating up
old people on the street for money.”


“I’m pretty sure they already made that game,”
Lucas said, recalling the video game with that exact theme only set in the
present day.


“Yeah, the game you’re playing. People just don’t
realize it yet. Players only see the bad acts and misgivings against NPCs as
wrong because the early in-game quests tell them to and because NPCs seem so
human. Players are so fully immersed in their fantasy that they forget it’s all
scripted. Trust me: I work at a game company, and there is a guy who eats way
too many chemically-coated potato chips and never leaves his desk while
plugging away at all the potential responses for each NPC. The AI uses a
predictive algorithm for the rest, making incredibly real and believable
characters, but they’re still just NPCs. They’re still there just for your
entertainment, literally designed to be messed with or abused in any way,
shape, or form.” Liu vehemently stated her point as if she had a vendetta
against AIs and NPCs. And, given her history, he could understand if she did.
He knew exactly what it was like to illogically blame something or someone for
a tragedy.


He’d have even joined in with her hatred if it had
been a long time ago, but his relationship with Dawn, or Xun Guan, or whatever
the GM’s name was, had confused him because he had thought for the longest time
that she was just a well-programmed AI. He had started to even sympathize and
relate to her, making the cognitive dissonance between reality and his emotions
even more confusing.


“Well, either way, I’m having fun with the game,”
Lucas answered, giving his usual shrug that he gave Xun Guan when she argued
seriously with him. He liked the conversation topic since it was interesting
and had given him a few ideas, but talking with Liu after seven months still
felt a little stiff.


“Ha! You like the game? But knowing you, and
knowing that you haven’t picked a class yet, you must have set up a trading
empire. That’s so you. I swear, I’ve never met anyone that could be as ruthless
in business as you.”


“I wasn’t that bad . . .” he argued, somewhat
dismissively. “And there isn’t really a need to build an empire, so I haven’t
bothered with it.” He took another cracker, bit into it, and then looked down
at it in surprise. This is one of the types I eat most in Hesse, he
realized. Then he looked at the wine and thought the same thing. In the game,
he had gravitated toward the cabernets and merlots, but in real life, Yu Hua
had always preferred a pinot noir.


“You weren’t that bad?” Liu snickered. “Even
though dad totally hated you, you ruthlessly pressured him into doing stuff
that benefitted Lu-Yu Enterprises. I swear, it was like you had single-handedly
resurrected the dowry system and forced him to pay you for the favor of hooking
up with his favorite daughter.”


Favorite daughter. “You know that’s not
true, right?” Lucas said. “Your dad loved you just as much as he did Yu Hua.”


“Ha! You might have treated me nice, but I’m just
a lowly geek working in offices with stinky men, the unwanted and unmarried
spinster of the family. She was the family-oriented entrepreneur. But that
doesn’t matter. Now that— I mean . . . Never mind. It doesn’t matter anymore.
Dad won’t even pick up the phone when I call, mom always has to answer for him,
and he’s always conveniently busy when I want to talk.”


“Well . . .” Lucas paused, buying himself some
conversation time by eating another delicious cheese-coated cracker. “I guess I
owe you thanks for calling my mom at least. She still cares about you.”


“Yeah, she does. She’s always nagging me to get a
guy too,” Liu grumbled. “So annoying.”


“How come you don’t?” Lucas asked. Liu might have
just complained about the subject constantly coming up, but that only made it
more attractive to Lucas as a conversation point. “I mean, you could take a
break from work and try dating. It’s not like you need the money.”


“I’d rather not touch the settlement,” Liu
answered quickly.


All of Yu Hua’s wealth had gone to Lucas following
her death since she hadn’t left behind a will, but Liu had gained a ton of
money after the accident. It was a freak mishap involving a self-driving car
that had glitched, and the courts had ruled in favor of Liu’s family when her
father had insisted on taking the company to court. He had found out that the
company had known about the probability of error but either lazily or cheaply
opted not to do anything about it. They likely assumed that it would be minor
if the issue ever did pop up and that they could sweep it under the rug. The
company apparently never anticipated that the family of the injured and
deceased parties would be able to afford a team of lawyers. Sadly, justice
never came in the form of jail time for a single executive. They were ordered
to pay out a massive amount of cash to Liu’s family instead. Sadly, while it
was a huge amount for a single person, it was a pittance for the actual
company. Lucas despised the fact that the company hadn’t even seen a small blip
in their profit estimates and had then gone about business as if nothing had
happened despite taking his wife from him.


“So, there has to be at least one cute guy at
work? I mean—” Lucas shifted the subject as quickly as possible while sinking
back into his chair as far as the small frame would allow. He had blamed Liu
for the accident, but neither the courts nor anyone else had. Everyone had told
him that he was irrational for blaming her and that the company, the software,
and the car were all to blame. “I mean, you’re pretty cute,” he continued. He
knew how much she hated the topic, and he hoped that it would throw her off a
bit. “I’m sure you can catch a real prize.”


Liu instinctively moved her hand quickly to cover
up part of her face that bore a scar from the accident as soon as he mentioned her
looks. A piece of twisted metal had carved its way through her face, leaving a
gash from her jawline halfway up her cheek and toward the center of her nose.
It was much smaller now than when he had last seen her, but it was still very
visible.


“I don’t think anyone would want me anymore,” she
said. “Other than those who can’t seem to look above my neck that is. My face
now looks like a horror movie mask. It’s—”


“Just fine,” Lucas insisted, cutting off her self-pity.
“You’re funny, smart, and have a unique . . .” Lucas paused, trying to find an
adjective that wouldn’t be like a clichéd line from a twelve-year-old romcom.
Failing, he just ended with the word “charm.” After an awkward pause, Lucas
continued, “So, yeah. I’m sure you have men, men without neck problems that
stop them from looking you in the eye, lined up and waiting.”


“Maybe,” she sighed, her hand pressing more firmly
against her scar. “But I don’t think I will. I already have a guy I like, but .
. .”


“Oh, mom will be happy to hear that!” he said,
thinking about how she had always loved Liu. Of all the women his mom had met
through Lucas, Liu was the only one she got along with. “She might even be able
to help you out with him.”


“No reason to go talking to her about it,” she
sighed. “I don’t like to gossip when I know it won’t go anywhere. Anyway, let’s
change topics. Tell me more about your class. You gotta pick one eventually.”


“Well, I like the spells. I remember watching the
way some people would run across air or blast Lightning out of the sky and
finding it pretty captivating. Even the Arcane blasts that you can channel
without a magical device, as weak as they are, look pretty impressive,” Lucas
admitted. “The physical stuff is efficient, but it just seems much too
straightforward and simplistic . . . It almost looks like a bad live-action
adaptation of a 90s anime.”


She kept her hand pressed against her scar while
somehow trying to look casual. “Yeah, I understand that. You can’t fight the
world alone . . . You need those people, the uhh . . . classes you think aren’t
that great.”


Lucas took another swig of his wine and then said,
“I suppose. I don’t have a big guild or anything, so for the most part, I’m
going to have to rely on myself.”


Liu’s eyes peeked up a little. “Oh, going to have
to rely on yourself? That’s not you at all. You’ve always been a leader for as
long as I’ve known you.”


“Yeah, well, even though I’ve been playing a lot,
I haven’t really done much. Probably won’t be able to get into any parties or
bring people to my side,” he answered.


“Psh! That’ll be the day,” Liu snickered. “Well,
never mind all that. So, other than the game, how has life been?”


Lucas shrugged. “Not much besides the game. I take
a short walk every now and then just so I don’t have to lie to mom.”


“That’s good to hear,” she said, popping another
cheese-covered cracker into her mouth. Lucas had to admit the cheese, a
manchego that Liu had picked, was perfect. It had that rich flavor with a
beautiful culture that just paired perfectly with his wine, a cabernet
sauvignon with the clear crisp flavor of blackberries peeking out of the dry
wine’s bold flavor. At least the wine and cheese paired perfectly in Lucas’s
opinion, and the combo was the exact type he would have chosen in the game.


Lucas was suddenly unsure of what else to say, and
the two entered into awkward silence.


“Not to . . . Not to look a gift horse in the
mouth . . .” Liu began. “I mean, I really appreciate hearing from you again
after so long, but I’ve got to ask: What changed? What made you decide to call
me?”


Lucas frowned. It was one of the questions he
didn’t know how to answer or even fully understand himself. “I guess . . .” He
fumbled with his bottle of wine for a moment, rolling it around between his
hands. “I guess that I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. I needed space after
. . . I just needed some space, but I think I took it too far and let it go on
for too long.” He didn’t want to admit that he had blamed her for the accident.
He was almost certain that she suspected his feelings at this point, but
putting voice to the words, even after having made an effort to bridge the gap
that he had placed between them, would likely damage whatever success he had
today irrevocably.


“Well,” Liu sighed, “I can’t blame you. But I’m
glad you reached out. After . . . Well, you know . . I was the opposite. I just
wanted someone to talk to. I’m glad your mom was cool at least.”


Lucas nodded, choosing not to respond.


The conversation never did pick up again, and the
two enjoyed a quiet lunch together that was far more alcohol than it was
cheese, and after a while, Lucas finally showed Liu to the door. Much to his
surprise, he didn’t hesitate a bit about returning the hug she gave him as she
left. Sorry I’m a crappy brother-in-law, he thought as he shut the door
behind her. He knew he’d try to make peace with her in his own way, but the
fact she had been driving faster than she should have made it hard to fully
forgive her. He would forever wonder: If Liu had been doing the speed limit
or slower, would my wife still be alive? And the excuse that “everyone goes
faster than they should” had never done much to help dissuade him of Liu’s part
in her death.


“You’re trying too hard, Liu,” he said to himself
as he sat back over at the table and picked up another cracker. She had left
everything behind without taking any of it with her, and since he didn’t have
to worry about calories—the dive device would maintain his body for him, after
all—he was able to gluttonously stuff his face with the leftovers while scrolling
through the game’s forums and plotting out his next move.


It took some digging, but at last, he was able to
find a tiny bit of information that would give him something to go on while
reading through some player-made notes regarding the lands surrounding him. So,
there is an Alfar princess . . . There was some confusion about when she
first showed up, since she wasn’t tied to Waldberg’s ruling dynasty, which had
governed over the town since Hesse’s inception. She seemed to just “be there.”
Players seemed to love her, and they often used the in-game camera system to
get shots with the beautiful woman when she wasn’t helping out new players in
the area or performing other acts of kindness. She also almost never left the
village, only disappearing for a day every now and then.


She’s quite the looker too, Lucas
acknowledged as he studied the long-dark-haired, purple-eyed Alfar in a
screenshot that someone had uploaded. Kind, beautiful, loved by players and
NPCs alike . . . Lucas grinned. She’ll be the perfect damsel in distress
. . .


He finished eating, cleaned up the mess, and then
hopped into the dive machine, fully prepared to take advantage of the
neutrality agreement and steal this princess like a monstrous turtle that will
always be undone by angry, blue-collar workers running around in his plant-infested
pipes. Holding her prisoner was exactly the type of thing that he needed to
generate a massive quest, and if he was lucky, dozens of people would come to
try and kill him and set her free. There was always the possibility that
someone might actually be successful, but he already had a few things in mind
that would prevent that from ever actually happening.

















——-


 


 


The first thing he was greeted by when he logged
into the game world was Xun Guan’s all-too-familiar face. She had just walked
into his throne room, and there were several people trailing behind her. The
first was an inordinately tall man dressed like a butler, who was carrying a
magic staff, a strange ball, and a backpack. Next was a Dark Knight equipped in
black-dyed plate armor that completely hid the figure’s features. The walking
heap of metal carried a shield and a giant claymore strapped to his back. The
last was a man who was slightly shorter than average. He was dressed in a
black-and-gold stitched uniform that looked akin to something from the old
colonial British Navy. He had several pouches and random knick-knacks strapped
to his waist, and he was tightly gripping the straps of a large backpack.


“I’ve brought three honorable teachers—just the
ones you’re looking for, I believe,” Xun Guan said as she strolled across the
room.


“Excellent,” Lucas replied. He smiled broadly as
he stood up and looked at the three curiosities. “But what classes are they?”


“The first one, if you would . . .” Xun Guan waved
a hand at the dozen-item-carrying, uniformed man.


“Ah? Me, right. Petty Officer Hays of the IRF
Augustus, reconnaissance and information specialist at your service,” the man
said, bowing deeply.


“A reconnaissance class?” Lucas frowned. He didn’t
have many people, and the player-built forums could gather information just
fine. He needed people that could fight and kill for him, not gather data. It
wasn’t that he underestimated the importance of information—it could win or
lose wars—but with only three players currently at his disposal, including
himself, he wasn’t happy with the returns he could get for giving up another
fighting class.


“I think you’re mistaken about something,” Xun
Guan said. “There’s no need to look so dejected. He’s the perfect class for
your little fox girl, and he’s also one of the few higher-tiered class trainers
who is willing to teach a non-Human.”


“But reconnaissance?” Lucas sighed.


“Reconnaissance,” Xun Guan replied with a
confident nod. “That petty officer’s department has more kills than the rest of
his ship combined. Go ahead and explain what you do, Hays.”


“Ah, right. When our ship travels to a new land,
it’s my job to survey the new area. I am in charge of creating a wardrobe,
gearset, and mannerism base that is able to perfectly blend into the new
environment. From there, my task as an R&I specialist is to identify all
potential threats and then eliminate them without disturbing the local
populace,” Hays explained.


“So . . . you’re an assassin that kills all the
tough people in a new area before the main group arrives?” Lucas’s left eyebrow
rose. “That’s . . . handy . . . but if your job is to blend in, why are you . .
.” Lucas trailed off, not sure how to describe Hays’s outfit. He stuck out like
a sore thumb, the very antithesis of blending in.


“Dressed like this?” Hays asked, gesturing to his
own fancy outfit. “Walking like this? Because, just like it does to you, it
also disarms people around me. Those who walk tall and carry a big stick are
the first noticed by everyone in the room. While my own outfit might cause me
to be temporarily the subject of attention, I have found from personal
experience that no one suspects the weaker-looking erudites of being a physical
threat. But—and I assure you of this—I am good at my job. This garb was
handpicked because it is unassuming and allows me to carry all the items I’d
need to build a mission toolset at a moment’s notice.”


“That’ll be perfect for Bonnie,” Lucas said. He
had been doubtful at first, but given Xun Guan’s recommendation and the scout’s
explanation, he was relieved of all his previous worries.


“Your turn’s next,” Xun Guan said, gesturing to
the plated person.


The Dark Knight stepped forward, gave a quick bow,
then said only one word: “Bjurstrom.”


“Bjurstrom? Is that your name? I’m taking it
you’re an educator of the Dark Knight class?” Lucas asked, curious as to why
there wasn’t even a second word.


Bjurstrom didn’t respond, however: He simply
nodded at each of Lucas’s questions.


“And do you have equipment for your pupil?” Lucas
questioned, only to receive another nod that Lucas assumed was the closest to a
“yes” he was going to get. Sighing, he looked over at Xun Guan. “Does he ever
talk?”


“Too much. He’s on strict orders not to say a word
past his name so that you don’t have to deal with the stuff that comes out of
his mouth,” Xun Guan laughed.


“Is it that bad?” Lucas chuckled at the thought of
this big, strong silent-type man actually being an endless chatterbox.


“It’s not just that he talks a lot but that the
nature of his conversations are inappropriate— enough so that his female
commanding officer, Jenni, told him that she’d have his whole lower half cut
off before tossing him into shark-infested waters if she ever heard one thing
out of his mouth besides his name in front of her or any other commanding
officer.”


“But isn’t he supposed to be a teacher? How can he
teach if he doesn’t talk?” Lucas asked.


“The rule only applies to those of a higher rank
than his, unfortunately. I’m never going to get those mental images out of my
head,” Hays said, shuddering at the end.


“Wait.” Lucas had to stop him. “This doesn’t make
sense. How come Bjurstrom, this Jenni, and Hays have ranks, but none of the
soldiers do? They’re either soldier or guard, and those seem to be
interchangeable.” Lucas remembered very well that even the quest prompt had
told him that there weren’t ranks in the Imperium and that the only way to be
above a soldier was to get a proper title, like Knight, which he had worked
very hard to obtain.


“That’s because, unlike on land, there can be no
risk of disorder at sea,” Hays said, his voice morphing to that of an old
curmudgeon who was trying to sound wise. “The sea itself is a vast and
fiendish, fickle mistress whose affections will wane at a moment’s notice, and
her tendrils will seek all those unprepared. If an order isn’t accepted as
divine law in such a storm, her ambitions shall drag the whole crew down to a
watery grave. That is why, to battle against the madness of the sea, we must
make order of the men. Each must know his place and each order given must have
authority behind it.” He straightened up slightly, and said in his original
accent, “Or at least that’s how the Grand Admiral who first assigned ranks
described it.”


“Was that what his voice sounded like?” Lucas
asked.


“Maybe. He’s been dead for a few hundred years, so
no telling, but I’d like to think so,” Hays answered.


“Don’t mind him. He’s prone to strange accents,”
the third man said, stepping forward. “And I think it’s time I finally
introduce myself since I will be your teacher, and you will be mine.” Rather
than bowing like the other two, however, he removed his backpack and tossed it
toward Lucas.


“There are some who call me Tim, Tim the
Enchanter,” he said as Lucas grabbed the backpack. “But my actual name is
Enchanter Dickus, or E.D. for short. I shall be in charge of your education and
shall teach you how to properly attune yourself to the elements.”


An Enchanter? Lucas thought as he tried to
collect himself as best as he could and not laugh at the man’s given name. It
was clear why he preferred to be called Tim. “You mean like the class
that imbues items with magical powers?” Lucas asked, trying to clarify exactly
what an Enchanter was in this game since he had never actually heard of it.
People never talked about the class on the boards, but given how many guilds
subsisted on the income they made from crafting, it should have been plastered
everywhere.


“Ha!” the man scoffed. “No, my dear student, I
imbue people, not items, for I am a teacher, not a craftsman. If you cannot
find a person to imbue and must resort to using your staff and talents on
items, that’s your prerogative. But I shall have none of it.”


So, he’s like a buff bot? But how would that help
me? And how would I take advantage of my stats as one? Although, if my stats
are already high, even an increase by a small percentage would be amazing. It
might even let me buff others based on my own base stats. This class could be
perfect, he thought as he let his mind wander through the possibilities.
“Well, I look forward to your tutelage,” Lucas said walking forward and
extending a hand.


Class Acceptance Quest: Meddling Minds.






Due to your rank within the Imperium, this class
trainer is unable to demand fetch quests or menial tasks and is compelled by
your station to train you. However, in order to fully convert your class to an
Enchanter, you must prove competency with the spells.

In order to prove your competency with the spells, equip the class item that
will be given to you and perform the basic spell in a combat simulation.






Class Guide 

Class Tier: 5.

Class Weapon: magic channeling device. 

Enables Elemental Attunement. Enables full mana drain for all elements.

Class-specific spells use the following: Arcane, Charisma, Luck.

Weaknesses: Class specific spells have high cast times and severe consequences
when the user fails to complete them. 






Warning: Failure to cast the spell properly will
result in having your level and stat points reset to zero.


Lucas almost laughed out loud at both his good
fortune and how mad he imagined other players would be when he saw the
requirements for learning the spells. Most players, especially for those who
were trying to be accepted by a Tier-5 teacher, were required to perform a
series of ridiculous tasks and long quest chains. Hidden classes in particular
often had chains that took players anywhere from days to weeks to complete. In
order to gain the Eternal Artisan class, one of the top players in the game,
Flower, had spent three and a half weeks of in-game time doing dozens and
dozens of quests. The worst part about it was that, if Flower had failed the
final quest, he would have lost thirty levels and all of the gear on him. That
class was, like the Enchanter, also a Tier-5 class. There existed rumors of
Tier-6 classes, but after eight years of real-life time since release, not a
single Tier-6 class had emerged, so it was a safe bet that those classes were
simply rumors.


“Here is your class item,” Dickus said, tossing a
necklace to Lucas.


Lucas caught the item, almost dropping the backpack
he had just gotten as he did so, and immediately inspected it. It was a simple,
heavy silver chain that was roughly a finger thick with a magic crystal
attached to it, and it was surprisingly heavier than what he had expected,
almost as if it were incredibly dense and not made from normal metal. The magic
stone was a standard Lightning element crystal, but its purity and clarity far
surpassed anything that he had seen on noob island.


Wait, is this entire necklace a magic circuit
attached to the channeling device at the bottom? Is this essentially a magic staff
. . .? What the . . . Lucas felt like his mind had been momentarily blown
as he considered the possibilities. The issue with magic devices had always
been that they were vulnerable and would often either crack or break when
struck, but staves had layers of insulation and shock protection that allowed a
player to even use them as blunt force weapons if an opponent got too close.
Considering how long it took to make a circuit, and how fast it might be destroyed
from a single strike, no one had ever risked a casting device like this. But
if I can come up with a way for it to never be hit, or if I can protect it well
enough . . .


“Don’t look so surprised, Sir Lucas,” Dickus said.
“Such an item is nothing to any Enchanter worth his salt. You just need to
prove yourself capable if you’re going to keep that necklace, for while it
won’t have much worth to a proper Enchanter in the future, its value is too
great to waste on an unattuned pleb. Now, begin.”


“Right. I need to cast its spell.” Lucas nodded
his understanding as he opened up the spell menu and read what was stored in
the necklace. Causes the victim of the spell to turn on his or her own
allies. The piece of jewelry held a single spell: Meddling Minds. It was
only a single spell, but it required 100 Arcane Energy to activate. Since Lucas
had 600 total Arcane Energy, he was forced to continually focus his energy into
the necklace for a little over 16 seconds without the class attunement allowing
him to channel more than 1% of his total mana into the spell.


“That’s good. I can see the spell is responding
well to you,” the teacher said. “Now, you three guards, I want you to hold
killing intent in your heart and try to lash out and attack your lord. Don’t
worry about hurting him: he won’t die as long as I am here.”


The three closest guards looked at the teacher and
then Lucas. They shrugged to themselves and lowered their polearms, the
standard weapon of their class, before rushing forward.


Lucas hadn’t given a second thought to casting the
spell properly since it was only a matter of patience and channeling, but now
that he had to do it, he felt a surge of panic wash through him. Even with his
large energy pool, he wasn’t sure he could finish or not before they reached
him.


What the heck are you three doing? I’m your
lord, not him! Lucas wanted to yell, but he kept his mouth shut out of fear
of spoiling the class quest. Fortunately, the guards had started near the
entrance of the room, so the distance afforded Lucas a little time.


Just as they were about to reach him, he finished
the casting process and cast the spell. Unlike normal spells, which typically
functioned as a sort of projectile, an invisible wave of energy rippled out in
front of him. He cast it on the closest guard, and the effect was immediately
obvious. The man skidded to a halt and swung his polearm around in a wide arc.
The man was nowhere close to Lucas, so hitting him wasn’t even within the realm
of possibility. The other two guards, however, definitely were. The long weapon
cleanly sliced through one man’s side and continued around before burying its
broad head in the second man’s gut.


“This is . . . amazing,” Lucas gasped, his jaw
dropping to the ground.


“Oh no,” the guard who had attacked his two
comrades groaned. “What have I done?”


“Nothing that medicine and time can’t fix,” the
teacher said from behind the guard. “Go back to your station.”


“I . . . I swear I didn’t actually . . .” The
guard began making an excuse to one of his two friends as he helped them back
up. The gashes had been heavily mitigated by their armor, but they had still
been deep and severe enough to knock the two men out of combat.


Lucas flipped the guard a gold coin. “Take them
into town for proper treatment and get a beer on me for the three of you when
you’re finished.” It was quicker for him to do that than pull out a Healer’s
scepter and take care of it himself.


“Yes, sir. Of course.” The guard took the coin and
then helped his two friends limp out of the room as everyone watched in awkward
silence. Given how much the poor guard struggled to make sure he could support
both of his comrades, it was somewhat of a sight to observe—and completely
worth the gold coin.


After they left, Lucas read the quest prompt that had
appeared as soon as he had unleashed the spell.


Class Acceptance Quest Completed: Meddling Minds.






Your Charisma score was high enough to allow you
to cast the spell Meddling Minds. You impressed the teacher enough to believe
you have talent worthy of nurturing. Would you like to accept the class change?
[Future changes to this class will only require the class weapon.]






[Yes / No]






Quest Note: While the guards have zero base
Charisma, the spell and other Enchanter primary spells will function
differently against enemies based on their own Charisma score. The duration of
the effect is based on the difference between your total Charisma score versus
the target’s total Charisma. If the target’s Charisma matches your own, it will
have no effect.


Yes, Lucas thought immediately, reaching out his hand
and hitting the “Yes” button to switch class. As soon the change was made, he
felt a qualitative difference in the Arcanum coursing through him.


You are now an Enchanter.






Channeling has been increased to 10% of total
Arcane Energy per second for Enchanter-friendly spells. These include all
elemental and Charisma-based Arcanum spells.






Warning: Using more than 5% of your total Arcane
Energy per second to cast elemental spells will cause you to begin attuning to the
element of the spell you are casting.


Every element . . . Lucas was surprised. He
really didn’t know much about the game’s magic system, but after his lunch with
Liu, one of the more evident things that he had noticed while looking up
information was that each Mage only had “friendly” spells for their class. The
Thaumaturge class could cast Fire, Lightning, and Ice spells very easily but
wasn’t able to channel Water, Wind, Earth, pure Arcanum or other
non-temperature-related elemental spells. The more specialized a school was,
the higher a percentage of energy it could channel into a single elemental
type. This was probably why Lucas’s energy channeling was only 10% compared to
a Thaumaturge’s 15%, but he was still impressed since usually classes with only
four of the elements barely reached the ability to dump 10% of their total
energy per second into a spell.


Too bad I’m not going to use it. He had
already decided a while ago that he’d be making sure to attune to a specific
element: Lightning. It had less utility than other elemental magic schools, had
far fewer area-of-effect damage options, and it was also the most difficult to
master. The one major upside, however, was that it did the highest amount of
burst damage.


“I see you’ve begun to accept our ways,” the
trainer chimed in. “But until you fully comprehend what it means to be an
Enchanter, you can’t call yourself my pupil. Nor can you wear our title like
the badge you upstarts yearn for.”


“Yeah, he’s going to keep going on with this
stuff,” Xun Guan commented wryly. “Just keep nodding to skip to the end and
fast forward through this boring dialogue. After that, open up the Dungeon Menu
and prepare yourself for battle.”


Lucas perked up. “The Dungeon Menu?”


“Yes, the Dungeon Menu. You don’t have an avatar
yet, so you need to get one. It won’t be a big deal presently since you don’t
have a quest, but it’s better to set one up now than later,” Xun Guan
explained.


“What’s an avatar?” Lucas asked. He had no idea
what she was talking about. Isn’t this character I’m playing as in the game
already an avatar?


“Well . . .” Xun Guan laughed. “How do you think I
managed to hang out with you for twelve hours a day while people still
completed my dungeon? Or how do you think five people could do the same dungeon
instance at the same time without running into each other? Avatars are copies
that the AI generates to take the place of a dungeon lord. You give the system
combat data, and it uses that to fight off enemies. The better you perform in
each combat scenario, the higher level your dungeon becomes. Without an avatar,
your dungeon is currently a very low Level 0.”


“So, I’ll never be able to fight players coming
into my dungeon?”


“No, you will,” Xun Guan answered. “Any time
someone enters your dungeon and makes it to your boss room, you’ll be notified
of their presence with enough time to decide if you want to assume the role of
the evil boss or not. Depending on the level, guild, or other factors of the
party invading your dungeon, you may actually want to do that to make sure you
do your best to protect your dungeon’s buffs and treasure horde.”


“Treasure horde?” Lucas asked. This was a lot of
new information.


“90% of everything a player drops when a group
dies automatically goes toward leveling up your Loot Level. The remaining 10%
is converted into gold based on the value of the items and is transferred to
your territory. Once you reach maximum Loot Level, you keep 100% of the items
they drop until you die and need to increase your Loot Level again,” Xun Guan
explained.


“So . . . if I kill enough groups, then I get to
keep everything from the players I kill on top of that?” Lucas asked.


“Your territory gets the gold value of their drops
if your avatar gets the kill, but that’s technically your money too,” she
explained. But Lucas didn’t care about that. Items were important to him. Gold
wasn’t. If a player dropped an amazing cloak or a great pair of boots, he
wanted the item, not gold.


“Okay, so how do I start the avatar training?”
Lucas asked. He warily glanced at the class trainer. The man was still chatting
along about how Lucas was going to have to prove himself before he would ever
be a real Enchanter, completely ignorant of the fact that Lucas was carrying on
a second conversation and paying him absolutely no attention.


“Simple. Open up your Dungeon Menu.”


“Done.”


“Now, go to the Dungeon Map tab.”


“Kay.”


“Now select your throne room. Do this by double
tapping any part of the throne room.”


“Got it.”


“Great. Now, on the side of the map, there is a
button that should let you begin training your dungeon avatar.”


“Got it. It shows the dungeon is currently listed
as not having an avatar and has a button with just the words “Level 1” on it. I
take it that, if I click that, it’ll begin the trial? Or attempt?”


“Yeah, but be careful. Your avatar will be based
on your skills and skill type, and each failed attempt to level up will be
subtracted from the territory’s income. It’s designed to stop you from just
easily spamming through the levels, but it’ll refresh back to the base cost at
the end of the month.”


Okay, that’s not a problem. “Can I level up
in the trial?” Lucas asked.


“Yeah, you can easily level in the challenge. Go
ahead and give it a try,” she said.


Lucas hit the button, and everyone vanished. Then,
a second later, the three guards that had left reappeared in the room with him.


Well, that’s odd, Lucas thought as he
walked forward a little. It was strangely quiet, but when he walked forward a
few steps, the door burst open and a group of adventurers rushed into the
chamber. He quickly apprised the group and saw that they were of the usual
class distribution: one Fighter, one Healer, one Mage, and one Rogue with a
bow.


They froze after entering the room, however, and a
prompt appeared:


If you would like to create an entrance monologue
to greet players with, please do so now. When you are satisfied, press the
Finish button. If you want to try again, press the Retry button. 






[Finish] [Retry]


What the heck am I supposed to say? Huh? Lucas
had been expecting to fight, not do improv. He knew that every good villain
needed a speech, but he hadn’t actually planned anything out. Hmm . . . It
shouldn’t be too long, but still impactful. But a bad opening line would be a
disaster. I’ll be mocked across the Internet forever and turned into a meme if
I screw this up. But . . . Wait, wouldn’t that draw even more attention that
way? And isn’t my goal to get as much attention as possible so that people are
interested again? The more he thought about it, the more it seemed obvious
that the more cringe-worthy and meme-tastic it was, the more people would post
and share it with each other.


Yup, gonna go the other direction. He
clicked the “Retry” button so that he could start fresh, instead of just
sitting there for two minutes not saying anything.


“Away, you scullion! You rampallion! You
fustilarian! I’ll tickle your catastrophe!” Lucas shouted, having no idea if
the literary reference would actually make a good taunt as he blurted out the
first words he could think of.


Your entrance monologue has been recorded. Combat will begin
in three seconds.


Great. Lucas readied his staff and watched
the four enemies, who were slowly starting to move again as if coming back to
full speed. If he had to guess, he would have said that he only had a few
seconds before the Mage finished channeling his first spell. That might be
trouble depending on what he cast, but Lucas knew that he could always blast
the group into nothing with a series of Chain Lightnings if he had to. Before
that, however, he was anxious to try out his new spell, Meddling Minds. The
fact that he had been handed a combat scenario that mirrored a real raid was
just an added blessing.


I’ll disable their Healer so that he can’t cast
that annoying barrier. Meddling Minds only took two seconds to cast, but in
that short time, he watched as one of his guards was brutalized by Zap and as a
second went down with an arrow in his left eye.


His spell went off, and Lucas took over. His guess
had been correct, and the Healer had been preparing Force Shield. Rather than
springing up in front of Lucas, however, the spell was redirected directly in
front of the enemy Mage. The man’s Zap was completely absorbed by the magical
barrier, affording Lucas more than enough time to turn and electrocute the
archer with Chain Lightning. Unfortunately, the area-of-effect spell rebounded
and jumped back at the remaining guard, frying him along with the Rogue at the
same time.


The enemy Fighter had been maneuvering around to
intercept the guard, but he wasn’t yet close enough to be caught by a second
bounce. Before he could turn his attention to Lucas, the Healer turned and
clubbed him in the back of the head, sending him to the floor with a bewildered
look on his face. Lucas finished casting his second Chain Lightning and zapped
the Healer and the Fighter together, leaving him against the enemy Mage. The
two stared at each other from opposite sides of the Force Shield, each waiting
on the protective barrier to fade away.


Lucas took advantage of the time afforded to him
and began charging up three bursts of Chain Lightning. The seconds dragged
past, and then at the first flicker of the Force Shield, Lucas unleashed all
three in succession. The spells arced through the air, turning the enemy caster
into ash before he even got a chance to move.


The moment the final enemy died, the room changed
again. This time, Lucas was standing with Xun Guan and his teacher. He glanced
around and immediately saw that everything was back to the way it had been
before: the charred corpses and all signs of the previous fight had
disappeared.


“Nice fight,” Xun Guan said as she reappeared.


“But not good enough,” the teacher lectured. “Why
are you threatening people? Don’t you understand what an Enchanter’s goal is
supposed to be? While your intent must maintain its murderous edge, your words
should drip honey, not vinegar. Your spells won’t be nearly as effective if you
cannot convince both the opponent’s mind and soul.”


“So . . . I have to seduce my victim before I kill
them?”


“Something like that. Try again. And this time,
prove to me that you are capable of being called an Enchanter. Magic should not
be your only means of controlling another’s mind. Every part of your being must
convey confidence, certainty, and charisma. Now, go before I lose my patience
with you.”


Lucas nodded and opened the menu again. This time,
there was a greyed-out button marked as “Level 1” and a new option that was
labeled “Level 2.”


“Just out of curiosity, Xun Guan, what level was
Kegan?”


“He was Level 3,” she answered. “Hopefully, you
become that skilled. But . . . I don’t know if you can even handle Level 2 yet.
My dungeon is currently only Level 1, so don’t feel bad.”


“Level 1?” Lucas frowned. So, it’s going to be
a pain to get a Level 10 dungeon. Ugh.


“Yeah. Anyway, go ahead and try Level 2. I know
you’re going to do it anyway, so we might as well get it over with.”


“And remember to seduce, not insult! Play the part
properly!” the Enchanter lectured, clearly unhappy with Lucas’s cringy opening
line.


Lucas hit the button, placing himself once more in
the throne room with only his three guards around him. Where the heck are my
teacher and Xun Guan watching the simulation from? he wondered, but
he but didn’t have time to look around before the event began.


You currently have an entrance monologue. Would you
like to change or update it? 






[Yes / No]


Lucas hesitated, thinking about what he was going to say. He
didn’t know what he could possibly spit out in any single sentence that would
be good enough to cause any of the enemies to like him. Then an idea struck
him, and he hit the “Yes” button. The prompt appeared for him to begin his new
entrance monologue, and he said the best version of a manipulative line he
could think of. “You adventurers have come such a long way, but I must
apologize. I am a poor host, you see, as I have but one item to give, and there
are four of you. Please do not be angry at each other for this . . . I’m sure
you all are capable of sharing.


When you are satisfied with the monologue, press
the Finish button. If you want to try again, press the Retry button. 






[Finish] [Retry]


Lucas hit the “Finish” button, and a new message popped up
that he hadn’t seen last time.


Due to the nature of your entrance monologue, your loot
shall be condensed into a single item. Combat begins in three seconds.


Before he got a chance to celebrate the fact that
his entire Loot Level would go toward making a single item, the enemies had
already begun moving. Thankfully, Lucas also noticed that his guards were moving
faster than they had last time. They quickly darted across the floor, this time
in a formation, and Lucas watched while channeling his first spell. One of the
guards was blown up by the enemies’ Mage using a giant ball of fire, but the
other two moved to occupy their respective opponents.


Lucas’s Meddling Minds went off half a second
after the enemy sorcerer’s spell, and this time he aimed it at the caster. The
archer, unable to create any distance between himself and the guard, swapped
his bow out for a pair of daggers and engaged in melee combat.


But the caster turned to him and cursed. “Your
filthy, thieving hands shall not touch my gear!” he shouted. He then slammed
his staff onto the ground and began channeling.


“What?! What are you doing?! We’re a team!” the
archer yelled back. But by then it was too late. Ice grew around his feet and
slowly began creeping its way up his body, preventing him from moving. It
caught the guard within its limited range, but it was clearly centered around
the archer.


“Stop this madness!” the Healer bellowed. He
turned and threw a Force Shield up between himself and the Mage, but that
allowed the second remaining guard to turn and gore the man with his halberd.
Then, as if to celebrate the victory, the guard lifted the corpse above his
head and slammed it back on the ground as if for good measure.


“The item will be mine!” the deranged magician
shouted again. He cast Earth Spike at the last remaining party member, the
Fighter, and a large sprout of rock shot up from the floor and impaled the man
through his stomach. He flailed back and forth for a moment, wobbling around
like a flag at half-mast.


“MINE!” the caster shouted, unleashing a blast of fire
to finish off the last remaining guard.


“Not today,” the last guard said, having barely
escaped the scorching attack. He struck out with his halberd and lopped the
caster’s head clean off.


“Much better,” Dickus said as Lucas re-entered the
main game, once more standing in front of Xun Guan and the three educators.
“You don’t have to say much, but simple ideas when planted can blossom into
traitorous thoughts. If you do not have enough time to seduce them, then you
must think on your feet. I’ve taught you all that you need to know for now, so
enjoy your new gear. Come back when you have truly proven yourself, and I shall
teach you more in the ways of enchanting.”


“It will suffice,” Xun Guan said, shrugging
slightly. “At least it’s an improvement. Are you going to try for round three?”


Lucas nodded, brought up the menu, and hit the
button without any further prompting. He kept his previous speech and made a
mental note to improve it in the future if anything happened to come to him.


The prompt faded, and the enemies appeared. This
time, however, there were an additional four enemies that hadn’t been there
before. They were all demi-Humans like the ones that Lucas had met in the bar
when he had managed to generate the first part of his quest to kill Kegan.


What the heck? Lucas grumbled and cursed as
he saw the numbers. So, at Level 3, the players will get to bring NPCs.


Thankfully, there was only a single caster out of
all eight combatants. Lucas began channeling Meddling Minds as soon as he saw
the Mage, but his opponent was quicker. A blast of fire soared in his direction
before he could even complete channeling his own spell, forcing him to dodge
away to the side. By the time he collected himself and was prepared to begin
casting again, his guards had already been turned to shish kabobs by arrows and
then hacked apart by a combination of daggers and swords. Only one of his
defenders had succeeded in attacking someone, striking with his halberd before
being gutted, but even that small injury was healed by one of the Healers as
soon as it was inflicted.


I should have started with Chain Lightning and
been faster about it. Lucas cursed as he finished casting Meddling Minds.
He managed to get it off right before another Firebolt spell was cast at him,
and this time, the flaming orb crashed into three of his foes from behind.


“It’ll be my treasure!” the Mage shouted, sticking
to his previous script. Unfortunately for him, that new script ended seconds
later with his own demise when the archer next to him pulled out a dagger and
slit his throat.


Lucas unleashed the three charges of Chain Lightning
he had been preparing, but a Force Shield instantly sprang up in front of him,
causing the spells to rebound toward him. He gained half a point of Lightning
attunement, but it was little comfort as the Lightning magic arced through his
body.


Agony rippled through his every nerve, and his
muscles involuntarily contracted against his will. Unable to move, all he could
do was watch helplessly as his health plummeted from damage dealt by his own
spells. He grunted through the pain and watched his impending death, certain of
the fact that he was finally going to die due to his own carelessness, but the
second his health hit 1 HP, the scenario changed. The enemies disappeared, and
he was once more back in his own chamber with a full Hit Point gauge. He had suffered
a humiliating defeat, but he was unharmed.


“You’ll get used to it,” Xun Guan said, a knowing
smile on her face. “The pain fades with the scenario, which is a good thing
when it’s basically your job to die nearly every encounter. If this dungeon
gets as busy as we hope, there’s a good chance you’ll end up having to fight
one group after the other for hours on end. The system compensates by stopping
you from dying and healing you up after each defeat.”


Lucas looked down at his body. The memory of the pain
from having his Chain Lightning backfire, like what happened to a certain evil
magic user in his favorite space war saga, still lingered. “Let’s see what my
penalty is,” he said, pulling up the HUD.


His first attempt at trying to beat Level 3 had
been free. It hadn’t cost him anything, but where the button had originally
just said “Level 3,” it now had additional text under it. It had “5 gold worth
of monthly territorial income” underneath the icon, and Lucas knew what that
meant. “Five gold doesn’t seem too bad,” he said.


“It doubles if you lose again. You don’t have six
more tries; you’ve got two more at best,” she said. “But it will reset to free
if you manage to finish off Level 3, but I recommend holding off on trying
until you’re more competent.”


“Does the dungeon’s difficulty scale up with my
level?” he asked.


“Not exactly,” Xun Guan began. “At the moment,
you’re not even Level 1, and you’re on the noob island. This means that the
enemies, while more skillful and with better stats, will still be geared toward
a Level 1 dungeon master. As you level up more and more, however, you’ll find
that they reach a cap of 30 since this is the beginner’s zone. If you were on
the mainland, the cap would be 100.”


Lucas nodded. “That seems reasonable. I’ll take
your advice into consideration.” If I use some of the stat points I got
earlier and sink them into Fortitude, I might have a good chance at winning,
especially if I open up with a quick Chain Lightning and then transition to
Meddling Minds.


“Don’t worry about the loss so much,” Xun Guan
said, interrupting his thoughts. Having stolen his attention, she used a nod of
her head to signal behind her. “The others have finally returned, so you can
start preparations for joining a new quest.” Behind her, instead of the three
teachers silently watching Lucas, only one remained: his teacher. The other two
were talking with Bonnie and Nick, who were at the entrance to the throne room.
Lucas had completely missed their arrival and wasn’t sure if they had shown up
during his last attempt or while he was talking with Xun Guan.


Nick was apparently horrified by whatever the Dark
Knight Bjurstrom had said to him, and he had turned paler than Lucas had ever
seen him after only a few seconds of conversation. Then, as the lecture
continued, he turned from pale and ghost-like to slightly green, until finally
he turned his head away and started walking toward Lucas, bearing a “save me”
face. When he saw that Lucas was watching him, he broke off the conversation
and rushed across the room. “I got the materials for my class. Can we leave?”
Nick asked impatiently.


“You don’t even know where we need to go next,”
Lucas replied, watching the slowly advancing Dark Knight trainer.


Nick turned and then, upon seeing Bjurstrom,
merely said, “I don’t care what you got planned. Let’s just go do it. I . . .
uhh . . . I want to try out my class. Please. Now.”


Lucas shook his head and then glanced over to see
how Bonnie was doing. Unlike Nick, who seemed to be unable to so much as carry
on a conversation with his trainer, Bonnie was gabbing up a storm with hers.
Lucas even caught her touching his arm a few times, giggling as if she were
interested in him, and he idly wondered if Bonnie was the type to get attached
to NPCs.


“I suppose,” Lucas sighed, finally answering Nick.
“We do need to get on the road, and I’ve already wasted enough time here.
Finish discussing what needs to be done with your trainer, and we’ll leave in a
few minutes.


“Got a plan?” Xun Guan asked. “For generating your
dungeon quest?”


“Yeah, I do,” Lucas said, looking around the room as
if he were finally taking it all in. Don’t worry, Kegan. I’ll make sure
Isabel’s presence isn’t wiped from this land. He didn’t know why, but he
felt he owed the ruler something. He was also a bit uneasy about how easily the
non-Humans had managed a revolt. Even with my advantages, it’s going to be a
struggle to beat that Level 3 challenge, and Kegan was already there. If he had
guards and troops, how did they manage to overrun his place? Lucas walked
out of his throne room, his mind split between that very question and the task
ahead.
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Character Name: Lucas


Level: -57


Hit Points: 240


Arcane Energy: 600


Stamina: 100


Holy Energy: Class Locked


 


Current Class: Enchanter


 


Stats:


Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
50


Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 0


Fortitude [increases Hit Points by 1% per point]:
0


Charisma: 30


Luck: 0


Unspent: 60


 


Current Elemental Attunement:


Lightning Affinity: 0.5%


Effects: +1% Lightning Element Damage


+2% Lightning Element Channeling Speed


-1% Non-Lightning Element Channeling Speed


+0.25% Lightning Element Damage Resistance


 


Combat Proficiencies:


None


 


 


“So, what exactly are we doing?” Bonnie asked.
“Not that I mind—I’m down for anything—but it’d be nice to start figuring out
how much to charge you.”


“You’re still going to nickel and dime him?” Nick
scoffed. “You think after the class he just got you that the least you could do
is work a few missions for free.”


“We’re off to go find a damsel in distress,” Lucas
answered quickly, pulling up his map and checking how much further it was till
they reached the Alfar city.


“You do realize the town we’re going to . . . It
kinda hates Imperium, right?” Nick asked.


“Not to worry, boss: I got just the thing for
getting in.” Bonnie pulled out sets of false wooden ears that were so poorly
carved that it was instantly obvious she had made them herself.


“You know, that probably won’t work, right?” Lucas
asked, gesturing toward the prop. “I don’t know how dumb you think they are,
but I’m pretty sure that any Alfar will be able to tell that I’m not one of
them just from my frame alone.” Lucas wasn’t fat, but he also lacked the
pole-thin, effeminate frame that was common even among male Alfar.


“Oh . . .” Bonnie looked at the ears she had made
somewhat sadly. “Well, whatever. Just thought you’d look cute as an Alfar.”


“So, if the disguise isn’t going to work, are we
just gonna level up and wait for nightfall?” Nick asked, swinging his weapon
around as they walked. His attention was clearly divided between the
conversation and his new class, which he had been bragging about for a good
portion of their journey. The Dark Knight was essentially a Paladin, but it
used offensive magic instead of heals and defense. As such, instead of a
scepter, the class used an oddly shaped, pointed staff that did well in
conjunction with their Chi attack forms. “We could try sneaking in then?”


“I could put together a better disguise if I have
a little time. You might not pass for an Alfar, but with the right amount of
fur here and there, we can definitely get you looking like a Were-Wolf, Lion or
maybe even Bear,” Bonnie suggested.


“You’re really pushing hard to get Lucas into
cosplay, aren’t you?” Nick asked. “You know he isn’t into that stuff, right?”


“Sexy outfits never hurt anyone!” Bonnie snapped
back. “But no. I’m not into the animal cosplay. I’d dress the boss up like a
proper young noble with a long coat and a fancy collar. Then I’d make his pants
and shirt a little tighter for all his female fans, maybe letting out a few
buttons near the—”


“Will you stop drooling?” Nick grumbled. “Sexual
harassment can go both ways, you know.”


“Psh. You’re still just jealous.” Bonnie giggled
as she leaned up against Lucas’s arm. “With my class’s disguise toolkit, I’ll
be able to make him handsome, but nothing could save you.”


“Whatever . . .” Nick frowned. “You know he won’t
be into cosplay, so you’re barking up the wrong tree.”


“I’m fine with that,” Lucas said to Bonnie,
negating Nick’s statement. “If you put together a good enough outfit, I’ll wear
it.”


“What? Really?” Bonnie’s eyes lit up. “Oh my god,
I have the perfect outfit. I’m going to sew in some cat ears too and—”


“No. The one you mentioned earlier. Make me look
like a proper aristocrat. The more charming, the better,” Lucas clarified.
Since he personally had terrible taste in fashion and had often relied on his
wife to pick out his clothes in the past, he saw no harm in letting the master of
disguises handle his appearance.


“Lucas, you don’t really need to listen to her. In
fact, you probably shouldn’t,” Nick said.


“If you don’t stop your annoying whining, I’ll
stab you,” Bonnie said, brandishing a dagger and giving Nick an evil glare.


“You two really don’t stop talking, do you?” Lucas
shook his head as he looked at the map more intensely. He hadn’t said much the
entire walk, but Bonnie and Nick had filled the time with a rambling rant about
their recent brief and unproductive adventures to level him. Bonnie insisted
that Nick wouldn’t even be alive if it wasn’t for her, and Nick insisted on the
opposite. He complained about how Bonnie would literally use him like bait,
vanishing behind him right before a fight started and reappearing after all of
the enemies were attacking Nick. Even though Nick had been a Mage previously,
she had insisted it was “okay” and that he could “figure it out.” Nick just
ended up grumbling about how his stat points sunk into Arcanum would have been
better off put in Fortitude, as taking hits was all he seemed to do when he
tried leveling with Bonnie. That Lucas had received any EXP at all seemed to be
a minor miracle.


“I can wear a gag if you want, boss. It’s only a
little extra, but if you’re into that, I’ll be into it for you,” Bonnie said,
pulling her backpack around onto her shoulder so that she could start digging
through it.


“No, no, that won’t be necessary,” Lucas replied,
quickly stopping her. He wasn’t sure if she could have gotten her hands on a
mouth gag without money—and before even doing the first quest—but given that
she seemed to have a pretty eclectic collection, he also didn’t think he had
room to doubt her.


“You shoulda let her,” Nick said. “Woulda gotten
us a moment of quiet.”


Lucas sighed. If you didn’t keep returning
every verbal ball that she tossed at you, the conversation would have ended
much earlier. “Look, we’re almost there,” Lucas said, glancing at the map.
“Be on your ready for whatever might happen. I have a deal with this town that
lets me trade with them and enter and exit without issue despite being in the
Imperium, but that doesn’t mean nothing can go wrong. This game likes to throw
curveballs, so we should anticipate the worst. Don’t have your weapon drawn—that’ll
start a fight—but don’t place it somewhere where it’ll take more than a second
to grab.”


“Easier said than done,” Nick responded. “The
weapon is fine, but my shield is heavy and bulky. It’ll take me a minute to get
it off my back and properly on my arm.”


“Don’t worry,” Bonnie began, flashing a wicked
smile. “Even if your shield doesn’t work, just throw your body into the line of
fire instead.”


“Enough,” Lucas said, gesturing ahead. “We’re
here.”


The Alfar’s secret city wasn’t known for its
craftsmen, and most of the available quests required a ton more running around
than the other local towns, but it was nonetheless an often-visited destination
due to its unique design, the popularity of the Alfar race, and the presence of
the princess Lucas was on his way to see.


The small group was at the base of a broad
staircase that spiraled up into the trees, and a quick glance upward showed him
that the expanse of the city crept out through the canopy above, creating the
most amazing and singularly largest treehouse that he had ever imagined. Even
just from the entrance, Lucas instantly knew that everything he had heard about
the city’s fabulous architecture was correct, and he readily would have
believed it if someone had told him that thousands of incredibly talented
artisans and carpenters had spent their lifetimes designing the city.


Heavy wooden platforms had been carefully and
deliberately constructed in the massive network of trees, and the city itself,
buildings included, had all been erected around them. Various platforms, bridges,
and walkways linked each of the smaller islands together whenever there was too
great a distance to simply continue building. Various vines, hanging thick with
brightly-colored flowers and other more common garden herbs hung suspended from
railings and the sides of buildings, and yet other even more colorful plants
wound their way up and down the stairwells and lined the walkways. Sunlight
filtered down from above, creating a motley patchwork of constantly moving
light and shadow, and a series of carefully positioned mirrors redirected that
same light and angled it down onto the forest floor below, ensuring that the
natural plants, ferns, and grasses continued to grow despite the third-story
city above it.


The city’s gate was a large, thorn-filled hedge
that towered eight feet off the ground. A guard was standing watch at the
bottom of the staircase, and two more were waiting above, each holding a bow
that was carefully trained on the new arrivals.


“Not so fast, traveler,” the guard said as Lucas
approached, holding up a hand.


Lucas hesitated, his foot hanging suspended in
mid-air, before coming to a complete halt. Why is he stopping us? Lucas
glanced around and instantly spied two other players in the distance, so he
knew that his being a player wasn’t an issue.


“Shoulda worn the ears!” Bonnie whispered. “We’d
have gotten through without an issue.”


“I bet you know all about easy entry,” Nick
muttered under his breath.


“Relax,” Lucas said in a low tone, putting a stop
to their bickering before turning his attention back to the guard. “Sorry to
take up your time,” Lucas began, flashing his winningest smile. “What seems to
be the problem?”


“Look, sir,” the guard responded, stressing
the title as a way of letting Lucas know that the man was clearly aware of his
rank, “we’ve had an issue with your kind and those others attacking the village
lately, so it can’t be helped. Orders come straight from the top: no new
foreigners.”


Lucas looked past the guard at a throng of players
and shook his head. “What you mean is ‘no new non-Alfar’?” he asked. “Because I
can plainly see people who look rather new in your town.”


The guard scowled. “Yes, that’s what I mean. I
don’t mean to be rude, but your kind is especially unwelcome.”


Lucas knew what the guard was trying to say. It
was the same type of racist crap he had heard in real life before, and no
matter how evil he wanted to act, it definitely wasn’t something that he ever
wanted to base the backbone of his own villainy around. “I’m sorry,” Lucas
sighed in an exasperated tone. He raised both of his hands up as if admitting
defeat and slowly shook his head. “But I just can’t let you block my entrance.”


“You don’t get a say in the matter,” the guard
grunted.


“But I do, though,” Lucas retorted. “Your town and
mine have an agreement, an ironclad contract, that lets me visit as I please—free
from interference.” Lucas stressed that last bit in the same way the guard
had “sir” earlier. He then opened his territorial HUD and double-checked the
fine print, just to be certain. His rights granted him what amounted to
diplomatic immunity and free travel, but he hated the fact that he was being
forced to flex his status at the gate. Still, some circumstances were just
unavoidable.


The guard’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I see, sir.
You’re the new noble who now fills Kegan’s role. I trust that Kegan is—”


“Yes, he’s dead,” Lucas clarified, preempting the
question.


“That’s a shame,” the guard grumbled regretfully.
“I guess that big bastard finally got his way. Oh well, he ain’t getting his way
here.”


“What?”


“The bastard, the one who has been paying off
locals and other non-Humans to attack us since the queen got married.” A noise
erupted from above, and the guard momentarily turned his head as if trying to
see what the source of the commotion was. It was a loud, roaring sound that
reminded Lucas of water gushing down a long tunnel on a ride at an amusement
park.


Lucas’s eyes narrowed with suspicion as he
realized that this situation felt all too familiar, that it felt too close to
what had happened with Jason and the others non-Humans who had staged a
rebellion against Kegan. He felt a smoldering rage ignite in his stomach, and
bile rose up in the back of his throat. “You mean that someone organized these
attacks?”


“Well . . .” The guard backed up half a step.
Whether done consciously or not, it was clear that he realized he had said more
than he should. “It’s not that . . . umm . . . Look, I’m not saying that
someone organized an attack, but . . . Well, just after Kegan was married, his
people rebelled even though he was the nicest noble in the entire land. He
worked with us from the moment he took the ring, and he was doing everything
that he could to make things run smoothly. So, why would the good and righteous
races attack that particular human sc—” The guard choked off the last word,
leaving it unspoken and shifting uncomfortably. “Why would anyone attack such a
noble and not one of the other bastards that actually does bad things to his
citizens?”


Lucas took a small step forward, pressing his
advantage. “And that has to do with this gate being closed because . . .?”


The guard conspiratorially looked both ways and
then in a low tone answered, “Well, it’s just speculation, but . . . Look, we
all know that bastard was after the queen before she married the king two
months ago, and he was after Sir Kegan’s woman before. So, when that damn
attack hit last week, it was no surprise. We knew old fatty was—”


“Who is the bastard?” Lucas interrupted, although
he had a sinking suspicion of who it was already. “What are you talking about?”
Why would he be after an Alfar Queen? He’s in the Imperium. That’s
just not how . . . Lucas’s thoughts were interrupted when the noise coming
from behind the guard reached a crescendo. It had been steadily growing while they
talked, and it was now so loud that it couldn’t be ignored any longer.


“I’ll tell you later,” the guard said, turning
around.


“No,” Lucas said firmly, trying to stop the guard.
“Tell me now. I need to know.” The information was actually irrelevant to his
arc as a villain, but he wanted the facts all the same. He wanted to know who
had done such a horrible thing to Kegan, who had been behind Isabel’s death.
Even knowing that all of the characters were NPCs and that he was supposed to
be playing the part of the villain, he still wanted to do right by them. It was
a ridiculous juxtaposition of emotions, but he felt compelled to right the
wrong that had been done to Isabel, someone who had been innocent.


“After!” the guard insisted, taking a few steps away.
“I have a duty to fulfill!”


“Tell. Me. Now,” Lucas demanded. He reached out
and grabbed the guard’s shoulder, preventing the petite-framed Alfar from
turning and leaving.


“Later!” the guard shouted back.


“Fine,” Lucas snarled. He released his grasp, and
the guard took off the moment he was free. Time to play the stupid hero
then. “Come on,” he said, turning to the others. “Ready those weapons.
We’re going in.” He had no idea what to expect inside the city, but given the
heightened level of security and how insistent the guard had been about
attending to the excitement inside, he knew this was something that couldn’t go
unaddressed.


“Really?” Bonnie smiled. “You gonna pay me market
rate if it turns out to be a battle, right?”


“That depends on how well you do,” Lucas replied.


“Lucas, you need to find a woman that doesn’t
charge you every time you pull out your staff,” Nick said, patting Lucas on the
back.


“Every girl costs money,” she answered flippantly.
“The boss knows that. I’m just more upfront with my fees than most.”


“Shut up,” Lucas barked. “Both of you. I’ve got a
bad feeling about this, and I don’t need you two distracted.”


“Got it, boss. I’ll just make sure to only let you—”
She grimaced and fell silent when her continued chatter drew a glare from
Lucas, at which point she made a show of “zipping up” her lips.


Weapons drawn, the trio pushed past the stairs,
entered underneath the city above, and began making their way toward the center
of town at a quick pace. There were hundreds of trees on all sides, each one as
thick as a Californian redwood, but they were thankfully well-spaced, affording
them unimpeded visibility. Women and children soon began flooding around them,
heading back in the opposite direction.


What in the heck is going on? Lucas wondered
as the screaming hordes ran past. By the time the fourth cluster streaked by,
screeching like they had been set on fire, Lucas could hear the cries from the
center of town. Unhesitatingly, he took off sprinting toward the uproar while
simultaneously channeling three spells into his staff. Even before he arrived,
the source of the problem was obvious. There, right at the edge of a river, a
group of Alfar guards was fighting off giant, horrendous-looking sea creatures.


Quest: The Defense of Waldberg.






The town of Waldberg has come under attack from an
unknown aggressor. As a neutral party, you are not obligated to take sides in
this conflict. However, if you choose to assist a party, different benefits and
rewards may become available should your side both win and recognize you as an
ally.






Warning: Depending on both your choices and your
success rate, financial transactions may become either available or restricted
in the future. Depending on which NPCs are alive after the event, more or less
information will be available to you as a player.






Bonus: The more members of your side that live, the
more favorable your reward will be. New contracts for increased territorial
income may be created as a result.


So, I don’t have to pick a side, but if I do, it
has to win, Lucas realized as he read the quest marker. Otherwise, I’m
going to take a major hit on my income. No, I’m taking the Alfar side.
He almost instantly shrank away from the idea of assisting the enemy. Even
though it would have been easier to simply kidnap the Alfar princess while
everyone was occupied with the fight, he had known that he didn’t like the
attackers from the moment the guard had insinuated that they were the same as
the non-Humans that had risen up and killed Isabel.


“I know you just got your new class, but I need
you on healing, Bonnie,” Lucas said to the fox girl. “I don’t care if you keep
a dagger in your free hand, but make sure that none of those Alfar die. I’m
taking a gold out of your pay for every one that doesn’t make it out alive.”


“What?! Why me?” she shouted back defensively.
“Why not Nick? He’s useless! All he can do is take hits!”


“‘Cause that’s exactly what I need him to do,”
Lucas said. He then turned to Nick. “Your class is tanky, so don’t let me down.
I’ll back you up, so get right up in the middle of them. Just stay alive, and
make sure you’re the center of attention.”


“Got it!” Nick yelled, sprinting ahead as fast as
he could.


There were easily 75 to 100 Orc, a ferocious race
of sea creatures; Naga, a race that loosely resembled the half-man,
half-serpent people of Indian mythology; and Lizardmen, a traditional fantasy
race. They were all spearheading a push up from the river with only around
twenty Alfar guards opposing them. A quick appraisal of the situation told Lucas
everything that he needed to know: the Alfar were vastly out-manned and
out-armed, and they were being out-maneuvered as well. To make things even
worse, there wasn’t a single Alfar present who could fill the simple role that
Nick supplied: that of a tank. Only three of the guards total had shields, a
few carried spears, and the rest were running in random directions without so
much as a weapon drawn, trying to either create some space for themselves or
look busy while attempting to escape. A stray man would occasionally slow down
long enough to shoot a single arrow, but that was about it. There was
absolutely no organization, no cohesive defensive force, and it was clear that
they didn’t have a plan and were about to be overrun.


Lucas spied the guard who had rushed out ahead,
charging forward with his spear in hand. The maneuver was completely suicidal,
and Lucas couldn’t stop himself from audibly groaning in dismay. Seriously?!
I wasn't finished with you yet! Why do the ones you need alive in a video game
always do the dumbest stuff? Stupid, freaking . . .


The Orcs were a mixture of fish and man, and they
were everything that the Alfar were not. They had colored scales, webbed feet
and hands, and a row of fins running up and down the length of their spines.
They had both lungs and gills, large muscular arms that were massive in
proportion to their bodies, and wide backs that indicated that they were
terrible at agility-based motions like throwing but exceptional at using
reach-based weapons like tridents, spears, and war hammers. There was a group
of at least 20 pushing their way up out of the water, quite a few riding
strange octopus-like mounts.


The rideable cephalopods looked just like octopi,
but instead of suction cups on their long tentacles, they had small spikes that
were designed to grip the land with. And, instead of the boneless, malleable
bodies that were designed to allow octopi to squeeze into tight places, their
forms were much more rigid and unyielding, which is what likely allowed their
riders to remain upright while mounted on the creatures’ heads.


The Naga were fanned out around the Orcs, and
while they weren’t nearly as ferocious in appearance, they were equally as
powerful. They had long tails that they used instead of legs, allowing them to
effortless move between sea and land as they slithered onto shore, and they
seemed to favor a combination of shield and a one-handed weapon, be it a short
spear, a sword, or a throwing net.


The last of the amphibious races was the
Lizardmen. As much of a science fiction cliché as they were, their sight in the
ultra-realistic virtual world was still something Lucas couldn’t have expected.
The large humanoid lizards had massive legs, stubby tails, and even shorter
arms that ended in fingers tipped with long, sharp claws. Their narrow faces
tapered to a point around unhinged jaws that never fully shut. Long, pink
tongues flickered back and forth over their teeth, constantly snaking in and
out.


The mounted Orcs had outpaced the surrounding
Naga, and they had been able to make good use of their fast speed in hunting
down the disorganized Alfar. The resulting scene was gruesome. Bodies were
piled up around the beachhead—guards, civilians, and even children—where the
amphibious force had first landed and begun their savagery, and there was a
bloody trail of mangled corpses strung out in their wake, leading back down to
the water’s edge. Two of the octo-riding Orcs even had Alfars skewered on the
ends of their polearms, and they were eagerly turning toward their next
victims. The enemies had formed a semicircle as they pushed up from the water,
wrapping around the flagging guards, and they had surrounded a single group of
five Alfar. The Orc riders were attempting to use their reach advantage and
mount height to strike at the guardsmen without taking any damage, and Lucas
knew that it was only a short matter of time until they were successful.


Deciding this was the biggest point of interest,
Lucas unleashed all three of his Chain Lightning charges at once. The spell
dealt about 125 damage when it hit the closest group, and he was able to use
that knowledge to assume that they were over the Level 1 or Level 2 base shared
by guards in most towns. Further, based on the fact that not a single one of
the three faltered or fell from their mounts, he guessed that they must be
closer to Level 10.


Crap. This is going to be a lot more difficult
than I expected, Lucas thought, bringing up his stats menu. He quickly sank
20 more points into both Charisma and Arcanum. He then took a deep breath and
shouted, “Hey! All of you chum-guzzling fishmongers are useless against my
champion! Look at him!”—Lucas pointed to what he thought was the toughest of
the Orcs—“He’s the strongest. He can easily kill the rest of you! Why are you
trying to steal his glory? His glory is his and his alone!”


By the time he finished the taunt, the time he
needed to channel the spell was complete. He unleashed Meddling Minds on the
very Orc whom he had just pointed out, and the moment it went off, the Orc
turned and swung his massive maul at the rider to his left. The neighboring Orc
was thrown clear from his cephalopod mount, landing a short distance away in an
awkward heap. The octo-rider had clearly never anticipated this betrayal, but
he quickly recovered and sprang to his feet with a howl of rage. He turned to
face his backstabbing ally, but he wasn’t even able to so much as raise his
halberd up to block the next attack. The maul came crashing down again,
pulverizing the man’s head like a watermelon.


Your words have activated a bonus effect of Meddling Minds
as pride swells in your chosen champion. He will fight stronger, harder, and
longer than the spell normally allows.


“Traitor!” the octo-rider to the turncoat’s right
shouted, pulling up his large glaive and trying to slash at Lucas’s champion.


The traitorous Orc was quicker. He parried the
attack with the handle of his weapon and then struck out with the hammer’s
head, hitting his new opponent right in the middle of the chest and sending him
sprawling back.


Two more octo-riders decided that Lucas’s new
minion was a bigger threat than the guards, and they turned their mounts toward
him as well.


“That’s it! Don’t let them steal your glory!”
Lucas shouted. He then blasted the new arrivals with two charges of Chain
Lightning before they could clear the distance and even come within range of
his champion. The traitorous Orc steered his mount away from the other two
Orcs, running over one of his previous victims in the process. The spiked
tentacles of his heavy mount left behind a pin-cushioned mess of bloody flesh
and bone on the ground.


Lucas’s champion then pressed forward, further
freeing the Alfar guards by relentlessly smashing into the next enemy with his
maul. This one had some form of advanced warning as to what was coming and was
thusly better prepared, but while he was able to block the first and second
blows, there was nothing he could do to completely stop the champion’s
aggression. The third blow crashed down against the opposing Orc’s forearm, and
when the giant hammer was drawn back, the limb was left dangling limply at his
side. The fourth cracked through the opposing Orc’s defenses and ribs at the
same time, and he was then quickly finished off.


The mob of Orcs panicked at that point and rushed
the turncoat, and Lucas unleashed three more charges of Chain Lightning. Thanks
to the combination of his class and his Arcane Energy pool’s total size, he was
able to fully charge an attack in under a second.


The guards whom Lucas was hoping to save went into
full escort-quest mode, and as if they had been inspired by Lucas’ arrival,
they finally began fighting. Shield in hand, one of the guards cursed at his
opponents and then surged forward, valiantly attacking the handful of Orcs
which had just turned their attention to the larger threat within their own
ranks. The Alfar guard only managed a single attack, however, before his sword
became lodged in an Orc’s chest cavity. The guard struggled to extract his
weapon, but the Orc grabbed ahold of the blade and held it in place, preventing
the guard from doing any further damage.


Lucas didn’t have a single target spell on his
staff, so he couldn’t do anything but watch as the second Orc turned and jammed
his glaive into the Alfar’s sternum. The octo-rider leaned back on his mount
and lifted the helpless, skewered guard into the air. The dying man hung
suspended for a brief moment and was then flung away and into another guard.
Thankfully, that small moment allowed Lucas the time and space that he needed
to unleash another burst of charges. The three Chain Lightnings streaked into
the injured Orc and then arched back and forth between him and a nearby wounded
Orc in a blinding flash. By the time the spell stopped bouncing, one was dead
at his mount, and the other charred a deep black.


Nick finally fought his way to the center of the
battle with Bonnie, who was a good dozen paces behind him, constantly doing her
best to both heal him and save the chaotic Alfar. She hadn’t completely managed
to prevent the Alfar from being killed, but she had succeeded in drawing the
attention of every Orc, Naga and Lizardman that could see her. Thankfully, for
whatever reason, they swapped from running down the fleeing Alfar to simply
running straight toward Bonnie and Nick.


Whether because Nick was closer or because his
class had some ability to draw attention, the amphibious assault seemed to
focus on him rather than Bonnie.


Nine Naga slithered around the Dark Knight with
their shields up. Their nets were cast out the moment that they were in range,
and they fell down over Nick’s head, leaving him ensnared. The melee fighters
surged forward in the next second, clearly intent on striking Nick down before
he could free himself. Nick activated a Chi skill, giving Lucas his first glimpse
into the Dark Knight’s abilities. His oddly shaped one-handed staff glowed a
dark crimson color, and when Nick swung it around in front of him, a wave of
power exploded out around him like extended blades, cutting the enemies in
front of him and slicing him free from the net at the same time.


“Get a shield up on his back flank!” Lucas
ordered, not letting too much of his attention get drawn away from finding
targets and burning enemies down with his own spells.


“So, he can’t run away? Got it!” Bonnie shouted
back, instantly erecting the Force Shield directly behind Nick. Lucas had only
been hoping to prevent Nick from being attacked from behind, but now that the
shield was up and he had heard Bonnie, he also hoped the impossibility of
escape would give Nick motivation to try harder—and Bonnie a reason to actually
heal him when he started getting low.


The effects of Meddling Minds wore off and Lucas
watched for a moment as the Orc that had violently attacked his friends,
crushing everyone around him with his hammer, stopped mid-swing and seemed to
become disoriented. His rampage had been a success for Lucas. Numerous
octo-riders had fallen under his attacks, and he had garnered the Alfar a bit
of much-needed respite. Now that his fury was ended, however, it allowed the
Naga to take advantage of his momentary lapse. Five of the slithering creatures
struck forward at the same time, quickly trapping him in a net and skewering
him from various different directions simultaneously.


“What the . . .” The bewildered Orc’s face twisted
into a confused expression and then to one of outrage and pain. The Orc swung
out with his maul, smashing one Naga’s head clear from his shoulders, but it
was far too late for him to do anything other than struggle against his own
death.


Sorry, buddy. You served me well. Lucas
unleashed three charges straight onto his once-proud champion, turning him and
the severely wounded Naga that had surrounded him into dust.


“Come on! We can do this! Look, we’re even being
helped by the Imperium!” someone shouted from the left.


Lucas turned to look over at what was going on and
found that an additional small group of Alfars had joined the fight. He
couldn’t be certain, but at first glance, it appeared to be the same group that
he had spied earlier frolicking about under the trees. And that gave him a
small bit of pause. He had initially thought that this event had been triggered
in similar circumstances to the rebellion. He had no reason to assume that
players would be present in the attack, but if there were, that changed things.
If there are players present on this side, then that means there must be
players on the other side as well. NPCs will fight in a standard,
organized fashion, but players will come straight for me. The Alfars probably
got roped into the conflict just because they were here, but if someone
actually showed up to enjoy some action on the starter island, where the
penalties for death aren’t as severe as later . . . PVPers are always more
ruthless and cunning.


He actually began feeling a little bit of unease,
hoping that perhaps he was wrong and that he wouldn’t end up having to deal
with this issue, when an arrow slammed into his chest. The tip slipped between
his ribs and lodged in what was likely his lung. He instinctively grasped at
the wound and felt the warmth of blood freely flowing from the hole and soaking
into his shirt. He turned in the direction he had been shot from and instantly
spied three archers positioned behind a cluster of octo-riders aiming only for
him and the Alfar players who had just joined the fight.


So, they waited until they could identify the
real threats. The Alfar guards carrying bows aimed a few shots toward the
hidden archers, but the octo-riders were angled just right to take the arrows
to the face instead of the Naga archers behind them.


He was already below half energy thanks to all of
the spells he had cast, and the single shot had taken a third of his life away.
The tide of battle was just starting to change in their favor, but it was by no
means a sure thing yet, and Lucas knew that he and his small trio were likely
the only thing holding the meager resistance together. If he went down, it was
all over. He started channeling Meddling Minds, aiming to cast it on the female
Naga who had plucked him with an arrow. Even though it was a longer cast time,
it had a better probability of allowing him to make it out of the situation
alive before he was struck again. Chain Lighting was faster, but its damage
would be mostly absorbed, in large part by the octo-riders providing cover, and
then split amongst the various targets.


“Just looking at you,” Lucas began again. “I can
tell why you’re the one who shot at me first. You can’t take your eyes off me.
I’m only standing here, and yet you missed a headshot. Come now. Admit it: You
don’t want to be on the other team. You want to be part of mine. You want to
work with me, help me, serve me.” Lucas tried his best at a deep, suave
baritone, throwing both the poorly-worded taunt and the spell at the same time.


Two arrows had whizzed by him, but the third was
never fired when the Naga fell under his control. An octo-rider shifted at the
same time, and one of the archers had to shift herself around in order to
prevent her long tail from being crushed.


“God, that guy is coming off creepy,” one of the
other Naga said to the girl Lucas had cast a spell on.


But there was no answer in return. Instead, the
archer now under Lucas’s control turned and jabbed the unused arrow through her
compatriot’s eye before she could react. The Naga then pulled it free, nocked
her bow, and fired the single shot through the third Naga’s throat all in a
single, quick motion. The final archer grasped his throat where he had been
shot, his eyes growing wide with confusion and finally rage. He attempted to
gasp out one final string of what were likely curses as he sank to the ground,
but it was impossible with the arrow lodged where it was. Lucas’s new traitor
turned her aim on the Orcs, completely oblivious to her former friends' plight
or her hand in it and shot down the Orcs that had been providing her cover,
killing them in rapid succession even faster than Lucas’s former champion had
been able to.


Another arrow zipped past from one of the Naga on
the edges of the battle, and while it only sliced through Lucas’s calf muscle,
it was enough to drop him to the ground. It didn’t do nearly as much damage as
the first, but it was sufficient to temporarily take him out of the fight. He
tried to stand back but quickly discovered that he couldn’t actually put any
pressure on his leg.


He felt a coldness start to seep in behind the
pain that was radiating outward from the places he had been shot. Very quickly,
it escalated to the point of drowning out his other senses. “Bonnie! Your
paycheck is dying!” Lucas croaked around short, ragged breaths. He knew that
she couldn’t see him and that her attention was heavily invested in keeping
Nick alive since the Dark Knight was facing off against an actual dozen
opponents, but if he didn’t get a heal soon, he was certain he would die.


“Can you hold on a few seconds?” Bonnie shouted
back. “I’ll try to get a Force Shield up to save our friend first.”


“There’s no need,” a voice called out in a soft,
gentle and melodic tone from right behind Lucas. It was like hearing the voice
of an angel. Lucas involuntarily loosened his jaw and relaxed a little as a
warm feeling washed over him. The arrow in his leg pushed its way out of his
flesh, along with the one in his chest, and the gaping holes they left behind
closed up.


“Noble strangers, you who have come to our people
to save them in a time of need, who have stood tall against an innumerable
onslaught of foes, you shall not go without blessings. I have witnessed your
courage, your selfless bravery, and I shall do all in my power to make sure
that you do not die here today as bitter payment for your valor.”


Somewhere near the end of the speech, Lucas felt a
hand on his right shoulder. A Force Shield snapped up in front of him, and then
another one appeared to his side.


“We are safe, my brave wizard. You need not fear
the slings and arrows of the outrageous foes as you take arm against the sea
itself. Before you die, or sleep, or sleep forever more, I shall bear your
suffering for you.”


As Lucas looked at her, he couldn’t help but feel
this situation was surreal. One moment, he was sure he was about to die in
terrible agony, pain wracking his body from his leg to chest, and the next, the
Healer’s shields had been interposed between him and all enemies. All that was
left within his body was a lasting warmth as he gazed up at his savior’s face.


The woman who had rescued him was breathtaking.
During his days as CEO of Lu-Yu Enterprises, Lucas had seen and interacted with
what felt like a thousand models, the very women that the world had decided
stood above all others as the epitome of beauty, yet she clearly stood above even
them. She had long and voluminous dark-brown hair, a petite frame, a feminine
face with a delicate, cute nose. Her large purple eyes would likely pierce
through any man who came before them, enchanting them instantly. She was a
paragon of beauty who looked no older than twenty-two, and as she moved her
hand from Lucas’s shoulder to offer him help up instead, he could almost feel
himself being caught in her spell.


The princess, he thought as he took the
welcome aid and used it to quickly stand without letting go of his magic staff.
Where I will sweat and toil with magic, you enchant with a smile, he
mused. Lucas smiled up at her, knowing that her charm would be the perfect tool
for the task he needed her for. He also realized how hard it was for him to even
slightly draw his gaze away from her.


“Boss!” The spell was broken by Bonnie’s loud
voice as she shouted back at him. “If you’re going to leave this to me and Nick
while you play grab-arse, then I’m charging you double!” She paused as her body
twisted around in one miraculous movement so that she was able to block an
incoming arrow with her shield, almost as if she were some magic space knight
with special powers to predict the future.


“Who is the jealous one now?” Nick laughed as he
struggled against the gang of enemies.


“Say one more word, and not only will I not heal
you, but I’ll hang your naked corpse from one of those ropes to make it easier
for the crows to feast on your small family fortune!”


Nick didn’t say anything back after that.


“I’m sorry, my dear”—Lucas began dusting himself
off and then cast another Meddling Minds on the archer Naga that he had
enchanted earlier—“but while your walls may provide safety, they will not
defend those who truly need it.” He hated spewing this type of stuff, but since
he was an Enchanter and a villain, he needed to get used to saying awful,
cheesy, terrible things in order to make both his spells more effective and his
role more believable.


He had no way of knowing what the Naga girl’s
Charisma score was, but he was certain that the difference between hers and his
own wasn’t super high. This left him with only two options to handle the
problem: he could either kill her before Meddling Minds ended, which the
princess’s shields prevented, or he could try and cast the spell one more time
and hope he could keep her enthralled a little longer. He decided on the second
option and focused his attention on her once again. “Now, don’t take your eyes
off me for a moment. I know it is I and I alone that have drawn you to this
city!” he shouted to the Naga girl.


“I . . .” The woman began shaking her head a little
as the second layer of Meddling Minds landed on her. “What . . . I . . .” She
tried to form a full sentence but kept resetting at the first word even as she whirled
about, shooting one arrow after the other at everything around her in a crazy
spin of death, a flurry of attacks even more efficient than Lucas’s Chain
Lightning.


Meddling Minds Tutorial: Your continued verbal and magical
attacks are beginning to cause the enemy to be befuddled. Since the enemy is a
player, you cannot warp the opponent’s mind, but the duration of the spell has
been extended.


This spell is crazy dangerous, Lucas
thought, considering the implications of what was happening. The AI had probably
taken over her perception of things around her, warping and distorting her
senses to cause her to lash out at those around her. Or, quite possibly, it had
directly taken over her avatar. His innate curiosity demanded that he know
exactly how it worked, but he wasn’t sure that he was willing to find out
firsthand. There was a small chance that the answer might be more terrifying
than any shock-value indie horror film. He considered the type of implications
of an AI system manipulating an individual's cognitive process. I really am
becoming a monster.


“I don’t think Nick can hold out much longer, and
I’m starting to run out of heals!” Bonnie cried.


Lucas looked over and saw exactly what she meant.
There were at least a dozen enemies surrounding Nick. They had him cornered
against the Force Shield that Bonnie had somehow managed to keep up, preventing
him from either backing away or continuing his fight. They surged forward in
pairs, striking random blows, and it was simply too much for Nick to defend against
all at once. Bonnie had been thus far successful in keeping him healed, but
there was a limit to what she was capable of.


“Fine, I got it,” Lucas called back. He pushed
himself to his feet and then surged out from behind the Force Shield that was
keeping him safe in hopes of getting to an angle from which he could help Nick.
He began channeling another Meddling Minds even as he ran, desperately hoping
that the effect would add a flat increase to his captivated archer target while
he turned his attention elsewhere.


“The boss is going to save you, pincushion!”
Bonnie shouted to Nick. “Just hang in there!”


“My beautiful serpent archer!” Lucas shouted to
his player prey as he finished channeling Meddling Minds. “I need you once
more. Show me! Show me what I already know: that you and you alone are worthy
of my attention, and I of yours! Show me how you are greater than all women
beside you!” He tried to play to her ego as he watched the Naga player
slithering back and forth, dodging and then returning arrow after arrow better
than he probably ever could. On occasion, she even made use of the corpses
around her for cover, lifting them up with her tail and stacking them around
her. “Free my comrade from his prison of opponents!” he shouted.


“Yes, my belov-v-v—” The woman winced before even
finishing the word, closing her eyes and shaking her head for a moment. Then,
seconds later, she returned to her task, this time firing arrows at the people
attacking Nick. It was a much more specific, focused enchantment than the
previous had been, and while it seemed that Lucas was able to direct her
actions, he couldn’t really control her targets.


Lucas finally cleared Bonnie’s Force Shield and
moved into a position from which he could assist Nick. “Bonnie, get him up to full
health and then get a heal ready,” Lucas ordered. “Nick, do whatever you can
defensively. It’s about to get a little tough, so you can’t lose any Hit
Points.”


“Easier said than done, you damn slave driver,”
Nick complained. He was struggling to block attacks from all directions, and he
was now using his skills to parry more and more frequently. Even as Lucas
watched, Nick activated a Chi move that temporarily turned his weapon into a
giant shield, which was able to turn away a few tridents.


“Sorry, Nick!” Lucas yelled, and then he let out a
Chain Lightning right onto the other man. It dropped his companion to the brink
of death, but it also stunned and electrocuted all the enemies around him as
the Lightning spread from Nick to every Naga, Orc, and Lizardman that was
attacking him.


“What the hell!?” Nick cried out in pain and shock
as both Bonnie and the other Healer’s spells restored him back to tip-top
condition. Before he could celebrate, Lucas dropped another Chain Lightning,
once more using Nick as the focal point to make sure it hit everything around
him.


Nick didn’t even bother letting out any
execrations. This time, he just howled out his frustration and pain. One of the
closer Naga stabbed at him, but Lucas’s brainwashed archer saved him at the
last moment by shooting the Naga right through the temple and splattering the
already very weak foe’s brains across her two closest allies.


Lucas let out a third charge of Chain Lightning
after seeing Nick restored once again, frying the foes all around Nick to ash.
Nick fell to the ground, clutching his chest and incoherently mumbling
something that Lucas couldn’t be bothered to understand. The few words he
caught told him that the punster’s curses were just as equally foul and just as
creative as any oft-heckled comedian could come up with.


“Sorry,” Lucas said, offering his apology again.


“I’m taking a gold coin off your tab for letting
me watch that, boss,” Bonnie said, laughing at Nick’s misfortune even as she
worked her magic and restored him to health. “That was just priceless.”


“I thought you said it was only worth a gold
coin?” Lucas asked. He wasn’t exactly sharing the moment of joy as he had been
the one forced to use his own ally as a lightning rod in the fight. He knew
that he had done the right thing since it was the fastest way to clear through
the group of closely-huddled enemies, but he still felt a little guilty
nonetheless.


As the Mere died, Lucas looked around at the rest
of the battlefield. There had been over 75 enemies to begin with, but now only
one was left: the Naga he had bewitched. The players, the guards, Lucas’s team,
and Lucas’s brainwashed minion had finally managed to kill all of the enemies
that had besieged the town, and all that was left was a field of red, green, and
grey. The grass was covered with pools of blood, mangled bodies, and
intermittent clumps of soot from people who had been incinerated. Their ashen
remains were now spreading in the wind.


Lucas looked around and saw dozens of civilians
and a half dozen dead Alfar guards as well. “But I think I did pretty well,
right?”


“Welp, boss, I didn’t manage to save them all,”
Bonnie said.


“Fine,” Lucas laughed, pulling out a few gold
pieces and tossing them to Bonnie. “If you want more, keep everyone alive next
time.”


“Ugh . . .” Bonnie sighed disappointedly. “Nick’s
right: You’re a slave driver.”


“Don’t spend it all in one place then,” Lucas
replied with a shrug. He looked over at the Naga that only had a few seconds
left of Meddling Minds on her. He readied three charges of Chain Lightning on
his staff, but he didn’t attack right away. He just studied her as she came
back to reality, once more gaining command over her actions and behavior. It
was like watching someone wake up from a nightmare. Her facial muscles tried to
spread out in all directions, and her eyes and mouth widened with shock.


“What . . . What happened?! Why did I do that?!”
she exclaimed, looking at her bow. Lucas wasn’t the only one studying her.
Everyone was. They were all mystified by the process.


“Because while temptation and oppression’s gilded
hand may shove aside justice for those of lesser mind, it is not so for those
like you,” the princess said as she walked toward the confused player. “As sure
as you have good eyes, you have a good heart, and wicked orders from wicked men
could not stay your hand from doing what is right.” She walked even closer and
placed her hand on the bewildered Naga’s shoulder. “I knew. I knew from when I
first saw you that you could not stand idly by while your countrymen sent the
innocent to die.”


“I . . . No, it wasn’t that. It was my beloved . .
. It was my . . . Wait. What was it?” The girl violently shook her head again
as she tried to grasp what was happening, and Lucas even contemplated killing
her to spare her the ordeal, but then everything snapped back into place, and
calm returned. “That must have been it. Right. You’re right. Seeing all those
innocent people die . . . Yeah, that’s why I did it.” Despite her words, it was
clear to Lucas and the others watching that she was just giving lip service so
that the group didn’t kill her on the spot.


“I don’t think you can return back to the Mere for
a while,” Lucas said as he walked forward. “I don’t think you are welcome here
either.” He looked around at the bodies on the ground. He knew she had killed a
few runners when the fight started, before she drew his attention.


“That is nonsense. So long as I have beds and
space, there will never be a person turned from my home. The candle in my
window shall always burn bright, like a beacon to those in need. You may stay
here as long as you wish,” the princess said. Her flowery language was more
clichéd and cheesier than Lucas could ever pull off, even if he tried. He had
no doubt that she’d spout “my lady” and “good sir” at every opportunity if she
were a man.


“No, it’s . . .” The Naga looked around, studying
the faces of the returning citizens and guards who were eyeing her with far
more than curiosity. She was hated. Even if her conversion at Lucas’s hand had
been instrumental in quickly stopping the attack and saving lives, and even if
they didn’t know she had actually taken a few first, she looked the same as the
people who had just mowed down their friends and family. They wouldn’t be able
to tolerate her presence. “I think it’s best if I don’t stay.”


“But you’ll need somewhere to go, won’t you?”
Lucas asked, smiling at her. He didn’t know if it was a lingering effect from
the spell, his high Charisma, or if she just liked his smile, but as he
extended his head and let a grin spread across half his face, she blushed. Her
cheeks reddened slightly, and her pupils dilated. “You’ll need a place, and
I’ll need you.”


“I . . .” She looked down to the ground, breaking
eye contact with him. “Yes, I’ll need a place to quest and level.”


“Good. Then go to where Kegan’s territory once was
and meet the new lord of the manor when he returns. That man will have much for
you to do. And I will be eager to meet you again when my journey here is
complete.”


“Thank you,” she said, giving him one more look
and then slithering away quickly.


“Damn, boss,” Bonnie said as she came up beside
Lucas. “You really need to control yourself. If you end up with a stalker, I’m
charging you triple rate for removing her.”


“What’s regular rate?” Lucas asked.


“Depends how much you think a leather corset and a
pair of bunny ears in real life would cost,” Bonnie answered snidely.


“I’m just surprised you made a girl blush without
taking your clothes off this time,” Nick added.


“Huh?” The princess looked over at Nick, clearly
confused by the exchange. “He disrobes to seduce women?”


“All the time. This one right here was charging
him money for her services, and then he took off his shirt in a dark place, and
all of the sudden she’s trying to pay him for a different kind of service.”


Nick went on and on, but as soon as the last words
came out of his mouth, Bonnie smacked him across the face with her scepter.
“Heal!” she shouted. She charged up the weapon again, this time striking Nick
so hard across his chin that it sent him reeling back a few steps before
disgracefully collapsing onto his backside. Despite the shocking ferocity of
the blow, the magical light left the Healer’s tool and restored him back to
full health. She stalked forward and stared down at Nick, who had fallen over
onto the flat of his back. “There. Just had to make sure you weren’t still hurt
from the fight.”


“You didn’t have to hit me so hard,” Nick said,
reaching up to grasp his jaw where he had been struck. “I was just joking.”


“I think perhaps she did,” the princess affirmed.
“Foul remarks invite foul actions, as kind words invite kind deeds. If you
should wish for your companions to treat you better, learn to use better
speech.”


“Boss . . .” Bonnie looked over at Lucas. Then,
without saying a word out loud, she mouthed a single phrase. “Can I kill this
girl?”


Lucas nearly died laughing as he shook his head.
“What do you need, Bonnie? Was my payment insufficient?” he asked, looking over
at Nick still dusting himself off as he stood up.


“No, I’m sure it’ll be enough,” Bonnie answered.
“Anyway, what’s next?”


Lucas glanced over at the princess. Well,
technically, I need to steal her to generate a quest, but . . . He paused
and looked back to the battlefield, and he was unfortunately reminded of
exactly how high the cost had been. Then, when his eyes flitted over the body
of the city watch guard whom he had spoken with earlier, a notification popped
up.


Quest Update: You have failed to protect the individual
carrying the information you seek. Due to your failure, none of the other
guards will assist you in this inquiry and will act as if none of them are
aware of the information.


Lucas blinked. What?! He wanted to rage. He
wanted to curse the stupid dead guy out in frustration. He hadn’t purposefully
let the guard die. It had just happened. The lunatic went crazy and charged in
irresponsibly. What the freaking hell, man?


“Boss?” Bonnie asked, resting a hand on his
shoulder. “What’s wrong?” She slowly lowered her hand to his shoulder blade.


“He died,” Lucas replied, pointing over at the
man’s corpse. Stupid freaking AI, punishing me after the fact without even
giving me a clear warning ahead of time. Lucas silently cursed, but he was
more upset with the fact he had tried his best and still failed to save the
guard.


“Oh. Well, uhh . . . can’t save them all?” Bonnie
shrugged.


“You’re this choked up about the death of a man
you’ve never met?” The princess’s eyes opened wide as she stared at Lucas
intently. “I am . . . I am deeply moved by how caring you are. I thought your
kindness was for temporary gain, chasing across the fields of death those
windfalls of lucre that mercenary ruffians so often reap, but I was mistaken .
. .”


“What’s she going on about, boss?” Bonnie asked.


“Boss? Yes, he is a leader among men indeed.” The
princess sighed as she nodded her agreement with Bonnie. “I shall report this
to the king at once. A man so noble that he would help a stranger, spare a foe,
given an enemy shelter, and weep over every loss of life . . . You are, without
a doubt, worthy of the honors your good deeds shall bring. Will you grace me
with your name?”


“Lucas,” he answered.


After he answered, and before Lucas could follow
it up with anything else, the princess had turned and left, her flowing dress
twirling outward as she spun around and darted toward one of the staircases
that ascended into the sky.


“I heard her say honors . . . You think . . .
That’s not just going to be a title, right, boss?” Bonnie asked.


“Might be something that spreads even faster than
recognition. I think Lucas might get ‘honor’ indeed,” Nick snickered.


Lucas sighed, ignoring the juvenile wordplay as he
watched the quest completion appear in front of him.


You have defeated the Tipsy Scales Mercenary Guild.
The item Bobble Bubble Helmet and 100 silver have dropped upon death.






System Notice: The Bobble Bubble Helmet is a
unique charm that, when a single point of Stamina, Arcane Energy, or Holy
Energy is put into it, will create an air bubble around the target’s head,
allowing them to breathe healthy air no matter their surroundings for 10
minutes. The item holds 10 charges maximum. Each charge takes 30 minutes to
regenerate.






Quest Completion: The Defense of Waldberg.






As the town of Waldberg came under attack, you
quickly raised up arms against the intruders, repelling them even as they
ravaged the land. Although casualties occurred, you were able to save the
majority of Waldberg’s population from ever seeing the terrors of battle,
sparing them the dreadful fate that was sure to come without your help and the
help of other brave adventurers.






Your actions and words have also moved the people
of Waldberg. They have all gone, one after the other, to proclaim both your
deeds and your heart, telling of your saintly valor for all to hear. You may
now seek out an audience with the King of Waldberg and claim your rightful
reward in front of the eyes of those you saved.






System Notice: EXP for completing the combat portion
of the quest will be distributed after your audience with the King of Waldberg.


“Looks like it’s time to take these merits and cash
in,” Lucas said as he read the pop-up and the list of gains. He had hoped for a
more useful item, feeling that the Bobble Bubble Helmet would be completely
useless on an island with only a few lakes here and there and no monsters of
significance in any of the lakes, but he shrugged it off. Either my roll was
bad, or the loot gods know best.


“I love when you talk dirty to me, boss,” Bonnie
cooed sarcastically. “That sweet smell of extra money and loot from completing a
tough quest, it’s going to be wonderful.”


“I hate agreeing with the greedy gal, but I do
love some fine post-battle booty,” Nick said. “I hope I get a shield. Those
shields the Alfars were using were great.”


The two of them kept their conversation going
about what they wanted, but Lucas was occupied with what the line “in front of
the eyes of those you saved” meant. His right lip curled upward as he
considered exactly how he was going to get out of the town intact with his
cargo in tow. Web of Deceit was probably one of the best items for Bonnie’s
class, and with the right application, it would help him with sneaking in and
out of town. Unfortunately, he didn’t know the layout of the town yet, and his
prisoner was almost guaranteed to go screaming.


He also had Meddling Minds, which he’d be able to
use often again now that his Arcane Energy had recovered, but the system was
holding his experience hostage until he had his audience with the king. This
meant that he didn’t have any additional points to dump into Arcanum or
Charisma, which would have let him ensure the princess’s cooperation if only
for a while. Truth be told, he wasn’t even positive exactly how she would react
under the spell. He had only ever used it in combat situations where there were
clear enemies around to target. Without anything to attack or defend, his
puppet might very well do nothing at all. Furthermore, even if he were able to
use Meddling Minds, it would be hard to convince players to try and rescue her
if she appeared to be a willing victim.


The more he thought about it, the more agitated he
became with the entire scenario. This was a prime situation in which to kidnap
her, but he had no idea how he was going to manage it. Not to mention the
throne room is likely to be up in the trees . . . Lucas’s mind still raced
as he tried to figure out a solution. Even something as simple as grabbing her
and slaughtering his way out in a bloodbath presented inherent difficulties,
the chief amongst them being that he didn’t want to. Such malicious violence
was too crass for what he had in mind, and he had just worked so hard to save
the NPCs of the town. Killing them now would feel like slapping his own face.


Lucas clenched his teeth together, and a determined
yet grim grin formed on his face.


“What’s that look on the boss’s face?” Bonnie
asked, failing to do so quietly. The small group had only just begun climbing
one of the rounded staircases that encircled the trees and led up toward the
Alfar city. “Something is definitely wrong with him.”


“No, nothing is wrong with him,” Nick answered.
“It’s just . . . I think . . . I think he’s smiling? That’s . . . so weird. So
very weird to see him looking happy.”
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The city proper was far more interesting than the
forest floor if for no other reason than the system of wooden bridges that
linked each platform. Strangely, however, there was only a short, one-rail
fence blocking people from directly falling off of the massive connected
structure that was the main part of the town. It definitely wasn’t the type of
safety-inspired design that any modern town in real life would be able to get
away with, and any clumsy idiot walking around could trip and tumble over the
lone railing or roll underneath it.


“You think paint is illegal here? Maybe they hate
the smell of it or something? Or do they just not know how to use dye?” Nick
asked while looking out at the lush town. The place lacked a single house of a
different color.


“They really like to stack them deep,” Bonnie
commented, pointing to a house.


“Can’t blame them. Everybody loves fat stacks and
nice homes,” Nick suggested. “Why not combine the two?”


Lucas looked over and saw that the houses all had
names on the doors listed on what appeared to be a standardized plaque that
read “Here lives:” followed by what was easily a dozen names per home. In fact,
everything in the entire Alfar area had labels clearly carved on wooden plates
right next to each building’s entrance. The leather worker, for example, had a
piece of leather armor with the word “Leatherworker” inscribed on it along with
the names of the people who worked there. It was an incredibly orderly and
easy-to-navigate town, even if they did seem to pack people and workers into
buildings like sardines in a can.


“Gotta protect nature by not wasting anything,”
Lucas guessed.


“If they have this many people up here, how come
there were only a few defending down there?” Nick asked.


“Over there, look at it,” Bonnie said, quickly
indicating a group of around 20 guards. “Even if we hadn’t stopped them down at
the shore, there is no telling whether that group of walking seafood would have
been able to properly siege a city this size. There are a ton of guards up
here, so what the hell did we have to fight so hard for?”


Lucas shrugged and looked out over the safety
railing and then at the guards on the stairway leading down. “I guess they
didn’t want to drop down. Maybe they didn’t want to risk leaving the main part
of the town unprotected.” Although, this many guards only make my plan all
the more complicated . . . Lucas groaned internally when he realized that
the city proper was much better defended than he had initially believed. It
makes sense, though. There are scores and scores more Alfar than Mere, probably
because, aesthetically, the water folk are a much less desirable race than
Alfar for most people. Then again, if their numerous guards wouldn’t
jump . . . “Hey, Bonnie, how do you like it when a guy buys you a gift?” he
asked, an idea suddenly forming.


“Aww, boss, you don’t have to, but if you insist,
then I could really use a new pair of leather cuffs with more than one place to
attach chains, maybe a black corset to match, some heels, some boots, some
boots with heels—you can never have enough boots with heels—and let’s not
forget a sword with a sheath to match the outfit too, but these will all be
more for you than—”


Lucas just reached into his bag and pulled out the
Web of Deceit he had gotten from defeating Saba’a. He tossed the item to
Bonnie, bringing her chattering to a halt.


“Oh. This . . .” Bonnie frowned down at the item
for half a second before her face then lit up again like a firework exploding
across the sky. “WHAT?! This is such an amazing item. Boss, boss! Boss?! Are
you trying to win me over? You’re not trying to get out of paying me for future
missions with this, are you? I mean, it might work, but— Wow! I’ve never had a
guy give me anything before. Now, the next time I stalk my prey, I can murder
him before he even sees me coming! I’ll be able to take on much better
contracts!”


“Calm down,” Lucas said sternly, noticing that her
exuberance was starting to draw a crowd. “I also have another question for each
of you: How do you feel about both playing the Healer one more time?”


“What? Really? I get a baddy assassin class, and
you are shafting me with the Healer again?” Bonnie winced. “I want to kill
people with the new class!” she exclaimed.


Lucas knew that feeling. There was nothing worse
than getting a new toy and not being able to use it—or a new axe and not being
able to chop someone in half with it. “‘Cause we won’t be killing anyone,” he
said, extending his hand even though he knew that she’d reject him. “But if you
got a problem with it, I can always take back the cloak . . .”


“Fine. But you’re gonna have to pay me double,”
she insisted.


Lucas kept his hand out. “Pay you? So, you want
gold instead of the cloak?”


Bonnie glared at Lucas’s hand. “Fine, meanie.
FINE! You get this one as a freebie, but don’t expect me to throw out another
again any time soon.”


“Cold bed in the future there, buddy,” Nick
snickered. “But if you need me to heal, that’s fine. Just make sure we get the
quest turn-in first. I need my experience.”


“So, what’s the plan?” Bonnie asked.


Lucas grinned as he leaned forward and whispered
to the two of them. He pointed to one of the fences as discreetly as possible
and described his plan, which was simply to grab the princess and then try to
make a run and a jump for it.


After he finished with his explanation, Bonnie
rolled her eyes and said, “You’re insane. You know that, right? If you get me
killed, I’m going to keep that cloak and still expect a little payment for my
losses.”


“More importantly,” Nick started, “if I die, then
I’m definitely going to—”


A loud voice called out from behind the trio,
interrupting Nick before he could finish. “What are you doing here, brother?
And with Negative of all people?”


Lucas recognized the voice, and he instantly
stiffened.


“Oh my, Negative? Is that really you? You look
different,” the next voice said.


Are they here for revenge? Will they be as
bribable as Nick? Lucas looked up and locked his gaze on Valerie.


“It’s strange to actually see you with a spine for
once,” Malik, the man next to Valerie, continued. “Saving the day and doing the
right thing for the village? Where was that when we were facing Xun Guan?”


“Easy, nya! We can’t be faulting him for that. He
just couldn’t stand killing his favorite little NPC girl,” Valerie said.


“Maybe. But it was still cold, brother,” Malik
said flatly. “What you did. Do you know how long we had to farm to get the
items back just to complete that quest? That wasn’t very nice of you.”


His words made it seem as if the two had forgiven
Lucas for his betrayal, but his icy tone and the angry glances said the exact
opposite. He might have been able to keep his voice dull and lifeless, but his
eyes were red with rage and his smile was definitely forced and fake.


“Sorry,” Lucas said, shrugging dismissively. “I
had my reasons.” He didn’t feel like dealing with this, and he couldn’t afford
to waste time on it. All it took was a single quick glance to know that neither
was a healing class, and he felt confident that, if push came to shove, he
could kill them both where they stood. It’s good to be a boss, he
thought as he puffed out his chest and refused to back down from whatever
intimidation play Malik was trying to make.


“And why is frumpy with them?” Valerie asked,
shifting her glare to Nick. “What happened? He killed you, and you scampered
back over to see if he’d do it again?”


“I think the better question is: Why wasn’t he
with you? Were you only keeping him around to fill the roster?” Lucas asked
Valerie. Then, turning to Malik, he added with a sneer, “Or was it that you
were worried he’d be a third wheel and ruin the mood?”


“There’s no reason to be hostile, brother,” Malik
said.


“I think there are plenty of reasons,” Lucas
countered. “I think that, right now, you want to kill me where I stand. If so,
the feeling is mutual.”


“Lucas, just let them pass,” Nick advised
cautiously. “We don’t want a confrontation. Let’s just go get our quest
reward.”


Lucas looked over at Nick and saw something very
familiar: his sister-in-law’s shirking and shrinking from any sort of argument
or push back when she was in college. He remembered very well that the
apparently now-pushy Liu had, at one point, been a meek wallflower, and Lucas
had stepped in to stop her from being bullied on more than one occasion. He’s
the same as she was: no friends, but plenty of enemies. Weakness invites
that kind.


“I think the boy has it right, brother. You should
learn that you don’t want to make a confrontation. Let’s go get our reward and
stop wasting time with this backstabber.”


“I’ve already apologized, even if you chose not to
accept it,” Lucas said. “But now, I think that you’re going to pay me the lip
service that I’m due and say that you’re sorry to Nick too. Then, you’re going
to lower your heads and walk away. If you don’t want me to kill you again, that
is.”


Malik puffed out his own chest in response to the
threat and leaned in toward Lucas, attempting to appear as threatening as
possible. “You think I’m scared of you? You’re just a nobody—a nothing, a
negative, a zero. You trying to intimidate me?”


“Don’t think you can push us around just because
there’s only three of you and two of us,” Valerie warned. “You’re only alive
because the guards would have stopped us from stabbing you in the back.”


Yup, they’re dead, Lucas thought, gripping
his staff tightly. He would have incinerated them right there with his AoE fire
attack if it wasn’t for the fact that he knew it would summon the wrath of the
nearby guards. Still, he wasn’t going to let them get away with how they were
treating Nick. Even if Nick wasn’t his friend, per se, he had been reliable and
honest and had gone above and beyond what Lucas needed him to do, only filing
the occasional complaint as he did so.


“Ah! There you are!” another voice chimed from out
of nowhere. Unlike the last two, however, this one was pleasant and welcoming.
It was also Lucas’s primary target and his reason for being here.


Lucas turned toward the princess and found her
rushing over from what must have been the town hall. “Glad you waited for us,
Princess,” he said as a way of greeting along with a huge smile.


The princess beamed at him, her radiant smile
shining brighter than the midday sun as she fluttered her eyes at Lucas. “How
could I not? It’s not every day that I meet a man such as you.”


“I’m going to be sick,” Nick grumbled.


“Please don’t compliment me so much,” Lucas warned
dryly. “It’ll make me uncomfortable.” Especially since I’m about to put you
through a very serious ordeal.


“But I must! I have stayed in this village for
years observing every itinerant adventurer to pass through our gates, but never
have I seen one with both kindness and capability. It is almost always but one
or the other, often only the latter, as their deeds and the lengths to which
they’ll impose their will on others harrow me with fear and wonder. Yet, here
you stand, a paradigm of what a moral man can be, so how could I not divvy out
merits where they are due?” She cozied up to him as she spoke, eventually
wrapping herself around his arm and then using it pull him along toward the
town hall. “Now, come. You have a king to meet and a reward to be bestowed.”


Lucas shirked a little, automatically withdrawing
from her touch. The last person who had led him in such an intimate manner had
been his wife. He hadn’t realized it until just then, but this was the first
time he had felt a non-violent touch like this from a woman—aside from the
quick greeting hug he had given his sister-in-law—in months. She was warm and
comforting, but that pleasantness crawled across his skin like a centipede of
guilt as his brain tried to reject the foreign source of happiness. Yet,
despite however much discomfort it gave him, he allowed himself to be directed
along. He glanced over at Bonnie to make sure she was ready for her part in
this, and she returned a not-so-subtle thumbs up and a wink.


She led him along for some time until they reached
the throne room. Lucas’s heart started racing in anticipation of the stunt he
was about to pull, and he could feel a slight tremor in his hands from the
adrenaline as it built up inside him. He quickly glanced around the room as
they entered, mentally taking notes of the guards’ positioning. There were a
few stationed at the entrance, along with another pair on each side of the king
and Queen, who were seated in front of several long rows of pews, but everyone
else was clearly either a civilian or a player. He also noted that there were
holes in the floor surrounded by beautifully carved, ornately-decorated fences.
Openings in the roof allowed sunlight to stream down through the apertures, directing
it toward hanging baskets filled with flowers and ferns and then on to the
forest floor.


Lucas looked over at one of the fences and tried
to calm himself as he thought about what was soon to happen. He knew that it
was going to be difficult, that there would be a chance he’d die, but when he
glanced over at the princess, he chuckled. It was both a release of nervous
energy as well as a result of what he had just realized. This is what a game
should feel like . . . No, this is exactly how a game should feel.


The princess stopped as they arrived before the
king and separated herself from him before taking a small step back. “This is
your glory,” she said quietly to Lucas. “I do not want to interfere.”


Lucas shook his head, not wanting his plan to
collapse at the last minute because of this small interruption. “No, I insist.”
He motioned for her to stay by his side and checked that both Bonnie and Nick
had their healing scepters in hand. Lucas also caught sight of Malik and
Valerie behind him as he was looking at his friends. The pair was still glaring
at him. “You were right there fighting beside me, and your spells kept me alive
when I was facing certain doom.”


“Modest as always,” the princess said,
re-attaching herself to his arm.


There were several other players receiving gifts
for helping out, and Lucas liked the fact that most of them hadn’t gotten there
as quickly as he did. His group was third in line out of what looked like ten
small parties. How come there weren’t this many on the beach? Two more groups
showed up behind him, and it occurred to him that they probably weren’t all
there for the same thing. He was there for the defense of the city quest, but
everyone else was probably there for an entirely different quest. This was the
only Alfar quest hub on the whole of noob island, so it just made sense that
most people would be turning in completed chains to the head of the small tree
city.


In one sense, their presence here was a good
thing. The more witnesses he had to what he was about to do, the faster the
story would spread—and, inevitably, the larger it would grow with embellishment
after each telling. Lucas had no doubt that, by the time most people heard of
this stunt, he would be a lunatic demon, ten times larger than he actually was,
with hooved feet and curved horns growing out of his head. It also meant that
the risk involved and his chance of failure grew with each new addition to the
room. No matter his strengths or how many plans he had in place, if enough
players worked against him—in fact, if they did little other than stand rooted
in place with mouths agape in shock—there was a good chance that he would fail.
Like most villains in society, he was counting on apathy and inaction from the
populace.


“So, you’re the man that the princess was telling
us about,” the king said, drawing Lucas out of his silent calculations. He and
the Queen were both tall, thin, and lanky and clothed in green-and-brown
outfits. Their wooden crowns were comprised of oaken bases and studded with
flower-shaped jewels across the top. “She rarely mentions men, so you must
color me surprised that she would so quickly bring one before me.”


“I can’t imagine a father likes hearing his
daughter talk about strange men,” Nick commented underneath his breath.


Lucas wished that he could reach out and smack him
right then and there. He knew that Bonnie would take care of it for him later
on, but that wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying.


“Daughter? Oh, that’s an easy misunderstanding to
make. She’s not our daughter. We’ve only just married and have yet to sire a
child of our own. Rather, she’s the daughter of this town,” the king said in
response to Nick’s inappropriate comment.


“It is a title I bear against my will,” the
princess said sweetly. “But it is ruder to reject a compliment one does not
feel she earned than to accept it silently and strive to meet its namesake.”


Lucas heard Bonnie’s exasperated sigh as the words
left the princess’s mouth.


“Then I shall follow your example and try not to
be bashful when accepting the rewards,” Lucas said. He stepped forward and gave
the king a slight bow, gesturing with his hands for his companions to do the
same.


“And rewards you shall have. Though my vault is not
nearly as brimming as it once was before the Imperium stole our Alfar territories,
it isn’t empty yet,” the king assured. He motioned to his guards, who walked
forward with four small bags which were distributed to Lucas and the other
three. “On behalf of Waldberg, please accept our thanks for protecting our
people.”


Quest Complete: Defense of Waldberg.






Before the first great war of man shattered and
cracked the myriad tiny kingdoms speckling the world, there were scores of
legendary crafters and musicians that left behind their legacy for future Alfar
generations. One of which, the Eye of Ordish, has been gifted to you by a king
who has little knowledge of its true value.






On top of this quest completion, you have also
improved the familiarity between your territory and the Alfar people’s. Future
negotiations will benefit from this diplomatic increase.






For completing this quest, you have gained 400 EXP.

Elemental Affinity with Lightning has risen to 1%.


Lucas opened up the pouch and revealed a large,
somewhat-translucent pearl with a diamond-shaped piece of what looked to be
dark-green jade in the center of it. “You are too kind. I don’t know how I can
ever receive this.” He watched Bonnie and Nick slowly withdraw from the corner
of his vision, and then Bonnie literally disappeared against a wall like a
chameleon as she wrapped her new cloak around her body.


“Did you not just say that you would follow the
princess’s example and accept the merits and rewards you are given rather than
rudely attempt to reject them?” the king asked with a laugh. “If that’s the
case, then just relax, pocket that treasure, and work hard for the betterment
of the Alfar village. That will be payment enough.”


“Right,” the princess said. “I have heard about
you many times before, a kind heart who doesn’t even lift a single finger in
violence even under threat of death. It is my pleasure to finally meet you, and
I look forward to working with you in this town for the good of all.”


Heard about me before? She should be thinking
about me as a violent Imperium noble or as Negative, an apathetic guy who lazes
about all day. Where did she get this idea that I’m a kind-hearted, innocent
soul, and why is she saying I am not prone to violence when she just watched me
kill people? Something is off. Lucas studied her for a moment out of the
corner of his eye, trying to piece together the clues.


Valerie hissed in a hushed tone, barely loud
enough for Lucas to make out. “Kind? My blue, heart-stitched britches he’s
kind!”


Lucas gave the room one more cursory glance,
making sure that all party members were in place. Nick had taken up a position
leaning against the railing next to one of the ports in the floor, and Bonnie
had presumably taken up her position directly behind the king’s throne after
disappearing against the wall, although he had no way of really knowing until
he could see her again. Odds were that she was right up against the two
guardsmen stationed there, but they would never detect her thanks to the cloak
and her class’s natural stealth skills.


“Actually,” he said, looking at the king, “it’s
not that. I’m confident that I would one day earn such a valuable gem if I
worked hard enough. Sadly, there’s just one problem.” He glanced over at the
princess, who still clung to his arm. “I’m already going to be in your debt for
what I’m about to take.”


The king began to look a little apprehensive.
“Excuse me? What do you mean? What do you plan to take?”


“The jewel you have given me is beautiful, but it
is only the second most beautiful gem I have seen. I’m afraid this princess”—Lucas
freed his arm from her grasp and wrapped it around her waist, tightly pulling
her against him—“is mine now.”


“Young man!” the king shouted indignantly as he
began pushing himself up from his wooden throne, but Bonnie’s blade was on his
neck before he could rise up even halfway. The two guards next to her stood
frozen in shock, paralyzed by confusion and clearly unsure of how they should
act.


One of the players in the room pulled out his
weapon and charged forward, but no sooner had he done so than Nick’s Force
Shield erected itself between Lucas and the other players, leaving him safely
on one side. The shield wouldn’t last more than a second if every person
present attacked it at the same time, but no one else made a move to attack.
Instead, they watched, seemingly fascinated.


“Unhand me at once, you foul philistine!” the
princess shouted. “This is not the way in which a man conducts himself! How
dare you try to take a woman against her will!” She continued shrieking,
striking him in the chest with weak punches that didn’t even amount to a single
full point of damage. Despite how ferocious her attempt at freedom looked, it
was as if she wasn’t even trying.


“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Lucas said, picking
her up and slinging her willowy Alfar body over his right shoulder. “You’re
mine now.”


“What is the meaning of this? How dare you
threaten me in my own territory?! Even if you escape here today, you shall not
live for long!” the princess huffed, her chest rising and falling as she took
deep breaths between each yelled sentence.


“I see that betraying those that put their trust
in you for your own personal gain is a specialty of yours, isn’t it, brother?”
Malik shouted from the other side of the Force Shield. “I’d tell Nick to wisen
up, but if one death won’t teach him, then there is no hope for him. So, I’ll
talk to you directly instead. I want you to know it’s time for our score to be
settled and for you to die, right here in front of everyone!” Malik pulled out
a large shield and blade as he shouted the last threat and then sprinted toward
the Force Shield. He started swinging away at the barrier within seconds, his
blows slowly leaving cracks in the translucent surface.


“Your words are as useless as your attacks,” Lucas
taunted, hoping to make himself seem even worse in the eyes of the onlookers.
This wasn’t part of his plan, but he was going to take advantage of the boon
presented to him. He could already tell that his actions and abuse had roused
the players since almost everyone had transitioned from passively watching to
staring daggers at him, even if Malik alone had raised his sword. “How can you
frighten me with such a feeble performance?”


“What’s going on? Is this an event?” one of the
other players in the back asked.


“You will not get away with this!” Valerie
shouted. She pulled out a staff and began channeling a spell aimed at Lucas.


“No, I think it’s you who won’t get away with it,”
Lucas said. He began channeling his own spell, Meddling Minds, on Malik.
“You’re the one who is constantly guarded and protected by Malik, but it’s
clear from your behavior that he means nothing to you—even if you mean
everything to him. Do you think he’ll always be watching out for you?”


Unfortunately for Lucas, Valerie’s spell was
faster; and, to Lucas’s surprise, she had also figured out a way around the
barrier. Instead of shooting directly at him along the path blocked by the
Force Shield, she shot to the right, and Lucas watched in horror as a curving
blade of wind spun around the shield and then raced straight toward his chest.
He stopped channeling mid-spell and backed away from what could have been a
fatal attack.


Agghh!! Lucas mentally screamed as the
channeling was canceled. Energy from the uncast spell flooded back into his own
mind when he broke his concentration and canceled the cast. The world spun
around him for a brief moment before turning black. His head pounded with pain,
leaving him nearly incoherent. Almost 15% of his life had been consumed as a
result of the interrupted spell.


System Notice: Due to the powerful nature and heavy Arcane
Energy requirements of Meddling Minds, attacks or movements that break
concentration will cause already-channeled Arcane Energy to go berserk within
the caster’s body.


Lucas grunted. Coulda freaking told me that
earlier. He ground his teeth together and tried not to let any of the
agonies he felt show as he struggled to remain upright. It took a massive
amount of willpower and focus, and the angry woman pounding on his back with
her tiny fists did not help at all.


Bonnie erected a Force Shield just to stop a
second Wind Blade from making its way to him and finishing him off while he
recovered his senses.


No, I need to make a show of this. “Ha!
Your blade is as slow as your mind,” Lucas taunted, once again channeling
Meddling Minds while more and more players, civilians, and guards began
crowding around. “Leading on men must be all you’re good for!”


“Stop! Saying! Stupid! Things!” Malik gasped out
between attacks. The shield was already looking near the verge of collapse.


“Is it stupid? Or do you already know it to be
true? You eliminated Nick from the party so that you could be with her, alone,
just the two of you, and yet still she ignores you. You guard her interests at
every turn, and yet she spurns your advances, never once telling you what you
already know: It won’t happen.” Lucas felt beads of sweat break out his
forehead. One well-placed spell might end his whole adventure, and the risk,
the pressure—it was wonderful. “Go on! Strike her down just like I know you
want to!”


Valerie never once spoke up to deny or negate
Lucas’s assertions, and she began channeling another spell. By that time,
however, it was already too late. Lucas’s Meddling Minds finished.


Due to the player’s extreme animosity toward you, the effect
of Meddling Minds will not last as long. Your words combined with his dislike
toward you have caused the player to be enraged. The player will strike out at
anyone near him, you included.


Lucas winced as he read the results. He had hoped
that his taunt would reach Malik’s core, but all it had done was make him into
a wild beast. Still, that was good enough, and Lucas watched as Malik turned
around and gutted Valerie in one swift motion, his blade driving straight
through her stomach.


“What the . . .? Why would yo—”


Valerie’s words were cut short by gurgled blood
when Malik withdrew his sword from her gut. He shifted his stance slightly and
then brought the blade around again, cleaving down into her neck. Blood spouted
from the wound underneath her nearly-severed head and spilled out onto the fine
wood floor.


Malik regained his consciousness a second later, and
his eyes went wide in horror at the bloody betrayal he had committed. “I’m so sorry,
Kristen,” he sobbed, blurting out her real name. He caught her body before it
hit the wooden deck and cradled it against his chest. “It was some sort of
spell . . . I . . . I didn’t . . . It had to be something with the game. I
swear, I would never do this on purpose! I didn’t mean to! I didn’t mean to
kill you!”


You have killed Valerie, another player. You have been
awarded 14 EXP. 64 copper has dropped upon death.


Malik must have been in a party with her and seen
the accompanying death message as well because he dropped the slain girl’s
body, allowing it to fall to the floor in the pool of gathered blood, almost as
soon as the noticed flashed through Lucas’s vision. Malik stood up and went
back to attacking the Force Shield that protected Lucas, slamming against it in
a fit of rage even harder than before. “You bastard! You freaking bastard! I
don’t know what sort of mind games you pulled, but I. Will. End You!”


“No,” Lucas laughed. “You really, really won’t.
But watching you suffer has brought me such joy.” He had already planned on
killing them both for the way they had treated Nick, tossing him aside like
yesterday’s fad and then having the nerve to tell Lucas that he was the
betrayer.


“Young man,” the king said, his throat pressing
against Bonnie’s blade as he inched forward, “you will not escape punishment
for your actions.”


“Of course I will,” Lucas said. “I’m the new noble
who has taken over Kegan’s territory. And, as you so clearly stated, this isn’t
your daughter. I’m going to take her, and if you try to stop me, maybe I’ll
just undo that treaty of ours. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind if I marched my
troops into your territory with the rest of the Imperium, would you?”


“You’re . . . You’re the new noble?! Kegan’s
dead?! You . . . You killed him?!” The king was flabbergasted.


“You’re Imperium?!” Even the princess relented in
her drumming assault to join in on the shock.


“What the . . .? He’s part of the Imperium?” one
of the players echoed, many others joining in as they voiced a similar
sentiment.


“If he’s Imperium, that means he is just asking to
die by being here,” another player said. And with that, Malik was no longer
alone. Several others charged forward, and Lucas knew he didn’t have long
before he needed to make his exit, or else he’d never get another chance.


“Yes, I’m Imperium. You can take it to mean that I
can do as I wish, such as steal this princess. If you’ve got a problem with it,
come to my territory. It was once Kegan’s land, but now it is mine. It is Sir
Lucas the Murderer’s land, and if any one of you foul cretins tries to take
what is rightfully mine, I shall use your corpses to fertilize my fields. Long
live the Imperium!” Then, with dramatic flair, he turned and fled toward one of
the two holes in the floor, causing everyone to falter in confusion.


“What the heck are you doing?! We can’t survive
the fall!” the princess shouted. She resumed beating against his back, but this
time, it was with enough force to actually deal a few points of damage and
actually hurt.


Was she really faking it this whole time?
Lucas wondered.


“If you’re going to commit suicide, just put me
down first!” she shouted, continuing to beat him frantically on his back with
her fists and drawing point after point of damage.


“If you don’t behave yourself like a good NPC, I’m
going to have to spank you,” Lucas replied, channeling his inner old man as he
tightened his grip around her legs with his free hand. She responded by
stiffening up like a board. “That’s better. Now, have some faith.” He planted
one foot on the low railing and then pushed himself up with the other. Just
before he jumped, he took one last look behind him and found Nick’s Force
Shield on its last legs.


“Let’s go, boss! Can’t hold them any longer!”
Bonnie cried. She pulled her dagger away from the king’s neck and then cast
another emergency Force Shield to stall the player onslaught.


“You first,” Nick said, patting Lucas on his free
shoulder to let him know the plan was ready.


Lucas gave the best evil laugh he could fake.
“Pathetic. You all call yourselves heroes. Hah! You’re nothing more than
hyenas, only summoning false bravado to strike when you think you have won. But
you should know better than that!” He finished his taunt just as the final
Force Shield dropped under the weight of attacks, and he unleashed all three
charges of the Chain Lightning he had been saving. Each sizzled directly for
Malik, shocking the man before jumping to the next four people closest to him.
Their bodies turned increasingly black with each subsequent blast, and by the time
the last one passed through them, there was little left but charred, smoking
remains.


Finally finished with his elaborate play, Lucas
turned and jumped.


You have killed Malik, another player. You have been awarded
14 EXP. 11 copper and 4 white knight tears have dropped upon death.


“You madman!” the princess shouted.


But before they fell to their death, they landed
on a Force Shield that Nick had erected a third of the way down to the bottom,
preventing all but a small amount of fall damage. Nick and Bonnie landed beside
him a second later, and then Lucas jumped to the next one, this time erected by
Bonnie, before finally leaping toward the ground. There was only one guard in
sight, and Lucas recognized him from the fight earlier. Rather than approaching,
however, the guard simply turned and walked away as if he hadn’t seen anything
at all. I guess he remembers exactly how strong we were, Lucas reasoned.


Lucas looked up at the port they had come through
and saw a group of players crowded around the railing, getting ready to jump
themselves. “Right after the first person jumps, cancel the Force Shields,”
Lucas told Nick and Bonnie.


The first two players deemed it safe and tried to
follow after them, but Nick was ready. His Force Shield disappeared as instructed,
and both players plummeted to the ground. From the short distance away, Lucas
clearly heard their legs snap underneath their weight and the force of the
fall, the broken bones jutting out like cheap, splintered toothpicks.


“Should we finish them off?” Nick asked.


“I can use this fancy cloak to stay behind and
clean some of them up if you want, boss,” Bonnie offered.


“No, we need witnesses to be alive. If we kill
them now, we’ll come off less as the villains you have to defeat to save the
princess and more as the annoying griefers that are good for nothing more than
beating up lowbies,” Lucas answered. “I don’t mind killing players, but we need
to look good doing it.”


“So, that was your aim,” the princess commented
grumpily. “Well, you could have told me a little bit about your plan first. You
scared me to death with that jump! I had thought for a moment you really had
gone insane.”


“Oh, right . . . you.” Lucas turned and headed
toward the town exit, easily falling into a brisk trot despite the girl slung
over his shoulder. He glanced over at the beautiful butt that was inches away
from his face as if suddenly remembering that she was there. “I don’t exactly
know what to do with you.”


“Now you say that?! Did you not just make a
spectacle as you publicly claimed that I was to be your woman, regardless of
what any other man might say?” she asked indignantly. “If that’s not the case,
then you can set me down right now.”


“Sorry,” Lucas said. “But I do have need of you,
so you’re just going to have to bear being my prisoner for a moment. The only
thing I mean is that I don’t know how I am to keep a prisoner. I’ll try to make
your stay at my manor as comfortable as possible, and there won’t be any
violating.”


“No violating?” Bonnie grumbled. “Not much for me to
look forward to then . . .”


“Humane treatment? I suppose that is small
compensation for depriving me of my liberties and choice as you forced me to be
part of your terrible theatrical performance,” the princess complained. “I do
have to admit that I am curious about that spell you use to bewitch foes. I’ve
never seen one like it before. I’ve never even seen a single one like it on the
forums. Did you make the spell yourself?”


“Secret. It’s a— Wait, forums?” Lucas winced. Yup,
that’s how she knows me. “Are you kidding me? You’re a player? Crap.” He
didn’t mind holding an NPC hostage—it’d make the perfect quest, and they were
literally built as artificial tools for players to use to better build their
own immersion into the game anyway—but he couldn’t morally keep a player
hostage.


“You didn’t know?” she asked in surprise. “Ha!
That’s great.”


“Yeah, great,” Lucas sighed as he stopped and set
her down, placing her back on her feet. “Well, fine. If you need to run, go.
I’m not stealing a person.”


“That’s literally what you just did,” she laughed.
“I mean, to a T. You just picked me up and shotgun weddinged me out of there.”


“Hey, don’t go adding the ‘w’ word,” Nick
cautioned. “Lucas is sensitive about wife stuff.”


“What? Is there another way to call it when a man
declares that a woman is his and his alone in front of the whole world?” The
princess brushed herself off and patted down her long, flowing dress. “If
that’s not the very definition of what happens during a wedding ceremony, then
I don’t know what it is.”


“Umm . . . kidnapping or abducting works, I
think,” Bonnie chimed in. “It could be that the boss is into really kinky
steal-the-woman play?”


“Is he?” The princess gave Lucas a strange look.
“He does seem like the brooding type, and the brooding type is definitely known
to be a bit more adventurous in certain aspects than the others. Or, at least,
that’s what all of my favorite romance novels have taught me.”


“Enough. It’s not kidnapping. If you want to go,
you can go. I’ll find another person to steal in order to generate my quest,”
Lucas said, waving her off.


“Yeah, but that’s if I want to go,” she countered.
“Color me confused, but it’s not every day that I get literally swept off my
feet and whisked away in front of a ton of strangers by a determined, handsome
man. Tell me what’s going on, and I just might stay. Then you won’t have to put
it on your conscience that you deceived, assaulted, and imprisoned someone who
was just trying to be a nice friend to you.”


“Ahh, well . . .” Lucas tried to think about how
to phrase the truth. He hadn’t actually explained this part to Bonnie or Nick
either, but since he needed everyone’s cooperation, he didn’t see too many
issues in walking them through it. They already knew that he was a dungeon
boss, so he wouldn’t be revealing anything too new to them. “You know how the
servers used to be jam-packed with hundreds and hundreds of people doing the
beginning quests when the game started?”


“Not really,” Bonnie answered quickly.


“Nope.” Nick shook his head. “I’m new here.”


“Wasn’t around when it started,” the princess
said, “but I do remember a few years back how the Alfar town was brimming with
so many players it was hard to walk from one building to the other without
almost accidentally bumping someone over those terrible rails.”


“Right. Well, apparently it was a lot more packed
back then, but over time, people have cleared all of the game content and
stopped playing,” Lucas explained.


“So?” Bonnie asked. “Just means that there are
less people to compete with at the top.”


The princess nodded in understanding, and as she
spoke, she rested her tiny fists on her hips. “Now that you mention it, the
servers are a lot drier than before. I thought it was just noob island, but my
brother says that it’s starting to thin out at the top too. He said a good
piece of his guild has already left for one of the newer games with more
immersive and realistic Artificial Intelligence systems.”


“I did . . . get my system from someone who quit,”
Nick said. “It was pretty cheap since he wasn’t the only one selling his dive
capsule for this game.”


“So, then you see the problem,” Lucas pressed. “If
the game keeps losing its player base, they’re eventually going to close down
the servers.”


“So? Why do you care?” Nick asked. “You didn’t do
anything but sit around all day and eat cheese, drink wine, and stare at the
sky. You can do all of those with the same three-to-one time-compression ratio
on one of those business-suite office simulators that companies shove their
employees in to get more hours of work in a week out of them.”


“What?! Shush!” the princess interjected. “Don’t
bad mouth this game. This game is life! We can’t lose it. I’ve put years of my
real life into this game, and I am not ready for it to go away.”


“I just freaking got this game,” Bonnie said,
looking over at the princess and then at Lucas. “So, I . . . uhh . . . If the
game dies, let me know which one you switch to, okay?”


“Ha! Already planning to milk him in another
world?” Nick asked.


“You really need to watch your language,” the princess
warned. “There are two ladies here.”


“I only see one,” Nick commented rudely. “That
girl might be a woman, but she ain’t a lady. Trust me.”


The princess just sighed in response as Bonnie,
still holding her healing scepter from earlier, shouted, “HEAL!” and struck
Nick across the chin hard enough to knock him down. She repaired the damage and
then said, “Sorry, Nick, I just had to make sure you were all patched up after
that long fall when we jumped.”


“No, you didn’t,” Nick said, rubbing his chin and
looking up at the group. “But fine. Anyway, Lucas, what’s got you spending all
your in-game gold killing people and doing whatever it is we’re actually doing—which
I’m sure is all connected, right? Why not just let the game die?”


Lucas’s mind drifted back to Xun Guan and his
wife’s face. “I don’t know. I just don’t want to lose the view this world has,
the company it affords.”


“That NPC chick you got a crush on?” Nick asked.
“I mean, the one you killed me over?”


“Yeah,” Lucas admitted, nodding. “She reminds me
of someone I miss—someone I don’t want to forget—but I guess it’s more than
that now.”


“Aww, boss,” Bonnie cooed, striking a cute pose.
“You don’t have to say it. I know you’ll miss me if the game goes away.”


Lucas decided to just ignore that comment. “More
like it’s that I’ve started doing something. I hate that feeling that I won’t
finish. As soon as my feet touched the ground and started walking, I needed to
run. I don’t know how to explain it, but I want to finish this.”


“Okay. Well, what exactly is ‘this’?” the princess
asked. “We seem to be off on a tangent. Can we get back to the topic of why you
manhandled me and threatened to sexually assault me via spankings?”


“Ah, right. That . . .” Lucas began. “Well, you
see, the only thing that keeps this game alive is content. The more content
that’s out, the more people will play, the better things are for the game.”


“Yeah, of course,” Nick agreed, his tone of voice
indicating that Lucas’s logic was obvious. “If the company that makes the game
keeps making content, the game will stay around forever. Seems like common
sense to me.”


“No, that’s the problem,” Lucas continued.
“They’re not going to be making more content. I’ve heard it through the
grapevine that the last patch that came out, the Holy Wars addition, would be
the last one to ever be released. They’re just going to leave the servers up
until they’re not turning a profit and then close the department and game for
good.”


“What?! They can’t do that!” the princess
exclaimed, her outrage quickly growing. She began flailing her arms as if to
badly punctuate her words and stamping her feet. “This game has way too much of
my real-life money to start quitting now! Do you know how many outfits and
items I bought with converted currency?! I will freaking stab the developers
like dirty hobos in the alleyway, gut them, and leave their entrails for dirty,
freaking rats to pick apart like they did my wallet!”


“Tell us how you really—” Nick began, but she cut
him off and kept going.


“Then, while the rats are eating their leftovers,
I will hunt down their next of kin and make them pay me back every freaking
dollar and for every hour of my life that they’ve taken from me! I will mark
their flesh for every single dollar they owe me!” A knife suddenly appeared in
her hand that Lucas never saw her take out.


“You know what, buddy? You can keep this one,”
Nick said. “She’s scary.”


“She does sound fun,” Bonnie said warily, backing
up a step.


“So, what are you going to do about it?” the
princess asked. “What does kidnapping me have to do with stopping them?”


“If the game isn’t going to make new content, I’m
going to,” Lucas explained.


“By kidnapping people?” the princess asked.


“Yeah, well, I figured out what other players had
taken for granted. Everyone assumes that there are hidden quests that you need
to activate by either saying the right phrase, showing up with the right item
at the right place at the right time, or by meeting some other unknown
criteria, but since most people have been copying each other for so long by
simply looking up guides and just doing the most efficient quests in an area
based on what their forums, guilds, or friends tell them they need to do, they
eventually stopped experimenting and testing new things. It’s not that there
are hidden conditions to get quests: it’s that the quests themselves are
generated based on a player’s interactions with the NPCs and their
surroundings.


“If you didn’t race to defeat Xun Guan to get off
noob island as fast as possible, like most everyone else, and instead chose to
befriend her ahead of time and then found a noble to sponsor you from within
the Imperium, you might—if you were Human, of course—have been able to generate
a quest to join the Imperium. And then, say that you made the right moves to
take over a territory like Kegan’s. You might have then been able to generate
the requirements to be a dungeon boss.”


“You’d need to find a way to make players
organically generate a quest to kill you, or else you’d be just stuck as a
dungeon boss of a territory that no one goes to anymore,” the princess added,
filling in the rest of the thought as she put away the dagger she had been
holding. “I see. And that’s why you need to keep me prisoner.”


“But, as you can imagine, keeping a person
prisoner is ridiculous,” Lucas continued. “You’re free to go. I won’t pressure
you into—”


“Sorry, but I am not a returnable product,” she
said. “If you need me to generate a quest to protect the game, then I’ll put up
with it. But honestly, you’re terrible at this. How can you even claim to be a
villain? What was with that speech? Why did you single just that one guy out? A
good villain shouldn’t have grudges. You need to up your showmanship.”


“Wait, you’re on board with this?” Nick asked in
surprise. “I mean, I like Lucas well enough because . . .” Nick looked over at
Lucas and then, instead of saying why, simply shrugged. “But we did just jack
you from a ceremony, and you don’t know us at all. How can you just take
everything at face value from a stranger?”


“What do you mean I don’t know you?” she asked.
“He’s Lucas, the guy whom everyone talked about on the forums for a while. He’s
the first player I remember reading about that didn’t try to make his way
through the world and didn’t kill anyone but just relaxed and enjoyed this world
like a regular denizen might. Everyone plays fantasy world games just to
murder-hobo their way through existence, never once stopping to actually feel
what it might be like to be a proper citizen of a fantastical realm . . .” Her
voice becoming increasingly flowery and admiring as she got caught up in her
own description of Lucas, and she eventually trailed off for a moment in
thought. “Of course I know him. Who wouldn’t know the truest role-player, the
most interesting man in the entire server? That is why I trusted that, when I
saw him holding his staff and attacking enemies for the first time in months of
inactivity, he was up to something interesting. Now that he’s explained it, it
all makes sense. He can’t roleplay as the lazy wastrel layabout anymore if it’d
come at the cost of such a beautiful world with his favorite female NPC if the
game shuts down. So, I’m in.”


“Alright,” Lucas responded with a shrug. “If
you’re in, you’re in. But if anyone asks, you’re still my prisoner.”


“Enough yapping,” the princess said shortly,
suddenly impatient. “Let’s go see the castle and set things up in case guests
arrive early. Not to brag, but I’m actually quite a beloved character among the
Alfar. I have many guys sending me items and such without any prompting on a
daily basis—or, rather, I suppose they were until today since they can’t
send them to me if I’m being locked in a dungeon.”


“Am I the only one here that hasn’t forgotten the
most important step?” Bonnie asked. “Boss, you seriously haven’t even asked the
question everyone’s been dying to know.”


“What question?” Lucas looked over at her, not
understanding what she was going on about.


“I’m lost too,” Nick agreed.


“Was there a detail we forgot to go over? Perhaps
it has to do with quest generation? Are you wondering how to make one? I can
explain it. Even though I don’t know the exacts, I have a rough idea of how it
works from all of the fetch quests I was able to generate while playing the
part of the princess,” she stated proudly.


Bonnie facepalmed. “Freaking . . . Her name. She
knows you’re Lucas, but do you even know what her name is?”


Lucas laughed when he realized how long it had
been, and yet he still hadn’t even considered to ask her the most standard of
questions. “Right, sorry. I’m Lucas. It’s a pleasure to meet you. What’s your
name?” he asked ironically, purposefully going through the standard ritual as
he extended his hand to shake hers.


“Viola,” she said, gently taking his hand.
“Although you can just call me anything you desire, hostage or whatnot, if it
helps the quest.”


“I think your name will be fine in private,” Lucas
said, “but we do have a quest to check on, so let’s get back to the territory.”


The four of them made their way back to Lucas’s
manor, and the system instantly notified him of the generated quest the moment
they arrived.


Dungeon Quest: A Captive princess.

Current Level: N/A






The fair maiden has been stolen from the lands of
the Alfar people. She was once a beacon of hope to them, and her loss has
already been felt by all of the people in Waldberg. Due to diplomatic reasons
and the threat of war, the Alfar people will not retaliate directly and will
instead opt to send adventurers against you to reclaim their lost prize.






Quest Effect: Increased point value cap for the
final boss room. 

A new dungeon buff will be created, increasing the Hit Point value and attack
ability of guards by an additional 10% per level of the Dungeon Quest.






Dungeon Penalty: Additional NPCs may potentially
be added to a player’s party in order to defeat you based on the player’s
choices when acquiring the quest.






Quest Failure Condition: If players are able to
rescue the princess 10 times more than they are halted, then this unique
dungeon quest will be forfeited.


Unfortunately, when Lucas checked his boss room’s
additional points, he was disappointed to see that the increased value only
allowed him to up his bodyguard count from four to six. Well, it’s better
than nothing. At this point, all he could do was hope that the two
additional guards might mitigate the extra numbers that would be assaulting his
manor.


One thing of note was that the manor had more than
just the guards he had assigned on the side menu for distribution throughout
the dungeon. There were also four additional names that could be placed:
Bonnie, Nick, Viola and Katie. Katie? As Lucas saw the unfamiliar name,
he took a moment to look up at the guard that was standing post by the manor
entrance.


“Did someone come to visit?” Lucas asked the
guard.


“Sir, there is only one visitor. She is currently
waiting in the throne room,” the guard answered. “She’s a Naga. Says she knows
you, so we allowed her entry.”


“I see, thank you.” Lucas looked back at the name,
certain it was her. “Bonnie, could you do me a favor real quick?”


“What’s up, boss?” she quickly replied.


“Walk outside of the manor for five seconds and
then come back in,” he instructed.


When she left, Lucas noted that her name fell off
the list of usable entities for his dungeon design. As soon as she stepped back
in, her name reappeared.


Does this mean that I can move them, too? Lucas
clicked on Bonnie’s name and dragged it to the throne room, but she didn’t
disappear and teleport like the monster spider or his guards had when Lucas had
moved their dots previously. When he tried to close the menu, a system
notification popped up.


Your current active Dungeon Quest, A Captive princess,
requires that the princess be placed somewhere within the dungeon. Please
resolve this issue before closing the menu.


Alright, alright. Fine. Lucas positioned her behind
him in the throne room. Next, he placed Bonnie near the door, where she
wouldn’t be immediately visible to anyone entering. It was a spot just
perfectly in the shadow of one of the doors if it were opened. He wasn’t sure
where to put Nick, so he put him halfway between where Lucas and the throne
would be and exactly where the enemies coming through the door would look
first. While he was at it, Lucas also organized the rest of the dungeon
accordingly by moving all but two guards to defend the area just outside the
throne room in the hallway. The two he held back were positioned on either side
of Nick with the hopes that the three of them would actually be able to do a
lot of tanking. Lastly, he placed the new girl, the Naga, to his left so that she’d
be almost directly in front of the princess and only leave enough space so that
any approaching player would be able to catch a glimpse of her but do nothing
more.


If all parties are ready, would you like to begin
Dungeon Quest Level 1 simulation?






[Yes / No]


“You guys up for killing some idiots?” Lucas asked.


“Sounds good to me, boss,” Bonnie said as she
reentered, “but please don’t make me do heals again.”


“I can take that role,” Viola offered. “I unlocked
the Sage class a while ago through a stupid four-month quest chain. I should be
more than adequate to cover our party’s healing need.”


Lucas looked at the dungeon setup again and then
said, “Well . . . Actually, I don’t know if you can.” She was his hostage in
the scenario, so he wasn’t sure whether or not he could actually use her as a
party member when she had to convincingly be “rescued.”


The knife somehow reappeared in her hand again,
and she was gripping it so tightly that Lucas could clearly see her strained
tendons. “I said I will be taking over the healing role, or someone will be
losing a kidney without so much as the luxury of an ice bath,” she insisted,
her cold voice dripping with poison.


“We’ll see,” Lucas said. “Since it’s a quest to
rescue you, the system might not let you.”


“I will not be given a second-rate role in this
theatrical performance. If the system struggles, I’ll just find a developer to
take my frustrations out on.”


“She’s straight psycho, boss,” Bonnie whispered.
“But don’t worry: I’ll protect you for a little extra gold.”


“I’m not sure all the gold in the world would save
me from her,” Lucas whispered back under his breath. “Anyway, buckle up.”


Lucas pressed the “Yes” button to generate the
dungeon, but it took a moment for the others to reappear after the throne room
generated. The guards were there instantly, but the delay made it obvious that
the players each had to consent to being taken into the instance.


“Well, this is odd,” Viola commented, looking
around at their surroundings.


“Umm . . . nice to meet you again,” Katie said.


“Boss, what’s going on?” Bonnie asked.


“I’m clueless too,” Nick added.


While they were talking, the usual “would you like
to begin the evil villain monologue?” statement popped up in front of Lucas. If
it were just him alone again, he would have clicked it and begun winging his
spiel, but since there were people present who hadn’t heard it before, he
decided to hold off on starting until everyone had a role.


“Okay,” Lucas began. “This is our chance to make
some history. As soon as we’re ready, those doors are going to open, and a
stream of enemies are going to pop out. They’re all going to try to kill us and
free her,” he said, pointing to Viola.


“So, we just kill them and that’s that?” Bonnie
asked.


“If you need to stay safe, I got ya, boss,” Nick
said, his shield beginning to glow with Chi.


“This is a trial run from which the AI will
generate the boss encounter that will be available for all players when they
reach this room in their own unique instances?” Viola asked. “I had always
speculated this was how GM-run dungeons were managed.”


“Yeah. The scene we make in a moment will be the
“recorded evil villain monologue” that will play out for every group of players
that make it through our dungeon and reach us. You guys are about to become the
mobs in a tough boss fight,” Lucas explained. “But this particular trial is
easy. We have to do this a few more times before it actually gets difficult. I
didn’t die until the third round last time when I was doing it alone—or rather
when I was trying to clear the Level 3 version of this dungeon.”


“Nnn . . .” Katie muttered as she slithered toward
the group.


“Yes?” Lucas asked, noticing that she seemed to
have something to say.


“Um . . . is our formation right?” Katie asked,
plucking at her bowstring. “I mean, I’m fine with this formation if this fight
is about to be easy, but isn't she”—Katie gestured to Bonnie—“too vulnerable if
this is going to get difficult? The second she’s discovered, she’ll be open to
attacks right away. And if she’s the defense target”—Katie turned over and
pointed to Viola—“then shouldn’t we make her harder to reach and less visible?
Leaving her here is like adding a flashing red light to our vulnerability
before starting the encounter.”


“But isn’t that what bosses usually do?” Nick
asked impatiently. “Don’t they make their vulnerability very obvious?”


“Um . . .” Katie replied.


“Do you have an answer for that?” Lucas asked,
seeing that Nick’s comment had shut her up, even though she likely had a
sensible response.


“Nnn . . . I think if we’re going to kill people,
we should tighten things up. If you want to dangle her like bait, why not leave
her”—she pointed again toward Bonnie—“close enough that she can kill the first
person to take the bait.”


Lucas thought about it for a moment and actually
did like the idea of making the princess less visible or even potentially using
her for bait to lure someone to a death-by-Bonnie demise, but while he was
thinking about this, Viola had already started leaving her spot and walking
over to him.


“If we’re going to put on a performance,” Viola
began, looking about the room, “the props need to be in place, and it needs to
be done right.” She grabbed her dress by the hem, lifted it up, and then used
the knife she still held to cut it along the midriff, turning a single-piece
garment into a two piece. Then she started shredding the outfit without
bothering to so much as protect herself. The knife dug into her skin,
splattering blood all across the once pristine and beautiful white dress.


Bonnie silently mouthed the words “straight
psycho” at Lucas while everyone else watched Viola work. Once she was done
cutting both her dress and herself, she turned to Bonnie and said, “Hey, kinky,
throw me a collar with a heavy metal chain.”


“What makes you think I have one?” Bonnie asked in
a deadpan voice.


Viola raised an eyebrow. “You don’t?”


Bonnie removed her backpack, reached inside and
withdrew three different collars, each a different color and pattern, and then
a heavy metal chain with a hook attachment. “Which one you want?”


“Give me the black one,” Viola said, extending a
hand and catching the collar and leash easily as they were tossed across the
room at her. “It’ll contrast well with my dress.” She handed Lucas the end of
the chain that was to be used as a leash and then put the collar around her
neck. “You know what to do with this, right?”


“Yeah, I do,” Lucas replied, nodding. He had a
good idea of what Viola wanted, and while a large part of him was against the
behavior he was going to act out, he knew that it would be necessary to be a
proper villain.


“Also,” Viola continued, “just so there is no
confusion about it in the dialogue, you’ve mind controlled me, forced me to act
against my will, and abused me. If I’m not rescued by this party, you’re going
to violate my poor maidenhood and lock me away for good. That’s the story.”


“Dark . . . but it’ll work,” Lucas said, taking a
deep breath and readying himself.


Viola tugged the chain, presumably to make sure he
had a firm grip on it, then got down on her knees and started vigorously
rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hand. When she looked up at him again,
her eyes were moist and red as if she had been crying. “Tighten the grip, like
you’re trying to stop a dog from chasing a car,” Viola instructed, batting her
beautiful emerald eyes.


Annoyed at being told what to do, Lucas still
yanked her chain hard enough to send her jolting forward onto her hands and
knees.


“Perfect,” was all she replied, righting herself
once more.


“Everyone else ready?” Lucas asked, looking at
each of them. Everyone was in their place, and Bonnie had even switched back to
using the Web of Deceit with the spider fang dagger. Lucas wasn’t sure what her
class-defining weapon was, but he knew she’d do just fine when she practically
vanished into the wall. Her camouflage was nearly perfect, save for small
texture irregularities, her shadow, and a faint outline that was visible if one
looked for longer than a few seconds.


“Let’s go,” Nick urged, his shield radiating a
dark-purple-colored Chi now.


Lucas hit the “Yes” button, and the double doors
to his throne room swung open as the standard party of four—Fighter, Mage,
Rogue, and Healer—popped through. Unlike before, however, they were followed by
four NPCs who, like Lucas’s guards, appeared to be simple melee weapon users.
Two of them had swords and shields, two had one-handed axes and shields, and
they all appeared to be of the same race as those people whom Lucas had seen at
the tables in the tavern when he first came to the territory.


“Help! Help!” Viola shrieked as soon as the door
opened and the simulated player party began to enter. “He’s— He’s holding me!”


“QUIET!” Lucas yelled angrily. He yanked on her
chain hard enough to pull her forward onto all fours. “These fools have come to
steal your beauty from me, but they shall not have it. They yearn for your
flesh, but it is mine and mine alone to keep!” He wound the chain around his
fist, forcing her to crawl the short distance to him. When he was finished, her
face was so close to his leg that he could feel her breath against his pants.


“Mas— Master, please . . . Please spare me.
Without my purity, I am nothing. Do not corrupt me with your touch! Please, do
not defile my pure and innocent heart!”


Lucas took advantage of the time afforded him to
start casting Meddling Minds. He aimed this one at the Mage, trying to practice
timing it so that the spell would cast right as their little play ended.


“Unhand her, you beast!” one of the players
shouted, but Lucas only tightened his grip more, pulling Viola even closer to
him until her face was pressed against him.


“Or what?” Lucas laughed, his eyes focused on the
Mage. “What will you and your ragtag crew of friends do to stop me if I don’t?
In front of a hundred men I stole her as if no one were watching, and yet you
eight mutts think yourselves great enough to defeat me? Let me assure you: She
was mine the moment my eyes first touched her, and you were already dead the
moment you entered this room. Your voice, a foul unwanted whisper from an undug
grave, counts for NOTHING!” Lucas finished his line by slamming his staff onto
the ground and unleashing Meddling Minds upon the enemy party’s caster.


Your entrance monologue has been recorded. You have
initiated combat already.






Your words have shortened the effect of Meddling
Minds, but when the duration ends, the target will feel a sensation of fear and
act irrationally for twice the spell’s duration.


The enemies began moving in unison just as the
spell went off—all except for the caster, who began channeling a Frost Breath
that was aimed into the backs of his allies. The frosty skill was cast for only
a mere second before the archer in the group turned and put an arrow directly
through his skull.


The two shield-and-axe Fighters began circling
around Nick, one to either side, but the Dark Knight was apparently ready for
such a maneuver. His shield, glowing dark purple with his Chi, exploded with
streaks of shadow. The dark tongues flickered out in all directions around him,
latching onto the four melee-weapon-wielding tag-along NPCs that had charged
forward first, dragging them toward Nick.


Bonnie appeared behind the bow wielder a moment
later. Her dagger flashed forward and across the man’s throat, finishing the
man before he could so much as turn around, and then she immediately shifted
her assault to the Healer. Before she reached him, however, a pair of arrows
sprouted from the Healer’s eyes courtesy of Lucas’s new Naga ally.


With only five players remaining, Lucas used his
old lightning rod trick. The surge of Lightning arced toward Nick and then
bounced away into the remaining combatants. The five were fried where they
stood, and their charred remains dematerialized after crumbling to the floor.


Level 1 is still just as easy as I remember, Lucas
thought as the group returned to their starting positions.


“That worked well,” Viola cried enthusiastically.
“Great job acting! I had no doubt that a fellow role-player like yourself could
immerse himself fully into the character, but you definitely went above and
beyond. The way you said that line, ‘Your voice, a foul unwanted whisper from
an undug grave, counts for NOTHING!’ was perfect! But should we do a second
take just in case?”


“It really did sound cool, boss,” Bonnie agreed.
“Between a nice guy and an evil overlord, you’re definitely more convincing as
the second one.”


“Once, ga-damnit. Once, man, just once, could you
not use me as a dang jump point for your Chain Lightning?! I swear! I never
should have gotten you that stupid staff,” Nick cursed loudly. “I might have a
lot of hit points, but you need to cut back on cruelty to your employees!”


Lucas looked over at Nick, unphased by his pleas.
“You just . . . You’re just such a good lightning rod.”


“Rod is a good name for him,” Bonnie giggled. “He
looks like a rod.”


“Well, that he does,” Lucas agreed. “You guys
ready to try again?”


“I thought you said we weren’t doing a second
take?” Viola asked, looking up at him from the floor.


“The fight gets tougher,” Lucas replied with a grin.
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Lucas was caught off guard when his gestures
changed after choosing to skip the villainous monologue and when, just as
before, he was already partially finished with casting Meddling Minds. The
spell landed just like last time, and the enemy Mage once again began focusing
a Frost Breath on the rest of his party. The enemy archer even put the Mage
down in one quick shot with an arrow.


The entire fight seemed to play out in the same
fluid motions and perfect harmony as the previous one, Bonnie tearing through
the archer’s neck and Nick grabbing aggro with his purple shield, but something
was slightly off this time. The enemy’s movements were faster, making the
entire scene feel like a video reenactment that had been sped up by 20 percent,
but Lucas’s team was still moving at the same pace. He could already imagine
exactly how it would go during the Level 3 trial: the Healer would avoid being
killed by Bonnie, his Naga companion’s arrows would be blocked by the Fighters
using shields, and Nick would draw too much aggro.


He had no doubts about his team’s abilities, but
he didn’t want to push it either. Another failed attempt meant wasted income
and damage to morale. So, in order to save himself in both regards, he simply
motioned for the others to gather around so that they could strategize their
next series of movements. There were numerous ideas bouncing around in his
head, but he had really only solidified his plan up until this point; and, now
that his team knew exactly what was at stake and why they were doing these
things, he wanted to get their opinion. Even more importantly, however, he
wanted to consult with Xun Guan, someone whom he had honestly expected to have
already been present.


Well, at least she doesn’t need a chair, Lucas
thought as he studied the Naga’s tail and how it propped her up. Or do they
have chairs specially designed for them back in the Mere land?


“So, what’s our next step, boss?” Bonnie asked.
She was still wearing her cloak, although she had drawn the cowl back, giving
her the impression of a floating head bobbing up and down as she spoke.


“Well, next up, I was thinking about doing some
reconnaissance on other territories and potentially finding a weak one that I
can use to generate more player quests,” Lucas explained. “The more people we
can draw to this land the better, and the only way to do that is to generate
better quests.”


“Idiot,” Viola muttered under her breath. Then in
a much louder voice, she clearly added, “Don’t you ever play MMOs? How can you
not know what draws people to games?”


Lucas looked over at her. “What? Is getting more
quests and loot for the players not the best way to go about this?”


“Ugh!” Viola grumbled. “I swear, you are so
unfocused when it comes to being the bad guy. How is it that you came up with
the idea to steal me, the great Princess of Waldberg, and then your next idea
is just to rinse and repeat? Where’s your ambition? Why didn’t you research? Go
turn on some old-school cartoons and realize that the villains NEVER do the
same scheme over and over again, even if it almost works.”


“I’m agreeing with her on this,” Bonnie said,
leaning forward slightly as she spoke. “You can’t just keep stealing women
until you build some creepy stolen princess harem.”


“Hey, I’m down for stealing another woman if you
need me to,” Nick offered, looking over at Viola.


“Please don’t be so lecherous,” Bonnie shot back.
She produced her healing scepter, causing Nick to flinch away when he saw it.


“I’m just saying that the dungeon doesn’t need him
around to operate,” Nick pressed. "He can focus on other stuff,
like whatever cupcake here is about to say.”.


“Which is?” Lucas asked, pointedly turning toward
the princess.


“MONSTERS!” Viola shouted. “Don’t you know
anything?! What kind of villain doesn’t know that the quality of a villain is
determined by the quality of his minions?!”


“Ah . . .” Lucas couldn’t argue with that.


“MMOs are just fetch quests, which most players
ignore. Yeah, they’re interesting sometimes, but the conversation and dialogue
are secondary to the awesomeness of the monsters that the quests send players
to kill. If you want to really be a successful villain, you need a monster,”
she elaborated. “If a dungeon is challenging and takes multiple tries to
defeat, and it has a cool boss with fun mechanics, then, of course, it’s going
to be successful! It wouldn’t even matter if the quest were just to get a loaf
of bread that can only be found at the end of a haunted kitchen, players would
still line up to do it.”


“Actually, yeah,” Nick said, suddenly more
agreeable. “I hate some of the boring quest dialogue in other games. It stinks
when they belittle me with mediocre writing and expect me to be pumped up about
helping the umpteenth villager with the exact same problem the last ten had.
But there’s nothing better than taking down the giant demon leading an army of
undead.”


“What they said,” Bonnie added with a nod.


“But . . . what makes a monster interesting?”
Lucas asked, crowdsourcing ideas for how to work on his dungeon. He had been
following the guide—get a dungeon, generate a quest, create a need, defeat any
challengers—so well that he had forgotten a step crucial to appealing to
players.


“It’s gotta be tough and make you feel awesome,”
Nick said, excitement creeping into his voice. “I hated it when I used to play
C&C—Castles and Cave Trolls—and I’d build a really tough melee character,
and then the boss would be relatively easy but have a super-high armor class,
making physical characters seem inept. Or I’d build a great mage, and then the
boss would have no armor class and be super strong against magic. It was so
frustrating. My favorite games were the ones where I’d build a really good
warrior and then fight a boss that let me use my attacks.”


“You played C&C?” Bonnie asked, and she
sounded somewhere between skeptical and disgusted.


“Yeah, what of it?” Nick said. “I like games that
use my mind more than my reaction speed.”


“Nothing. I just . . . Never mind.” Bonnie just
shook her head and fell silent rather than throwing out the barb Lucas had
expected.


“I—” Katie started to speak up, but before she
could get her second word in, Viola loudly continued.


“That’s right! That’s right! See? Nick’s a good
villain: he’s thinking creatively. We just need to figure out how to design a
dungeon that lets each type of class shine, and you”—she stared directly
at Lucas—“need to figure out how to get some monsters.”


“That shouldn’t be hard. The last time he needed a
monster to sign a contract, he just fed her some NPCs and then threatened to
torture her for hours,” Nick said. “It was super effective.”


“Even scared me a little,” Bonnie added, her
floating head bobbing along. “But not as much as he—”


“Easy, you dirty, old lecher,” Nick said, cutting
her off and receiving a sharp glare from Bonnie.


“I’d like to see a forest monster . . . something
that can let my fox eyes shine,” Bonnie said wistfully, changing the topic. “I
mean, instead of dirty Imperium guards, something big and mossy or— Oh!
Something tree themed. That’d be great.”


Beastmen like Bonnie were known for having varied
advantages based on their hybrid. Were-Foxes were known for having either
physical speed boosts at the cost of Stamina or an advantage in sight and
reflexes. Since Bonnie’s skin was clearly visible, and she lacked the copious
amounts fur that typically came with the increased Stamina-usage penalty that
many had, it was clear she was of the latter type.


“Something weaker to magic too,” Viola said. As an
Alfar, her race boosted magic in exchange for a penalty to physical abilities.
“Especially since the Humans in the Imperium, unlike nearly every other race,
have no magic weakness at all.”


Lucas nodded. From the Mere people to the were-people
to the subterranean Dwarves or even the Alfar, every race had a weakness—a very
crucial weakness that could be exploited by a savvy player. “Right. So, what we
need is something that is weak to magic and more forest-like but that can still
somehow fit in my manor?”


“Also, umm—” Katie began, but Bonnie cut her off.


“We could plant trees!” Bonnie exclaimed. “There
are plenty around here. All we have to do is get some of the farmers in your
area to help move them. We could use them to direct the players as they enter
the mansion, like walls. If a player doesn’t come inside via underground, they
have to either go through a miniature forest or through all of your guards, who
will be conveniently sitting at the gate! Wouldn’t that be great, boss?”


Lucas actually liked the idea. “Alright then. So,
we need something that dwells in a forest, and then we have the spider, Saba’a,
for the underground people already. It sounds like the dungeon will be shaping
up well.” He opened up his menu and checked the forty total points that he had
to allocate now that his dungeon was ranked Level 2. “I guess now we just need
to go check the forums and see which monster best fits these criteria.”


“I also—”


Katie tried talking again, but this time, when
Nick opened his mouth to talk over the incredibly soft-spoken young woman,
Lucas shot him with a Chain Lightning.


“What the heck?!” Nick yelled, still managing to
interrupt Katie. “That was uncalled for.”


“Did you not see Katie trying to talk?” Lucas
asked.


“Oh.”


“You did, didn’t you? She’s part of this group
too, so why don’t you just stay quiet and listen to what she has to say? All of
you.” Lucas said, putting his foot down and leaving the room silent for Katie
to speak.


Katie’s face went from white to red under the eyes
of everyone turning to look at her.


“Go on. It’s okay,” Lucas encouraged.


“Well . . . I . . . I would like a water boss,”
she said.


“Huh?” Lucas was so caught off guard that he
grunted the sound before he could catch himself. And he wasn’t the only one
with this reaction.


“I can’t remember anyone ever liking water
dungeons in video games,” Nick said.


“But . . .” Katie protested weakly. “I just . . .
I hate that every dungeon except the two racial ones on the mainland . . . They
are all without water. Completely. It’s cruel to my people,” she said. “To a
Mere, the water is like home, and like a sportsman, we yearn for the home court
advantage just once. If your dungeon had that, I bet every Mere would come to
it.”


Lucas blinked. She has a point. Everyone
else fell silent, presumably deep in thought, so Lucas took the opportunity to
pull up the map of his territory.


With the amount of forest around his manor,
sticking a suitable monster among the trees was a great idea, but it wouldn’t
be that unique. There were dozens of beast-based dungeons on the mainland. But
there were no water dungeons. Ever. Even if Mere didn’t comprise a large
percentage of players, there would still be several who might be interested in
a watery environment if he could design it well.


“But still . . . Underwater?” Nick groaned.


“I like it,” Lucas said. “But we don’t have the
path at the moment to handle an aquatic monster for the dungeon, nor the points
to handle three paths.”


“I think Katie is right,” Viola said, moving over
to pat the blushing Naga on the back. “Between the two, the aquatic route is
clearly the way to go. We can give up the forest idea for now and come back to
it later.”


“I hate admitting that a water dungeon is a good
idea more than Nick does,” Bonnie began with defeat obvious in her tone, “but
she’s right. No idea why she didn’t say something sooner.”


“Well, that’s settled then. I’ll go get some
workers to dig us a pool,” Lucas said, pointing to the lake that was close to
his manor. “Once it’s done, we’ll have three entrances—one for every type of
environment but the sky—but we won’t find the advanced winged raced on noob
island, so it won’t be any issue with someone being left out.”


“There. Finally, you’ve got a plan as a real
villain should,” Viola said, smiling broadly.


Lucas closed the map, crossed his hands behind his
hand and leaned back while looking between everyone. “Right. This plan requires
you all to scour the net for nearby monsters. And I mean actually scouting for
information. Don’t just walk through the tall grass and tell me about the first
monster that pops out. Put some thought into it since we will have to figure a
way to evolve them later on. Now, go get us some dungeon mobs!”


“Information? You can count on me, boss.” Bonnie
gave Lucas a mock salute before awkwardly pulling her hood down and vanishing
into the surroundings.


“That cloak is so broken. Why in the heck would
you ever give it up?” Nick asked.


“Because it suits her role, and Lucas should never
hide his face from anyone. It is the beacon that will draw the enmity of a
whole world of players,” Viola answered proudly.


Katie nodded and then said in a hushed voice,
“It’s a good face.”


“The difference between a true villain and some
wannabe lackey is the villain’s charisma and charm. You should learn something
from him,” Viola said to Nick.


“I’ll let you guys work. I’m off to get a tunnel
dug,” Lucas said. He then headed out of the manor toward town, straight toward
Hermann’s tavern where he had eaten after first arriving at the village.

















——-


 


 


Aaron stood in the middle of the Waldberg royal
chamber, staring at the well-dressed madman with a princess over his shoulder,
the heavily-armored Human, and the Were-Fox girl dressed like a pirate—especially
her—as the trio jumped down through the hole in the floor. He then watched in
stunned silence as two others ran forward and jumped after them. He heard a
sharp cry and then a series of loud, sickening crunches a second later, and
some strange curiosity urged him to walk forward and spy on what exactly had
happened, yet he stood rooted, unable to move. He heard and saw all these
things, yet his mind couldn’t process them. He glanced over at his friends,
Lars and Prax, and he found the same vacant, searching expression written on
their faces that must have been on his too.


“That Were-Fox was . . . That was Bella, wasn’t
it?” Lars asked quietly, looking over at Aaron.


“Definitely was,” Prax agreed without hesitation.


Aaron nodded. “It was either Bella or someone who
had her exact same look. She coulda been a carbon copy.”


“But . . .” Lars’s eyebrows scrunched together as
he tried to process what he had just seen. “She doesn’t play this . . . game .
. . I thought.”


“No, she doesn’t,” Aaron answered. He remembered
all too well exactly how strict her parents had always been. Aaron had known
Bella since they were young children, and practically every moment of her daily
life was regimented down to the exact amount of time she was allowed for
“personal uses.”


There was no way any single moment in her daily
schedule would have been allotted for “play time,” much less the amount that
would have been needed to take part in a game as expansive as this one. Indeed,
one of the main reasons that he and his group of friends hadn’t started sooner
was that simply suggesting that they all waste time on a videogame would have
been viewed as blasphemy of the highest order, high treason fit for execution.
So, instead of virtual worlds filled with perfect recreations of all the things
Bella’s parents hated, his small group had grown up doing other things instead
so that they could include Bella, which usually meant studying as a group or
the occasional trip to a museum or concert under strict supervision. Moreover,
even though she was now an adult, Bella had been rigorously pressed into an
elite master’s program so as to “broaden herself” and expand her views on the
world.


Aaron remembered exactly when Bella had announced
that she was going to be leaving home to take part in that program since the
news came immediately after he had finally summoned up the courage to ask her
out on an actual date. For all these reasons, he was certain that the young
woman whom he had just witnessed commit such a grandiose act of thievery and
villainy couldn’t possibly be the same young woman whom he knew as Bella. There
was absolutely no way that she ever would have been allowed to dress so
provocatively.


Aaron and his friends each searched for clues as
to what was going on, but they were ultimately just as befuddled by the event
as everyone else present. Everyone in the chamber was talking in quiet, hushed
tones, but the murmurs quickly grew louder and louder as they talked over one
another, fighting to be heard.


Some were red in the face, obviously angry about
the event, while others, like Aaron, were merely stunned. This was a first for
Aaron. Although he hadn’t been playing long, he had already heard about people
killing NPCs, assaulting them, abusing them, robbing them—even seducing and
harassing them—but never kidnapping them. In the back of his mind, he had
always believed that, at the end of the day, an NPC would simply reappear right
where it first spawned no matter what you did, even if you killed it.
Otherwise, the only conclusion was that it would be dead, lost and gone
forever. If that happened, all quests associated with it would simply
disappear, or so he guessed, and there was no way that could ever occur. The
idea was simply too outrageous, even for a world as lifelike and real as this
one. Like most players, he had never thought of the possibility that someone
would just walk up and kidnap the Princess of Waldberg and then make off with
her—much less while challenging other players to “come and get her” in the same
breath.


“Is this . . . Is this how people do things in
this game?” Aaron asked Prax as he mulled over the events.


“Not that I know of,” Prax answered.


“Never heard of it happening either,” Lars added.


“This will not do,” the king’s voice boomed
through the growing murmurs, silencing everyone and waking Aaron up from his
thoughts. “A woman, near and dear to me, one whom I thought of like my own
child and cared for as if I had raised her myself, has been taken from my side
by that . . . that . . . two-faced beast!” The ruler’s voice was shaking, his
face was red, and the normally scrawny-looking Alfar seemed as sturdy and proud
as an oak as he fumed in front of the crowd. “By law, however, I cannot seek
justice. Those Imperium . . . they do what they want, they act as they please,
and they brazenly press the knife to my throat so that I must beg for help like
a coward!”


The king let out a breath as he finished, and he
seemed to deflate some. He slid out of his throne and down onto his knees in
front of it. “So, I will beg. Let me plead with you noble adventurers who are
here having already proven yourself worthy of being called defenders of the
Alfar people. Please, bring back my daughter. Please, save that child whose
heart and soul have warmed me for decades.” Finishing his plea, he leaned
forward until his forehead was pressed against the floor, fully suppliant on
his hands and knees.


Quest: A Captive Princess.






The fair maiden Viola has been stolen from the lands
of the Alfar people. She was once a beacon of hope to them, and her loss has
already been felt by all of the people in Waldberg, most deeply so by her
adoptive father, the king. Due to diplomatic reasons and the threat of war, the
Alfar people’s hands are tied. That is why you must go out and rescue the
princess on the king’s behalf. Save their beloved princess and restore hope and
happiness to the people of Waldberg.


Even without the quest prompt, Aaron couldn’t help
but be moved. Just the sight of the king—the most noble man in the kingdom—and
the sound of desperation in his voice was enough to rouse Aaron. He could feel
the passion, and he could see the tears that were staining the wood floor
beneath the king’s face.


“We have to save her,” Aaron’s said as he clenched
his fists tightly. “What that madman has done is unforgivable.”


“Yeah,” Lars agreed. “He really did cross a line.
That girl clearly didn’t want to go with him.”


“I’m going to kill them all,” another voice next
to Aaron practically screamed.


“Wait!” Prax shouted, stopping them. “I want to go
off and rescue the princess as much as the rest of you, but we have to think
about this more clearly.”


“Think about what?” Aaron asked. “The princess is
waiting there, and Bella could be there too. Our mission and answers to the
question I know we’re all thinking are both in the same place. Let’s just go
already.”


“I think we should call Bella first. I think we’ll
find that this imposter just has an uncanny resemblance, or someone saw a
picture of the Witherington family’s only heir and thought, ‘Yeah, I want to
look like that, but with fox ears and a tail,’” Prax said.


“Right,” Aaron agreed. He was beginning to calm
down a bit after the initial shock, and Prax’s words were reasonable. That the
Were-Fox had borrowed or been given Bella’s face was the only thing that made
sense. There was no way that Little Miss Prude, whose parents had never let her
take so much as a sip of alcohol, would be playing a game that was so well
known for its realism and all the deviant stuff it let you do. “Well, I’ll log
off and call her to find out what's going on. You guys wanna take a short real-life
break? I could use some lunch anyway.”


“Let’s check the forums while we’re at it,” Prax
suggested. “There were at least fifty players here when that lunatic pulled his
little stunt, and at least a few of them have to know what’s going on.”


“Got it,” Aaron agreed. “Meet you guys back in 20
minutes of real-life time then.”


“See ya!” Lars said too, his avatar going still
after he initiated the logout process.

















——-


 


 


Aaron stepped out of his dive device and was
immediately hit with the all-too-cramped feeling of being back in his tiny
apartment. He hated how claustrophobic the place felt after being inside the
other world, and he silently lamented having to come back so soon. He stretched
his legs and popped his neck.


“Anneliese,” Aaron called out to his
voice-controlled Intelligent Personal Assistant. “Can you patch me through to
Bella?”


“That sounds like a splendid idea,” the beautiful
female voice responded. “Are you going to request and try the long-distance
relationship?”


“Umm . . . just patch me through,” Aaron repeated.
He didn’t want to deal with a personal assistant harassing him with the same
questions his mother repeatedly asked him, no matter how many times he said
“no.” What’s the point of dating someone when she clearly doesn’t want to be
dated?


“I’m sorry. I can’t,” the assistant responded.


“Huh?” Aaron was surprised. Bella was always
either in her apartment, where she could answer the phone from anywhere, or
carrying her phone around as if she were some large marsupial guarding her
baby. Always. No matter when he had texted or called her in the past, someone
had answered. Even if it was 4:00 a.m. This was the first time in twenty years
that she, or one of her overprotective parents, hadn’t answered.


Aaron immediately remembered the sour note the two
had parted on and that he hadn’t called her in weeks. “Did she reject the
call?”


“No,” Anneliese responded. “I’m sorry, master
Aaron, but I cannot patch you through to her because she is not available. I’ve
communicated with her virtual assistant, and he has sent his apologies, but she
only left a voice message in the event that her parents called, not you. Thus,
it is with deepest regret that he has no message to pass along to you
explaining her situation.”


Aaron’s mouth hung open. He was speechless. Is
she mad at me? No, it couldn’t just be me. If it were just me, then she
wouldn’t have also left a voice message for her parents. Does this mean she
actually left her phone behind and went off somewhere on her own? But . . .
where could she have gone? Who does she even know . . .? Then if . . .


He suddenly spun on his heels and stared at the
dive capsule curiously. He was about to hop right back in it, but then he
remembered that he’d still end up having to wait on his friends. Instead of
reentering the game, he decided to make himself a sandwich for lunch, as was
originally planned. He made his way into the kitchen, flipped open his laptop,
and began researching the man whom he had seen, Lucas, while he put things
together.


The more he researched, the more confused he
became. The stories he looked up were simply too conflicting. Some people said
Lucas was an absolute savage, destroying lives left and right in great battles
despite being an incredibly low level, while others said that he was just
“Negative,” an idiotic role-player who had never killed anyone or anything in
at least half a year of real-life time. He was somewhat famous for being a
fixture within the starting area who never did anything but eat, drink, and
flirt with a local NPC chick who looked like a clone of Xun Guan, but that was
it.


Aaron didn’t understand how the first message
could possibly connect with the second one, especially given the performance he
had seen earlier. No matter what though, one thing was for sure: Players were
furious. Many of the veteran players were talking about how the Alfar princess
had been a huge part of their starting experience, and so some of them were
already talking about re-rolling just so that they could make sure that their
favorite Alfar girl was safe. Others were offering gold bounties, some rather
large ones, to anyone who killed that “upstart jerk of a player.” Some of them
only wanted proof that the quest was completed, while others offered a reward
to anyone who killed Lucas and filmed it. They wanted him griefed for “daring
to lay a finger on the purest of souls,” and some even went so far as to extend
their bounty toward “those two bastards that were with him when he did it.”


Aaron found a video that someone had linked in one
of the posts and waited until he had fixed his sandwich before clicking on it.
It was apparently a clip taken from a G.O.R.N. broadcast that began with a
close up of Bella’s face. Aaron instantly reached up to pause the video and sat
silently staring at the image of his friend’s face. “What the hell have you
gotten yourself into?” he muttered. “Seriously . . . what the hell, Bella?” Or
the girl who looks like Bella . . . but what would Bella ever do to get
featured on the Gamer’s Official Review Network? There’s no way . . .


Ryan, one of the top newscasters, appeared on the
screen and began narrating what was going on. “As you can see here, Daria, this
character, whom many people formerly believed was merely a player, is actually
one of the bosses from the new zone located on Hesse. From what our news
reports have gathered, he’s a particularly nasty one to boot.”


“Wait, what do you mean?” Daria, the co-host,
asked, clearly feigning surprise for the sake of the viewers. “Are you telling
me that, after all these years, a new dungeon has suddenly been discovered on
the starter island?”


“No, Daria, of course not,” Ryan continued. “It
seems that this man”—the camera swapped to a close up of the guy who had stolen
the princess—“seized a great deal of territory from the dungeon boss, Kegan. No
one is sure what prompted his new appearance or why he has chosen to show up
now, but all of our sources on the ground can confirm one thing: He’s not a
player. While we haven’t gotten an actual comment from the game developers,
there are already a few groups of players who have attempted to defeat this new
Imperium noble. Our young heroes rushed to the new dungeon to rescue the
princess only to discover that the dungeon’s miniboss is far more powerful than
people remember from when Kegan was in charge.”


“From what I understand, Ryan,” Daria chimed in,
“the gallant players who attempted this rescue have agreed to an interview, and
they have some helpful tips toward defeating this miniboss.”


“Not defeating her, Daria,” Ryan said. “But
rather, getting past her. From what we’ve gathered from players on the ground,
this miniboss is actually skippable at the moment. The trick appears to be
using only ice-based area-of-effect attacks in the underground tunnels located
here.” Ryan pointed to a map behind him as it appeared on a screen, indicating
a small dwelling outside of Kegan’s old manor, where Lucas apparently resided
now. “At the moment, you’ll only encounter this beast if you use fire,
lightning or physical attacks to kill the low-health arachnids that crawl
across the floor of the passage. If you avoid using those methods, you should
be fine. From there, it’s a straight shot to the final boss.”


“Right,” Daria said. “That’s the best, easiest way
to make it through the underground passage, but from what I understand, it’s
not always a guaranteed method. A second group that tried this same approach
was discovered and dragged into the chamber by dog-sized spiders, which
reportedly swarmed them from all directions. Is there an easier, perhaps more
stable way to make it to the boss’s chamber and save the princess?”


Ryan smiled broadly at the camera as if he were
about to share a special secret. “If you can’t seem to get past the spider boss—Saba’a,
as she appears to be have been named—because of the randomly spawning adds, you
can just go through the front door. While the guards are tough, they’re still
weaker than those you will encounter later on at Maidbanger’s keep. It’s a
quick and easy shot through the manor. As for how difficult the boss is and
what strategies are best to defeat him, we’re still working on it. Our play
testers will have started doing runs themselves, and we expect to see some good
results by the end of the week.”


“That’s right, Ryan,” Daria agreed once again.
“All of our testers are currently at level cap and waiting for new dungeons to
be released with the next expansion, but many are eagerly rolling up new
characters right now so that we can provide concrete strategies as soon as
possible.”


“But don’t you viewers worry about a thing,” Ryan
said, taking the reins once again. “Our team is analyzing all of the data as it
comes in, and we’ll have up-to-date coverage as soon as we can on this
exciting, new frontier, so stay tuned for the latest, greatest, and most
up-to-date news you could ask for!”


Aaron couldn’t wait any longer after hearing all
of that. He dropped his plate in the sink along with the remains of his
sandwich, rushed back to his dive pod, and logged back in as quickly as he
could.

















——-


 


 


Lars and Prax rushed up as soon as he was fully
loaded into the virtual world.


“You watch the news too?” Aaron asked.


“Yeah,” Prax said. “It seems that our Bella
lookalike has garnered quite some fame by working with the first new dungeon
boss to appear since the last expansion.”


“Well, one way or the other, I think we need to
head over there right away,” Aaron said. “I called Bella’s number, and she’s
apparently ‘not near her phone.’” The other two men’s faces paled at the news.
They understood as well as he did what the implication was. Never in her life
had Bella been allowed to be without her phone.


They all took off toward the dungeon together, but
since they didn’t have mounts, it was going to take a while. The entire time,
the same thoughts kept replaying through Aaron’s head.


It can’t be her, can it? She doesn’t play these
type of games. She doesn’t play any games! She doesn't dress in clothes that
revealing. She would never be allowed!


By the time they arrived at the small shack that
had been featured on the newscast, there were already dozens of people milling
about in the field. Each was armed with immediately-recognizable gear that was
common to anyone who had made it to the local Corvin’s Blazing Bastards
outpost, which was fairly impressive in its own right.


“How come no one is going in?” Aaron asked, trying
to peek around toward the dungeon entrance. “Is the instance full or
something?”


“Nah,” someone waiting nearby answered. “Nothing
like that. It’s just ‘cause no one is coming out. Seven parties have gone in
since I’ve been here, each bragging about how they’d be the first ones to
rescue our princess, but none have made it out. We’re debating if we should
swing around to the entrance at the moment. You can apparently bypass the
fearsome miniboss by just going directly in, but we don’t want to miss out on
any tidbit of any information one of the groups brings back. We all want to
rescue the princess, but no one wants to skip the miniboss either. Anything
that tough is bound to drop some amazing loot, especially on first clear.”


“Ah . . . I see . . .” Aaron frowned, trying to
weigh the options just like the others.


“Let’s just do it,” Prax said, walking away before
any of them could disagree. “If we die, the loss won’t be big, and speed is
clearly not an issue from this entrance as no one is coming out anyway.”


Surprisingly, there wasn’t a single person waiting
at the main entrance. Neither the guard that was supposedly stationed there nor
the wandering guard who patrolled the halls was to be found. Yet, despite their
conspicuous absence, the dungeon was unsettling. Something about the manor set
Aaron on edge. The tiny voice in the back of his head whispered warning to him,
filling his head with doubt and making his skin crawl. Coming in the front
door was a cheat. This is too easy. There’s something waiting for us ahead.
There has to be. If so, many other well-geared players couldn’t make it through
this successfully, how are we?


Aaron was a Warlock that specialized in
light-altering magic spells and conjuring shadows. He tightly gripped his staff
as he waited for an enemy to appear. His job, at least to him anyway, was the
most important. While he didn’t deal a lot of damage, his shadows gripped the
shins and feet of enemies, slowing them and preventing them from moving around
quickly. Some ensnared foes even trudged around as if they had tar-like
adhesive their feet.


Lars, the Were-Bear in the front of their group,
was apparently just as nervous as Aaron. His hulking form crept forward slowly,
cautiously checking every hallway and open door before proceeding. After all,
they had no idea what to expect from the poorly lit hallways.


Prax pulled out a torch and lit some stubby
candles mounted on the walls. “How are you going to summon shadows without any
light?” he asked rhetorically when Aaron gave him a nasty look.


“Right. Thanks,” Aaron said once he understood. He
had been worried that they were going to attract undue attention or trigger an
event, sending guards rushing down the hallways, but that was apparently just
him being needlessly nervous. In the end, he was thankful that his friend was
picking up his slack. He normally wouldn’t have made this type of mistake, but
the fact that Bella hadn’t answered his phone was still driving him mad with
curiosity and worry. Even if he had crossed a friendship line by asking her
out, and even if things were awkward between them, and even if she was mad at
him, she was still his lifelong friend. He needed to know.


Finally, as they rounded a corner, they discovered
two guards walking in their direction. Each strode toward the small group
confidently with his sword and shield out, ready for battle.


“I think it’s just the two of them,” Prax
whispered. He dropped his torch and pulled two wakizashi from where they hung
at his waist. Prax was a Dual-Wielding Mercenary with plans to be a
Dual-Wielding Samurai in the future, and he often role-played the duty-bound,
super-honorable samurai that he had bragged about wanting to be when he first
signed up for the game.


“Yeah,” Lars agreed, holding up his shield. “Just
them.”


Aaron had already begun working his magic. Urchins
of the Night took 75 Arcane Energy and was one of the most expensive spells one
would ever see on Hesse, but when he finished, small childlike hands reached
out from the shadows and grabbed ahold of the guards’ feet. He loved the spell,
and he loved fighting in this game. He enjoyed watching people struggle against
the shadowy hands as they fought for their lives.


“I got them,” Lars said, darting forward. As he ran,
the center of his shield lit up with fire, which quickly spread outward.


“Ha! Try me!” Prax laughed, dashing in behind Lars
with both weapons in hand, a blue glow covering his blades as he prepared for
his signature Chi attack.


“Enemy!” the two guards yelled in unison as Lars
and Prax approached. They tried to back away, but Aaron’s spell kept them from
going anywhere.


“It’s a patrol! Be on the lookout for others!”
Prax warned as he engaged the first guard, his blades dancing through the
enemy.


“I’ll grab them if they appear,” Aaron called
back. He began channeling his spell and preparing to snare anything that came
at him. “Just finish those two off.”


His confidence began to swell as Lars and Prax
worked over the two guards, but then he heard a door open up behind him. Aaron
twisted around just as a second pair of guards walked out, and then he heard
another door open further along the hallway, closer to where Prax and Lars were
already engaged in battle.


“What the hell?!” Prax shouted. He retreated back
toward Aaron as soon as he finished slicing his opponent’s throat.


Lars also backed up without finishing his opponent
and came rushing back so as to intercept the new duo before they could cut
Aaron down.


Aaron was saved by the fact he had already been channeling
a spell in anticipation of additional foes. He unleashed the first cast,
snaring the duo with his spell, and then turned and began channeling something
else


Seconds later, the giant Were-Bear collided with
the second set of guards, saving Aaron and ensuring that he wouldn’t be stabbed
to death.


“Just hold them a second,” Aaron called out to
Prax, who had once again moved forward to engage. This time, however, he not
only had to fend off the guard that he had left behind, he also had two more to
deal with.


After a second, Aaron let loose his damaging
ability, Shadow Fall, a darkness-based area-of-effect skill that cost 50 Arcane
Energy. A large, perfectly-black crystal materialized out of the shadows behind
Prax, and then, after spinning around once, began shooting lances toward the
guards. Aaron had to focus his concentration, and it cost 5 Arcane Energy to
direct each lance, but the surprise attacks all landed successfully. The three
guards went down rather quickly under the assault, and not one had the ability
to defend himself before being cut down. The crystal shrank in size with every
attack, and it finally disappeared completely just after the last guard fell.


With Prax free, both he and Aaron were able to
turn their attention to help Lars. Just like before, Prax moved to help defend
while Aaron worked his magic. The crystal was summoned behind the two remaining
guards, once again mowing down the pair before they could react. Even though it
hadn’t been the toughest fight the group had been in, it had been a shocking
one.


“I’ve done research on dungeons before,” Prax
gasped out, “when we were first looking into getting the game. That shouldn’t
have happened. Guards aren’t supposed to be placed that densely, not this early
on at least.”


Lars nodded his agreement. “Right. My buddy was
telling me about that. What the heck is with this new dungeon?!”


“I don’t know,” Aaron said, shaking his head, “but
no matter what’s going on with it, I’m going to find out what Bella has to do
with it.”


“I hear that.” Lars coupled his words with a pat
on Aaron’s back, attempting to comfort him. It was no secret among the three
that Aaron had a thing for Bella, and the others had always been respectful of
that.


“I think this is it,” Prax said. He had walked
ahead and stopped at a large pair of double doors. “This has to be the boss
room.”


“Well then, time to save the princess!” Lars
declared proudly, popping his neck and loosening his shoulders like a seasoned
boxer getting ready for a match.


“Honor demands that we kill the perpetrator of
this heinous act or die trying,” Prax said, raising his own blade.


Despite being smaller than the usual party, Aaron
felt sure that they could handle any challenge the boss they were about to face
threw at them—especially since Aaron had watched a player shatter the boss’s
only defense back at Waldberg, a player that didn’t seem to be that much higher
a level than his group.


“Let’s do this!” Aaron shouted as they opened the
door.


There in front of them stood the new boss, Lucas.
The princess was on the floor at his feet, a chain wound around her neck.


“Help! Help!” she cried out as they stepped
inside. “He’s— He’s holding me!”


“QUIET!” The boss yelled angrily. He yanked hard
on the chain, forcing the beautiful princess to her knees.


The sight of this man savagely yanking her about
like a disobedient dog caused Aaron’s face to turn red. This bastard must
die. He gnashed his teeth together as he eyed the number of opponents and
prepared to channel a spell. He didn’t see Bella anywhere in the group, so
there was no confusion as to what to do next. He knew exactly how to defeat
this guy. He’d open up by snaring as many as he could, preventing Lucas and the
guards from coming forward, and then he’d use Shadow Fall and begin picking off
the opponents one at a time. Prax would take out the boss, and Lars would
handle any of the enemies that made it to them.


“These fools have come to steal your beauty from
me,” the boss continued, his voice echoing throughout the large throne room,
“but they shall not have it. They yearn for your flesh, but it is mine and mine
alone to keep!”


“Mas— Master, please . . . Please spare me!
Without my purity, I am nothing! Do not corrupt—”


The scenario was just too much for Aaron to watch
quietly. “NOW!” he yelled, casting his spell. The shadowy tendrils crawled out
of the floor around the boss and bound Lucas’s legs as well as those of the
Dark Knight, and two of the guards. The spell also ensnared the strange-looking
Naga’s tail.


So far, so smooth, Aaron thought, but then,
in the next moment, the strategy came crashing down around them. Lars charged
forward with his shield in hand only to die nearly instantly when an endless
string of Lightning streaked across the room and danced across his body. It was
the fastest channeling that Aaron had seen at his level, and even though they
all knew the spell, there was little Lars was able to do to defend against it.


Aaron turned to Prax only to see his friend frozen
in place with an arrow protruding from his head.


“Crap,” Aaron muttered. He turned around
completely to see if he could escape. There was no way he could stay alive
without the other two. As he turned to flee, he was greeted by Bella’s face.


“Bella?” Aaron asked, stunned.


“Finish the intruder, Bonnie!” the boss shouted.


Aaron, unable to stop her quick movements, stood
powerless as a dagger pierced into his chest. “Why?” He gasped out the final
word mostly in shock without expecting a real answer.


Bella, Bonnie . . . Aaron pondered over the
two names as his character came back to life, death taking him back to his bind
point, where Prax and Lars were already waiting for him. Bonnie was definitely
Bella. The two names meant the same thing, only in different languages, and
“Bonnie” was a username name that she had used when she had signed up for
things in the past. What is going on? How have you changed so much in such a
short time?


“I think we need a few more levels before we try
that one again,” Lars said.


“I liked that Naga,” Prax said. “She was pretty.”


Lars and Aaron just both shook their heads. They
already knew Prax had strange tastes.

















 


——-


 


 


“How ya doing, Hermann?” Lucas called out as he
walked into the tavern. He had expected an awkward reception given his role in
everything that had happened previously, but he was surprised to see every
non-Human, including Hermann, stop what they were doing, turn toward him, and
stare in silence.


Due to your choices in previous quests, the patrons of this
tavern either strongly suspect or firmly believe you were complicit in a scheme
to murder Gunter and Jason. Your Charisma has slightly mitigated this effect,
but your words must be chosen well, or else they will erupt with hostility.


What the heck? Lucas’s mouth dropped wide
open. In the heat of things, he had forgotten about that tiny detail that had
been mentioned in the quest to infiltrate Kegan’s manor and earn a nobility
title. The warning had been very clear: The moment that Jason or Gunter died
permanently, people would blame him. He was definitely guilty of murdering the
duo, but even if he hadn’t, there’s no way he could have kept them alive during
the fight with Kegan. The tortured Knight had come very close to killing Lucas,
and he surely would have killed those two.


“I see,” Lucas said slowly, addressing the tavern
as a whole without singling out any one person. “You know, I’m not happy
either. I had wanted this to be a happy occasion when last I left, hopes high
and dreams in heart, but”—Lucas heaved a sigh—“sadly it can’t be. No matter how
hard I tried to keep them alive, Jason and Gunter couldn’t withstand Kegan’s
wrath. Instead of coming here with words of victory, tidings of joy, and
reasons to celebrate, I come with mixed news. Though our friends are dead,
justice was served, and Kegan is no more.”


“How?” the large Were-Bear, Ash, asked.


“How was justice served?” Lucas replied, although
he already knew what the bear was asking.


“No, how did our friends die?” the Were-Bear
clarified. He rose from his seat and grabbed ahold of a pitchfork that was leaning
against the wall behind him.


“Do you want the honest truth?” Lucas asked
flatly. He was already annoyed with the way this was going. “They were eaten by
a giant spider monster that lived underneath Kegan’s manor. It wrapped them up
in its web and dragged them into its open mouth. The silk couldn’t be cut by my
flames, and before I knew it, I had to listen to them being eaten, one at a
time—their bones gnashed apart inside the beast’s mouth.” He hadn’t lied much.
He knew the strength of that web, and he had indeed fed them to the spider. He
just didn’t mention his own part in it.


“You didn't help them at all, did you?” Ash asked,
his chest puffing out as he glared at Lucas. “You used them like fodder for the
beast, an offering or something to get your way. They were nothing but stepping
stones in your quest for power, weren’t they? And yet still you come in here
with honey-sweet words as if I wouldn’t know a liar when I smelled one. I am a
proud member of the bear tribe. My nose is better than a bloodhound’s when it
comes to sniffing out foul Human schemes.” Ash slammed the handle of his
pitchfork into the floor.


“No matter what I say,” Lucas continued, glowering
at Ash, “you’re going to call me a liar, aren’t you? You’re going to think my
intentions wicked, and you’re going to attack me.”


This was technically his town, and he hadn’t
thought to carry a weapon inside it—especially since he was on a simple mission
to fetch workers. He had foolishly assumed that walking in with a weapon in
hand might give them the wrong impression, so he had stored away his staff in
his pack. Now, he itched to have it in his hand.


“You’re right about him, but he’s not the only one
that thinks you’re a bastard,” Fiddle the Were-Rat hissed. He lunged forward
with a pair of daggers in hand, Ash cleared the table he was positioned behind,
and the other Were-Bear and Were-Rat who had previously broken bread with Lucas
joined the two in their attack. Thankfully, everyone else seemed content to
simply watch for the moment.


Fiddle rushed across the room, shoving seats out of
his way and clearing tables as he came, heedless of who might be in them or
what food or drink might be upon them. The Were-Rat’s fast attack forced Lucas
to jump back while he was in the process of trying to get his backpack free,
and one of the straps became entangled on the corner of a nearby chair. To his
dismay, the satchel was ripped out of his hands as Lucas danced away from
Fiddle.


Your appeal combined with your Charisma was
successful at convincing many patrons but has failed to prevent some from
lashing out violently at you. As a result, a unique scenario has been
triggered: The Noble’s Apology.






Warning: Within this unique scenario, if you are
killed by your opponents, you will lose your territory and your title as a
noble.


Freaking hell! Lucas cursed as he read the
last line. He had come so far, and he might lose everything in just a moment.
Thanks to his own ignorance and a false sense of security, he wasn’t even able
to defend himself since his staff was still stashed away, leaving him unarmed
with no way of buying time or procuring a weapon. He had his necklace, and thus
access to Meddling Minds, but attempting to cast any spell with such a long
channeling time would almost certainly guarantee his demise when faced against
four farmers’ rapid physical attacks.


Ash joined his friend a moment later, charging in
like a mad bull with his pitchfork leveled right at Lucas’s gut. With his back
against the door, Lucas decided to do the thing that years of tabletop gaming
had taught him: roll. He directed himself toward the bar, lunged forward, threw
himself into a dive and tucked into a somersault just before he collided with
the floor. There was a loud crash behind him as he came up and quickly spun
around. Ash’s momentum had carried him straight into the wall with so much
force that the entire tavern had been shaken. Two of the tines on the
Were-Bear’s pitchfork were buried so deeply in a wooden stud that the bear
couldn’t immediately free his makeshift weapon.


Fiddle nimbly turned back to Lucas, shuffled
forward, and slashed out with his knives. Lucas threw his arms up in front of
him to protect himself, and the blades slashed right through his thin uniform
and into the backs of his arms, drawing bright red cuts and 7 points of damage.
Lucas clenched his teeth against the stinging pain but forced himself to keep
his eyes on the wily Were-Rat. When Fiddle bounced back for a split second in
order to ready himself for another attack, Lucas desperately grabbed a nearby
chair by its high back and hurled it up between them. At the moment, he would
do anything he could just to put even a little distance between him and the
enraged Were-Rat.


Fortunately for Lucas, however, the other Were-Rat
entered the fray at just that moment, swinging a sickle around in a short,
overhanded arc designed to catch Lucas unaware from behind. The diminutive
Fiddle pushed into the space that Lucas had only just vacated, largely
undeterred by the tossed furniture, and it was only then that his Were-Rat
friend tried to back off. By that time, however, he had committed far too much
to the attack to completely stop. The sharp sickle sank down into the back of
Fiddle’s shoulder, burying itself deep into his flesh.


“Son of a—!” Fiddle cried out in pain and shock, but
Lucas didn’t give him a chance to recover. Instead, he grabbed a second chair
and swung it around as hard as he could. The wooden seat shattered as it broke
across the Were-Rat’s head, and the enraged fighter collapsed to the ground.


Fiddle has been incapacitated.


Lucas didn’t have time to wonder why the rat had
been knocked out instead of killed. The Were-Rat who had accidentally stabbed
Fiddle reached down and freed his weapon the moment his tribesman hit the
floor. A loud thud behind him warned Lucas of impending danger, and the second
Were-Bear charged in a moment later with a pitchfork of his own. Lucas
automatically spun around and danced back the moment he heard the noise, and
while he avoided being gored by the deadly prongs, the massive Were-Bear’s
frame clipped him from behind at the last moment. Lucas took 20 points of
damage and was thrown forward, leaving him awkwardly stumbling and trying to
catch his balance. He caught hold of the closest table to steady himself but
was then forced to jump out of the way just as quickly in order to avoid being
speared from behind.


“You’re not getting away from me, you furless
fiend!” the bear huffed.


Lucas sprinted across the bar while frantically
looking for something that he could use to defend himself with the angry
Were-Bear hot on his heels. Without anything else available to him, Lucas
grabbed yet another chair as he streaked past and then came to an abrupt halt
when he ran out of room to run. The chair was far too bulky to properly give Lucas
the mobility of a real shield, but it was all he had.


“Just! Freaking! Die!” the Were-Bear growled,
stabbing at Lucas with his pitchfork once more.


Hoping the move would work a second time, Lucas
jerked the makeshift shield up to block the attack. Unlike with Fiddle,
however, the sturdy farm tool shattered the chair, and four sharp prongs pushed
straight into Lucas’s chest. The only saving grace was Lucas’s sturdy chain
mail, which prevented less than half an inch of metal from piercing through and
into his chest. But it still hurt. The burning pain wormed through his chest as
he lost another 12 hit points.


“Freaking squirrel-nutted bastard!” Lucas gasped
out the poorly worded curse as he staggered away.


The bear pulled back on his pitchfork, and Lucas
was yanked forward along with it. Unwilling to let himself be pulled any
closer, Lucas planted his feet and then grimaced in pain as the weapon was
pulled free from his flesh. He grabbed his chest in pain where he had been
shish-kabobbed and backed up against the wall, gasping in several shallow
breaths. Every time his chest rose, another fresh surge of pain threatened to
overwhelm him.


Movement behind the Were-Bear and across the room
caught his eye, and Lucas spied Ash, who had finally freed his weapon from the
wooden beam. And, although he couldn’t see him at the moment, Lucas was certain
that the sickle-wielding Were-Rat would be on him again soon as well. The
Were-Bear in front of him stabbed forward again, and Lucas twisted out of the
way at the last possible moment and struck forward with a shattered piece of
chair that he still clutched in his hand. The bear’s momentum carried him
straight into the makeshift wooden stake, which jammed through the beastman's
hairy hide and up underneath his sternum. The bear-man let go of his weapon
entirely, staggered back and fell over with hatred and malice in his eyes.


Durham has been incapacitated.


Two down! Lucas cheered for a second until
he looked up to see Ash and the sickle-wielding rat charging straight for him.
He grabbed two bottles from a nearby table and took off running again, this
time back to toward the opposite wall. Seeing Lucas flee, Ash leveled his
pitchfork out in front of him and sped up, ready to attack. Lucas smashed the
bottles against the wall when he arrived, breaking each in half and splattering
copious amounts of alcohol all over the wall, the floor, and himself. Then he
spun around to face the Were-Bear.


Lucas tried to dodge to the right just before the
Were-Bear reached him but ended up slipping on some of the wine when he shifted
his weight. He unintentionally slid down and out of the way of the weapon’s
prongs, ducking his head as he fell. The forked weapon jammed into the wall
behind him with a loud thud, sinking far into the wood and reassuring Lucas
that, if the blow had struck him anywhere vital, he’d have died. Ash, having
learned from his past mistake, let go of his weapon and attacked with his bare
hands.


Backed by his brute strength, Ash tore into Lucas,
pummeling him with a series of blows that stripped away 87 health. Thankfully,
Lucas’s chainmail armor stopped the bear’s claws from ripping into his flesh,
or it would have been even worse.


Not one to just take a beating, Lucas retaliated
by twisting around and slashing out with the broken wine bottles. The massive
bear pulled back before Lucas could make contact, but the maneuver provided
Lucas with the time and space he needed to push himself back to his feet. Ash
stepped forward with a haymaker-style punch the moment Lucas was vertical
again, but Lucas was prepared this time. He quickly jabbed out with one of the
bottles, aiming directly for the giant bear’s massive paw. Ash’s massive fist
smashed directly into the glass, shattering the crude weapon and pressing the jagged
pieces deep into his flesh.


The Were-Bear jerked his fist back and roared in
pain, cradling his mutilated hand against his chest. Lucas took advantage of
the opening and pressed forward, stabbing forward with the one remaining broken
bottle in his left hand.


Ash is incapacitated. An incredibly not-suspicious letter
that Ash was carrying has been added to your inventory.


Lucas had barely noted the message when a sickle blade hit
him in the side, ripping away 17 points of health.


Due to repeated deep damage, your left side mobility has
decreased significantly.


Freaking hell!! Lucas cursed internally and
tried to stomach the pain as he turned to face his final opponent. The rat had
retracted his sickle for another attack, and when Lucas tried to counter, he
realized that he couldn’t move freely enough to reach the Were-Rat before the
beast attacked. Lucas knew immediately he wouldn’t be quick enough to block the
attack or get inside it, and he also couldn’t stop and turn since the floor was
still incredibly slick with blood and wine.


“You’re dead now, you snuff-snorting crack sack!”
the rat hissed, twisting around as he threw his weight behind a horizontal
slash aimed straight at Lucas.


Not knowing what to do, Lucas threw himself
forward and skidded toward the man’s feet as if he were a baseball player
trying to catch home plate. He crashed into the Were-Rat’s shins a second
later, toppling the man down on top of him. The beastman landed at an awkward
angle, slamming down into Lucas’s stomach with his shoulder and dealing another
4 damage with the simple attack. Lucas immediately reached out and grabbed his
opponent’s arm, preventing him from attacking with the sickle again, and then
wrapped his legs around the rat-man’s midsection.


Lucas’s lost another 3 points due to his
already-damaged side while he wrestled his opponent, but when he finally had
the man in his grasp, he was able to squeeze down with all of his might.
Keeping the rat locked in place, Lucas twisted the man’s wrist around and then
began shoving it back toward the man’s chest, trying to stab him with his own
weapon. The Were-Rat’s push strength was just too much to drive the blade home,
and as they fought for control of the situation, Lucas became keenly aware of
the unseen timer in this fight. Without some type of healing, his injured side
would eventually betray him. There was no way it was going to stand up to a
prolonged struggle. Then a thought hit him: I still have teeth.


Then Lucas did the last and only thing that he could
think of: he leaned up and bit into the Were-Rat’s neck as hard as he could.
His teeth sank into the furry flesh, and his mouth was filled with hot,
iron-tasting liquid. The man screamed out in pain, and his movements quickly
turned from someone trying to attack to someone trying to flee. Lucas ripped
out another large chunk of flesh, and then he felt his opponent’s strength
begin to fade. His struggles weakened, and then finally, Lucas was able to
drive the point of the weapon the rat still clutched into the creature’s stomach.


Morgan has been incapacitated.






An event has occurred due to the method of attack.
You have partially completed the requirements to begin the Vampire quest chain.


Lucas released his grip and fell back. He pushed
the dead Were-Rat’s body off his own and then sprawled out, lying flat in the
giant pool of blood and wine while staring up at the ceiling.


“Four of them . . . at once,” he could hear one of
the patrons whisper.


“Did you see that last attack? He . . . He bit
Morgan’s neck like . . . one of those!” another whispered just loudly
enough for Lucas to hear.


“Umm . . .” the waitress, whose name Lucas didn’t
even know, walked over and stood next to him while the rest of the patrons
continued talking. “I . . . I’m sorry that I couldn’t help. They were really
scary, but . . . do you . . . Can I help you up?” she asked, offering him a
hand.


Lucas sighed, wanting to rest a little bit longer
as his wounds began to recover at a very, very slow rate. “Yeah,” he said,
taking her hand and helping himself to his feet. “I appreciate it.”


“I’m really sorry I couldn’t . . . umm . . . be of
assistance. It’s just . . .” She made a bland excuse that Lucas didn’t hear,
her body shaking a small bit in fear. “It’s just . . . I’m not big enough. I
thought I’d die. I’m so sorry I acted selfishly and didn’t help.”


Ah. Lucas understood. She thinks I’m
going to punish her for not helping me. He looked over at the rest of the
patrons, who were eyeing him strangely, and he couldn’t predict what was going
through their heads. Perhaps they also thought the same way. He was the Knight
responsible for running the territory, and they had all watched on in silence
while he was attacked by four of their own. It only made sense that, since he
had somehow come out victorious, they were wondering: “Should we finish the
job?” or “What is going to happen to us?” The thing that probably prevents
them from rushing to action right away is the fear of what might happen once
the guards discover they took part in an attempt to murder a Knight. It’s
probably also the same thing that prevented them from getting up and helping
the other four try to murder me in the first place.


“Well,” Lucas said, sticking out a hand and
resting it on the girl’s shoulder, “I understand. You must have been very worried
to see so much violence in a place that you thought was safe. But don’t worry.
I’m not a cruel man, and I’ll do my best to make sure you don’t see any more
undue hardship.” The statement was followed by a few sighs of relief from the
other patrons.


“But . . .!” the girl protested weakly. She raised
her gaze to meet Lucas’s for a moment before immediately casting it toward the
floor again. “I . . . I was useless. We were all useless. But not all of us
were helpless . . .” A few voices hissed their discomfort as she said that.
“How could you be so merciful?”


Lucas didn’t want to admit it, but he was actually
pretty upset with the situation. He had almost died, and he really didn’t want
to forgive them so easily. He wanted blood. But looking over at his backpack,
which was all the way across the room, he remembered the old proverb with the
knight, the peasant, the merchant and the noble which asked, “Who has the
power?” Some said the noble had the power because the knight was sworn to serve
him. Some said the merchant had the upper hand because it was his coin that
could pay the knight a year’s wealth. Others answered the peasant because his
food fed all four of them. Lucas had always thought it was the knight because
his choice determined which ones would live or die in that particular moment.
Right now, the patrons had the knight’s choice, even if Lucas technically held
the title. If he could make it to his backpack, he’d have both the power of the
knight and the authority of the noble. His biggest fear, however, was that if
he rushed for it, there was no telling who might stop him. The patrons’ choice
could change at any moment, and they might cut him down before he got his
staff.


Is it her cunning or innocence that has put me
in this pickle? Lucas wondered, staring at the Alfar’s downcast eyes. Her
words invited him to give away the moral high ground of law by swearing that he
wouldn’t hurt anyone else. He didn’t know if it was honest fear for her own
life and poor wording that had put this pressure on him or if she had planned
it all along, but just thinking of how cunning this twenty-something-looking
woman had been, he couldn’t help but laugh. As he watched, her expression
turned to shock and defeat at the sound of his laughter. “What’s your name, girl?”


“I’m . . . I’m . . . uhh . . . Hanna,” the girl
meekly replied, her eyes briefly searching his face for clarity.


“Hanna, you weren’t helpless. You had a choice.
You all were useless by choice,” Lucas said, pressing down a little on her
shoulder. His words drew a sharp hiss from the group as the patrons took in a
deep breath. “But it’s understandable. Your positions must have been difficult
since you had to choose between your kin and a noble whose rule has lasted no
more than a few days. That you didn’t choose your kin outright has left me
thankful and surprised. If it had been me, I wouldn’t have done the same. I’d
have always protected my kin, my family, or just a pretty girl who shines
brighter than any royal jewel.” He gave the girl a smile as he said the last
line, and enjoyed the red color his glib words spread across her cheeks.


As the group relaxed, however, Lucas threw in a
small jab to make sure they didn’t take him too lightly. “But I can’t exactly
let you all off the hook so easily, can I?” He glanced around at the patrons.
“She was brave enough to apologize, and she showed courage none of you did, so
for her reward, she’s mine now. Her days serving here are over, and she’ll be
given ten times her pay to work as a maid in my manor. But”—he did his best to
glare menacingly at the patrons—“you all will have extra work for the next week—with
no extra pay.” Before they could complain, he exclaimed “But! If you do it
well, I’ll give you each a ten percent weekly raise after.”


“But, sir! I can’t!” the girl he had just hired as
a maid protested. “Without me here, how will Hermann make it?”


“I don’t remember Hermann helping me during the
fight. Your absence will be his punishment. Although, I guess if you truly
feeling guilty, you can give him your salary so that he can hire ten new
workers. It matters not to me. I’ll be responsible for your meals from now on.”


“But . . . I’m not good enough to serve a noble,”
she insisted, continuing her protest.


Lucas smirked. “So, you think you know better than
I?”


“No, sir.”


“Then here.” Lucas reached into his pocket,
produced a gold coin, and passed it to her. “Buy yourself the appropriate
clothing and a nice dinner. Consider the rest your signing bonus,” Lucas said,
happy he had settled this well. He walked to the door, reached down, scooped
his backpack up, and pulled out his staff. I may have snagged me a cunning
follower, but I still almost lost my life. Twice. Twice in a single day, I’ve
made the mistake of not having guards or a weapon when traveling. I should have
known better after the Nick issue. Lucas cursed himself for thinking he
could get away with such casual thinking just because it was a game. If I
had died when I encountered Nick, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. But now
that I have a territory, each loss could set me back drastically, potentially
even ending my career as a noble for good, thus destroying my goal.


“Thank you, sir,” the girl answered quietly. She
bowed her head and then gave him one more glance before darting out of the
building, likely to avoid saying or doing anything further that might get her
in trouble. Lucas surmised that even her shy demeanor might be a cover-up,
hiding a scheming mind that knew any wasted or misplaced words might undo her
hard verbal work.


Now that Lucas had his weapon, he turned to the
crowd of patrons that were still watching at him. “As for you lot, the meal’s
over. Get your shovels, pickaxes, and rear ends to my manor for work, or I’ll
come back here with soldiers and show you just how close to death you all are
after being so passive when I was beset upon by traitors.” Then he looked at
Hermann and added, “And that goes for you too. Feel free to hate me or run: I
have no problem with hunting you all down and killing you one at a time for
wasting my time. But, hey, you still got that raise to look forward to. Someone
tie these men up”—he gestured toward his assailants—“and bring them to the
manor with you. I want them in my dungeon’s jail by the end of the hour.”


Yeah, so maybe I’m just not that forgiving. He
pulled out a scepter and patched himself up as he left the tavern. He didn’t
know which fact bothered him more: that they didn’t stand up for their own or
that they didn’t help their lord. They were traitors on two counts, and if that
girl hadn’t pressured him, he might have been able to give them a much harder
punishment than sending them to his manor to work like dogs so that Katie could
have her underwater dungeon.


When he replaced the scepter in his pack, he pulled
out the “incredibly not-suspicious letter” that had come as a drop when
defeating Ash. Its wax seal was flattened and lacked the ability to adhere to
the paper, indicating that it had been broken more than once and then pressed
back into place several times. Lucas couldn’t recognize which ring or noble
symbol had made the imprint, but he did know that this type of seal would only
ever be used by those in the Imperium; and, when he opened the letter and began
reading, he instantly realized that the script, which was so precise that it
rivaled any computer-generated front, confirmed it.


Ash,






Don’t get cocky just because we’ve had one success.
We’ve had two failures as well. These noble wenches aren’t doing what’s in
their best interest—me—and they’ll pay the price. I’m pleased with the group
you put together to handle Isabel, but you failed to eliminate Kegan, so don’t
expect full pay either. I’ve already got an Orc working with me on the Alfar
queen, so your next assignment will be different. I need you to organize a
sizeable rebellion for Rowland’s territory. That troll recently married into
the wealth of the Dennings, a prosperous merchant family, and now he is not
only going to be able to produce an heir, but he’ll also even have the wealth
to expand his territory into my areas of interest. This cannot stand. Take care
of it, and make it look like it was another filthy subhuman revolt. My children
shall be the only inheritors to the Imperium nobility on this tiny
divinity-forsaken island, and if they aren’t, your children shall never know
their father while they work like slaves in my mines.


The letter was ominous, and Lucas couldn’t help but
frown as he read it. He had a clear idea of who was responsible for this type
of machination. There were only six suspects remaining, but the situation was
far more Machiavellian than would have expected, especially in a game. He had
naturally assumed that all of these killings were out of jealousy and rage, but
now it seemed to be a nefarious, premeditated plot, the aim of which was to
reduce the number of nobles on noob island from nine to none.

















——-


 


 


Lucas walked into the throne room a short while
later and discovered everyone sitting around several maps that had been laid
out on the floor. Maps were a precious commodity in this world that were often
hard to acquire, and since there was no HUD outside of the menu or any radar to
let a player know where he was or where he was supposed to go, they were a
highly-sought item. The only way to get an accurate sense of geography was
either to draw the maps from memory—which many players had done on forums to
varying degrees of success—or to buy poorly-rendered versions that were drawn
within the actual game.


“I got workers coming to dig your tunnel,” Lucas
told Katie as he walked over to where his party members were crouched around
the assortment of maps that had been tagged together. “It shouldn't take them
more than week or so, and we’ll work on finding a water monster after that.”


Katie just replied with a “nnn” sound and nodded.


As he pulled up his HUD, trying to gauge where it
would be best to begin building the tunnel, he saw his territory had 95.5 gold.
That total was separated from Territorial Income, which was still the same
measly 10.6 gold per month as the last time he checked it. He was thrown off by
the larger amount at first, but then he noticed that both his and Saba’a’s Loot
Levels were capped. The only way those statistics would have gone up is if the
dungeon had successfully been fending off several parties.


Why in the heck is it so high? Lucas
wondered for a minute. He hadn’t seen anyone on his way back to the manor. Wait,
of course! They’d be in a dungeon instance. It was then that he saw three
buttons at the bottom right of the map that he hadn’t paid attention to
previously. The first one said “Active Ongoing Instances” in medium sized
letters, and then in big letters under it with all caps was simply “JOIN (3).”
It didn’t take very much to realize that the “(3)” signified how many instances
were currently ongoing at the moment. The next button was labeled “Summary,”
and the last button was labeled “Upgrades.” Lucas clicked on the upgrade button
as soon as he saw it, and a new set of menus appeared on the right side of the
Dungeon Menu display, and the Dungeon Map shrank to half its size and moved so
that it only occupied the left half of the total display.


Lucas’s Dungeon Map remained the same, but little
notes appeared next to each of the dots representing guards and Saba’a. In all,
the information was simple and easy to read. Next to a guard’s name was his
corresponding level, quality of training, and equipment value. After that, it
listed Attack Value (Melee), Health Value, and Defense Value, and finally
underneath all of that was a stat for Player Subjugation Rate. All of the
guards were listed as only having “Minimal” training and were only Level 1. The
guards whom he had configured to have overlapping patrols displayed a Player
Subjugation Rate of just under 5%.


So, they’re pretty much useless except against
small fry, Lucas noted.


Equipment also seemed to be rather important.
Halberd-carrying guards had an Attack Value of 5(6) at Level 1, but their
Health and Defense Values were both just 5. The guards that Lucas had given
swords and shields to had Attack and Health Values of 5, but their Defense
Value was listed as 5(6).


So, the first number is the base number, and
the number in the parentheses is the numerical value after equipment is taken
into consideration.


On top of displaying information next to each of
the guards, there were more buttons at the top left of the map. Lucas clicked
on the first one, “Training.” It had several different levels of training
programs that he could purchase for his guards and soldiers. The first one,
which was currently selected, was “Minimal.” The next one up was “Basic
Training,” and it required 5 Territorial Income to institute. On top of the 5
Territorial Income, it also had a note that it would take two hours of in-game
time to implement. After the Basic Training was “Fundamental Techniques,” and
that particular upgrade required 10 Territorial Income, four in-game hours, and
for his guards to already have undergone the Basic Training program.


Lucas only had 10.6 Territorial Income, and he had
been wanting to save it, but he decided to just go ahead and confirm the
upgrade after seeing how poorly his guards were performing. When he checked on
the guards again, he saw that there was now a new set of numbers next to each
of their stats that was one higher than the previous number along with an arrow
pointing toward the new number as well as the word “training” underneath. One
point might not seem like a lot, but it’s still a 20 percent increase in their
total combat abilities. His monthly Territorial Income dropped from 10.6 to
5.6 after the purchase, but Lucas was satisfied with the changes.


There were various levels of equipment that he
could purchase to outfit the guards with, and they included practically
everything imaginable. There were even dozens of types of armors from the basic
cloth and leather to the fanciest plate mail. Each item detailed exactly how it
would affect the guard or soldier that equipped it, and it was then further
broken up into different levels of quality, ranging from crude, iron, steel,
and high-quality steel. The crude version had the note “Attack -1” next to it,
letting Lucas know that it would drop his guards’ overall Attack Value by 1.
The iron sword was neutral, and the steel sword would increase the user’s
Attack Value by 1. Upgrading the equipment cost varying amounts, but the system
would actually pay Lucas if he swapped to lesser-valued gear. Finally, there
was a note that said, “Higher-quality versions require new supply chains or a
better blacksmith,” indicating that he could further improve his soldiers’ gear
if he met the requirements.


The last tab was listed as “Dungeon Modifications”
and only contained two options: Fake-Floor Spike Trap, a five-foot square
section of floor that would give way when two people stood atop of it and would
send them to their doom on a series of spikes, and a Fake-Loot Dart Trap, which
was a small chest designed to shoot darts everywhere when opened. The
Fake-Floor Spike Trap cost 20 Territorial Gold, and the Fake-Loot Dart Trap
came at the cost of 25 Territorial Gold. Both were astronomically high based on
his available funds at the moment, but Lucas has a sneaking suspicion that
either would have been more effective than his current guards, given their
abysmal ratings.


“Hey,” Lucas spoke up, looking at his crew, “need
some advice.” He liked working on his dungeon, but he was caught between the
need to focus on developing his guards and his desire to build traps.


“With the tunnel part of the dungeon? Why think so
hard?” Nick asked, as if it were the easiest thing in the world. “Just make it
a straight line, and then we can cut toward that monster decision.”


“No, not the tunnel for the underwater part of the
dungeon,” Lucas said, shaking his head. “I’m stuck on what to focus on in my
dungeon. I can add some traps, make it harder for players to reach combat
without falling prey to lethal tricks, or I can focus on improving the quality
of my guards and hopefully make them strong enough to handle players on their
own one day. Considering how much each option costs and the small amount of
resources I have to dedicate to the options, however, I can’t really mix and
match at the moment,” Lucas explained.


“Small amount of resources? Boss, am I going to
have to find another employer soon?” Bonnie asked jokingly, pushing against
Lucas’s arm as she did so.


“No, I have plenty of that type of resource
Bonnie. This one is only earned from killing players within the dungeon
itself.”


Nick scratched his head and asked, “Well, do the
guards ever improve on their own? If not, the decision should be easy.”


“Yeah, Nick’s right,” Viola chimed in. “Traps
won’t ever get better at fighting, but they’ll definitely yield more victims
and thus pay for themselves. If the guards also don’t improve, then go with the
traps. If the guards do improve, then go with them. In the long run, they’re
the clear winner. Traps might work at first, but most players are going to talk
to each other about the dungeon, so they’ll also tell each other where all the
deadly trip-ups are. Even if you know where the guards are, it’ll keep the
dungeon feeling fresh and exciting even on the tenth or eleventh attempt if
they keep getting better.”


“Right. The bosses that only die one-in-fifty
times are always the most fun,” Nick said.


Lucas actually agreed with them. Since the guards
were capable of leveling up, and the level-ups clearly improved them a
significant amount, it would be best to focus on them as early as possible.
“Well, I guess the last question is, offense or defense?”


“Offense. No one likes a fight that takes too long
but isn’t challenging,” Bonnie said. “If you’re gonna be paid for a kill, get
paid quick. If you’re gonna die, I say die quickly.”


Katie also nodded. “Offense.”


Right, that’s easy enough. “Thanks.”


Lucas went back to the menu and then quickly purchased
nine high-quality steel weapons for the ten-man patrol he had managed to get
working. He was 4.5 gold short of buying the tenth weapon and fully gearing the
entire group. When he bought the weapons, the system immediately displayed a
prompt asking him which guard he was assigning which weapon to, so equipping
the gear was as easy as positioning the guards. He closed the menu at last,
satisfied that he had improved his dungeon and confident that he had nudged the
guards a little closer to being real threats. Their first level had put them to
6, the training had raised them to 7, and the high-quality steel weapons had
increased them to 9. For the six out of the 10 that were using two-handed
weapons, which had a base value of +1, they had already reached an attack value
of 10, a full 100% increase over a standard Level 1 guard’s capabilities. Lucas
wasn’t sure how long it would take, but he couldn’t wait to see them eventually
capable of taking out equal-leveled players.


“Alright, boss, our turn for attention,” Bonnie
said, dragging him away from his thoughts and his dungeon building. She pointed
to a map that had numerous red pins stuck in it that had been laid out in front
of him. “We found a ton of good mobs, but this one’s the best.” She indicated a
spot that was slightly closer than the rest.


If they had a dungeon master’s HUD like me,
they wouldn’t have to go out and get those, he thought as he looked over
all the spots. There were two in the water, ones that Katie had probably found
since they were marked with tiny, little snake crests instead of the
red-ball-tipped pins that marked the other monsters.


“What makes it the best?” Lucas asked.


“Well, it shouldn’t take long to get, and it’s a
flier. You mentioned something about wanting to have all of our bases covered,
and this should do it. It can soar through the sky and swoop down on anyone
trying to enter the manor, acting as a sort of gatekeeper,” Bonnie explained.
“Ain’t that exactly what ya want, boss?”


“Yeah, it is,” Lucas said. “So, let’s do that
one.” “Don’t you wanna know what it is?” Bonnie asked, looking a little
dejected that Lucas just agreed before she could make her sales pitch. “Does
anyone think there is another, better option?”


He had gotten caught up in making sure that his
dungeon would survive while he was gone, something he wanted to concentrate on
more in the future, and didn’t want to waste time just because he couldn’t
trust a reliable teammate. No matter what, he just couldn’t shake the feeling
that a revolt was going to happen sooner rather than later despite the fact
that he had been able to kill the Were-Bear Ash. This meant he needed to secure
things here and as quickly as he could and then get to Rowland’s territory
before the rebellion occurred. I don’t want that bastard who killed a man’s
wife just for something so petty as a title to get away with his plan.


He scanned the group, and everyone’s gaze seemed
to gravitate toward Viola.


“Nothing,” Viola said. “Although, I do have an
issue with your outfit. How are you going to seduce anything with that . . .
disgusting . . . filthy, gore-soaked outfit you have on? Are you trying to cast
off your noble pomp and pick up some barbarian bravado with that attire?”


“I mean, I thought he looked extra sexy, but . .
.” Bonnie pinched her nose. “He does smell a little.”


“Real men shouldn’t hide their combat badges,”
Nick said.


“But a real man should consider a shower,” Viola
countered.


“Boss, you want me to help you with that shower?
An extra gold coin, and I won’t leave a single bit of dirt on any part
of you.” Bonnie winked at him while dandling her tail in her right hand. She
had a naughty look in her eye as if she intended to scrub him with the fluffy
appendage.


Lucas’s eyes perked up a bit at the thought, but
then he shook his head. “I’m fine.” He craved comfort just as much as the next
guy might, and the simple pleasures of someone taking care of him physically
were enticing, but every time Bonnie flirted with him, a part of him hurt for
even thinking about enjoying himself. The guilt and temptation of even
considering it cut into his chest in equal parts.


“Aww . . . Well, at least let me play makeover and
dress you up nice and neat, boss. That chainmail you’ve been wandering around
in is probably a bigger hit to your Charisma score than a face full of acne on
prom night.”


Bonnie had a fair point, and Lucas had to trust
her since her class did, after all, specialize in wardrobes, even if it was
mostly for disguises. “Fine, leave everything at the door to my chamber’s
bathroom,” he said, finally relenting. Then, as requested, he went to wash
clean.


One of the things he loved the most about the
manor was that the bathroom had clearly been designed by a woman who liked to
be spoiled. It had a massive tub that seamlessly sprouted from the marble
floor, and there were two sets of copper tubing that climbed along the sides of
the tub and back to the fireplace on an adjacent wall, designed to transfer
heat from one to the other. The fireplace was already loaded with, extra logs
stacked neatly to the side.


Lucas pulled a lever, and the tub began to rapidly
fill itself. So, Kegan didn’t just note down the inventions in his little
book; he actually made them a reality in his own manor. It was by far the
most convenient bath he had encountered in the entire fantasy world so far. He
lit the fire next to the bath and disrobed, placing his clothes by the door. He
then stepped into the four-person tub and waited as the fire heated the copper
wires and then, in turn, the water in the bath. To his surprise, it went much
faster than he would have suspected possible.


The door cracked open, and Bonnie stuck her head
in, thankfully keeping her gaze fixed on the floor. “I’m not interrupting, am
I?” she asked.


“Not at all,” Lucas replied.


“Good, good. I’ll be back when these are
exchanged, boss.” She disappeared then, leaving Lucas alone for only a brief
minute before the door opened once again.


Xun Guan walked in this time.


Lucas watched her with curiosity, and she gave him
a wicked smile. “I see you’ve been making yourself at home in a dead man’s
house.” She produced two shoddy packs of bottled beer and a few plates of
snacks, mostly mutton skewers, fried chicken, and garlic fries, which she
placed around the bath, half next to Lucas and half on the side across from
him. “I mean, not that I’m surprised. You always were the kind not to worry
about anything, or at least not to show it.”


“What can I say? It feels nice and cozy,” he
replied. He shrugged noncommittally as he grabbed one of the fries, bit into
it, and savored the wonderful flavor of garlic and salt that was layered across
the crispy potato stick. While he was reaching for one of the bottles of beer
that Xun Guan had set next to the plate of snacks, she disrobed right in front
of him and slowly slipped into the bath, not even bothering to hide her figure.


He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Hers was a body
that he had seen naked a thousand times, but it had been too long. His heart
beat so hard that he could feel it in his throat. This was the figure he had
longed for every night he went to sleep in that cold, empty bed.


“You know,” Xun Guan said as she adjusted herself
in the bath, “you’re passing up a pretty easy source of stress relief with that
fox girl.”


“I know,” Lucas said. He struggled to calm himself
and to act like nothing was out of the ordinary. Xun Guan seemed so at ease.


“Not gonna even give it a spin? She doesn’t seem
like the type of girl that will get possessive.”


“Nah, I think I’ll pass,” Lucas answered, washing
down the fry with a swig of cold brew. In-game beer wasn’t exactly the same as
beer in real life: it was a little better and a little worse. It wasn’t as
sweet as most American beers, and it wasn’t as bitter as a lot of the homebrew
IPAs that beer snobs in their early twenties raved about. The game brew was
more like modern German beers, but with a little less flavor.


“You know, Lucas”—Xun Guan paused to take a sip of
her own beverage—“you weren’t the one who died that day.”


Lucas’s breath seized up for a moment, and his eyes
widened. He was caught completely unprepared for such a statement from her. She
looked like his dead wife, but he had never told her why he had trouble looking
at her. Bonnie knew, and Kegan knew, so it was possible that the GM had
listened in on those conversations, but given her tone and the way she put the
words together, the sentence sounded personal.


Lucas didn’t know how to reply. It was a fact. He
was still alive; she wasn’t.


“Ah, right,” Xun Guan said, “it must be hard
looking at her face every day. It’s hard to accept that she’s gone when I’m
sitting here with you, wearing my guilt as plain as day.”


Lucas’s mouth hung open. He had his suspicions
earlier, but to hear it from her was still a shock.


“Fancy that,” she continued. “No reply from the
great, decisive CEO. I know a dozen board members who wouldn’t believe it even
if I told them.”


“But . . . why? Why her face? Why would you do
that to me? To us?” Lucas finally asked. He didn’t know what to feel at the
moment, how to act, how to react, and so curiosity began to lead his thoughts.
Questions sprung up where he knew there should have been hurt.


Did she pick this moment to confess because she
thinks I won’t leave? Does she think she has me trapped here, that I won’t
storm out of a bathroom without any clothes?


“Punishment? You know, you may have loved her for
a few years, but I loved her for a lifetime. You leaned on her for a minute,
but for me, it was a stretch of time that spanned from the start of my
existence. I didn’t know a day without her until that accident. When I went to
make a character . . .” She trailed off for a second and touched her face. “I
didn’t want to feel scarred and ugly . . . and when it asked me to think of how
I wanted to look, she was all I could think about back then.”


Right. The character generator asks the player
to imagine and picture the person they want to look like if they choose not to
go with a facsimile of their own real-life looks. He hadn’t tried the other
process, trying to look like someone else, but he knew the gist of it. You
would picture that person, and then it’d let you slowly change the features by
imagining the modifications or by telling the AI what you wanted to change
until you were satisfied. “You could have made it at least a little different.
You didn’t have to keep her looks,” Lucas said, his eyes narrowing as he
focused on her.


“No, I couldn’t,” she replied, sighing. “I tried
to. I tried to think about changing her nose, her cheeks, her lips, anything.
But it was too much. In the end, I just decided to live with it. That’s okay,
right? I told myself it was. I told myself that, as long as I had her face over
mine, that every time I looked in the mirror, that every time I saw my
reflection in a lake . . . at least then she’d be with me. I’d never forget an
inch of her.”


“But . . . that . . .” Lucas was stumped. “You
never felt it was wrong?”


“Did you? You hung around my avatar like a moth to
a flame,” she shot back. “You knew I wasn’t her, but you still sought me out.
Didn’t you feel bad about it too?”


“Yes.” Lucas nodded. “I did. Guilt really is a
horrid banker, always working against our own interest as it collects its dues
from each moment of happiness.”


Liu laughed. “There’s no reason to wax poetic.
It’s just a sucky situation that sucks. It sucks big time, and it’s partly my
fault. I’m sorry.”


And it’s partly my fault too. I couldn’t let go
of the chance to see her face either. “Yeah, I’m sorry too,” Lucas said
with a sigh. He grabbed one of the mutton skewers and took a joyless bite of it
before setting it back down. It wasn’t something that he wanted at the moment,
but he wanted anything that gave him a chance to look away.


“You gotta move forward,” Liu pressed. “You can’t
keep trying to live as if she were here. You need to accept that.”


“That’s hard to accept from you at the moment,”
Lucas said. Considering you’re still wearing her face.


“You’ve been drinking her favorite wines, eating
her favorite cheeses, living in that apartment of yours just because of its
sentimental value, and even playing this stupid game she always talked about.
You can’t keep doing this to yourself.”


“The last two years of in-game time have shown me
that, yeah, I can,” Lucas argued. “It’s not the worst life.”


“But it’s not one where you’re happy,” she quickly
snapped back. Lucas wasn’t sure when it had happened, but she had managed to
drink the entire bottle of beer at some point in their conversation, even
though he didn’t remember her chugging it. “You’re miserable, beating yourself
up at every turn, and even now that you’ve finally found something you enjoy
doing, you’re still stabbing yourself in the heart over the fact you enjoy it.”


Lucas just frowned. She wasn’t wrong, but he
didn’t really want to hear it.


“Look,” Liu said, taking another beer and then a
long drink from it. “I’m trying to tell you she’s dead, not you. But when she
was alive, all sis ever talked about was you and how she wanted you to be
happy. She wanted you to be happy more than she wanted to be happy. I know this
is a fact because of those stupid freaking cosplay outfits she wore for you
even though she’d complain the next day about how uncomfortable and awkward
they were to wear. Do you think that changed?” Liu asked, giving him a moment
to answer as she stared him straight in the eyes. When he didn’t reply, she
just kept on talking. “‘Cause I don’t think it ever would. I guarantee that, if
there is a heaven, she ain’t sitting around hoping you’re miserable for her.
She’d be up there praying you’d find someone else and move on with your life,
that you’d find happiness again. I promise you this.”


Lucas tried to swallow, but it hurt. He could feel
his eyes reddening and his cheeks heating up as he thought about Yu Hua and how
much he missed her, but Liu was right, as much as he hated admitting it. He
knew that the woman he loved would always poke and prod at him every single
time he frowned, never letting him have a single moment of peace until he was
cheered up and smiling ear to ear. “Yeah . . . she really was like that.”


“So, are you gonna keep beating yourself up, even
knowing it’s the last thing she’d want?” Liu asked.


“Are you?” Lucas countered.


“Maybe. But it’s not like I’m beating myself up
these days because of her. Not exactly. I love her, and I miss her, but she’d
cry if she saw me cry, so I’ve done my best to get past it a bit. I think.” She
mumbled the last two words and then took another long drink.


“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Lucas asked. “Why
the charade? Am I only doing this quest for you because you’re trying to give me
something to do?”


“You’re doing this quest because I lose my job if
you don’t—the job sis helped me get a week before she passed. She used that
company of yours to pull some strings and get me in. She was so excited when
she did, so now the job has become another piece of her I don’t want to screw
up and lose. As for the charade, it wasn’t really meant to be one. It was just
. . . Well, you were talking to me again, ya know?”


A needle of guilt shot through him. “Sorry,” he
said, hiding his face for a second behind the beer bottle.


“It’s fine. But I thought it was weird that you
never asked me once why I had her face when we first met. You just started
chatting with me, opening up and talking, and it was nice. It was something I
thought I’d never get again after you gave me that ice-cold shoulder at the
funeral and ignored my calls. I needed someone to talk to as well.”


“Sorry,” he repeated.


“Well, me too, but that’s that. It’s over, and
here we are. Even if it kills us to do it, we need to move on. For her.” She
held up the bottle, offering a mock toast.


“For Yu Hua.” Lucas agreed, raising his as well.
For some reason, he felt robbed by the conversation. He wanted to be angry at
her for tricking him, for misleading him and then pulling him around by the
nose, but he had ended up sympathizing with her instead. He felt like he had
been the one who had driven her off the plank with her hands tied, and she had
just done everything she could to stay afloat and tread water.


“Now, that’s the spirit,” Liu said, showing Lucas
a forced smile. “So, you gonna hook up with the horny bondage fox or not?”


Lucas immediately rejected her idea. “Still not,”
he answered. Even if he knew that Liu was right on an intellectual level, that
he needed to move on with his life, it didn’t make it any easier to do so.
Whether he wanted to or not, he knew that was what he needed to do. He was
going to have to move slowly, and he was going to have to do his best not to
beat himself up. “This still isn’t right, you know?”


“What? Being happy?” Liu asked.


“No, you’re being here. Naked, specifically.” The
shock of the conversation had worn off, and Lucas’s body and mind were now once
more at war: the familiar sight of his beloved wife, back from the grave and
sitting in front of him while baring all in one of the most romantic settings
imaginable, was causing all sorts of reactions in his body, but something in
him was screaming about how wrong it all was.


“Sorry.” Liu’s expression mirrored Lucas’s own
concern for a moment. “But it’s a shame if you’re really against her.”


“Why?” Lucas asked.


“Because I already paid her ten gold pieces to
give you a neck massage while we ate. She said she had to make a stupid outfit
first, but she’ll be in soon,” Liu said, snickering a little.


What the hell? Lucas grumbled. “You didn’t
really, did you?”


Liu just gave him a smile and shrugged. “I’d have
gotten someone to give me one too, but I didn’t think you’d want to see another
guy touching this body. Seemed like you might kill everyone in the manor if
that happened.”


I don’t even like seeing you in that body, Lucas
thought, still annoyed with the situation. “Liu, tell me you didn’t really pay
some girl to come in here and massage me.”


“Maybe, maybe not,” Liu answered. “Who knows if I
went out of my way to spend my hard-earned and cheat-code-generated in-game
gold to pay some money-grubbing hussy to give you a spa experience? Time will
tell,” she said, grabbing the third bottle of beer.


Lucas was going to ask her about it again, but
before he could, he noticed the door open. Bonnie walked in, placed a folded-up
outfit on a marble-topped table near the door, and then started walking around
the tub over to Lucas.


“What? Bonnie, you don’t need to—”


“You can pay me twice as much as she did to stop,
and I really will, boss, but until then, other boss paid good money for my
services,” she said. She then grabbed Lucas’s shoulders and pushed down so hard
that she almost dunked him underneath the water in the extravagantly large tub.
“Now, relax and enjoy the service, boss. I promise next time you’ll request it
yourself.”


“What in the heck do you need money this badly
for?” Lucas grumbled as her hands began to work his shoulders and neck. He
hated to admit it, but she was incredibly talented, and it immediately showed.
He had paid professional masseuses back in the day, and none of them produced
results this quickly. He didn’t know if the game made some acts more
pleasurable, her stats somehow influenced his perception, or if the woman was a
natural-born hand-technique goddess, but whatever the reason, the personal
attention was hard to fight.


A few minutes later, there was a knock on the
door.


“Lucas, some people showed up with four
unconscious guys,” Nick called from the other side of the door. “Said they need
to go in the prison. But we don’t have a prison, do we? Also, there are a bunch
of people with mining equipment here. They look really frustrated and said you
told them there was work that needed doing. You wanna take care of that?”


“Nick, I’m going to stab you,” Bonnie said angrily
from behind Lucas. “I’m going to stab you when you least expect it.”


“What?” Nick asked from the opposite side of the
door. “I didn’t do anything. I’m just reporting what’s happening. If it were up
to me, I’d still be in the kitchen trying out our chef’s stuff. That guy is
amazing.”


“Well, whatever,” Lucas muttered, snapping back to
reality. This scene was just too much for him, and he needed to get back to
work. He didn’t have time to sit back and enjoy himself when there was still so
much to do.


He stood up and excused himself before anyone else
could. He didn’t want to see his wife’s naked body again now that he knew it
was being worn by Liu. He moved to grab the clothes Bonnie had provided, and he
quickly caught sight of both women blushing.


“Well, it seems he got my money’s worth,” Liu said
to Bonnie. “At the very least, we know a part of him was very happy with the
treatment.”


Lucas was suddenly aware of exactly why the two
were blushing. Whatever. They can stare if they want.


He was surprised that Bonnie had been able to put
together an outfit so quickly, but he definitely thought it was nice. There was
a sleek black pair of pants with a white shirt befitting a modern-age elite
more than a medieval one. She had also prepared a long, black wool overcoat
that was a shade lighter than the pants. The clothes were exquisitely tailored
despite having been done up in minutes. And, even more impressively, the
chainmail easily fit underneath the garments without making the outfit look
bulky in the slightest.


“You outdid yourself,” Lucas said to Bonnie as he
finished putting it all on.


“Can’t have my boss looking bad,” Bonnie said,
beaming with pride at her handiwork as he put it on.


“I don’t think Lucas has looked bad a day in his
life,” Liu said from the bath. “Oh, Bonnie, while you’re there, could you add a
few more logs to the fire? I don’t want my bath getting cold.”


Bonnie shot Liu an incredulous look but then did
as instructed. “Anything else you need?” she asked, snagging one of the mutton skewers
while she was on the side of the bath Lucas had just left.


“No, nothing else,” Liu said, waving her away.


“Yes, ma’am.” Bonnie gave Liu a salute and then left
with Lucas to the throne room, where the guests were waiting.












Chapter 10


 


 


Character Name: Lucas


Level: -53


Hit Points: 280


Arcane Energy: 800


Stamina: 100


Holy Energy: Class Locked


 


Current Class: Enchanter


 


Stats:


Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
70


Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 0


Fortitude [increases Hit Points by 1% per point]:
0


Charisma: 50


Luck: 0


Unspent: 60


 


Current Elemental Attunement:


Lightning Affinity: 1%


Effects: +2% Lightning Element Damage


+4% Lightning Element Channeling Speed


-2% Non-Lightning Element Channeling Speed


+0.5% Lightning Element Damage Resistance


 


Combat Proficiencies:


None


 


Racial Quest Chain Progress:


Vampire: 1 out of 5 requirements met to start
chain.


 


 


Lucas couldn’t ignore Viola’s angry gaze, which
was permanently fixed on his back. It had been there since they first set off
to find the monster. Lucas had told the workers that he was merely going to
place the prisoners in a cell in the manor’s basement and hear out their case
when they woke up. He had done this to make himself appear somewhat softer to
the people so that they wouldn’t feel like a chain was tightening around their
necks and plot against him during the hours of work he planned to get out of
them. They were his precious laborers, soon to dedicate their existence to
rebuilding his dungeon and repairing his lands for the low, low price of a few
measly pieces of silver and gold.


The moment the workers had left the throne room,
she had started in on him, complaining that he was failing once more as a
villain because he had hidden the true fate of the four people who had tried to
kill him in the bar. None of his reasoning swayed Viola at all. She had just
grumbled that “a real villain needs to never show an ounce of mercy. He needs
to be an unmoving stone whose mere presence exerts pressure on all those around
him.” She insisted that he should tell the people, “Hey, I plan on feeding two
of these to my spider on the bottom floor. She’s been complaining about being
too fat, and this will give her just the amount of points she needs to
practically double her speed as she sheds all of her excess weight with the
Lighter and Tighter evolution. Also, I plan on waking up the bear so that he
can enjoy being eaten alive just because I hate how he was organizing and
sending his own comrades off to die in rebellions against good leaders for some
other bastard’s purpose. Oh, and then I plan on taking the next two men, still
unconscious, to barter with another monster.”


“Hmph.” Viola made an obvious and indignant noise
yet again.


“She’s going to mope the whole way, isn’t she?”
Nick asked.


“She’s not the boss’s boss, and she needs to learn
that she can’t always get her way,” Bonnie said. “If she wants to get her way,
she needs to pay accordingly. It’s the golden rule, after all.”


“The golden rule?” Nick asked.


“Yeah,” Bonnie laughed, “he who gives me gold,
makes the rules.”


“I like that rule,” Lucas said. “Suits me just
fine.”


“Nnn . . . good rule,” Katie added as she
slithered along behind him, carefully avoiding sloshing water as she made her
way across the terrain. Interestingly enough, the Naga chose to carry around
pails of water with her anywhere she went in order to keep her scales wet.
Apparently, it was incredibly uncomfortable whenever they started drying up,
which also decreased her stats and movement speed a small bit. As such, while
traveling with Lucas overland for such an extended period of time, she kept
buckets of water with her that she held with the end of her very long, strong
tail.


“Lucas, you’re just saying that because you have
the most money,” Nick countered.


“Poor person say what?” Bonnie asked, following
her statement up by sticking out her tongue at the man.


“I haven’t been poor for a while,” Nick shot back.


“Right. ‘Cause the boss has been taking care of
you, so learn to abide by the golden rule and stop grumbling so much!”


“Golden rule, schmolden rule—whatever happened to
people committing to their roles?! What villain lets two people get eaten by a
giant spider for betraying him and then doesn’t even get an audience to watch
it! Our Lucas is the star of this show, and as a viewer, I can attest that it
was horrifying to see a giant monster consume the bodies of two people and then
morph into an even stronger and more menacing-looking spider. If we had gotten
people to see that, they’d have been terrified of Lucas! It’d have been great!”
Viola protested.


In truth, the changes in Saba’a had been far
greater than what Lucas had expected after choosing the evolution Lighter and
Tighter. The monstrous spider’s previously tarantula-like exterior had slowly
folded in on itself and condensed until its abdomen was half the volume of its
previous size. The change also opened up a few new evolutionary paths: Even
Lighter and Even Tighter (4 Evolution Points), Jumping Legs (4 Evolution
Points), and Hooking Feet (2 Evolution Points), the last of which seemed to be
an upgrade that would let Saba’a hang from ceilings. Combined with how fast she
was now, the ability to drop in on her prey would certainly make her a more
formidable adversary. He could just imagine how many players might be
completely caught off guard when she fell on them from above while they focused
on killing her minions.


Even though she had clearly not fared very well so
far, she had also earned enough points to grab two more upgrades for herself
thanks to the number of players running the dungeon. Lucas knew it was rather
easy to avoid her section entirely by going through the gates and then fighting
his previously inept guards, so the fault was more likely a traffic issue than
an actual combat issue. He also would have to do something later to change the
layout so that players would be forced to engage her. Since he only had six
points at the moment, he decided to put the first one into Strengthened Silk,
which cost 1 Evolution Point. When he clicked the upgrade, he saw a
notification appear.


Due to the quality of goods improving, your income from
trading silk has gone from 31.6 gold to 47.4 gold per month.


This was massive and made Lucas want to dump more
points into silk-related upgrades, especially since that income increase would
change his new monthly gain after expenditures from 5.6 gold to 21.4. This
would allow Lucas to upgrade his guards’ training from Minimal to Basic and
still have 11.4 Territorial Income left over every month. Without hesitating,
he grabbed the training upgrade right away, and the training stat bonus jumped
from +1 to +2, but they would still need much more time to finish the upgrade.
This meant that most of his guards would have combat abilities over 10 even if
they didn’t level up while he was gone.


Then, after thinking about the possibilities of
how to use his Territorial Income, he looked back toward the options that had
appeared after he gave Saba’a the Strengthened Silk upgrade. The first of the
three options was Sticky Silk (5 Evolution Points), which caused the webs to be
more susceptible to fire, but also made them incredibly sticky, binding to
whomever or whatever they were stuck to. The next one was simply Swordproof
Silk (50 Evolution Points). Considering the average price of evolutions,
Lucas’s jaw almost hit the floor when he saw that evolutionary point price
sticker, but the description was clear: “Only the truly strong or the wielder
of elements will ever be able to break this silk.” It caused Lucas, who had
just been salivating over a mere 15.8 net Territorial Income, to go wide-eyed
with hope. Yes, my income will be massive, but I’ll need to save for that, Lucas
thought, his heart set on Swordproof Silk as he gave a cursory glance to the
last option that had opened up, Long-Range Weaving (2 Evolution Points), a
skill that gave Saba’a and her spiders better control of their webs, allowing
them to more accurately manipulate them and to shoot them farther.


This is where the money is. If this silk turns
out to be as tough as I think it is, players will die to get their hands on it
in the early levels, Lucas thought to himself. He wouldn’t spend another
Evolution Point on Saba’a until she hit 50 total, realizing that not only would
he probably be able to increase his Territorial Income, but he’d also be able
to recoup the money he was spending on hiring Bonnie and Nick, as well as
create a massive incentive for players to fight one of his minibosses.


“You really need to get over it, Viola,” Bonnie
advised, the conversation having gone on while Lucas was busy putting points
into Saba’a’s skills. “Boss never budges. Trust me.”


“You need to stop asking him to put you on
retainer,” Nick laughed.


“You all need to be quiet,” Lucas said, adjusting
the weight of the body slung over his shoulder.


“What? We do?” Nick asked, looking around. “Where
is the monster then?”


“He’s above us,” Bonnie said, pointing up toward
the winged primate in the sky.


Lucas looked up and spied what appeared to be a
silverback gorilla—that is, if a great ape had a pair of wings that extended as
wide as a condor’s. Even stranger, it had four arms and two legs, a tail that
snaked out and split in two halfway down its length, and a beak in place of a
mouth.


“What in the hell do we even call it?” Lucas asked
as he stared up at the blue-furred, blue-winged flying sky monkey thing.


“Uhh . . . Well, from what I know, boss, it’s a
unique monster named Linnaeus,” Bonnie answered. “The forum posts say that it’s
usually pretty hard to find, so I’m surprised it’s so close already.”


“Maybe the blue color of its coat makes it hard
for most players to see against the backdrop of a clear sky, or maybe . . .”
Lucas looked at the two bodies Nick had brought out. That prisoner wasn’t as bloody
as the other Were-Rat Lucas carried, but it still had some dried gore on it.
“It might have smelled us.”


“That makes sense,” Viola said. “Like an air
shark, it smells the blood and thinks that we’ll be an easy kill.”


“How do we get it down though?” Nick asked.


“Yeah, it doesn’t seem to want to come to attack
us, even though it clearly knows we’re here. Bonnie, was there info on how to
start the fight?” Lucas asked.


“I don’t know about that, but”—Bonnie looked over
at Lucas with a smirk on her face—“I can think of one idea.”


“Which is?” Lucas asked.


“Fried chicken,” she answered, taking her backpack
off. “If it came out and began circling just because we’re here, then it’s
clearly hungry. Why not cook something up to lure it down? If your chef skills
are good enough, you’ll have that thing swooping down in no time.”


“That might be hard since none of us have food on
us though,” Lucas said. “Or at least I don’t think we do. Much less the stuff
to cook with it.”


“Umm . . .” Katie began, shyly breaking into the
conversation.


Nick opened his mouth to interrupt her, but Bonnie
was ready. She smacked him with a healing scepter she had seemingly pulled out
of thin air while shouting, “HEAL!” as she did it.


“You know, I can handle heals in the future,”
Viola said, interrupting Katie anyway despite Bonnie’s attempt to let the Naga
speak.


“For Nick?” Bonnie asked.


Nick got up and dusted himself off, scowling at
Bonnie the whole time.


“Yes. I wouldn’t want you to feel uncomfortable
because you had to operate in a manner outside of your preferred class,” Viola
explained.


“And, Katie, what were you going to add?” Lucas
asked, not wanting the quietest member of his group to get overshadowed.


“Food. I have a lot in my backpack. I . . . uhh .
. . I didn’t know. Umm . . . I thought you’d be a bad cook. My sister always
said men constantly ask women to cook.”


“That’s . . .” Lucas wanted to argue, but then he
thought about the number of times a girl would show up in older games and
immediately be asked by the male players to make a sandwich or something. It
had happened a lot. “Yeah,” he conceded.


“I can make some now. I planned to . . . umm . . .
make some grilled salmon.” She produced two large fish and a giant knife before
Lucas even agreed with her plan. After that, she started to pull out a grill,
charcoal, a pan, a cutting board, and a few plates, really demonstrating
exactly how much Bonnie had in her backpack and how well the backpack worked at
shrinking objects. In moments, she had set up an entire picnic kitchen while everyone
else just watched on in curiosity.


Years of watching BluTube videos had taught Lucas
one thing: that he was easily mesmerized by someone cooking. The hours he had
wasted watching what his mother had dubbed “food porn” were many, and he had
genuinely been sad when he reached the end of high school and actually had to
stop binging on cooking segments so that he could study. Even today, he
couldn’t help but think about how many languages he could have learned if not
for watching all those videos.


“Wow,” Nick said as he watched Katie work the
miniature portable camping kitchenette.


She used a combination of lemon, garlic, salt, soy
sauce and brown sugar to create the perfect flavoring for the salmon, and once
she started cooking, Lucas had to admit he was surprised at how wonderfully the
smells graced his nose. Looking up, he saw that the primate was equally
interested, swooping lower and lower down during the cooking process.


“Lo! Human! It is I! The great and mighty
Linnaeus!” the primate squawked out from its beak as it landed a few feet from
the group. “Unhand that delectable treat or prepare to become one!”


“So, I take it you’re hungry?” Lucas asked,
ignoring the threat as he tossed the body that he had been carrying on the
ground. “If you are, we have plenty of things to eat.” He nodded toward the
body as well. “That is, if you agree to our terms.”


“Terms?” Linnaeus asked, his eyes narrowing as he
stared at Lucas. “What terms could prey have with a predator?”


“Well . . .” Lucas began rocking back on his heels
and acting as casually as possible while glancing over at the food. “I suppose
the terms we have are pretty simple. You can either eat with us, dine with us,
break bread with us and drop that attitude, or we can kill you right here and
see if the next monster we meet agrees to our generous offer.”


“Monster?” Linnaeus glared. “I see. So, that’s how
you view my kind. We’re just monsters, and you lot are the civilized folk
coming here to make deals with us barbaric beasts!”


“Well, you do kind of eat people,” Nick offered.


“And you eat pigs. What of it?! Do you think that
my diet instantly mandates that I must behave like some philistine fiend, a
monster?” Linnaeus stepped forward, his giant beak inches away from Nick’s
face.


“I wouldn’t be offering you a contract if I
thought you a barbaric person, incapable of abiding by it,” Lucas said,
stepping forward and sticking out his hand. “I’m here because I respect you
enough to want your services for my own, and I’ve brought what I hope is adequate
payment.”


“Yes, you have brought that, and they’re still
breathing. Good.” Linnaeus scratched the bottom part of his beak as if it were
a beard. “Intentions and manners—you’re quite the charismatic one. I suppose
working with you won’t be entirely impossible.” Linnaeus took Lucas’s hand and
gave it a shake. “I’m always pleased to make the acquaintance of someone like
yourself, someone who won’t put himself above me and treat me like a mindless
ape.”


“Of course.” Lucas smiled as he gripped Linnaeus’s
hand tightly and maintained eye contact. “I can tell this will be the beginning
of a long and fruitful relationship.”


“Indeed,” Linnaeus replied, his left eye squinting
as he chomped his beak. “Which is why, like civilized gentlemen, we should,
before settling any business, break bread.”


“I don’t think we have any bread on us,” Lucas
replied though. “Unless you have some?”


“Any food item can count as bread for this
symbolic gesture. All we need is to have a meal to split between us, to
symbolize our mutual trust in each other, and you’ve brought one.”


Lucas looked over at Katie, who was still cooking
the salmon. “Ah . . . it’ll be done soon,” he said, only to have Linnaeus shake
his head.


“No,” Linnaeus objected, “that is not the meal you
brought for me. That’s the meal you brought for yourself.” He then lifted one
of his hands up to point at the two bodies Lucas had brought to bribe him with.
“That’s the meal you brought me.”


At this point, Lucas could feel everyone’s anxiety.
A collective set of breaths were inhaled and held. His party members were all
staring holes into the back of his head, waiting for his response.


Monster Contract: Linnaeus’s Appetite.






Soaring above all the other sentient creatures
that resided in the jungles he called home, Linnaeus’s arrogance grew to
mountainous proportions before he ever reached maturity. However, whether it
was the tree people, mankind, the mountain folk, the beast men, or the water
tribes, all the people he met regarded him as lesser, their eyes filled with
disdain that Linnaeus could see from a mile above the ground. Linnaeus grew to
hate their beady eyes and judgmental tones, but then you came along and talked
to him, not screaming or treating him like a foul monster upon first sight as
so many before you did. 






For this reason, he is willing to work with you if
you can prove your belief that he is not simply a monster. Break bread with
Linnaeus, and do so by eating the most favored piece from the body you brought
for him to savor: the eye, uncooked. Do this, and you will have completed the
contract. 






Warning: If you do not break bread and eat the
eyeball, then Linnaeus will consider you the same as all of the others who
looked down on him and will attack you on sight in all future meetings.


Lucas frowned as he read the quest description.
“The eyeball, eh?” Lucas said to no one in particular, staring down at Fiddle’s
unconscious body. The two Were-Rats he had brought personally weren’t much
different than any other humanoid, and the thought of eating Fiddle’s eye honestly
made Lucas cringe and feel a bit queasy. For a moment, he debated if it might
just be better to kill Linnaeus and go find another monster altogether, and it
took every ounce of his willpower to prevent his body from betraying his
reservations.


“Are you trying to decide which of them to savor?”
Linnaeus asked, his sharp eyes studying each minute movement on Lucas’s face.


Lucas shook his head. “No, I think it’ll be that
one,” he said, pointing to Fiddle. “I’m just wondering if you’re going to want
to eat the other one at the same time, perhaps like a ritual?” He was
attempting to buy time as he tried his best to prepare himself for what had to
be done for this quest, all while listening to his inner monologue scream
against it. We can get another monster. This is going to ruin my appetite
for a week.


“Of course,” Linnaeus chirped. “That sounds
wonderful. Here, I’ll extract them for us. I have experience in the matter.”
The primate picked up Fiddle’s body by the throat as if it were a
cotton-stuffed doll and snapped his neck in the process. He then plucked out
each of the eyes in one fluid motion with two of his other hands as if he had
just yanked buttons off the same doll. It was a brutal but quick process that
very clearly demonstrated exactly how strong Linnaeus was. Then, turning back
to Lucas, the creature stuck out one of his hands, offering the eyeball for
Lucas to take. “Here you go. I saved the right one for you. It’s always the
tastier of the two.”


One eye can taste better than the other? He
took the “tastier” eye in his hand without looking down at it, keeping his own
eyes focused on the prize: the new addition he was about to get for his
dungeon.


“You know, if you don’t want to eat it, and it’s
necessary for the dungeon, I will,” Katie offered.


“No, I’m not about to turn down a chance to break
bread with a new friend,” Lucas replied, quickly cutting her off. He knew she
meant well, but if he didn’t take the eye and eat it, then the quest was a
failure. Linnaeus obviously had some trauma from people rejecting him because
of his choice in dinner, so even without the quest prompt, Lucas knew how he
needed to behave and the words he needed to say.


“Excellent. Now, shall we?” Linnaeus’s tongue
flicked out and licked around the edges of his beak as he stared at the eye in
his hand, clearly eager to enjoy the flavor.


“You don’t want to bless this momentous occasion,
the day my manor gets a chance to welcome a new—” Lucas had started off
stalling, hoping to throw several flattering words at Linnaeus while he
finished readying himself to eat the eyeball, when out an arrow soared past
him, nearly blowing his head off and killing him on the spot.


“What in the—?!” Lucas shouted, looking over to
Bonnie.


“Sorry, boss! I forgot to play lookout. I was . .
. with the . . .” She didn’t need to explain. No one had been paying attention
to anything but the encounter with Linnaeus while eagerly waiting to see if
Lucas would actually eat a person’s eyeball.


Lucas ducked behind one of the larger trees, and
the rest quickly followed his example by diving behind various forms of cover.
Only Nick wasn’t fast enough, and he was struck in the chest before he could
get behind anything. The Dark Knight simply screamed out a string of
profanities and raised his shield toward the group of enemies.


“Linnaeus,” Lucas shouted, drawing the beast’s
attention, “don’t forget our pact. You’re with us for this battle!” While
Linnaeus was watching him, he popped the eyeball into his mouth and bit down.
The eye was just as slimy as he had expected, squishing between his teeth and
popping like an especially juicy soft-skinned grape.


An event has occurred. You have partially completed
another requirement to begin the Vampire quest chain.






You have completed Monster Contract: Linnaeus’s Appetite
but have also been ambushed by enemy players that have a quest to kill
Linnaeus. If Linnaeus dies during their quest, you will lose 5 levels, and he
will respawn but be inaccessible in the future as a contracted beast.


Yup, I’m never going to be able to forget this,
Lucas thought as he gulped down the eye. He then readied his staff and began
charging up Chain Lightning.


“You surprise me, Human,” Linnaeus laughed. “Even
till the end, I had thought that you would never join me in a feast of flesh. I
shall not let you down!” The primate pounded his chest with all four hands and
took off into the sky.


The only real threat to the group at the moment
was the rain of arrows, and Lucas risked peeking out from around the tree so as
to get a good look at the enemy group. He wasn’t able to gather much
information from the brief glimpse, but he did catch sight of a Mage carrying
one of the more advanced Earth-type magic staves, which was better than Lucas’s
own. Then, suddenly, Earthen Walls quickly began erecting themselves around the
field, separating off each of the players.


What the hell? Lucas popped out from behind
his tree and unleashed Chain Lightning on the nearest target. Unfortunately,
that target had a shield, and all three of his bursts of Chain Lightning
bounced off and scattered to the ground near the enemy, rendering the spell
completely worthless.


Another arrow came soaring toward him and caught
him in the shoulder. Crap! What the hell, Linnaeus?! Don’t tell me I ate
that damn eyeball for nothing! Lucas watched the primate swoop toward him.
He didn’t know what the blue beast was thinking, and he was slightly annoyed by
the fact that Linnaeus was having to enter combat before being put to work at
the manor.


Lucas wanted to provide some supporting fire, but
he didn’t really know what was going on. He had positioned himself with his
back against the tree, and one of the earthen barriers had sprung up to his
left. He knew that there was at least one tank somewhere in the foliage behind
him and there was at least one bow wielder that would snipe at him the second
he showed himself. He also knew that somewhere there was an Earth-happy caster
throwing up line-of-sight-blocking walls everywhere who would likely change to
damage spells soon.


“Come now, friend. We have foes to kill!” Linnaeus
exclaimed happily as he landed beside Lucas. “You’ve honored me, and now, I
shall honor you. Afterward, we shall have even more food to feast upon!” An
arrow struck the primate’s condor-sized wing, bouncing off and leaving behind
little more than a small graze that didn’t even seem to dampen his jolly mood.


Ugh. You idiot. Why does everyone in an escort
quest have to act suicidal? Lucas griped. “Linnaeus, don’t worry about this
fight. I know that you’re with us, but you need to get out of here. I’ll
consider the contract fulfilled, so just take to the skies and head toward the
manor southwest of here.”


“You, a Human, would”—the ape threw all four hands
over his heart—“put my safety above your own? How then do you expect me to leave?!”


Really? Lucas’s frustration ballooned as he
realized his words had ensured the monster would stay and fight. Freaking
Charisma score! Why must you make me so charming to NPCs that they risk their
life for me? As he was complaining to himself, he felt Linnaeus grab his
shoulders and spin him around. “What the—”


“PREPARE YOURSELF FOR THE FIGHT!” Linnaeus roared,
his remaining two hands fastening onto Lucas’s waist. Half a second later,
Lucas felt nothing but air beneath his feet as the primate, clutching him
tightly with his four hands, hoisted him into the sky. “Now, use your fancy
tools and gadgets to rain hell down on our foes!” Linnaeus said, before
releasing a loud ca-caw into the sky.


Lucas was annoyed that the monster was essentially
using him as a weapon, but he had to admit that Linnaeus wasn’t a fool. Looking
down from above, he could tell at a glance that, if Linnaeus had just charged
right at the enemy, the attack would have ended in grim failure.


Some forty feet from the tree Lucas had been hiding
behind, there was a tanky character holding a massive, glowing blue shield
positioned in front of two Mages and an Archer, and then there was another
tank, one without a glowing shield, fifteen feet to the first’s left. Behind
the second tank were two more Archers and a Mage. Behind those two were two
players with scepters casting heals on the tanks and creating Force Shields
where the Earthen Walls didn’t offer enough protection. The Mages had narrower
attack channels because of all the barriers, but it also meant that they were
effectively protected from almost every angle—except from above.


When the Archers saw Lucas and Linnaeus flying
together above them, they started training their arrows at the pair instead of
his untargetable group. Given Linnaeus’s massive fourteen-foot wingspan, it was
impossible to dodge more than one incoming projectile at a time, and Lucas
could hear the creature let out a small grunt with each arrow that struck him.


As Lucas listened to his new partner accumulate
damage, he looked down and checked on the rest of his people. For the most
part, they were cowering behind trees that were currently being blasted to
shreds by giant scorching rays of fire. Bonnie and Katie were together on the
left while Nick and Viola were together on the enemy’s right. Each pair had
been cordoned off from the other by the Mages’ walls.


“Viola! Get a heal on Linnaeus!” Lucas shouted
when he saw Viola immediately throw a barrier up in front of Nick and heal him
the second after. A small, translucent-white halo had appeared above Nick’s
head, and Lucas knew that wasn’t part of the typical Dark Knight skill set.
That meant Viola apparently also had access to more spells than what Lucas was
accustomed to seeing. “He’s more important than Nick!”


“Healing Linnaeus right in front of the enemies?
Wicked! Count me in!” Viola shouted back gleefully. Seconds later, Lucas
twisted around to see the arrows being expelled from his wings.


Then, as if having received a second wind,
Linnaeus plunged downward, dipping low with Lucas in front of him.


Lucas only had two attacks on his staff, and he
was much closer to specializing in Lightning than Fire, so as he came barreling
toward the ground, he started unleashing wave after wave of triple-charged
electric blasts. The tank carriers did well to intercept the attacks, leaving
Linnaeus and Lucas wide open to counterattacks, but Lucas quickly found their
weak spot: their Healers. The enemy had left them so far back that no one could
have engaged them under normal circumstances. Thanks to Linnaeus’s flight speed
and Viola’s healing, Lucas was able to close the distance and hit them hard. He
rained down wave after wave of attacks while Linnaeus whizzed back and forth
above them. The Healers practically melted under the relentless assault, and
Linnaeus pulled back into the sky once again.


Lucas spared a few parting shots at the tanks for
good measure, simply because he could, but they were once again repulsed.


“I don’t know how much longer I can hold out!”
Bonnie shouted. She sprinted out from behind the tree she was using for cover
and ran over to another, taking an arrow to the back as she moved. Unlike Nick,
Lucas, and Linnaeus, however, she had no one who could heal her, and there was
nothing that anyone could do at the moment to peel pressure off of her.


“Bonnie, I hate telling you this, but switch to
Healer,” Lucas shouted back.


“I can’t! My bag is . . . Boss, just do
something!”


“Yeah, come on, Prince Charming! I’m running out
of Holy Energy here!” Viola yelled up at him.


Linnaeus, clearly thinking that the title Prince
Charming was aimed at him, responded, “Don’t worry, little girl! No one shall
defeat my master’s people while I am here! Come now, master! Redouble your
efforts. This lady’s Prince Charming is supporting you! Ca-caw!” Linnaeus cried
out, once again diving toward the enemies.


“Actually . . . Wait!” Lucas replied, stopping the
flying ape. At the rate things were currently going, Lucas knew that he
wouldn’t be able to win even if he burned his entire supply of Arcane Energy on
Chain Lightnings. His spells simply weren’t powerful enough to punch through
the enemy shields. He did, however, still have Meddling Minds. “Just keep me
from getting hit.” Lucas began channeling the mind control skill, focusing the
spell on the warrior with the glowing blue shield.


“Look at you,” Lucas yelled down at the enemy
tank. “You’re shouldering your entire team’s safety by yourself, yet they don’t
seem to care at all about you. They could easily pack themselves tighter behind
your shield and make your life easier, but they spread out instead, leaving you
jumping back and forth. How pitiful!”


Linnaeus failed to move out of the way in time,
and an arrow sank deep into Lucas’s right thigh, dropping him down to 181 Hit
Points in a single strike. Even worse, the second the arrow struck, the spell
began to backfire.


Arcane Energy was channeled through circuits into
a focus crystal which was affixed to the staff, and the player then used his
individual willpower to craft the spell until it was ready to activate. With
his mind being assaulted by the pain from his newly acquired injury, it took
everything he had in him to maintain his concentration. The spell had already
absorbed a large amount of energy, and as it started to battle its way out of
the necklace and into his body, Lucas fought with all of his being to push it
in once more and not let it overpower his mind and cancel the spell completely.


It felt like someone was pounding a large metal
spike through his chest, just above his collarbone. The sensation then spread
outward from that point of origin like a spiderweb, with most of the pain
heading toward his head. I can’t fail. I need this to succeed, Lucas
thought, steeling himself. I can do this. He inhaled deeply and tried to
control his breathing while he did everything he could to stabilize his mind.
He recovered after a few tense seconds, but it was only a brief mental state of
mind that did nothing to heal his leg or actually finish the spell.


The reflux of energy had ravaged his upper body
and dropped him down to 109 health. Viola could have easily healed his
injuries, but she had her hands full keeping Linnaeus’s health topped off so
that he could remain in the air. An occasional burst of fire had started
soaring toward the airborne ape along with the arrows. Linnaeus was thankfully
moving in a way that kept Lucas mostly safe, but that didn’t leave him with
much room for error.


The fact that Lucas wasn’t getting heals for the
moment was an added pressure, another layer of anxiety he had to push out of
his mind. For some reason, he suddenly thought of Liu’s scarred face and what
she must have gone through during the accident. Despite major recent leaps in
medical technology and the best care money could buy, that wound had still left
its mark.


Mana began flowing back into the crystal all at
once, leaving a small energy vacuum where it had just been, and the spell
finally activated. The tank had previously been mitigating the damage received
by his party rather well—so well, in fact, that everyone was in perfect shape
despite both their Healers having been turned to ash—but when the spell hit, he
instantly lowered his shield. He turned around and, in a flurry, activated a
Chi attack at the Archer positioned directly behind him. The tank’s sword
glowed red and then cut through the Archer, completely severing him in two as
five rapid attacks dug into the same spot in succession.


Knowing that the spell would wear off any second,
Lucas capitalized by blasting the Mage that had been constantly erecting
Earthen Walls with three bursts of Chain Lightning. The first burst sent the
Mage to the ground, and the second one clearly finished him off, but the third
turned his flesh into Alfar barbecue. The assault was excessive, but Lucas didn’t
want to take any chances. He also needed to vent a little frustration.


“You traitor!” a second Archer shouted. He
redirected his aim and shot at the sword-and-board warrior whom Lucas had mind
controlled, but the arrow never landed. The fighter simply spun around and
blocked the attack, and only the cling of metal let Lucas know exactly how
deadly the shot would have been. Since the Archer was distracted with the
immediate threat of the fighter in front of him, Lucas fired off another salvo
of Lightning. The second tank intercepted Lucas’s attack before it connected,
once again turning it away and redirecting it harmlessly into the ground, but
then an arrow struck him right through his gritted teeth.


Lucas jerked around and spied Katie. She had
evidently spied the same opportunity that he had and had landed a critical
headshot right through the man’s face, splattering bits of spinal cord and
vertebra across the tree and ground behind him.


Five down, three to go.


“Ignore the players. It doesn’t matter what we do.
We just need to kill that bird-beast monster,” the remaining enemy tank
shouted, pointing toward the sky.


“Right!” both of the remaining two Archers called
back before returning their fire to Linnaeus.


“Linnaeus,” Lucas began, “I hate asking this, but
you’re going to need to use me as a shield.” Lucas saw the Archers preparing
for a coordinated volley. They weren’t going to kill the beast with Viola
continuously healing him if they didn’t do a ridiculous amount of damage
quickly, so they had begun activating one of the skills Lucas knew some Archers
had: Multi-Shot. It let an Archer, with the help of his Chi, stack multiple
arrows into a single bow, with a maximum of five for newer players and ten for
experts. The skill had two downsides, however, that generally meant players
avoided using it PVP. First, it took two to three times as long to nock all the
arrows. Second, it was unusually hard to land all five shots, much less ten.
The one thing they had working in their favor was Linnaeus’s size and
slow-moving pace.


“Never, young master!” Linnaeus cried. “Your
selfless heroism even for one not of your kind cannot be easily found again in
another. I won’t let you die!”


“Well, it’s either I die, or you die, and if you
die, I’m dying anyway, so just use my body as a shield. I’m going down either
way,” Lucas said. “This is an order from your ‘young master.’”


Linnaeus let out a loud ca-caw. “So short was my
service! I shall not forget you!” the primate shouted, simultaneously letting
go of Lucas. Without the added task of trying to make sure Lucas didn’t get
hit, or perhaps just without the burden of Lucas’s additional weight, Linnaeus
was clearly fast enough to get away from the Multi-Shot; and, as Lucas dropped
toward the ground, he was able to see how Linnaeus easily tore through the
skies and escaped from danger. Assured of his own death and preparing to
respawn, Lucas thankfully appreciated how fast Linnaeus was. Lucas sighed and
closed his eyes.


“Don’t freaking think about it!” Viola shouted. A
giant Force Shield caught him after only ten to twenty-five feet of freefall.


Lucas slammed down on the shield on the flat of
his back, dropping his precious 109 health down to 16 in a second. All of the
air was forced out of his lungs, leaving him gasping for breath and writhing in
agony, and it felt like his spine had snapped underneath the pressure.


“Yo— b-b—” Lucas gasped out the monosyllabic
curses as he sucked in massive breaths. Dying wouldn't have even felt this
bad! Why the heck did you keep me alive?! Lucas wanted to yell down to
Viola, and it was then that he realized that she was taking this game a lot
more seriously than he was. At the moment, only his objective mattered. Yet, as
he heard Viola yelling encouragements and forbidding him from crossing over, he
felt a little touched.


He stared up at the clouds above him, trying to
relax and ignore the sensations wracking his body as his Hit Points continued
to fall roughly 1 every two seconds from internal bleeding. There wasn’t
anything he could do, so he just lay there and tried to enjoy the breeze across
his face as much as he could. He got as low as 7 health before the first heal
landed, accompanied by a reproach.


“Stop making me pull out this damn scepter, will
you?” Bonnie griped. “How can you give me the best class and still make me use
this thing?”


“Sorry,” Lucas apologized half-heartedly. A second
Force Shield materialized right on top of the last one, holding Lucas in place
and letting him rest a moment longer as he gazed into the expanse. Liu? What
the hell? He didn’t know why her face came up or what had been going
through his mind when he was trying to stop that feedback from Meddling Minds.


“You gonna come down yet?” Bonnie asked again as
another healing spell washed over him. The warm sensation coupled with the
complete cessation of pain created a near orgasmic feeling in his body. It was
amazing how good it felt to just go from being in agony to feeling fine. Yet
Lucas decided he still didn’t want to have the whole experience again. He stood
up, dusted himself off and poked his chest where the most agonizing sensations
had been just moments before. I really need to drop the pain realism level
to at least 50% or 80%. This 100% is killing me.


“Yeah, yeah, I’ll get to it,” Lucas said in reply
to the fox girl. Below him, he saw that one of the Archers was dead with arrows
in his body, and the other appeared to have been brutally hacked apart. The
tank’s dismembered corpse had been scattered around the area, and Linnaeus was
munching on one of his arms as if it were watermelon on a sunny day.


“I’m glad to see you’re still alive, young
master,” Linnaeus said, waving the arm at Lucas. “There are several of the
finest eyeballs down here if you want to come and eat with me.”


So, it was a complete success. He hadn’t
been up there that long, but in a short period of time, Katie and Linnaeus had
apparently taken out the remaining players. “I’m good,” Lucas called down.


Linnaeus wagged the arm again at Lucas as if
inviting him to dinner. “Are you sure? Combined with the two bodies you brought
me earlier, there is plenty to snack on.”


“Yeah,” Lucas said. “I’m good. You just enjoy it.
I’m usually more of a cheese man if you want to split some of that.”


Linnaeus paused, pressing the arm against his chin
as he scratched his head with two of his other three hands. “I think I will
have to try this ‘cheese.’ But not right now. This type of feast rarely shows
up at my door.”


“No worries. You can take your time. I still have
plenty to do today. Can’t be gorging myself on food when I have so many tasks
that need doing,” Lucas said as he choked down the revulsion he felt at the
idea and tried not to let it show on his face. He was going to have to find a
way to get the idea of sharing cannibalistic meals out of the flying primate’s
head.


“Well, regardless of whether we break bread again
today or tomorrow, I can already tell you this has been a fruitful employ
already. You said your manor was to the south? Is that the one where Kegan used
to be?”


“You knew him?” Lucas asked.


“He organized adventurers to kill me often. In a
way, he was responsible for my meals.” Linnaeus finished off the arm he was
working on and moved to the next, talking with his mouth full.


Even though Linnaeus spoke like a model gentleman, behaving
rather politely and acting with a sincerity that was rarely matched among the
men whom Lucas had met, his conversational deportment was in stark contrast to
his table manners. Lucas had trouble watching as Linnaeus devoured his prize,
yet he couldn’t look away either. Strangely, the rest of the group seemed to be
just as captivated as he was. Lucas was so absorbed that he only caught the
tail end of the kill messages and other notifications from the battle.


You have killed Fonzarius the Suave, another
player. You have been awarded 20 EXP. A fancy leather jacket, a fancy pair of
boots, 17 gold, and 32 silver have dropped upon death.






Your repetitive use of Lightning based elemental
spells has increased your Lightning Affinity from 1 to 1.5 %.






Due to repetitive struggles maintaining the flow of
pure arcanum within your body, your Arcane Energy Resistance has increased from
0 to 2%.


After roughly five minutes of the group gawking at the
train-wreck-level catastrophe that was a giant primate devouring people’s
still-warm bodies, the notification Lucas had been waiting for finally
appeared.


Monster Contract: Linnaeus’s Appetite.






While Linnaeus’s hunger is nearly endless, so is
his loyalty to those he believes to be his friends, one of which you have proven
yourself by completing the basic parts of this quest and additionally creating
the perception of self-sacrificial character, a trait that Linnaeus considers
the noblest feature of all for a ruling class. You have earned Linnaeus’s
unerring loyalty. He sees you as a brother in arms and will treat you like
family, not as a master, when outside your territory, but he will obey all
orders and serve you well when defending your dungeon. 






Additionally, your service in battle has touched
Linnaeus. He has thus chosen to grant you one of his most prized trinkets, a
bobble he has kept with him for ages. You now have Alfar Knight’s Night.






Linnaeus - Primate Quest Level Miniboss.

Loyalty Level: Zealous (cannot be lowered by evolution choices).

Current Evolutions: Four Arms, Not Four Eyes.

Remaining Evolution Points: 10.

Loot Level: [10/10].


Lucas wasn’t able to stop himself from immediately
opening up the Dungeon Menu and then Linnaeus's evolution section when he saw
Linnaeus’s Loot Level and the fact that he already had ten Evolution Points.
The anticipation he felt over customizing this monster was akin to the same
excitement that a child felt while rushing down the stairs to open up Christmas
presents. It was thrilling. Other people should have this feeling too, Lucas
suddenly thought as he brought up the menu. People would fight for the
ability to do this as well. Guilds might struggle daily and deliberate over
exactly how to achieve this goal. This is fun. Why am I the only one who gets
to do this? Why didn’t Liu already put this player-operated dungeon plan in
motion on a wider scale for everyone to take part in? It’s simple.


He opened the display that fully listed all of
Linnaeus’s possible evolutions, and above Four Arms, Not Four Eyes, there were
three options:


[Grey] Four Arms, Why Not Four Tails? (2 Evolution
Points): Linnaeus’s tail will split in two
once more, creating four separate and independent tails that may be used for
both attacking and holding objects.


[Grey] Four Arms, Why Not Four Wings? (2 Evolution
Points): Linnaeus's agility in flight could be
better, and with an extra pair of wings, his flight speed will be improved by a
minor amount, and his mobility in the air will be increased by a significant
amount. His ground mobility will be negatively impacted, but only slightly.


[Grey] Four Arms, Four Eyes (1 Evolution Point): Due to his eyes being those of a primate and not
suited for high-altitude hunting, Linnaeus’s ability to spot and target prey
has always been lacking in comparison to raptors or other flying predators.
With an extra pair of sharper eyes, Linnaeus will enjoy much greater visual
acuity.


Then, on top of those three branches that were built off of
the initial evolution, Linnaeus had already taken, there were more branch
options offering some neat tricks.


[Blue] Shifting Tides of Blue (4 Evolution Points):
Linnaeus prides himself on the fact his coat
of fur and his feathers are both close to the color of the sky, but neither of
them has matched it yet. With this evolution, Linnaeus’s exterior will not only
be several shades of blue closer to the sky’s own color, but it will also
slowly shift throughout the day to continuously mimic the color of the sky,
changing from a whitish blue in the day to a very dark blue at night, making
him significantly harder to spot.


[Grey] Thrown Ambitions (4 Evolution Points): This option will shorten Linnaeus’s arms, allowing
him to use the top two arms to throw objects with both speed and precision as
well as use projectile-based weapons such as a bow in a manner not possible by
other non-human primates. When selected, the melee damage that Linnaeus does
will take a slight penalty.


[Grey] Weaponized Rear (2 Evolution Points): This option will add a sharp spike to the end of
each of Linnaeus’s tails. These talons will significantly improve his melee
combat capabilities.


[Grey] Mouthing off (4 Evolution Points): This option will replace Linnaeus’s sharp tearing
beak with a much stronger standardized primate jaw, trading in the precise
sharpness of the beak with a more crushing bite, allowing Linnaeus to do
significantly higher damage to armored foes.


Looking at all the options, Lucas didn’t know
exactly what to pick. Given the way Linnaeus had used him during combat,
treating him like a handheld Lightning-firing machine gun, it might be best to
make sure the creature had some type of ranged ability. But he wasn’t certain.
Most people considered melee combat to be more honorable than ranged, and speed
would make melee a much greater threat.


Yeah, speed is what is needed, Lucas
decided, spending two points to select Four Arms, Why Not Four Wings? as the
first evolution. When he picked it, he was pleased to see three more options
open up. Two were centered around feather types, explaining how one slightly
boosted Linnaeus’s glide speed, and the other one slightly boosted his
mobility, but Lucas had no idea what the system was talking about. The last
option sacrificed a small amount of speed but gave Linnaeus the type of
feathery wings that many snow owls have, allowing him to fly silently through
the sky. Seeing that option available for two more Evolution Points and
Shifting Tides of Blue, which would give Linnaeus built-in camouflage while
flying, Lucas couldn’t help but take both. This left him with two points, but
he was immensely pleased that his new dungeon monster would now be super
stealthy.


The last point he spent was on the skill
Weaponized Rear. Since Linnaeus was now able to move about stealthily, he
wanted to make sure that the flying primate was able to deal the greatest
amount of damage in the shortest period of time, and it seemed like a
worthwhile investment for boosting his close-ranged attacks.


More and more options were opened up as Lucas made
his final selections, but since he didn’t have the Evolution Points to choose
them, and since he didn’t want to tease himself by seeing what he couldn’t
have, he backed out of the menus. They would be there when he came back later,
waiting for him like wrapped presents, ready to be enjoyed when he had points
to modify this creature further.


“Wow,” Viola, Nick, and Bonnie exclaimed as they
watched Linnaeus morph before their eyes.


“Excellent choices indeed. You have done well!”
Linnaeus said, looking over his own body and admiring the new changes. “I
cannot wait to see what metamorphoses await me next!”


Given the way the evolution chain looked, six
arms and six tails look like they might be in your future. “Well, no matter
what it is, I’m going to have to trust my people and my land to your protection,
Linnaeus,” Lucas said. “I have to go stop a rebellion and save some nobility
from destruction.” Satisfied with his changes and the contract, Lucas moved
Linnaeus to his manor using the Dungeon Menu. He placed him right on top of the
manor itself so that he would fly around the place as if he were a gargoyle
protecting his castle.


Since Lucas wasn’t in the dungeon when he made the
change, Linnaeus didn’t just vanish before his eyes. Instead, the flying
primate grabbed Lucas again and hoisted him into the air. “If you have work to
do, then we shall go!” Linnaeus said, flying off with Lucas in his arms.


Lucas tried to object, but the words were jumbled
by the onrush of air, leaving him incoherently babbling about nothing in
particular. Even after having taken only a single flight with the primate, it
was instantly obvious that the speed upgrade was in effect. The air whipped
past Lucas’s eyes and ears and rushed into his mouth, so he eventually just
gave up his protestations and fell silent instead.


Well, hopefully, the group will rush back to
the keep and meet up with me, Lucas thought as he was whisked through the
air. He knew he should have felt somewhat emasculated by the way he was being
cradled in the creature’s arms, but his lazy attitude left him with a rather
positive impression of the experience. It was an easy way to travel, and the
scenery was beautiful. Staring at the clouds as Linnaeus tore through them
reminded him of the months that he spent with Liu—when he didn’t know she was
Liu—soaking in the sun while listening to her talk about castle life. He just
listened to her. Although, now that I put it in the right light, I suppose
all those tasks she was complaining about weren’t exactly castle problems but
probably her issues adjusting to her job as a GM. Lucas remembered well how
much she had mentioned hating her boss. He had just assumed that she had meant
Dray von Maidbanger, but it could very well have been some jerk at her office
who was constantly perving on her.


“Here we are,” Linnaeus said as he set Lucas down
in front of the manor. The trip to find Linnaeus had taken half an hour, but
the flight back had only taken a few minutes. Linnaeus was, without a doubt,
the fastest mode of transportation on the entire island.


“Thanks for the lift,” Lucas replied. “I’m going
to take care of a few things, but then I’ll be heading out. Do you think you
can take care of the place while I’m gone?”


“Without a doubt. No one shall enter this
establishment without your say so!” Linnaeus bragged, pounding his chest. “I
will show those common thugs and peasants the nobility of the sky.”


Lucas watched Linnaeus take to the sky. This
guy definitely thinks very highly of himself, but given that he has a Loot
Level of 10 and that the party who came to defeat him had eight players, it
makes sense. With how the loot system works and how many parties one has to
wipe out in a row to reach his Loot Level, he has to be nearly undefeated.
After the modifications I’ve given him, he can swoop down and kill someone
before the enemy even notices he’s there. Those words are definitely not empty
gestures.


Since Lucas had time to kill before his party
reconnected with him, he decided to go check out the new bobble he had, the
Alfar Knight’s Night. It was a silver- and black-crested armlet, and it glowed
as he pulled it out. He equipped the item to see if the system would tell him
what it did, and he instantly noticed that the armlet seemed to absorb light
around him, creating a bubble of semi-darkness. Over three-fourths of the light
in a two-foot radius around him vanished and then, to make things even more
interesting, the stolen light appeared to bunch up into a tiny, little moon
that hovered a foot away from his wrist. It circled through the air as if
orbiting some unknown object.


It took a minute, but Lucas eventually developed a
theory as to what the armlet was. Alfar were mostly casters and marksmen, and
camouflage wasn’t the only way to stay hidden. The small moon was likely
designed to draw the attention of people trying to attack him. Combined with
the fact that he was now partially hidden in a cloak of darkness, it would make
him harder to hit. The enemy would likely misjudge his exact location, and the
ball of light would hopefully entice someone to shoot where he wasn’t. This
little “bobble” would definitely be helpful, either to him or anyone else in
his small-but-growing cadre.


Speaking of Archers . . . Lucas suddenly
remembered Katie. He had been holding onto the item Isabel’s Tears because none
of his core party were Archers, and she had proven herself in the last fight. Without
her help, that tank would have shut us down pretty quickly. Our efforts
to attack would have been thwarted, and the drawn-out fight might have resulted
in one of us dying if the enemies had attempted a Multi-Shot sooner. Yeah, she
definitely needs a reward for that battle, Lucas thought, pulling out the
special bow and setting it aside to give to her.


He heard footsteps approaching from behind while
he was sorting through his backpack and trying to plan out the next attack.
“You’re still here?” Liu’s voice called out.


“I just got back. The monster acquisition was a
complete success,” Lucas said without bothering to look up. Now that he knew
who she was, he was imagining that it was the scarred Liu behind him, not his
wife, and avoiding looking at her helped him do that. “I guess the better
question is: Why are you still here?”


“Ah! That’s easy,” she laughed. “I didn’t want to
get up. The bath was nice. I don’t want my boss to realize that I just spent my
time soaking in a tub instead of handling player tickets all day, so I did
eventually have to.”


“What’s handling player tickets like?” Lucas
asked.


“Well, it’s not so bad. It’s mostly just telling
players that, no, the game isn’t broken. They just messed up the quest. Since I
don’t usually have to solve that many of them, I often try to go a step above
and explain to the player how to get their quest back on track. It’s one of the
reasons I can goof off: my customer service reports are better than everyone
else’s. ‘Cause I’m the best.”


“At some things, you really are,” Lucas agreed.


“And now I have to go to Fulda and go handle this
player’s problem with his quest. He said he went to turn it in and that the NPC
that should be there to accept the turn-in is missing,” Liu griped.


“Fulda?” the name caught Lucas’s ear. It was the
town with the noble Rowland, the one whom Lucas knew was set to be attacked.
“An NPC is missing in Fulda?”


“Yeah, I’m about to warp over there now. It’s not
just one. There are three that have all gone missing, so I’m positive that
there is a problem,” she explained, “but I’m pretty sure it’ll be easy to
solve. They’re probably all just bunched up for some other event and will
return to their places whenever that’s over.”


“Or they’ll never return . . . since it’s hard to
put a corpse back where it should be,” Lucas grumbled. Lucas turned about and
walked off without waiting for a response and without saying another word.


“Not even a goodbye . . .” Liu sighed as she
watched him leave. “Oh well . . . New day, same Lucas.”


Lucas looked up as he walked through the
courtyard, but he didn’t spot Linnaeus anywhere. Deciding to take care of his
party first since Linnaeus was nowhere to be seen, he slowed down and turned to
one of the guards. “Hey, Steve, I got a task for you,” he said after bringing
up the Dungeon Menu so that he could get the guard’s name. He was worried that
he had met him before but simply forgotten it.


“What do you require, sir?” the guard asked, his
face showing a little apprehension.


“I need you to hold onto this,” he said, handing
the guard Isabel’s Tears. “Give it to the Naga woman when she comes back to
town with the group and then tell the party that I am heading to Fulda to
handle a rebellion that is about to crop up. Tell them not to waste time on the
way. I may desperately need them.”


“Just that?” Steve asked.


“Just that,” Lucas affirmed.


“Welp, at least the wife won’t have to worry about
me leaving her with the kid,” the guard murmured quietly.


“Linnaeus!” Lucas’s mind raced with the
possibility that he wouldn’t show up in time and that the nobles he intended to
save would already be dead. Those NPCs are definitely missing because
they’re part of a rebellion, one that will land another pair dead for that bastard’s
ambitions. I can’t allow this, Lucas thought as he tried to find his
invisible flying monkey man. “Linnaeus! Could you please come down here? I need
a favor!” he yelled again, making sure to use the proper magic words his mother
had taught him. The ape was sensitive about people looking down on him.


“And a favor you shall have,” Linnaeus said,
landing next to him before Lucas even knew that he was there at all.


Scary upgrades, Lucas thought, looking up
at the creature. “Linnaeus, can you fly me somewhere? Lives are at stake, and
if we don’t make it in a timely fashion, their death is assured,” Lucas said.


“Fly you somewhere? That’s easy!” Linnaeus puffed
out his chest and picked up Lucas, shifted him into the
should-have-been-embarrassing princess carry, and then took to the sky again
without so much as asking Lucas where they were supposed to go.


“Wrong way,” Lucas said, pointing Linnaeus in the
right direction. “We’re heading to Fulda. It’s a town to the southeast of us.
It shouldn’t be a very long flight with your speed, so thanks again.”


“Think nothing of it. We’ll be there shortly.
Trust in me!”


Sure enough, the primate was right. What normally
would have been an hour-long walk took less than two minutes with Linnaeus’s
help. He was faster than any motorcycle Lucas had ever ridden, but while
Linnaeus did get him from point A to point B rather quickly, the flight also
left Lucas’s face feeling numb because the wind wrecked every bit of exposed
skin on his body.


Before they ever landed, Lucas knew that his fears
were realized. The manor, which was more of a keep than even Lucas’s own home
base, had a group of at least 200 peasants streaming toward it. The mob was
comprised of Were-Beasts, Mere, mountain folk and Alfars, and the army of
peasants was clearly meant to look like an anti-Imperium rebellion. If not for
the letter that he had discovered on Ash’s corpse, Lucas would have believed
that to be the case. Lucas was also easily able to spot the ringleader of the
attack: a large spiral-horned minotaur wearing a chainmail shirt and carrying a
battle axe. He stood ten feet in front of the rest of the villagers, marching
them toward the manor.


Wait, I made it just in time, Lucas
thought, but that thought didn’t settle his nerves. He might have made it, but
he had made it without his party. There was no one to heal him, and there was
no one to assist him. He was going to be on his own.


“Alright,” Lucas began, pointing to an open window
in the keep. “Set me down in that room. I need to go find the lord and do what
I can to help him.”


“As you wish,” Linnaeus said. The winged primate
swooped down and tossed Lucas through the window with neither grace nor
consideration. “There you go! I would normally stay, but my contract is to
defend your territory, not his. I shall wish you the best of luck, though I
know a noble spirit such as yourself will not need it. Take care! And save me a
few eyeballs!” Linnaeus then vanished into the sky once more, leaving Lucas by
himself in Rowland’s manor.
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“So, it’s just me,” Lucas thought aloud as he
dusted himself off and looked around the room he was in. He was a little
surprised by the wooden furniture, decorations, and other objects in the room:
they all reminded him somewhat of the Alfar patterns he had seen in Waldberg.
“Do all of the nobles know about that village? No, that doesn’t make sense.”
Lucas shook off the idea as he quickly exited the room in search of the throne
room.


Unlike his own, this manor was much larger but
even more poorly defended. The hallways were empty, without so much as a single
guard or servant or worker to tell Lucas which way to head. Is that because
they’re all on maximum alert, preparing to handle the rebellion? He wished
that his little Dungeon Menu HUD included a map of this place as well as his
own just so that he knew where he was going. Having that guide tool was a
feature he was beginning to grow accustomed to, and now that he was once more
back in the world of realistic fantasy without the fancy maps and tools that
being a dungeon lord provided, it was more annoying than before when he hadn’t
known the convenience.


Lucas was about to give up altogether—and then
start blasting random stuff until someone showed up to handle it—when he
finally spotted his goal: the double doors that were identical to the ones in
his own place. Sighing in relief and shaking his head at finding the obvious,
Lucas dashed over and opened the doors.


In a room much like his own, Lucas discovered the
manor’s ruling Knight and his Lady. The dark-haired couple was seated on nearly
identical thrones on the far side of the room, holding hands across the short
distance between them. Each was also holding a sword. Four guards were
positioned in pairs between the entrance and the thrones, with the closest duo
about forty feet away. Each was holding a halberd, and each menacingly glared
at Lucas as he came through the doorway.


“I see you alone have made it,” the Knight Lucas
presumed to be Rowland declared. “But today is the day you die!”


The couple actually attempted to rise at the same
time, each never letting go of the other’s hand. The end result was an
uncoordinated mass of limbs bumping into one another. The awkward, bumbling
movements resulted in both of them almost falling down as their hips and hands
tried to push each other back. If not for the guards, Lucas would have found
the whole scenario downright comical. Like a routine from the golden years of
television, the ruling couple fought to be the one who stood up first—which
obviously meant being the one who had claimed the right to defend the other.


“It’s a man’s duty to give his life up for a
woman!” Rowland declared, his beard nearly covering his wife’s face as the two
wrestled. The guards didn't even so much as turn around to look.


“No, it’s a woman’s duty to make sure her man is
safe and sound! Get behind me, you cute bastard!” Lady Dennings wrapped her
arms around Rowland and then finally won the struggle by flinging him back to
the throne, where he collapsed, holding his arm. “Oh my god!” the woman shouted
when she saw that Rowland was hurt. “I didn’t mean to hurt you! Is your arm
okay? Oh my god! Oh my god! Someone call a medic. Someone get me a Healer! MY
PRECIOUS HUBBY WUBBY IS HURT!” She pulled him to her and then cradled his head
against her bosom as if she had forgotten that she was the one responsible for
his injury.


“I’m not so weak as to need your care. Run now!”
Rowland pleaded. “The enemies are at the gate. I can’t fight them in this
condition. You must escape now. My heart and soul are in your hands! Do not let
them die with you!” His face was pitiful as he stared up into her eyes. He
began tearing up like the drops had been commissioned by a factory. “Please, my
love . . . run now. Though I cannot bear to see you go.”


Lucas, who had been simply watching this whole
tragically humorous scene from the door, wasn’t sure when he should interrupt.
The guards remained completely stationary and didn’t react in the slightest,
almost as if this type of behavior was completely normal and didn’t even
deserve their attention for a second.


“But my love! If you are to die here, feeble and
easily slain by wretches, then I too shall die with you. Alas, I shall live
forevermore by your side whether in this world or the next!” Dennings pulled
something from her pocket.


“Stay it!” Rowland pleaded, grabbing her hands.
“If we must die together, then let’s die here in each other's arms at the very
last minute. I cannot bear to part with you a second sooner than I have to.”


Lucas sighed. Looking over at one of the guards,
he asked, “Are they usually like this?”


“Ah . . . right, sir.” The guard glanced behind
him to see the two on the floor in front of the throne, cuddled up and
apparently waiting for the rebellion to reach them and finish them off. “Yeah,
pretty much, sir.”


“It must be really hard to get anything done,”
Lucas commented, shaking his head.


“It’s not too bad, sir,” the guard responded.
“Really, we end up doing nearly nothing the entire time as the two of them
almost always disagree . . . fight . . . and then . . . well, that . . . sir.”


“Nothing?”


“Right,” the guard opposite the first said,
answering for his friend. “Haven’t had to do anything but stand here and
collect a paycheck for five months. Shoulda known it’d end up too good to be
true, but five months of standing around ain’t bad. Coulda had a worse job
before I died.”


“I can imagine . . . but how do you know you’re
going to end up dead?” Lucas asked.


“Well, you’re about to kill us, aren’t you?” the
guard asked. “I know how this goes. I’m not stupid. Evil noble shows up during
a rebellion to kill off his competition and steal their rings.”


“Ah.” Lucas frowned. “Yeah, no, I’m here to help.”


“Did they send for help?” the guard asked. He and
his fellows looked shocked, turning around toward the couple that was snogging
on the floor despite the situation.


Lucas shook his head. “No. They didn’t. I just
found word of the rebellion and came to—” Lucas suddenly paused. What
persona am I wearing here? Am I coming here as the evil anti-subhuman,
pro-speciest Imperial? Am I coming here as the kind noble to help a neighboring
lord out and secure better trade? Who am I as a villain here? Then he
remembered how much Viola wanted him to be menacing and decided to settle on
the first option. Just for you, he thought to himself.


“You came to what?” one of the guards asked, the
other three having relaxed their menacing glare. Now, they were just watching
him casually as he conversed with the one in front.


Lucas’s demeanor suddenly changed from mild
amusement to glowering resentment. His conversational tone disappeared, and by
the time he finished speaking his voice had transitioned from a growl to an
enraged shout. “I came to make sure those filthy, inhuman beasts learn their
place in the hierarchy. The Imperial law cannot abide being seen as weak. To
show chinks in our armor for these foul, ungrateful reprobates to exploit—that
is anathema. If they seek the death of our empire, a life of leisure and
self-rule, then they must first contend with me! I already dispatched several
of them single-handedly without even so much as a weapon in my hand on the way
here, and with your help, we shall finish the rest off before those uppity
farmers ever rise again.” Lucas wasn’t technically lying as he did have to kill
those few in Hermann’s tavern.


The halberd-sporting soldiers seemed mystified by
his words, their guard completely let down as they relaxed their grip on their
weapons.


Due to your noble bearing, impassioned words and a
Charisma score of 100 or higher, you have not only forced your way into the
quest Sentenced to a Troll’s Defense, in which you must potentially join other
players to defend the lord of this territory, but you have also managed to
convince the guards that you are a great and worthy leader. They, as well as
the other employees of Rowland, will follow your commands alone until the quest
is completed.






Warning: Failure to defend Rowland will result in
unknown penalties.


Warning: Death during the quest to defend Rowland
will result in the inability to acquire Rowland’s territory.


Lucas looked at the last warning. Does that mean
that, if I don’t die, and Rowland lives, I can get this territory added to
mine? Does this mean that I can expand the number of dungeons I control to two?
Will I be able to take part in the defense of both so long as I clear the simulations?
He wondered about all this briefly but then went back to the task at hand. He
actually had to defend the place before he could start worrying about what
territory acquisition might mean.


“So, what do we do, sir?” one of the guards asked.


“How many guards are actually in this keep?” Lucas
asked. “And why are you four here, but no one is manning the gate? There was a
moat. Wasn’t there anyone defending the drawbridge? Why aren’t people on the
walls stopping a battering ram from breaking through?”


“The . . . umm . . .” The guard frowned. “The moat
is for decoration. Sir Rowland wanted the keep to look right and proper so as
to impress Lady Dennings when they were still courting, so he put a single
layer of stone across all the walls to dress it up and then had a one-foot-deep
moat dug before she showed up. It won’t hold anyone out as they can just walk
across it, and the worst that will happen is they’ll get soggy shoes. That’s
why no one is defending it.”


“Freaking hell.” Lucas felt like saying many more
cuss words, but the person he wanted to cuss out wasn’t paying attention to
anything but Dennings’ tongue. Any complaints he had now would just fall on
deaf ears. “What about my other question? How many people are defending?”


“Ah . . .” The guard looked over at the other one.
“There are about 20 of us total. There’s also the . . . err . . . Well, the
thing is . . . It’s . . . umm . . .” The guard seemed to be stammering.


“What? What is the thing? Out with it! We’re kind
of pressed for time. That door is going to bust down any minute now, and I need
info!” Lucas practically shouted, frustrated with how long this process was
taking. Do they not have any sense of urgency? I saw the mob heading toward
this place. They might already be inside for all I know.


“We have 20 guards . . . and a Grobendiss,” the
guard said.


“What the heck is a Grobendiss?” Lucas asked.


“It’s . . . uhh . . . a giant, green beast. It’s a
monster Rowland found in the forest and decided to keep. It’s rather tame,
though. Listens to orders well. You’ll just have to see it.”


“Well, I will. Get everyone in here right now. All
of you can go if you have to. I want this Grobendiss and all 20 guards in this
room immediately.”


“But what will we do if they ransack the rest of
the place?” the guard asked. “How will we account for any losses if the
peasants steal from the other rooms? We need to defend each—”


“NOW!” Lucas shouted. He was keenly aware of how
soon the fight was going to start, and his patience was starting to wear thin. So,
that’s the dumb logic they use when they spread everyone out. Do they think
that three people are going to stop two hundred from looting a room? Do they
think ten guards will be able to stop a player party from taking everything in
a room? Why don’t they just put the valuables in a safe and have one person
guarding the safe?


Lucas studied Sir Rowland and Lady Dennings as the
guards left, not sure what to do with the two. “Hey!” he shouted. “Don’t ignore
me! Stand up!”


“Oh no,” Dennings said as she unwrapped herself
from Rowland. “He’s already killed off the guards and disposed of the bodies.
Our time truly has come!”


“No, it hasn’t,” Lucas said flatly. He wanted to
put a stop to that talk immediately since he was worried they’d just turn back
into a weird combination of their two shapes. “You’re going to be fine, but
only if you listen to everything I say.”


“This ugly guy”—Dennings made a disgusted-looking
face before turning to Rowland—“seems to be addressing us. What is this ugly
thing saying? Why must we listen to him? Honey, I told you we should have just
left for the city long ago. Mother and Father already have a placed picked out
for us.”


“I know, sweetums, but the thought of leaving
those poor peasants to their own devices was horrifying. What if they couldn’t
afford food?”


Again with this story? The noble nobles being
killed by the people they are caring for? Lucas cringed. It was the same as
Kegan’s. This time, however, he was deeply aware of one fact: Kegan had been
strong. He had beaten the Level 3 dungeon trial and slaughtered almost all of
the people that revolted against him. As weak as Rowland and Dennings were
acting, they still ran a dungeon that had been considered a higher level than
Kegan’s at the time of his death.


“Look, I need you two to focus,” Lucas said.
“We’re going to be attacked, and the people out there aren’t the peasants you
were looking after—they’re people who were paid to be here at the behest of
another noble who wants to overthrow you. So, you need to listen to what I’m
saying, focus, and work with me to defend this keep of yours. I’m here to save
you, but I can’t do it without your help.”


“Save us?” Dennings and Rowland said in unison,
looking a little surprised. “Are we . . . Are we going to be saved?”


“If you listen to me,” Lucas said.


“You hear that, honey? The dream of moving to the
city is still possible!” Dennings cheered.


“Splendid! We can finally go mooch off all that
money your parents have!” Rowland declared jovially, almost as if being a leech
were a noble ambition.


“So, what do we do?” Dennings asked.


“I need to know what your combat capabilities
are,” Lucas replied.


“I can use this,” Dennings said, pulling out a
large two-handed, double-edged sword. It was massive in proportion to her
figure, akin to the ones that characters in ridiculous video games from the
earlier days of MMOs used, and the blade was nearly the size of Dennings
herself. It was as if the sword were built to kill horses or cut through solid
plates of steel rather than function as a normal weapon. As she held it,
however, it nearly seemed natural, and the only clumsy part of the image was
the fact she looked to be wobbling backward as she did her best to maintain her
balance while holding the gigantic blade in front of her. “I like to cut things
with this, and I can spin really fast.”


“I see.” Lucas nodded. “What about you?”


“I can do this!” Rowland pulled out a
goofy-looking, purple-crested scepter with more decorative jewels on it than a hip-hop
artist’s neck piece. He then waved it at his arm and healed the injury. This,
of course, caused Lucas’s eyes to practically pop out as he thought about the
ramifications of instantaneously healing. Normally, even the best heals took
over a second to finish channeling.


“Well, yeah, we should be fine,” Lucas said, nodding
his approval. “Just keep your girl and me alive.”


“Like I’d ever let her get hurt. I learned to heal
just for you, didn’t I, boo?”


Lucas felt a little nauseous as he watched the
oblivious couple continue to absorb themselves in their public displays of
affection. “If you don’t focus, I’m going to stab you myself,” Lucas grumbled.


“Ah!” the pair exclaimed together, shirking back.


“Don’t be so violent with your words,” Dennings
cautioned. “Stab! So harsh. Please be considerate. We’re already in your care.”


“Right,” Rowland added. “We’ll do our best to stay
alive, and I’ll definitely heal you, so please reconsider your tone.”


He’s right. My tone is much worse than usual, Lucas
thought. I’m much more patient than this with most people. It’s not like I
can do anything at the moment anyway. Then, as he watched them, he realized
why he was so put off. This is what I had with Yu Hua. He had been this
sickeningly affectionate, and seeing it in someone else just left him with a
bitter taste in his mouth. The grapes were sourer than he could stomach.
“Fine,” Lucas said. “When everyone gets here, I’ll explain our course of
action.”


“We’re here already,” a guard called out as he
re-entered the room. Lucas turned to find a group of guards with the giant
monster in tow. “And we don’t have much time. I can hear the mob pounding on
the gate. They’ll get through it soon.”


So, we’re out of time. That’s fine, Lucas
thought, looking at the 20 guards and the monster. Every guard was a standard
halberd user, which Lucas considered unfortunate. He had hoped that at least
one of them would be holding up a spear, but he knew that beggars couldn’t be
choosers.


The monster was akin to a troll in size and had
green skin that was riddled with large rocks protruding from it. The
Grobendiss, as the guard had called the thing earlier, had so many of these
scale-like rocks growing that Lucas could see immediately how tough it would be
to land a single physical attack on it without hitting one of the stones. Only
a few places looked vulnerable, and even then, there was only enough open skin
to land a straight-on piercing blow.


On top of having a craggy rock exterior, the
ogre-sized beast had large arms and a fat round belly, and it was carrying a
massive log for a weapon that was so large it was a wonder that it even managed
to make it through the doorway.


Its face was flat as a table except for his
protruding jaws, which had two sets of tusks jutting from the top of his mouth
out past razor-thin lips. The creature’s nose was almost non-existent, nothing
more than two tiny holes, and its eyes were small, thin, and narrow compared to
the rest of his watermelon-sized bald head.


“What you lookin’ at?” the Grobendiss asked.


“You,” Lucas said. “You look like you might be
able to help everyone out a lot here.” He pointed to the log that the
Grobendiss was carrying. “What’s your name?”


“Name?” the Grobendiss asked. “Ah, my name is
Smash. Smash the Seventh, son of Smash the Sixth and Pound.”


“That’s . . .” Lucas had to stop himself from
chuckling at the names as the Grobendiss proudly declared his heritage. “That’s
a good name. I take it that you’re capable of living up to it?” As mockable as
the names might have been, just looking at the massive monster told Lucas that
“Smash” was a perfect fit for the Grobendiss.


“Live up to it?” The Grobendiss looked confused.
“How you mean? What the smash you mean?”


“Never mind.” Lucas quickly wanted to change the
subject when he realized the wordplay trap that he had fallen into. “Don’t
worry about that just yet. I’m going to need you to do something very important
for me.”


“Smash?” Smash asked.


“Smash,” Lucas affirmed, nodding. “I’m going to
have those men”—Lucas pointed at half of the soldiers, dragging his finger
around to make sure the Grobendiss and the soldiers knew exactly which ones he
was talking about—“stand in front of this door. I need them to organize into
two groups of four and get their halberds ready. When the doors open, you’re
going to attack whoever is standing there. Then, these soldiers here are going
to defend your flanks.”


“My flanks?” Smash asked. “I’m not fat. I don’t
have flanks. I’m thin,” the obviously fat Grobendiss stated. No one argued.


“No, he means your sides,” Dennings said from the
back. “Darling, can you explain it to your pet? He’s always so dense.”


“‘Cause muscles are dense,” Smash quickly shot
back. “Not fat. Fat not dense. I have many muscles. I’m strong man.”


What is it with monsters and being worried
about body image? This guy would be a perfect fit for pairing with Saba’a.


“What about us?” some of the guards in the back
asked. “What do you want us to do?”


“Ah, that’s easy,” Lucas said. “You four are going
to defend me, and you six are going to split up into two groups of three. As
the main group gets assaulted, they’re going to get pushed back.” He turned to
Smash, the only one that might be able to hold his place and added, “Which is
fine. Let them push you in. While they push deeper into the throne room, you
six need to come in from the sides and make sure that you don’t let them
surround us. This room is huge. If they are allowed to just pour through, we’ll
be attacked from all directions. If you six fill in the gaps on the side, it’ll
actually work to our benefit. It’ll create a concave formation, and we’ll have
the advantage.” Lucas knew from experience that weapons such as halberds that
had a longer reach were always at an advantage against those without it.


Most of you are going to die, and I only expect
Smash to have a chance at living, depending on how thick his skin is. Without
a shield against wave after wave of peasants, Lucas knew that they wouldn’t
last long. What he really needed them to do was stall long enough for him to
launch as many spells as possible. Having Smash, every single guard in the
place, and the bosses in the same room was going to make this an incredibly
difficult encounter for the rebellion, likely much harder than anyone was
expecting.


“As for you,” Lucas said as he turned and looked
at Rowland, “I’m going to need you to do much more than just heal your woman.
If you see anyone about to die, make sure they stay alive. And whatever you do,
don’t let him fall.” Lucas pointed at Smash. “He’s going to be the key to our
survival.”


Dennings looked over at Lucas. “What are you going
to—”


CRACK! The door to the throne room shook.
Lucas had been so busy constructing his plan that he had completely forgotten
to be on the lookout for the enemy. Luckily enough, while he had been
addressing Rowland, the guards and Smash had gotten into position.


CRACK! The doors snapped open to reveal
dozens of people. Each of the villagers was wearing the same poor-looking
outfits for the most part, but five or six were equipped with
professional-looking equipment. Lucas didn’t think it was too unreasonable to
assume they were players.


As the flood started pouring through, the guards’
halberds descended. It only took a second before the first half-dozen people
were cut down, but the halberds were a slow weapon that couldn’t be retracted
and used again quickly. The villagers poured in, and the guards pulled back a
little, leaving Smash on the front line. The six guards on the sides came
forward as planned, descending on the flanks of the advancing mob with their
weapons.


Lucas noticed several players in the back, smirking
as they watched expendable NPCs die to the guards’ continuous, well-disciplined
strikes. Inch by inch, Lucas’s team was forced to give up ground, and he
instantly realized exactly what he should be doing: controlling one of those
players. He targeted the nearest and toughest-looking player, someone holding a
large two-handed hammer and began casting Meddling Minds.


Dennings started mumbling something to herself,
and Lucas turned to look at her just in time to see her start spinning around
in circles. She started rotating so quickly that she created a sort of
spinning-top-like effect, and her blade became a blur. “Spin, spin, spin, spin—win!”
she shouted, having reached an incredible twirling speed. Her body lit up with
a bright neon-green light as she hurled herself through the air, over the
guards, and into the little “kill box” right in front of the entrance. She was
a tiny, little, twirling top of doom, cutting in all directions, and her sword
turned a bright neon green as she butchered everything that got close to her.
Within seconds, she had cut down well over thirty people.


For a moment, Lucas wondered whether or not she
was going to simply kill everyone on her own and if Meddling Minds was even
needed. Then, before he had to make a decision, her twisting attack abruptly
came to an end.


“Diiizzzzzzzyyyyyyyy . . .” The tip of her sword
dragged across the ground as she slowed to a stop, and she clutched her head
with her free hand. “So dizzzy. I didn’t drink last night, did I? Why . . . am
I so dizzy?” Her voice sounded off as she stumbled about aimlessly.


My quest! Lucas was the only one who seemed
to see any urgency. “Smash, pick her up and put her behind you!” Lucas ordered.


“Why?” Smash asked.


Before Dennings could recover, one of the players
rushed forward and stabbed her right above her hip.


“I’ll give you a . . .” Crap, what do
monsters like? “I’ll give you an eyeball after!”


“Mmm! Eyeballs!” Smash finally moved and did
exactly as Lucas ordered, stepping forward and batting aside the player that
had stabbed Dennings as if he were an annoying gnat. The man flew back into the
hallway, and there was a loud crack as his head collided with the stone wall
and burst open. Smash then picked up Dennings, set her behind the line of
guards where Rowland was, and her fawning husband instantly healed her wound.


“So dizzy, Ro-Ro,” she said, collapsing into
Rowland’s arms.


And there goes our Healer and our doom wheel, Lucas
thought with a sigh. He had paused his channeling of Meddling Minds the moment
Dennings slowed down, but now that she was safe, he began again.


The spell went off a moment later, and the man
holding the two-handed maul raised his weapon up and then brought it down on
the closest villager. The maul cracked the man’s head open like an unfortunate
fruit. The player then continued on to repeat the maneuver three more times.


Everyone around him was briefly stunned except for
two villagers, who reacted by running him through with pitchforks. They were
joined by a dozen of their closest comrades a moment later, quickly reducing
the maul-wielding player to a bloody pincushion.


“Crap! That wizard got our friend, Deergah! I’ve
heard about that one on the forums! He’s the Enchanter that captured the
princess! Kill him first!” one of the players, a red-robed Mage, shouted. “It’s
the one who looks fancy! Kill him before he gets you too!”


Before Lucas could even hope to cast another
spell, an Earth Spike appeared under him, forcing him to jump back.


“Smash, please! FREAKING SMASH!!” Lucas pleaded.
The Archers couldn’t shoot over the peasants, but spells like Earth Spike, Rock
Lob, and Raining Icicles started to build up around Lucas, forcing a quick
retreat. While managed to dodge the first five or six spells, the seventh Earth
Spike manifested right underneath where he had intended to move. The sharp
point burst up from the floor, through his boot and into his foot, rooting him
in place and dealing 97 damage.


“Rowland!” Lucas shouted. “Heal!”


Rowland looked up from petting Dennings’ cheek.
“But Dennings needs more love. She’s still dizzy, aren’t you, babe?”


“HEAL ME, ROWLAND!” Lucas shouted again, and this
time, he actually received the aid he wanted. The spike retracted from his
foot, and the wound patched itself up just as a Rock Lob exploded next to him,
sending dozens of fist-sized rocks hurtling toward him. Lucas was struck across
the face by several of the flying projectiles and then five more slammed into
his chest, pulling him down to 193 Hit Points. Seconds later, Rowland healed
him a second time, once more restoring his lost health.


“Smash, come on! Smash!” Lucas dashed forward and
zig-zagged around so that the casters wouldn’t be able to target him so easily
a third time.


“So many people . . . Smash don’t like this many
people! SMASH SHY!”


Smash’s giant log crashed down on four people,
hammering them into the floor and scattering their entrails in all directions
as if they were fruits dropped from five stories up onto the pavement.


“SMASH NEED LESS NOISE!” Smash pushed forward and
pounded two more players into the ground with his log before swinging his arm
around in a backhanded attack. Several more people were caught by his flying
fist, and they all went flying back into the hallway and into the wall there.


Meanwhile, even though Lucas hadn’t intended to
play the part of a tank, he had drawn the Mage’s fire, leaving Smash and the
guards to wreak havoc on all the melee combatants that kept pressing forward.
It wasn’t long though before two of the guards were struck down by scythes and
pitchforks, and the swarm of peasants pressed farther into the throne room.


It was beginning to look rough for Lucas. He was
constantly running back and forth, doing his best to dodge and relying on
Rowland to patch him up, when Smash finally reached one of the Mages. With a
single swing, Smash’s giant, trunk-sized log splattered the sorcerer who had
been chain casting Earth Spike at Lucas.


“Change targets! Take the big guy out!” the
red-robed Mage shouted from the back. He was an Alfar standing a head taller
than those around him. “The big guy will kill us before we can take out their
Enchanter!”


Lucas wasn’t about to let them off easy. They
must think that I’m not paying attention to what they’re saying, like an NPC
wouldn’t. They’re issuing out orders the same way I do when I’m fighting
against monsters! He laughed to himself in amusement and rushed forward the
second the Mages changed targets from him to Smash.


“Nooo!! Leave Smash alone!” Smash yelled as Lucas
approached the entrance. Smash wasn’t able to handle the volleys of magic the
same way Lucas could, and in less than five seconds, his skin turned from green
and grey, flesh and stone, to nearly a solid coating of blood.


Lucas felt bad for Smash, but there was no way for
him to get a clean shot around the massive monster. He still had three charges
of Chain Lightning ready to fire off at a moment’s notice, but he simply
couldn’t find a target that wouldn’t result in Smash getting fried as well. So,
as a result, Lucas pressed farther forward and ahead of even the guards. Since
he was too close to use his prepared spells now, he swapped to the backup on
his staff that had rarely ever been used: Fire Breath. His pool of Arcane
Energy was much larger now than it had been before, which meant that he could
safely afford the massive initial cast time associated with the spell—the main
reason that he had thus far avoided using it as much as possible. The moment he
stepped through the doorway, Lucas unleashed the area-of-effect spell, creating
a large cone of flame that engulfed everyone in front of him. Within seconds,
villagers and players alike were turned to ash under his fiery assault.


Now that he had created some room for himself,
Lucas continued pressing forward without stopping his spell. “Rowland, heal him
up if you can!” Lucas shouted between fiery breaths, hoping the nauseatingly
lovesick noble could hear him over the screams of the burning peasants.


If there is one type of weapon that just feels
good, regardless of practicality, it’s the flame thrower. Fires continued
spurting out of his mouth, sizzling and burning everyone around him. Lucas
wanted to keep this going forever, but he knew he couldn't. He could creep
around at a slow pace while maintaining the spell, but that was about it. The
mob of players had already begun inching away from him, pressing back into
their fellows behind, and there was little he could do to keep up with them if
they chose to all turn and flee. The Mages scattered throughout the mob caught
on to the fact that he was basically rooted in place, and they had once again
begun channeling spells aimed at him.


Rock Lob slammed into the ground right next to
him, and he was once again pummeled by the stony fragments. Three slammed into
his chest, two into his face, and one into his right leg. The attack broke his
concentration, and then the magic that he had been channeling into the fire
crystal in his staff revolted, turning on him and pouring energy back up into
his arm. Lucas choked down the resulting nausea he felt as the magic flooded
back into him, and he stumbled backward as his vision swam in a sea of black
splotches. Status messages began popping up at an alarming rate, letting him
know he wouldn’t be able to cast for a minute and that his Hit Points had
plummeted down to 150. The messages also unnecessarily reminded him about the
devastating torment of wild energy coursing into his body.


Crap, here’s where I die. Lucas was
suddenly certain that there was nothing he could do to avoid the spells, but as
soon as he braced himself for the inevitable, a giant arm wrapped him up and
moved him out of the way.


“Spin, spin, spin, spin, spin, spin—WIN!!!”
Dennings shrieked.


Curious as to how things were going to play out,
Lucas tried peering out from around the protective monster’s arm, but Smash
held on to him too tightly. Rowland blessed him with a heal a moment later, and
only then did Smash finally let go.


Dennings tore through the mob, her wicked
area-of-effect blade attack slicing through everyone in its path. Previously,
she had spun in more or less one spot, but this time, her neon-green, glowing
Chi attack pushed forward at a frantic speed. She cut everyone in her path in
half, parting the mob of foes like Moses before the Red Sea. Then she crashed
into a wall and was stopped dead in her tracks.


“Sooo dizzzyy,” she complained. But this time she
didn’t seem as disoriented. Lucas watched as she easily recovered and began
spinning around once more.


“Smash, let’s go!” Lucas told his new Grobendiss
buddy. “We can do this! You and me!”


“HONEY!!!” Rowland shouted from the back. The
Knight began running across the throne room. “I’m coming, honey!! I won’t let
them hurt you!”


“Smash, let’s get your Lady and retreat back,”
Lucas suggested. “Only you’re strong enough to carry her.”


“Ten eyeballs. You owe me ten eyeballs,” the big
Grobendiss said as he darted toward the still-twirling Dennings, who was now
making her way down the hall.


As if seeing their approach, Dennings suddenly
stopped spinning and grabbed on to her head. “Sooo dizzzyyyyyyy . . .” She
collapsed to the floor with a loud groan just as a swordsman struck out at her.
The player's weapon cut through the air in a vertical attack, but just before
it cut down into her, Smash reached out and blocked it. Then, seemingly without
a care in the world, Smash reached out, picked up Dennings with his free hand,
and retreated back into the throne room. Dodging an Earth Spike, Lucas covered
their escape by letting out a burning Fire Breath on the unfortunate eight
people that followed too close behind them.


“Let’s go, little man!” Smash shouted. He then
grabbed and threw Lucas over the log that he was holding on his left shoulder.
Lucas landed right beside Dennings, whom the Grobendiss had apparently tossed
up there moments ago.


As soon as Lucas was back inside the throne room,
he let himself fall off the makeshift log mount and shut the doors. The task
was much harder than it should have been because each door was blocked by at
least five or six bodies, which he had to shove out of the way. The doors had
been broken open earlier, but Lucas figured that it would still be possible to
push them closed and barricade them. Once he was done, he turned to Smash and
said, “Use your log and help hold the door closed.”


“Smash!” The Grobendiss picked up the tree-sized
log it used as a weapon and then pressed it against the door.


The peasants on the other side began pounding
against it almost instantly, but the Grobendiss-supported door refused to give
way.


Rowland rushed over and picked up Dennings, almost
instantly babying her once more. He even used his heal spell on her twice
despite her not having suffered so much as a single scratch.


“What now?” one of the guards asked.


“Patch yourselves up. We need to prepare for the
second wave,” Lucas said, noticing that the guard numbers had dropped from 20
to eight.


They didn’t look happy about it, but they silently
followed orders and moved back into formation. Lucas was expecting the door to
break at any moment, but for some reason, the sound of the enemy struggling to
break it open stopped. It was as if the peasants had left, and the quiet left
behind was eerie.


“Is there another entrance to this room?” Lucas
asked, thinking that perhaps they were going to try to circumvent this path and
find another.


“Yeah, there’s the back route, but no one uses
it,” the guard closest to Lucas said.


“Would anyone know about it?” Lucas asked.


“Maybe? Not sure who . . .”


“Crap,” Lucas grumbled. “They’re probably going
for that. Change of plans,” he said, looking over at Dennings. “Are you ready
to spin again?”


“No!” Rowland shouted. “She can’t! She’s too
fragile! I can’t bear to watch her get attacked again. Those tiny arms of hers
need to rest!”


“Tiny arms?! They’re not tiny!” Dennings cried.
“They’re big and muscular, and they’ll crush you like a grape if you treat me
like some dainty flower!”


“I . . . I would never treat you like a flower!
What flower could ever smell as sweet as you, look as pretty as you under—”


“Shut up!” Lucas barked, cutting short the
impromptu ode to Lady Dennings. He had to restrain his hand so he wouldn’t slap
Rowland right where he stood. “We’re going. We need to press in now. If they’re
circling around, we should be able to hit them in the tail, and if they’ve
split up, then we’ll only have to fight the half that remained. This is good on
either count.” He then signaled for Smash to lower his log and open the door.


Lucas wasn’t greeted by a conniving pack of
peasants trying to slip around, but by the sound of battle near the entrance of
the keep instead. Staff in hand, he rushed toward the sounds of metal hitting
metal, bones snapping in two, and explosions. When he rounded the corner and
saw what was happening, he was stunned. Nick was there, blocking the gateway to
the keep so that no one could escape. His black armor was glowing dark purple
and emitting shadowy tendrils that grabbed at anything near him. Katie was
shooting one arrow after the other, dropping enemy after enemy, and Bonnie was
like a burst of destruction as she cut through their foes, her lithe figure
nearly invisible aside from the streaks of blood her victims spurt across her
cloak.


When the heck did they show up? Lucas
wondered. He felt relief and warmth well up inside him when he saw Viola heal
Nick and erect a Force Shield to funnel all the people attempting to flee
toward him.


Lucas had been struggling with how to handle the
Mages, only having gotten rid of a few of them, but Katie’s arrows were the
perfect solution to his problem. She shot one after another, planting each
arrow right in a Mage’s face. Without those casters, no one was able to counter
the small contingent that had struck the mob’s rear.


“Another force attacking?” Rowland seemed shocked.


“No, they’re my backup. This is victory. All we
need to do now is—”


“SMASHHHHHH!” the Grobendiss bellowed the final word
in Lucas’s unfinished sentence as it rushed forward, its long log sweeping
enemies aside like a very effective, bloody, forceful broom.


Quest Complete: Sentenced to a Troll’s Defense.






You have managed to defend both Sir Rowland and
Lady Dennings. Your defensive tactic, while not perfect and costing the lives
of several soldiers, was impressive enough to earn the trust of all those
remaining in the town. Those within the territory shall henceforth refer to you
as The Blood-Crazed General for you and your party’s cruel disregard of life as
you avoided any diplomatic options, not even attempting to get the other party
to surrender when their morale began to break.






Your actions have guaranteed that all Imperium
within the territory will obey your commands without question.


“Yeah, that,” Lucas replied with a laugh. He
couldn’t help but chuckle at the fact that what looked to be a potentially dire
struggle, resulting in a dozen deaths on his side, had ended so quickly because
of the fact his friends had shown up. Looking at Bonnie, who was wiping the
blood off of her knife, and Nick, who didn’t even bother with the fresh red
coat of liquid that dyed his armor, he couldn’t help but smile a little and
ask, “How the hell did you guys get here so quickly?”


“Well, it’s like this, boss,” Bonnie began. “When
you got lifted by bird brain, we sprinted the whole way back to the manor.
There we met a guard, and he had mounts already lined up and waiting for us to
ride. Even had one with a Naga-friendly saddle. I never knew such a thing
existed.”


“Right? So awesome!” Nick said. “You’re not
supposed to get mounts until you get to the mainland, and we got to ride them
on noob island.”


Katie nodded.


“It was befitting of nobility to have a cavalry
corp under your command. Your role as the villain has certainly netted you
perks,” Viola, disguised as some sort of masked shaman, whispered, tipping an
imaginary hat at him. “And those who saw our majestic advance as we tore
through the countryside shall certainly feel jealousy.”


“Yeah, jealousy indeed,” Bonnie agreed, beaming.
“Best fox girl on the second-best mount riding through the best kingdom in the
land!”


“Second best mount? You mean Linnaeus is the
best?” Nick asked.


“No, boss is. He’s the number one mount. I’d like
to—”


“Easy there, Bonnie,” Lucas said, stopping her
before she turned a pleasant post-battle congratulatory moment into an R-rated
conversation needing adult supervision.


“Sorry, boss.” Bonnie looked down at the ground
and tried to look abashed despite being betrayed by her still-wagging tail.


“Anyway,” Lucas said, stepping through the puddles
of blood and over the bodies as he crossed the hallway to his crew, “you guys
did great to make it here so quickly. Thank you.”


“Aww, is boss getting mushy?” Bonnie asked with a
laugh, but her mocking tone was undermined by the fact her tail was now
twitching around even faster than before.


“Yeah, just a bit,” Lucas said. Looking at the
group, he was reminded of the board back when he started the company. The
business had just been Lucas and Yu Hua at first, but the people he picked up,
the people who were running it now, were all men and women whom he considered
friends. They were also people he was currently ignoring as he wallowed away
his time in the game. Well, it’s not like it really matters. With the
way they were handling the company, it wasn’t like he was needed, and it wasn’t
like he needed the job. He’d have just been dead weight in the company these
days. But here? Here he was needed. This group of players he stood with now
relied on him, and looking at them, he realized that he was starting to rely on
them too.


“Umm . . . I . . . uhh . . . Thank you,” Katie
said to Lucas while the rest of the group was just chuckling and chitchatting.


“Huh?” Lucas looked over at her, and then he saw
Isabel’s Tears in her hand. “Oh, don’t mention it. It’s not a big deal.”


“No, I mean . . . umm . . . Really, I . . . Thank
you.” She clutched the bow tightly to her chest as a red color stained her
cheeks.


“Really. No big deal. Thank you for rushing over
here,” Lucas said, putting a hand on her shoulder.


“Well, what’s next? Anyone left to kill?” Bonnie
asked, looking at the slew of corpses. “There were more players here than I
expected.”


“Yeah, there were a lot of players, but I don’t
think that there are any left,” Lucas said. “As far as what’s next . . .” He
looked over to the noble couple and let the unfinished sentence hang as he
tried to figure out what he wanted to do.


Apparently, while Lucas had been greeting all the
people that came to help him, Rowland and Dennings had started wrapping around
each other against a wall with a few of the guards watching. Not far from them,
Smash was busy picking up one body after another and eating each in as few bites
as possible.


Smash’s skin had already transitioned from a
combination of rock and hide to solid stone, and now there were also large
spikes around his body. Lucas also noticed that Smash’s hands and belly had
nearly tripled in size. The giant Grobendiss was evolving right in front of
Lucas’s eyes, and Lucas was left to watch as the monster continued to grow new
features.


“Hey, you two,” Lucas called out to Rowland and
Dennings. “Will you stop that for one minute?”


“What?” Rowland was the first to break the embrace
and look over at Lucas. “What is it you want? Can’t you see we’re celebrating?
Can you come back in a few days when we’re done?”


He can’t be serious. But when Lucas saw the
guards’ expressions, he knew that Rowland was serious.


“No, I can’t. We have to talk now,” Lucas
insisted. When he did, Dennings grabbed Rowland’s hand and ripped the ring of
nobility off of it.


“Honey, I’m done. You have to pick: either me or
this stupid castle and your stupid title. I don’t need this place or anything
that goes with it. I just need you, so will you just give it all up and come
with me to the mainland? The capital of the Imperium is so nice at this time of
the year, and Mother and Father will be thrilled to see us,” Dennings said.


“But, my . . . my duty . . .” Rowland tried to
protest for a second, only to get a stern look from Dennings. “And what will I
do for income?”


“Dear,” Dennings sighed, “we’ll figure that out
when we get there. We’re not cut out for this violence and mayhem. These
subhuman fiends are just so barbaric, always fighting and complaining, and
wanting things, and if you give them anything, they still come back for more.”


“Ugh! You’re right. They’re just so ungrateful. We
came all the way from the capital to make their lives better, and this is how
they treat us! Signing up to kill us for a few pieces of copper from that
filthy maid-banging philistine? So short-sighted! We’d have made this a utopia.
They don’t deserve our love.” Rowland took the ring from Dennings’ hand and
threw it at Lucas as well. “Here, take this, and—” He suddenly paused,
disappearing in the middle of the conversation in the direction of the throne
room.


“Uhh . . .” Lucas wasn’t sure what to say as
silence descended upon the group.


“Just wait. He’ll be right back,” Dennings said.
“I know he sounds ungrateful, but he’s really not. We can’t thank you enough.
Every second extra I have to live with him is a treasure, so we’re both very
appreciative.”


“You’re welcome,” Lucas said. “I know the feeling
of wanting more time.”


“It really is precious,” Dennings said, staring
off in the direction Rowland had gone.


“Give me my true love, and when he dies, I will
cut him into a thousand tiny stars, and it will make the heavens look so
beautiful that all will love the night, ignoring everything the sun might show
us in the day,” Viola said. She clutched her hands against her heart, and she
started blushing as she spoke. “True love is indeed the greatest sight.”


Before Lucas could respond to that weird
interruption, Rowland returned carrying a staff larger than anything Lucas had
ever seen before. It was a dark-mahogany-colored staff with two gold bands
circling the middle. A blue decoration adorned each side of the gold bands, and
a small, dark-black handle sat between the two strips. There were five gems
affixed to the top of the staff, and each was a different color: one red, one
dark blue, one light blue, one green and one purple. It was majestic.


“Here,” Rowland said. “It was my father’s. I had
planned to learn how to use it and become a great sorcerer, but after I met
Dennings, I couldn’t focus on anything other than keeping her healthy and fit,
so I switched my focus to healing. Since I’ll never use this heirloom, you
should take it and use it in my place.” With that, Rowland handed the staff to
Lucas.


“Thanks,” Lucas said, taking the item. As soon as
he picked it up, he could feel its power. The staff’s name, Pangea, fit its
wealth of spells. It had five of them in total, each one costing 40 Arcane
Energy. The first one was a Lightning spell called Static Web, which Lucas knew
he’d end up favoring in the long run. Lucas had been on the receiving end of
the next spell during his struggle to keep Linnaeus alive: it was Earthen Wall.
The spell caused a foot-and-a-half-thick wall of earth to spring up in the spot
chosen by the spellcaster. For each charge channeled, up to a maximum of five
charges, the length of the Earthen Wall would be extended.


The fire spell Scorching Skull shot a flaming
skull out of the staff. The skull wouldn’t move as fast as other projectiles,
but it would home in on the target until it reached it. It would then explode
on impact and engulf the enemy in flames. The last two spells were ones Lucas
hadn’t seen before. There was Wind Wall, which created a gust of wind that could
be channeled for up to five seconds in one direction. This spell allowed the
caster to pick both the origin point of the wind and the direction it blew.
Then there was the last spell, Exploding Tear. It was also an area-of-effect
spell almost identical to Rock Lob, just with water. It shot a dense ball of water
at a target location that exploded with golf-ball-sized projectiles.


Lucas’s face lit up as he looked at the list of
spells. It was simply tantalizing, and this time he was the one who was thankful.
“I appreciate this, Rowland,” Lucas said, clutching the staff tightly.


“Don’t mention it,” Rowland said. “And I mean
that. I’d hate for my dad to find out I gave away an heirloom just because
someone saved my life. He tends to find his things more worthwhile than his
children, and this should normally have been counted among said things.”


“Honey, we’ve talked enough. Say ‘thank you,’ and
let’s get going before another one of those dirty villagers comes trying to
start trouble,” Dennings said, pulling on Rowland’s sleeve.


“Keep that ring safe,” Rowland said as he followed
Dennings out of the building. “I’ll get in big trouble if it falls into the
hands of one of those”—he paused, looking over at Katie, Viola and Bonnie—“people.”


Yup, at least he has some social awareness. Lucas
wished that he could punch Rowland in the face for demeaning his friends like
that, but he knew that he’d be that same guy when it was his turn to play the
villain again. It was what he signed on for when he first joined the Imperium:
to be the dreaded, hated champion of species purism. Well, never mind. It’s
just a game, Lucas thought as he watched Rowland and Dennings leave.


New Territory Acquired: Fulda.

New Title Acquired: Ritter [Knight who owns more than one territory]






Title Benefits: +10 Charisma when dealing with
Imperium below the Ritter rank.

Territorial Acquisition Options: As a Knight with two territories, a choice has
to be made.






The first option is that you may grant the new
land to another member of the Imperium such that they may manage it. In
conferring the land, you would create the contract to which the new noble must
adhere. By doing this, you will have the legal authority to give orders to that
noble, but should the new noble fail to adhere to your contract, you will also
have the legal authority to reclaim the territory and appoint another
individual to manage it.






The second option is that you may manage it by
proxy, sending orders from your own land. While this will allow you to collect
the new Territorial Income, it will foster rebellious sentiments and will leave
the territory vulnerable to outside invasions.






The final option is that you may allow the people of
the town a level of self-rule. This option will cause you to lose 50% of the
land’s Territorial Income, as the remaining 50% will go toward the people’s
self-management. However, the prosperity and population of the town will grow
faster under self-management than direct rule. Switching from this system back
to one of the previous two options will cause a penalty, the nature and
severity of which depends on the ruler’s reputation.


Lucas read through the list of options and thought
hard about what he wanted to do. He was surprised that the new territory didn’t
have any special contracts like the one Kegan had established with Waldberg,
but given that Rowland seemed like a relatively new noble in Hesse, he didn’t
think too much of it. He did, however, notice that the population of the town
was low. Abysmally low. Fulda’s current total population was only 53, and about
a dozen of those were just the guards that worked at the manor. The monthly
income wasn’t great either at a paltry 14.8 gold.


Lucas looked at his group and wondered if he could
make one of them a lord, but the only one who qualified was Nick. Technically,
he was the only one who was Human and therefore an actual member of the
Imperium. Without him, Lucas’s party would be short its only tank, and that was
a position that Lucas wasn’t sure he wanted to leave empty right now.


But . . . Lucas sighed. I have to do
right by the people with me. Even as he opened his mouth, he knew that he
was somehow going to regret it later on. “Nick, there’s no chance you want to
leave my employ and start your own dungeon, is there?” Lucas asked.


“Wait, we can do that?” Bonnie’s ears perked up.
“And why him, boss? Why not me? I could use the extra dungeon cash.”


“It’s actually . . . not that cheap to run one,”
Lucas told her.


“Oh, expensive? Nope. I’m the only one allowed to
be high maintenance in my life. Can’t have my hobbies filling that role too.
Thanks for the offer though, boss,” Bonnie said, completely forgetting the fact
he hadn’t offered anything to her.


“You mean I’d have to go out and start my own
party?” Nick asked. “Leave this one?”


“Yeah, it shouldn’t be hard. You can probably use
random villagers to fill your ranks until you get up there a bit more,” he
replied, watching as Nick’s face perked up for a moment but then soured.


“No, I’m fine,” Nick said, his shoulders hunching forward
a little.


“You sure?” Lucas asked. It was a little odd that
someone wouldn’t want to have a turn at being a dungeon lord.


“Yeah, I’m sure. I think I’m happy just sticking
with this group,” Nick said, drawing a small smile across Lucas’s face as he empathized
with the sentiment.


Lucas didn’t blame Nick at all. It was fun playing
this game, not just because of what he was able to do with the dungeon but also
because of who he was doing it with.


“Alright then,” Lucas said. With that, he selected
the third option to let the people self-govern. All he could do now was hope
that the town would generate more people over time. He also had a sneaking
suspicion that Smash and his appetite were a chief reason why Fulda, which had
originally been bigger than most of the other starting towns, was currently
lowest in population.


When he selected the menu, he saw his own dungeon’s
net Territorial Income increase by 7.4 gold.


For allowing the people in one of your territories
to self-govern, you have earned a new suffix: The Democratic. This suffix will
slightly increase your favorability among non-ruling class members in
self-governing territories and boosts your Charisma with them by 10.






Current Suffix: The Murderer. Effect: None.






Would you like to switch suffixes? [Yes / No]

Note: You may switch suffixes at any point in the future.


Lucas looked at the suffix and decided to ignore
it. “The Murderer” was a much more appropriate title for a villain than “The
Democratic.” Even though I’ll take a small hit with my story quests, I
probably should keep that title, Lucas thought as he pulled up his Dungeon
Menu and started to browse through the upgrades again.


The first thing he checked was his ten-man guard
patrols. That’s what I’m talking about, Lucas thought as he saw their
Player Subjugation Rate had risen from under 5% to a little over 12%. It still
wasn’t anything to write home about, but it was impressive. Two of the guards
had even reached Level 3, and with the Basic Training option having been
completed, their Attack Value was listed at 11. Of those points, there were 5
points as the base, 2 from levels, 1 from using two-handed weapons, 2 from the
nicer weapons he had purchased for them, and 1 final point from the Basic
Training. The guards’ Attack Value was over 120% higher than when they had
started.


Not satisfied with the 12%, Lucas checked how much
was in his territorial coffers and saw that the number was at 117 gold this
time. He took that cash and immediately dumped it all into armor upgrades for 5
of the 10 guards. Each high-quality steel armor cost 20 gold. He then took the
remaining cash he had and bought one more weapon to make sure that every person
had one.


Relationship Quest: Damsel in Distress.






Because of your deep connection to Lady Xun Guan,
you are aware of the fact she is in danger.






Warning: This is a time sensitive quest. If Xun
Guan dies during this event, she will no longer be able to respawn, and you
will lose your sponsor to the Imperium, complicating any future interactions
with the Imperium.






Warning: Dying during this quest will result in the
permanent termination of your status in the Imperium.


“That bastard, Dray,” Lucas cursed. As far as Lucas
was concerned, things only added up to a single conclusion, and that was Dray.
There were simply too many coincidences for it not to be him. Most importantly,
Dray had technically superseded Xun Guan as Lucas’s sponsor in the Imperium.
Dray was the one who had told him to take the ring from Kegan’s finger and had
granted him fair possession of Kegan’s land and title. If his sponsor had
defaulted to back Xun Guan, that meant that Dray had already forsaken him and
that, without a doubt, Maidbanger was behind everything. “Freaking, stupid,
dang son of a bi—”Lucas let out every random word that came to mind, stopping
himself just short of profanities.


“What’s going on, boss?” Bonnie asked hesitantly.


“Yeah, what can we do?” Nick asked.


“Do you all still have your mounts?” Lucas asked.


“Yeah? Why?” Nick asked.


“Is Linnaeus nearby?” Lucas had an idea of how to
handle this situation, but he wasn’t 100 percent certain.


“Yeah, Linnaeus is still flying around. He’s been
worried something might have happened to you,” Viola said. “Your Charisma score
must really be something.”


“Yeah,” Lucas replied, nodding, “It is. Well, if
he’s nearby, then we have a chance.”


“A chance to what, boss? Tell us what’s going on,”
Bonnie said.


“Well . . .” Lucas felt his heart started to race
as he thought about the fact everything he had worked for might come to nothing
due to an event outside of his control. “We’re going to conquer this entire
place and make ourselves the greatest villains of noob island,” Lucas said,
laughing a bit as he started out the door.


“That’s right,” Viola said. “You can definitely do
it. I have faith you’re going to do something magnificent.”


“You gonna tell us your plan though, boss?” Bonnie
asked.


“Why bother? Isn’t a bit of a surprise for the
best?” Viola asked. “A twist ending for a beautiful act! Don’t you want to see
how this all plays out?”


“I just kind of want to kill stuff. Now that we
have a healing Sage, our party is pretty good,” Nick said. “Story stuff doesn’t
matter to me as much, but the killing is fun.”


Viola seemed absolutely shocked when Nick said the
story didn’t matter, but to her credit, she bit her tongue and kept from saying
anything when Lucas led the group out of the manor.


Lucas dumped all of his new points from leveling
into Fortitude and Arcanum and then rushed off to save Liu.












Chapter 12


 


 


Character Name: Lucas


Level: -47


Hit Points: 476


Arcane Energy: 1100


Stamina: 100


Holy Energy: Class Locked


 


Current Class: Enchanter


 


Stats:


Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
100


Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 0


Fortitude [increases Hit Points by 1% per point]:
40


Charisma: 100


Luck: 0


Unspent: 0


 


Current Elemental Attunement:


Lightning Affinity: 1.5%


Effects: +3% Lightning Element Damage


+6% Lightning Element Channeling Speed


-3% Non-Lightning Element Channeling Speed


+0.75% Lightning Element Damage Resistance


 


Arcane Resistance: 2%


 


Combat Proficiencies:


None


 


Racial Quest Chain Progress:


Vampire: 2 out of 5 requirements met to start
chain.


 


 


The Web of Deceit kept Lucas hidden as he snuck
through the castle, slowly rounding corners and waiting quietly while guards
passed by. Lucas remembered the way perfectly. The art and erotic sculptures
were tasteless decorations he couldn’t ever forget.


He was really grateful to Linnaeus, his personal
castle infiltration assistant, who had thrown him in through a window with
ease. Just like before, Linnaeus had reminded him that he was contracted for
the sole purpose of helping out Lucas’s dungeon and not anyone else's and then
failed to offer any further aid.


There it is, Lucas thought, seeing the
throne room directly ahead. Lucas was happy to see that there were no guards
stationed there since he very much doubted that he would be able to tackle them
alone, and there was no way for him to sneak through the doors undetected, invisible
or not.


Nick, Bonnie and the rest of the group had lured
away most of the guards by using their mounts. The result was that most of the
keep’s defenses were busy chasing them in circles, and while they were all
distracted, Lucas had been able to make his way straight to Dray’s chamber. Now
that he had arrived, however, he was somewhat anxious—mostly because the door
was ajar.


Lucas approached and tried to listen for a second
to what was happening in the other room.


“Lagrand, this is freaking stupid. Will you just
stop already?” Liu practically shouted.


“Stop? Why the hell should I stop? This whole
island is mine, and so is everyone on it,” Dray shouted in return.


“The island isn’t yours; it’s the players’. You’re
just supposed to be moderating it, making sure the quests go smoothly. What
you’re doing right now is a breach of conduct, and if you don’t stop, I’m going
to have to report you!” Liu yelled.


Lucas slowly edged the door open just enough for
him to sneak in, and the first thing he saw once he was inside was Dray von
Maidbanger, the man who had been a pain in his backside. He was seated at a
table across from Liu, openly leering at the woman. Most surprisingly, Liu’s
avatar no longer looked like her sister, Yu Hua. Instead, she looked just as
she did in real life, scar and all.


“Report me? To who? Your boss? That’s me! I’m that
boss! I’m the only one you report to, so what are you going to do?”


“I’m going to go over your head, you freaking
creep,” Liu shouted.


“No, you’re not. You’re either going to quit and
end up flat on your filthy, unemployed backside, begging for another job that
gives you half as much freedom as you get here, or you’re going to do what I
say and change that model back to the other one. The one I like. The one
everyone likes. Otherwise, you’re going to get fired so that I can change it
back on my own.”


“I’ve already told you that I’m not going to, and
I’ve already told you that you can go suck it, you creepy bastard. There is no
way in hell I’m ever going to put on that face for a perverted, licentious,
rotten bastard like you!” Liu’s face was solid red, her hair was in a tizzy,
and her hands were balled up into tight fists.


“Why not? Why are you being so stubborn about
this?” Lagrand, which was apparently Dray’s real-life name, asked. “Just look
in the mirror. Look at how hideous you look with that scar across your face.
Why the hell didn’t you get that thing fixed? No one would ever even look at
you with that face, would they? Isn’t that the reason you sculpted that pretty
girl in the first place? So that I would look at you? So that I would give you
attention? Why don’t you just admit it and change back to the face I like so
that I don’t have to be horrified by that grotesque visage of yours.”


“This scar is who I am, and who I am was never
your damn plaything!” Liu shouted. “Will you stop acting like I am some part of
this territory you can own? It’s gross, it’s stupid, and no matter what you do
in this game, I will never be with you. Do you understand? NEVER!”


It blew Lucas’s mind that such a scumbag could
exist, and it cut deep when he thought that he might have unwittingly played
even the smallest role in this degenerate’s scheme, unknowingly making Liu
suffer in the process. Here she is, trying to move on with her life, and
this brute is only pushing her back down again? I will hurt him. I will
hurt him over and over again. The scene stoked a fierce indignation in
Lucas. It wasn’t just anger Liu was showing; it was hurt. Lucas could feel her
pain as he watched her break under Lagrand’s words, and he knew why: that scar
had probably hurt her every single day she looked in the mirror, and for
reasons other than vanity.


Staring at her, Lucas realized that he was guilty.
No matter what, she had sat down and talked to him day after day for two years
of in-game time. She had always made an effort to call him, even when he never
answered the phone. No matter how much he had lashed out at her when he had
wanted to curl up and let the world go on without him, she had tried to cheer
him up day after day. If he had discovered that she was Xun Guan and avoided
her in the game, he had no doubt that she would have still found a way to be
there for him in any way she could. She would have tried to find a way to make
him smile. She was good. Looking at her now, he realized that was why he had
blamed her the most: so that he would have a reason not to see her, so that he
wouldn’t smile again. He had hated himself and had wanted to suffer, and
pushing her away had been the easiest way to accomplish that.


“Well if you don’t change your face back to that
pretty girl’s today, then who you are isn’t just going to be some wench with a
scar: it’s going to be broke. A broke, ugly, disgusting woman that no one will
ever want, who has no place to go, and who will never be hired again. That’s
all you were to begin with before I gave you a chance to be anything else. This
land is mine, and if you’re not mine too, then why don’t you just get the hell
out of my world and go back to whatever hole you crawled out of, you stupid
slut.”


“You, stupid lowlife fiend!” Lucas yelled, finally
unable to watch Liu suffer any more under Lagrand’s verbal abuse. He unleashed
a Scorching Skull straight at Lagrand, and the floating fiery head erupted from
his staff and shot right toward the scumbag. “Who the hell are you to say she’s
ugly?!” Glancing over at Liu, thinking about how she was family, how he would
never reject her again, Lucas turned back to Lagrand and added, “And who the
hell are you to say she has nowhere to go?” Lucas shot another Scorching Skull
at him. “You think she’s worthless? You think she’s hideous?” Lucas roared as
the first skull struck Lagrand and flames engulfed him. Lagrand screamed out in
pain, and in an even louder voice, Lucas roared back and then launched a third
Scorching Skull.


Lucas hadn’t realized it at the time, but the book
Lagrand was holding was actually a large channeling device that had been
fashioned to appear as a book. After being struck by the first skull, Lagrand
had quickly erected a water barrier. When the second skull came at him, the
Water Wall burst into existence and completely nullified the second and third
skulls. A moment later, Lagrand casually stood up and stepped through the water
shield, fully extinguishing the flames covering him.


“What gives you the right to tell her who she
is?!” Lucas continued. He flung out a Static Web in Lagrand’s direction and
hoped that the water would supply extra conductivity and thus extra damage.
“Who said that, just because she works under you, she’s your property? That you
can just decide what to do with her? Let me tell you right now: She’s not
yours, you selfish, sanctimonious bastard!”


Lagrand didn’t have a chance to respond. He was
too busy erecting defenses and counter-attacking. He shot a Rock Lob at Lucas,
and the small clumps of dirt easily passed through the Static Web, scattering
the spell and forcing Lucas to dodge out of the way lest he be struck as well.


“Don’t lecture me, boy!” Lagrand shouted. “It
doesn’t take anyone more than a second to see that her true face is disfigured
and ugly. You’d have to be a liar or an idiot to say otherwise.” Lagrand
laughed heartily as he followed up his first Rock Lob with two more. “You come
in here trying to act self-righteous, but look at you, lying like a hypocrite!”


Lucas wasn’t sure if he could counter Lagrand’s
spell, but he knew he had to try if he was ever going to have any hope of
regaining the offensive. So, as the third Rock Lob came at him, he countered it
with an Exploding Tear just to see which one would win. The ball of water
struck the first tiny rock from Rock Lob and instantly exploded in all
directions. The other balls of rock flying directly for him were knocked away.


“A second? Five seconds? In a hundred years I’d never
think she’s ugly,” Lucas countered. “Liu is beautiful as she is.” He channeled
out a second Exploding Tear and fired it off at Lagrand, who blocked this one
with another Rock Lob, effectively canceling both spells.


“You’re just lying to yourself. You’re a
hypocrite. You and I both know her other avatar was way more beautiful!”


Lagrand then followed up with three rapidly shot
Firebolts aimed straight at Lucas. The Firebolt spell cost much less energy
than the Exploding Tear, so he was able to send three at Lucas nearly
instantly, and Lucas knew that his Exploding Tear would only be able to block
one of the Firebolts, not all of them. In an attempt to catch them all, Lucas
instead cast Wind Wall, quickly designating the right side of the room as the
origin point and the left as the finishing point. The giant barrier of wind
swept away the Firebolts and sent them careening into the wall.


“But that person,”—Lucas sent another Static Web
through the fading field of Wind—“isn’t who she is. She’s Liu, and she’s fine
as she is. She’s beautiful as she is, not that it is something you get to
decide one way or the other.”


“Lying? I’m just telling the truth. I’m just doing
what you should be doing: chasing pleasure. You’re the idiot trying to make
things complicated so you can, what? Respect some hussy who isn’t even your
girl? Stop white knighting like she matters to you.” Lagrand threw another Rock
Lob, but the flying clods of dirt and stone were blown aside by the last gusts
of Lucas’s Wind Wall.


Lucas decided to try something different and threw
up two Earthen Walls, shutting Lagrand in on the other side of the barriers so
that he couldn’t see Liu or Lucas.


“Liu,” Lucas said, turning toward the woman, who
was doing her best to compose herself. She still seemed to be in a bit of
shock. “Liu, I can’t beat this guy myself.” He put a hand on her back as he
tried to think about how to handle the situation. He had cast ten spells,
burning 400 of his 1100 Arcane Energy. While it was regenerating at a rate of
11 per second, he had every reason to believe that he was using it faster than
Lagrand since Lucas was just a player boss and Lagrand was an actual boss.


“Right,” Liu said, taking in a deep breath and
removing her backpack. Before she could even get it over her shoulder, however,
a giant frozen fist made of Ice crashed through one of Lucas’s barriers. It
proceeded to punch three giant man-sized holes in the wall, and seconds later,
the construct crumbled to pieces. The moment the barrier fell, three Firebolts
sizzled through the empty space, headed straight for Liu.


Lucas immediately reactivated another Wind Wall,
and the Firebolts were redirected into the wall to the right just as they had
been before. As if he had predicted what was going to happen, Lagrand then
fired off several additional Firebolts. This time, however, he aimed the blasts
up and to the left. The Wind Wall caught them, but instead of turning them away
harmlessly into the wall, they were blown up and over the wall and directly
toward Lucas.


Lucas, watching in horror as the myriad Firebolts
came straight toward him. He couldn’t believe that someone had been able to
predict so precisely the spell’s movement as it passed over the air-wall. He
tried to cast an Earthen Wall, but he wasn’t quick enough, and two Firebolts
crashed into the ground on either side of him. Even though they weren’t direct
hits, their combined damage still ripped away 127 Hit Points, leaving him at
349 total and making him happy he had sunk the extra 20 points into Fortitude.


“You can’t win, you filthy cur,” Lagrand laughed.
“I’m the boss of the island, and you’re . . . What? Just a crappy player teamed
up with Xun Guan? The worst dungeon leader in the game? Just give up and die
already. I’m going to log off, ban you, and fire her anyway.” He immediately
shot an Ice Fist into Lucas’s newly erected Earthen Wall and then five more
Firebolts at Lucas. This time, however, Lucas was able to anticipate Lagrand’s
move. Almost instantly, he swapped the origin point and the destination point,
reversing the flow of air within the Wind Wall. Rather than being sucked
directly toward him, the Firebolts were pulled away in the opposite direction.


Lucas let out a deep breath that he had
unknowingly been holding when he saw that his play had worked. He was doing
everything he could to counteract Lagrand’s nonstop assault, but the other
man’s constant use of Ice Fist to shatter the Earthen Walls and Firebolts to
attack was a rather simple yet incredibly effective strategy.


“I don’t care what you say,” Lucas replied. “I’m
going to hurt you. I’m going to make you die right here, right now, for my own
amusement nonetheless.” Finally swapping back to offense, Lucas constructed an earthen
barrier along the same route as the Wind Wall and tossed an Exploding Tear in
the air toward the ceiling. The water bomb caught the large man off guard as it
hit him, and liquid poured out in all directions as the spell exploded,
knocking him to the side.


Not letting up for a second, Lucas cast Static Web
the second Wind Wall timed out. The Static Web hit Lagrand before he could even
stand up, and electricity sizzled out in all directions, following the flow of water.
Before Lucas could fire another spell, Lagrand cast a spell that sent a ripple
through the ground. The shockwave tore up the floorboards as it sped forward,
tossing furniture away from its four-foot-high crest.


Crap, that’s a super-high-level spell, the damn
cheater, Lucas cursed. The electricity from his Static Web was completely
nullified by the rising mound of magically generated dirt, and with nothing
else to do, Lucas cast Earthen Wall right under his feet just before the wave
hit. The wall sprung up from the floor, carrying him upward and away from the
impending rush of earth. Just before he collided with the ceiling, Lucas jumped
off and rolled away, taking 12 points of damage as he struck the ground. He
immediately bolted to his feet and looked around for Liu, and he was shocked to
see her both unscathed and with her weapon in hand. Most surprisingly, however,
was the fact that she was holding a rapier, the classic weapon of the nobility.


Legrand's second Earthen Wave spread out around
him, and Lucas summoned another Earthen Wall and used the exact same tactic to
dodge this wave as he had the first. Liu effortless jumped over the
four-foot-high wave, spinning in the air like an anime heroine as she landed
gracefully on the other side of the ripple and started running forward.


Unfortunately for Liu, she didn’t make much
progress. Lagrand threw out another cheat-level spell, Frozen Fortress. Three
massive tower-shaped shields of Ice appeared in mid-air, blocking her advance.
The spell forced her to dart back and wait for a gap to appear in the floating
barricade. Just as the opportunity presented itself, however, a burning whip of
flame snapped through from the other side. The whip was another upper-level
spell, which one would normally never see on noob island. Liu dodged to the
side, but she wasn’t able to fully evade the blow. The fiery cord lashed her
side, cutting straight through her armor and leaving a deep mark on her flesh.


Liu jumped out of the way of the second and third
whip cracks, but as soon as she was about to launch her counter-attack, one of
the three floating shields interposed itself between her and Lagrand,
effectively preventing both Liu and Lucas from doing anything while providing a
moment of respite for Lagrand.


What the hell? This freaking sucks, Lucas
thought as the shield slowly circled. He started moving around in the opposite
direction of the shields, trying to get a clear attack point, but just as he
did, he saw Lagrand let loose another spell. A giant pillar of Lightning shot
from the ground and into the ceiling right in front of Liu. After the initial
flash, the arcing electricity persisted as a massive crackling column of
energy. Eight other pillars thundered into existence, and then all nine of them
began to meander around the room.


Lucas suddenly had absolutely no idea what to do
next. He didn’t have a spell that would so much as touch those pillars, much
less counter them. They were made of dozens of bolts of electricity, and while
he wasn’t willing to test the theory, he was willing to bet that a single touch
would spell certain death.


He threw out a Scorching Skull for lack of anything
else to do and hoped that it would break one of the Ice shields. But, before it
could reach its target, one of the Lightning Pillars shifted direction and
absorbed it. Lucas threw out two more Scorching Skulls, but they were shattered
by Lagrand’s fiery whip, a spell with more intensity and fury than Lucas’s own fire
spell.


When none of his initial volley of spells worked,
Lucas looked over at Liu to see how she was doing. Lady Xun Guan was only known
to have a single Chi attack in her arsenal, and that severe lack of versatility
in combat was part of what made her easy to defeat. The attack wasn’t fancy; it
was a simple rapier thrust. She would shoot forward and do damage based on how
much speed she could build up as she charged her opponent. At the moment,
however, she couldn’t use it at all.


“Liu!” Lucas shouted, an idea coming into his
head. “Over here!” While Liu rushed to him, dodging the pillars of Lightning
that danced between them, Lucas began throwing Exploding Tears. Lagrand was
able to channel spells quickly, though not nearly as fast as Lucas since many
of his spells were high tier and required a lot more Arcane Energy than the
ones Lucas had access too. Earthen Wave shot out yet again, and the top of the
wave snapped just high enough to catch one of the balls of water and send the
liquid gushing everywhere.


With Earthen Wall still behind him, there was
nowhere for Lucas to escape to. The water itself was harmless, but the room was
practically soaked at this point, and the last few Exploding Tears had formed a
giant puddle that was constantly creeping ever closer to the slowly moving
Lightning Pillars. With the puddle in front of him, the wall behind him, and
Lagrand himself well-defended, Lucas was basically trapped. When Liu reached
him, he knew it was time to make his Hail Mary play. He threw an Earthen Wall
in front of Lagrand so he couldn’t see anything, buying himself a few seconds
to talk to Liu.


“What’s the plan?” Liu asked as she jumped over
the puddle and landed next to him.


“We need to use those shields against him,” Lucas
said, referring to the large floating tower shields of Ice.


“But how?”


“We’re going to attack him from that direction,
and he won't suspect the shields to break, so if we can get through, it’s our
chance to win.”


“Huh?” Liu seemed a little confused. “Even with my
strongest attack, I’m not confident that I can break one. Your attacks are all
getting blocked. What plan do you actually have?”


“Liu, I need you to listen to me.” Lucas rested a
hand on her shoulder and looked her straight in the eyes. “And trust me. I’m
going to give you the power you need. You just have to focus on one of those
tower shields. I’ll provide backup and try to give you cover with spells, but
he can counter everything I throw, so all I need from you is to get a clear
shot at that boss, and then you just go for it.”


“Got it,” Liu said as she started to run back to
the other side of the room. The farther she could run, the faster she would end
up moving, and the more damage she would do, so she was placing herself at the
far corner of the room and lining herself up.


Just on time, Lagrand shattered Lucas’s Earthen
Wall with another Ice Fist, revealing two Lightning pillars that were circling
far too close to Lucas for comfort. Lucas didn’t want to lose sight of Liu, but
he had to evacuate the area since the lightning was dangerously close to
hitting the puddle that he was now standing in.


After dashing out of the way, he turned to see Liu
glow a neon green as her Chi began to circle around her. Lucas had never fought
her, so he didn’t know her skill well enough to judge how long this charging
phase would take. In the end, he decided to risk it. He waited for half a
second and then began channeling Wind Wall at her back. The powerful gust
struck before Liu began her charge, and Lucas watched as the wind propelled her
forward into a sprint. The neon green Chi shrouding her transformed from a weak
aura to a dazzling blaze so bright that her skin and armor became indiscernible
through its radiance.


“You’ve failed again, you worthless woman,”
Lagrand taunted. An Ice shield floated down between him and Liu, dooming her
attack to strike the wall he had crafted.


Lucas summoned a chain of Scorching Skulls to
chase after Lagrand in case Liu’s rapier assault failed.


When Liu hit the icy barrier at full speed, the
wall shattered into pieces with a loud snapping sound that echoed throughout
the chamber. Lucas watched Lagrand’s expression change to one of shock and then
complete horror as Liu’s rapier pierced through his chest and directly into one
of his lungs.


“You’re . . . still . . . going . . . to be . . .
fired,” Lagrand said, dropping his tome of cheat spells and doing his best just
to breathe.


“I think I’ll just have to report this boss kill,”
Lucas said.


Lagrand’s eyes opened even wider in disbelief as he
turned toward Lucas only to find a Scorching Skull directly in front of his
face. The first, second, third and fourth skulls struck in rapid succession,
leaving Lagrand with no way to stop them. The perverted man roared in shock and
anger and then fell silent. A moment later, his corpse started to turn into
ash, and all that was left was Liu’s rapier, still jammed right through his
charred ribs.


You have killed Baron Dray von Maidbanger with the
help of Lady Xun Guan. You have been awarded 1000 EXP. A pair of maid’s
pantalettes and 500 gold have dropped upon death.






Hidden Quest Completion: Kegan’s Hidden Hope.






Although Kegan did not know for sure that it was
Dray von Maidbanger who had organized the rebellion and plotted his wife’s
death, he still thirsted for revenge until his death. In killing Dray, you have
given Kegan the solace he could not find in life. You have allowed his soul to
rest in peace.






Reward: 1000 bonus EXP. Isabel’s Tears has also
been upgraded.






Quest Chain Completion: The Heirless Maidbanger. 






Although Dray von Maidbanger lived up to his name,
siring a dozen offspring from various sources, none of them are official heirs.
In this event, lacking an official heir, the Imperium noble who acquires his
ring shall inherit his territory. Since you currently hold his ring, you may
choose whether to accept this acquisition and take control of the Maidbanger
territory and fortune. Do you wish to accept? 






[Yes / No]






Guaranteed Reward: 4 Levels.






Warning: Accepting this will not only increase
your territory but also your responsibilities on the island. Failure to protect
your territory from an NPC-organized invasion or rebellion against the Imperium
will result in expulsion from the Imperium and potential deletion of your
character.






Warning: Not accepting the ring will respawn Dray
von Maidbanger; however, the quest will not be repeatable for you.


Lucas didn’t even have to think about it. No matter
what the risks were, this was what he had come for, and everything came with
its challenges and difficulties attached. Yes, Lucas thought, reaching
out and touching the button. The fact that hitting “No” would regenerate the
main bad guy and let the GM resume his role as the jerk of the island didn’t even
factor into his decision. He had known his answer before the first warning sign
had appeared.


 


Title Upgrade: You are now Baron Lucas the
Murderer, ruler of Hesse.






Territory Acquisition: You now have direct control
over Dray von Maidbanger’s territory as well as indirect control over the
remaining Imperium nobles on Hesse as the highest-ranking member of the
Imperium on the island. While indirect control over their territories will give
you small amounts of influence as well as minor advantages in trade
negotiations and future dealings with these nobles, this will not prevent them
from attacking you, nor allow you to command their troops in battle.






Nobility Ring Rank Up: While wearing your ring of
the Imperium, your Charisma score with subjects of the Imperium has now
increased by 50%. This will not influence those that aren’t Human citizens
directly underneath the control of the Imperium.






Loot Acquisition: In addition to seizing all
Maidbanger properties, minor items, and gold (3182 gold pieces), you have also
gained two of Dray’s major items: Cursed Tome of the Endless Reader,
Maidbanger’s Targeting Specs, and Belt of Backup.


Lucas was about to open his inventory and check out
the items, but then he noticed Liu was still standing in the same spot she
killed Lagrand.


“Liu?” Lucas asked, not sure what was going
through her head as he watched her slowly turn her face toward him. Her mouth
hung slightly open, and her face wore a hollow expression.


“I did it . . .” she began, putting down her
rapier. “I mean, we did it. He’s dead. His character is gone. If he wants to
play this game again, he’ll have to petition and get a new one made.”


“What’s that mean?” Lucas asked. “Am I going to
have to report this kill as glitchy so that someone reviews the conversation?”
He didn’t know how he could help Liu, but he definitely didn’t want her to have
to go through dealing with this jerk again.


“No,” Liu quickly stated, turning to Lucas and
shaking her head. “I know I shouldn’t say this, but I don’t want this to be an
issue. I just got this job less than a year ago, and if I’m known as a sexual
harassment victim”—she frowned—“that’s all people will ever know me as. No one
will give me any respect, and a year later, I’ll probably get fired for the
first thing they can pin on me. I wouldn’t be the first. There’s no point. Let
me just have my win today. Let me be satisfied knowing that at least I,
specifically, won’t have to deal with that creep again in this world since any
new avatar that’s generated for him will be shifted to a different island. It’s
fairly standard whenever GMs are killed, and they lose their characters.”


Lucas nodded. He didn’t understand her at all,
though. He’d have wanted the cruelest and absolute vengeance no matter the
cost. That said, he knew that it wasn’t his place to say or do anything, and he
had to respect her choice. “Well, are you going to be okay?” he asked. Despite
the upbeat, “let me have my win” tone, she didn’t exactly look happy. Relieved,
perhaps, but definitely not happy. All he could do was be there for her, the
same way she had been there for him.


Since he didn’t know how to solve her work
problems, he did the only useful thing he could think of: he walked up to her
and hugged her. He could feel her clenching tightly into the hug, and he
responded in kind. Even after a few minutes, she only squeezed him harder, as
if to say “No, you’re not going anywhere yet.”


They heard a loud “ahem” from the door, and Lucas
turned to see Bonnie, Nick, Viola, and Katie sitting at the entrance to the boss
room. He wasn’t sure when they had arrived, but there they were with him,
standing in the middle of a mess that looked like a warzone.


“Yeah, sorry. Wanted to announce our presence
earlier, but you two looked like you were having a moment,” Nick explained. “We
were kiting the guards around, and then they suddenly just . . . well, let us
through. It was weird.”


“Weird? It just clearly meant that boss had won,
and the day was over. Glorious news! My paycheck has gotten richer! Also, that
gold split? Niiice! Good job, boss,” Bonnie said with a big smile. “I think
I’ve made more money in a single day than any other player ever has. I’m going
to prove I’m the best mercenary ever!” Placing both hands on her hips, she
began cackling out the villain’s “muwahahaha.”


“It wasn’t news. News implies new information. But
we all knew that Lucas was guaranteed victory from the moment he agreed to go
in. That’s our leader, the great villain,” Viola said proudly, sticking out her
chest as if the accomplishment were her own.


Katie just nodded her agreement, raising her bow a
little. She hesitated and then said, “It . . . umm . . .” Then, as if giving up
on words altogether, she pulled the string back on her bow and let go. She
hadn’t even nocked an arrow, but as she did so, two beautiful icicles shot out
and struck the wall to Lucas’s right. They left a small, palm-sized patch of
Ice where they landed. “It’s better.”


“It is . . .” Lucas noted, and the whole group
seemed a little stunned.


“Do you want it back?” Katie asked, pursing her
lips as she did so.


“No, that’s fine.” Lucas shook his head. “Just
consider it as payment for a job well done. You’re a great member of the team,”
he said, feeling a bit like the cheesy boss in charge of raising motivation
during a work retreat.


“Thanks,” Katie sighed. She clearly didn’t want to
part with the bow but felt obligated to offer. Lucas liked that: it was good to
have someone reliable and honest on his team.


“Well, boss, now that you’ve killed the biggest
bad in town, what’s next?” Bonnie asked.


Despite the high intensity and stress, Lucas still
wanted to play the game. He didn’t want to just log in. He didn’t want to lie
out on his back and soak up the sunshine. He just wanted to play. And that was
exactly what he planned to do until sleep eventually took him: build his little
dungeon and finally get to enjoy the fruits of his labor as he planned to crush
the dreams of players that sought his demise.


“We’re going to crush the enemies of the Imperium,
of course,” Lucas said with an ear-to-ear grin.












Epilogue


 


 


Eager to complete the quest A Captive Princess and
get some payback, Malik and Valerie tried to just bash their way through the
gate and kill the pretentious new dungeon lord. It wasn’t the most glorious
attempt, but it wasn’t the worst either. They hadn’t prepared anything special,
but the two were used to working with one another, so they naturally thought,
“What’s the worst that could happen?” Unfortunately, before they even got
within 30 feet of the door, a shadow fell over Malik. He turned around, trying
to see what was happening, but there was no one behind him—not an enemy, not a
neutral party, and not even his companion. As he tried to figure out what had
caused the shadow, drops of blood fell across his face, prompting him to look
up. He was greeted by Valerie’s dead corpse slamming into his face from five
stories up like a heavy sack of potatoes and reducing him to almost no health.


A giant beast then landed on top of him and held
him down with six arms. The creature opened its large beak-shaped mouth and bit
off Malik’s head. The game took a split second longer than Malik would have
liked to process his death, and he was left with the horrific sound of his
skull being crunched apart between the monster’s strong jaws.


After that death, Malik and Valerie pressed on and
found two others to join their cause. The new players knew of an underground
route, so they tried that, but it was to no avail. They were no more than 20
feet into the dark tunnel when spiders started crawling out of the walls.
During their frantic defense against the arachnids, they fell into a cavern
only to find themselves then surrounded by eggs. His group desperately tried to
burn the eggs, and Malik did his best to fend off the horde of hatching
spiders. He used his skills to draw them in and take the shots while his party
smoothly handled the babies. The fight seemed to be going perfectly until a web
shot down from the ceiling right on top of him. He tried to cry out and warn
his teammates, but his mouth had been sealed first, and he was able to watch as
the rest of his body was wrapped up, piece by piece. And then darkness covered
his vision.


Once more, he felt the pain of death. But this
time, he was forced to endure the creature consuming his legs and munching its
way through his abdomen. His only consolation was that he had previously set
the sensitivity meter to 10%.


They tried the backdoor next. Malik figured that
they had already met the two hardest minibosses, so they went with the same
group. He wasn’t able to stop himself. After all, the one who saved the
princess would be given territory in Waldberg. That was an unheard-of prize,
and even though he had lost items, a level, and some gold, he had still rushed
back. Entering the through the back door, Malik and his crew found a big room
full of rocks. He didn’t understand why there were so many random stones lying
around in the middle of a well-maintained manor. The explanation became
painfully clear the second the door closed behind them and a giant humanoid
covered in boulders stepped into the room. The behemoth was wielding a tree
trunk the size of Malik and Valerie’s body strapped together. The stone
creature laughed, but Malik thought it would still be an easy fight. His party
members told him to control the battle with magic, as the “Grobendiss” was
strong against physical attacks but weak against magic.


The battle began smoothly, and Malik saw hope. The
spells were coming out neatly. The party’s Fire Wizard was in full form,
throwing blasts everywhere and landing at least two-thirds of them directly on
the Grobendiss as it came toward them, and each blast seemed to hurt. Just when
they thought that they might have a chance, the big beast yelled out a single
word, “SMASH!” and then struck the whole party at the same time with the
massive log in a horizontal sweep. Malik crumpled like a beer can at a frat
party as his armor-covered body flattened violently against the wall and then
fell to the floor. Before dying, he spent a shocked moment watching his own
blood trickle down the brickwork.


The next time around, the group insisted on trying
the front gate once more. The results were the same as the first attempt, only
more gruesome. Malik had now lost several levels, a lot of gear, and a good
amount of money, and he was getting frustrated, so they looked for an
alternative.


Then, with Valerie’s help, he found out that there
was a crazy blacksmith named Willmarth in the capital who sold a massive bomb,
one that could be used to break through one of the manor walls and sneak
directly into the castle. The only problem was that Willmarth charged an arm
and a leg per bomb, and thus, the whole group, which had already lost quite a
bit of money on this quest, ended up feeling pretty sore about finances going into
their latest attempt.


BOOOOOOOOOOOM!!! The bomb knocked the whole
party off its feet as it went off and punched a hole clean through the manor
wall. Malik dusted himself off and tried to remove all of the dirt that covered
him from head to toe as he walked into Lucas’s dungeon.


“I still don't see why we had to spend so much
damn money at Willmarth’s for what should be some stupid noob island contest,”
Valerie grumbled.


Malik knew what she really meant to say: “Why did
you make me pay my fair share for the device?” With their repeated deaths,
money and loot were becoming a point of contention between the two.


“Well,” Malik said, keeping his shield up as he
walked through the hole in the wall, “the alternatives haven’t played out
particularly well for us, have they?”


“We could try to ask Nick for money,” Valerie
offered as they walked forward. “We could bring him in for the quest too. You
two are still close, right?”


“Are you serious?” Malik wanted to throw something
at the woman. Nick had been one of his closer gaming companions for five years.
They had played one game after the other together, but Valerie hated him.
That’s why, when Nick had suggested that they play with Negative first, and
Negative had ended up backstabbing them, Valerie had been the first to throw
Nick under the bus. She had insisted that, if he wanted to keep questing with
them, he needed to go farm his own items. She had refused to lend him even a
single staff so that he could get his class and had told Malik not to help him.


Malik, who had been trying to get closer to
Valerie at the time, had figured it wouldn’t hurt anything to let his buddy
spend an hour without him. He hadn’t known that it would spell the end of their
friendship. He had, and he hated admitting it, thought that his friend was so
annoying that no one would partner up with him and that he’d be crawling back
as soon as he got the quest materials. It had been an inevitability in his mind
because Nick was just that annoying. Malik had always seen hanging out with
Nick as a charitable act, and he had wanted a long enough break from said
charity to get with Valerie. He had just wanted the game-blocking, annoying
friend of his to disappear so he could ask her out.


However, that annoying friend that he had dragged
along out of charity had never come back. He had never called, texted, or tried
to meet up. Then he had seen Nick, the man he had thought of as a bastard,
hanging out with the same jerk who had killed both of them. It had driven Malik
mad. He had felt betrayed. He had played games with Nick and put up with him
for five years only to have him turn coat and ditch him for someone else—for
the same bastard who had killed them. It had been infuriating. He had said more
than he should have, and now he had screwed up a relationship with an
easily-to-deal-with friend and was stuck with this annoying woman.


“Boss room is right there. We made it,” the Mage
behind Malik said.


“Yeah, and no guards even in the hallway,” Malik
noted. “It looks like we actually have a shot at this, brother.”


“Right,” the Mage said. “But do you guys know what
we’re up against?”


“Well, actually . . . the dungeon lord . . . he’s
just a bad magician. That’s it. This should be easy work.” Malik remembered
very clearly how Lucas had turned tail and run after stealing the princess in
Waldberg. “This fight will be no problem at all.”


“Good,” the Mage said. “Because I can’t afford
another one of those bombs.”


“Me neither,” Malik agreed, doing his best not to
think about the real-life equivalent in cash he had spent on the thing.


After shoring up their resolve, they stepped
forward and opened the door, revealing a smiling Lucas, who was holding a book
in his left hand.


In front of Malik was Nick, also grinning as if
there were an inside joke that everyone but Malik was in on. He didn’t see the
fox girl who had been with the boss last time, but he did see the princess, the
girl they had come to save, in chains by Lucas’s feet.


“Please! Please save me, young adventurers! My
fortune will be yours if you can just free me from this mad man!” She cried out
before falling face first onto the ground, sobbing uncontrollably.


“Don’t worry!” the Mage behind Malik shouted.
“We’ve come to save you, and we don’t need your treasure to do so! We’ll free
you from this madman’s evil clutches and bring him to justice!” the Mage
shouted.


“Will you now?” Lucas said, his smirk growing even
wider. “I think not. I think I know exactly what you’ll do, and it is indeed
noble. You’ll provide important nutrients for my garden, which will grow my
plants and feed my allies. Your corpses shall become the valued pillar of
support you could never be in life, you worthless trash.” Lucas then threw his
head back and laughed.


“You basta—! Glghgh.” Before Valerie could even
finish a word, her lungs were pierced by two daggers that appeared out of thin
air.


Malik turned and watched as the missing fox girl
materialized and killed his friend. He raised his weapon to try and cut her
down, only to be caught in the face by a large fist of Ice that flew up from
the ground and smashed into him.


The punch took off three-fourths of his bar and
knocked him back through a set of doors. He bounced off a wall on the other
side and landed in a giant heap. Once he collected his senses, he saw a Naga
Archer that had been hiding behind one of the pillars fire off two arrows and
skewer his two allies, killing and freezing each of them at the same time.


With his party already dead, and almost instantly
at that, Malik knew what was coming. But he couldn’t give up. A part of him
always fought till the bitter end, so as he stood up and readied his sword, he
felt calm, steady. “Come at me. I’ll take one of you with me,” he boasted.


The only one who stepped forward through the
shattered doors and into the hallway, however, was Nick. “There’s nothing to
come at, bro. You’re already defeated.” Nick hoisted his weapon, a blunt
casting mace that looked almost like those the Dark Knights were known to use.


But no one can get the Dark Knight class this
early, Malik thought as he took in a deep breath and prepared for this
final skirmish. “I’m not down until I’m down, and before I fall, you’re coming
with me!” Malik shouted. He dashed forward, sword in hand, and cut straight at
his former friend. Nick, however, just stood there. Just before Malik’s blade
cut into him, a strange purple glow erupted from Nick’s shield. Shadowy
tendrils reached out, caught Malik’s sword, and then held it firmly in place.
Unless he let go of his weapon, there was nothing he could do. Thus, he watched
as Nick slowly lifted his own weapon in return.


“No, I’m not. I’m not ever going anywhere with you
again. Trash on the sidewalk should be thrown into the proper bin and then
buried deep.” Nick brought down the blunt head of his mace over and over again
on Malik’s face. Malik was enraged, but he couldn’t do anything but watch as
his health quickly vanished, each attack leaving him more damaged and stunned
than before. The only thing he could hear as his vision faded to black, and the
death process started all over again, was the sound of a man clapping behind
Nick.


You were supposed to be the worthless one, Malik
thought as he let go and accepted another death—the last he’d ever give Lucas’s
dungeon.

















——-


 


 


Lucas dropped his clothes and backpack next to the
bath and crawled in. While Nick and Katie had argued against expanding the
large heated tub and making it even more luxurious instead of focusing on the
water dungeon first, Lucas, Liu, Viola and Bonnie had all agreed that some
pleasures should always come first. Lucas had plenty of time to finish building
his dungeon, but if he couldn’t enjoy the perks, then what was the point of
being king of the hill?


While the design was fundamentally the same as it
had been before, the bath was not much larger, and additional sets of piping
allowed it to heat up even faster. A small staircase had been added to one
side, too. There was one area where a few people could let their feet soak, and
then another area, the area Lucas had just plopped himself into, where ten people
could sit down and enjoy the hot water of the nice bath.


It was decadent, just like the plates of
chocolate-covered, cream-dipped strawberries, the brownie-bottomed cheesecakes
with a rich strawberry glaze on top, and the cinnamon-crumble-crusted apple pie,
all of which were laid out by the maid Lucas had picked up at Hermann’s tavern.
The girl placed a plate of delicacies next to the neatly folded towel everyone
had near their chosen spot in the tub. The maid gave Nick nothing, however.
While Lucas and all of the women had disrobed, throwing all their clothes off
and hopping into the bath nude, Nick had, for some reason only known to him,
thought to keep on a bathing suit when he got in. This of course, as the maid
said, was “an unacceptable denial of his own manhood and should not be rewarded
by the master’s tasty treats.”


“Man, that tome is awesome,” Nick said, looking at
the hefty collection of spells after shooting the maid a pathetic look. He had
gotten used to the maid’s incessant refusal to serve him anything, treating him
like a second-class citizen in the manor, so he just focused his attention on
Lucas’s new toy. He had wanted to be a Mage, so naturally a big, fat spell book
with so many skills would be of incredible interest to him.


“Yeah,” Lucas replied, nodding. “But it’s actually
cursed.”


“Cursed?” Nick asked as he looked at the book.


“Yup. Only those who have inherited the
Maidbanger’s estate and reside on this island can use it. If I ever plan on
leaving here, I’m going to have to go back to my old staff. But this book
really wasn’t the best item; that was the—”


“Glasses? Those Maidbanger’s Targeting Specs?”
Bonnie asked, chuckling rather loudly. At this point, everyone knew what Dray’s
glasses did. They caused the wearer to have a +500 Charisma score but only when
attempting to seduce maids. That was it. They even had a -50 Charisma penalty
when attempting to talk to women who weren’t maids.


“Do you need them, Bonnie?” Lucas asked, pulling
them out of his Belt of Backup. It was essentially a fanny pack of sorts, a
single leather belt with two bags built onto either side that were each capable
of holding up to fifteen pounds of weight. Basically, each bag was able to
store a bunch of small items or a weapon set. It was an amazing item that was,
in Lucas’s opinion, the best thing he’d gotten since he first started fighting
on the island.


“What? Me? Need help picking up butlers? Not now.
I am flush with money. I’ll be fine,” Bonnie said, throwing her head up. “Been
making a fortune off all the players we’ve gotten to kill.”


“Yeah, who would have thought the dungeon would
actually be as popular as it is. I can’t believe how many players remade just
to try and get territory,” Nick replied.


“Why not? Isn’t it every player’s dream to have a
dungeon of their very own?” Liu asked, less explaining and more boasting. She
had been the catalyst for the change after all. Her plan had gone over
incredibly well with the server population, both old and new, as more and more
people hopped back to the start to try and beat Lucas and get their own
dungeon. Since Lucas had yet to be defeated by the renewing players, it was
great for the game. People were spending a ton of money on in-game currency to
buy items and try their luck with starting characters, but the end result was
that Liu looked better and better at her office, and Lucas and his group had
gotten richer and richer. The last set of players that they had fought had
netted the group over 21 gold alone for a single two-minute interaction. As a
result, Bonnie, despite the fact she had dropped her prices for Lucas
considerably, was now swimming in money.


“But there is a small problem, boss,” Bonnie said
as she leaned back in the tub. She used her tail to cover her chest, which was
on the verge of peeking above the water line.


“What’s that?” Lucas asked.


“Uhh, well, you see, it’s like . . . I don’t know
how to lose levels, and all these players are about to put me over the island’s
Level 30 cap. I want to stay here with you, where it’s nice and prosperous, but
even though I killed myself a few times to level drop, it’s just too much
work.”


“Yeah,” Nick said, “I’m having the same problem.
Even though Bonnie killed me to help me drop my level once or twice—”


“That was the reason? I thought you were just
giving me a birthday present,” Bonnie chuckled.


“But she’s right. Players give a lot of
experience, and we’re both about to cap,” Nick said.


“Nnn,” Katie grunted, nodding.


“Well, once you hit cap, you only have twenty-four
hours to reach the mainland, or you’ll be ported to a fishing town and kept
there until you board a boat to leave,” Lucas said, thinking about the rules.
He looked over at Liu and asked, “We’re going to have to leave, aren’t we?”


“You could get a new crew,” Viola suggested. “I
mean, you’ll have to replace me soon, too, but it makes sense. You’ll have no
problem finding a new princess with those roguish good looks of yours and those
beautiful hand-tailored outfits Bonnie made you.”


“Feels kinda wrong if the boss is using my gear to
pick up other chicks for some reason,” Bonnie muttered with a frown.


“Either way, you should have it easy, Mr. Villain.
You’re the greatest. People will be lining up to help you in your world
conquest,” Viola asserted.


“You really like to suck up to the boss, don’t
you?” Bonnie coldly snapped at Viola. Lucas didn’t know when the two had
started their occasional bickering, but he knew one thing for sure: Viola was
oblivious to Bonnie’s attempts to upset her.


“I do,” she replied with an ear-to-ear grin on her
face. Then, in her theatrical manner, she added, “When he speaks, his divine
voice makes heaven drowsy with its harmony.”


“Ms. Viola’s words are always so pretty,” the maid
said from where she stood at the door. “It’s always a pleasure to hear such
beautiful thoughts.”


“I prefer the sound of jingling coins,” Bonnie
said.


“Nnn,” Katie agreed.


“Well, should we start recruiting new people?” Liu
asked Lucas.


“Maybe. Or . . .” He tried to remember the few
details he had picked up about what was happening in the mainland storyline.
“Well, hmm . . .” He was stumped, not knowing the history. “Liu, what’s the
Imperium like on the mainland?”


“On the mainland? It’s almost non-existent, at
least territorially. Hesse is a big colony of a very tiny country. We have the
capital, which is impressive, but for the most part, the Imperium is supposed
to be just one of the noob island quest chains. It’s not really large on the
mainland at all. Why?” Liu asked.


“Because I was thinking that perhaps we should fix
that. The Imperium has served us well: we’ve consolidated our base already on
the island.” Lucas though back to the very short amount of time, only a couple
days, that it had taken to force every other noble and non-Human town to
capitulate to his demands. Even the terms of surrender were better than they
could have asked for even in regular negotiations. “I think it’s about time we
go see if we can be the big fish in the big pond.”


The whole group paused for a moment. The mainland
was filled with a ton of competitive, hard-to-defeat guilds. It wasn’t easy to
make a mark there. Some guilds had over a thousand players and fielded joint
armies that were counted in five digits. Compared to life in the starter zone,
it would be far more intense and brutal.


“Well,” Viola said, “I believe I’ve spent enough
time on this island. My part is done; the curtains are closing. A bigger stage
suits me well.”


“I suppose there is only so much money we can make
killing the noobs here,” Bonnie said with a smile as she brushed her tail.


“Nnn,” Katie agreed.


“I’ve been with you from the start,” Nick added.
“No reason to change that now.”


“Will the master be needing a maid on the
mainland, too?” the girl from the tavern asked from the door.


“My new boss shouldn’t argue too much if I decide
that Xun Guan needs to move to the mainland,” Liu said. “I’m getting credit for
this renewed interest in the game. The user spike, my doing!” She laughed and
then added, “But don’t worry. The beers are on me tonight as thanks for your
help.” Smiling, she leaned into Lucas.


Since that night when he had come to her defense
against her creepy manager, the two had grown a lot closer. They still didn’t
interact in the game as much as they used to before Lucas became a villain,
mainly because she wasn’t part of the boss room fights, but when the night
started winding down, she’d come over and eat and drink a few beers while they
talked about the game.


“Sounds fine,” Lucas said. Then, remembering that
it was Sunday, he threw a question at her. “Wait, you remember the thing
tonight?”


“Yeah, how could I forget! It’s why I’ll be buying
twice as many beers as usual,” she said.


“What thing you two up to, boss? Wait, are you two
dating?” Bonnie asked, a look of disappoint on her face.


“No, nothing like that. Just a personal day. So, I
might be on later than usual tomorrow, and when I’m on, we can plan our assault
on the mainland then.” Lucas took a swig of the cold beer that the maid had
brought him. Tonight, he planned to bring Liu to Yu Hua’s grave with him. He
had gone to it multiple times since the incident, and from what he understood,
so had she, but this would be the first time they’d go together. This would be
the first time that Lucas would not be alone as he visited Yu Hua.
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Darwin, a video game addict, was sitting in his bathrobe and
slippers playing his favorite MMO on a Christmas night when an uninvited guest
breaks into his house to steal his belongings. After the scuffle is over, he
finds himself transported into one of the sword-and-magic RPG-style MMOs that
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The Bathrobe Knight Volume II:
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Tiqpa, the first VRMMO to hit the markets, has become a
world in and of itself with its own burgeoning political structure and growing
strife between kingdoms and players. This unknown terrain, ripe with
opportunities, becomes a new frontier which Locke, a blacksmith, tries to use
to pay off real-world debts. But when he is betrayed by one of his business
partners, he finds himself caught between his growing lust for revenge and his
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When a diplomatic mission goes off the rails, Locke quickly finds
himself between a rock and a hard place as old urges and new desires clash to
shape the life and death decisions that he is forced to make. He soon realized
that a mysterious new organization is pulling everyone’s strings and calling
the shots from the shadows, and it seems to have the uncanny ability to
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Lee is a quiet and unassuming office worker who leads a life
of solitude, comfort, and routine. Day in and day out, he shuts off his brain,
keeps his head down, and goes about doing his job and minding his own business.
That is, he does until a drunken god shows up randomly one day and whisks him
off into another world, demanding that Lee serve as his pawn in a game between
the gods. Now, trapped in a completely different world full of danger, magic,
and creatures he's never imagined outside of fairy tales and video games, Lee
has to figure out how to stay alive long enough to make it back home.


Available on
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Desperate to save as many people as he can from a horrible
fate in the cruel game of the gods, Lee and his small group of friends abandon
the relative safety of Satterfield for the great city of Kirshtein. Tensions
within the city have reached a breaking point after the arrival of an enemy
Herald, and Lee is soon caught up in the struggle for power. Captured,
imprisoned, and forced to fight for his life on the blood-soaked sands of the
Kirshtein arena, Lee has to figure out how to survive long enough to mend the
rifts in the broken city before it falls apart completely. Armed with new
skills, joined by new allies, and up against his most dangerous enemy yet,
Lee's bid for survival in the War of Eternity takes on even higher stakes as he
learns the what true leadership requires. Now, with an ominous new threat
looming in the distance and an army on the horizon, Lee has to answer one
question: Can he pay the price of victory?
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War Aeternus 3: The Culling


Struggling to recover from
his losses in Kirshtein, Lee is swept back into the fray when a dangerous new
Herald sets her sights on him. Hell-bent on reshaping the world in her own
image and with her own ideals, she is willing to commit even the most immoral
acts in her pursuit of righteousness. At risk of losing everything he has
worked so hard to create, Lee has to find a way to defend the weak against a
madwoman whose deranged sense of justice has twisted the limits of the game.


To make matters even more
difficult, Lee is forced to face these problems while dealing with an
increasingly erratic system he doesn't understand and the Goddess of Blood's
own strong-willed Herald.
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War Aeternus 4: Harbinger of Ash


Lee has managed to survive
encounters with the Heralds of three different gods, but the price he that has
paid has been tremendous. Every step he takes leads him closer to victory in
the cruel game that he had been forced to play, but it also takes him further
down a dark path and away from the man he used to be.


After receiving a request for
aid from a beautiful and mysterious messenger, Lee and his inner circle travel
to nearby Birnefeld, a large and prosperous city ruled by the Dragon King.
Before he ever arrives, however, Lee encounters a group of marauders ransacking
the countryside, meets a strange new Herald who has set up camp in the region,
and receives the dire news that the hero Brigid of Kildare has gone missing. To
make things worse, a powerful new enemy is stalking him from the shadows,
toying with his dreams and striking at his closest relationships. With the
seeds of doubt sown, Lee has to choose whom he can trust before his nightmares
become reality and everything he has worked so hard for goes up in flames.
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Madison spends his days lugging around boxes in a warehouse
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Now, trapped in a mysterious world he didn't think existed
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the company of killers and assassins, he has to figure out how to survive long
enough to get revenge and make it home. The only problem is that he might not
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his past than he does.
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