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Chapter 1

 

 

“Life sucks.”  Earl repeated the mantra.  He was sitting at a bar, alone, in a run-down hotel bar somewhere in Nebraska.

 

The robot bartender paused, its AI briefly considering if Earl was talking to him.  It was programmed to listen to the woes of its customers, in a throwback to the old-style idea that bartenders were some kind of working man’s therapist.  Deciding that Earl was not, in fact, talking to it directly, it resumed polishing the bar with a rag (another throwback, the bar was of course spotless).  The funny thing was that there were likely so few customers that would actually appreciate the effort at preserving nostalgia that it was a waste of time and programming.

 

Earl sighed.  He couldn’t get away from the feeling.  That feeling of……apathy that pervaded literally everything around him.  It was everywhere – it pervaded society like a dull, gray blanket draped over everything.  It was inevitable, really.  The clear result when you made life too easy and provided everything for nothing.  

 

He supposed that his life was better than most.  He still had a job, of sorts.  The vast changes that robotic automation had made on literally everything in society hadn’t affected him as much as it had the majority.  He thought back to that time:  it was the mid-21st century:  the American economy that had come roaring back to life in the late teens and early 20s fore-casted the change:  technology was coming.

 

The technology magnates of the time:  Gates, Musk, Jobs, Zuckerberg…. they had all predicted it, of sorts.  The reality was far greater than predicted.

 

Where to start?  The development of stable AI was the first – it allowed control over machines at levels undreamed of just a decade before.  Suddenly jobs that required humans didn’t anymore.  It started small:  fast food cashiers replaced by automated screens, robots that could flip burgers and prepare food automatically, accurately, and cleanly wiped out that sector of the service economy in under a decade. 

 

Driver-less cars went from a fantasy, to a novelty, to a requirement.  Almost overnight, it was suddenly difficult to get a license that allowed you to drive yourself.  Of course, this wiped out the taxi, Uber, chauffeur, and delivery businesses.  Long haul trucks driven by actual people, along with buses and eventually planes became non-existent.  Machines simply didn’t make the mistakes that people did.

 

Earl’s industry was affected too:  he spent most of his 20s and 30s working in power plants and other industrial sites, diagnosing problems and locating various efficiency issues.  It was an art more than a science:  vastly better sensors and smarter computers monitoring them slowly forced even that specialty to a death spiral.  An AI-monitoring system could diagnose problems almost instantly, and robotic repair bots (still known as “droids”, that will never die) made human repair personnel an expensive option that was no longer affordable.

Earl was now a salesman:  he was one of the few people with actual experience in the field, and he spent his days traveling from plant to plant, selling monitoring systems and answering questions from other human hangers-on, guys lucky enough to be retained in a shrinking labor pool.  He didn’t have to work, of course:  the UBI would sustain him.  But he refused to “retire” out of pure stubbornness.  He had this clinging sense of pride, that in order to be a man he needed to earn his living, rather than be handed to him.  It was a slowly dying mantra, as his generation slipped into retirement age and the younger people around him, who had grown up in this world, wouldn’t or couldn’t understand.

 

Most of his time was downtime:  riding as a passenger in his automatic van that didn’t even allow him to control it.  

 

At first, it was pretty nice.  Plenty of time to sleep, read, play games while the van did all the work of driving.  Eventually it was like everything else – supremely boring.  You can only watch so much porn on the road, after all.

 

With the changes, of course, the challenges were pretty obvious:  what to do with an ever-increasing population, that had fewer and fewer jobs available?  Government programs of the time were inadequate and quickly were overwhelmed.  Different things were tried, but it basically came down to a simple truth:  we had innovated ourselves out of a job (any job).  So, what to do?

 

Despite vigorous opposition from the more red-leaning states, the US government was forced to regulate the economy.  A Universal Base Income, carefully calculated to cover a person’s basic needs, was put into play.  Of course, this required fixed prices on all basic needs – food, housing, transportation, and entertainment in order for the UBI to function.  This caused another uproar, and nearly another Civil War (the Texas Revolution comes to mind) before it was all said and done.  

 

Nowadays people just…. lived.  They were provided free everything:  housing (most lived in simple, pre-fab apartments with standard features), food, and most important of all:  entertainment.  This was the key to keeping the populace happy.  Everyone had access to the UniNet, the evolved child of the old Internet and World Wide Web.  It combined everything – searches, weather, news, games.  Everyone was issued a tablet that gave them unlimited access, 24-7.

 

More advanced devices were being introduced all the time – most people had a limited VR device that allowed them to interact with the Net, mostly as a spectator.  Imagine entering the Net and sitting in an audience chamber, watching actors on a stage.  Stuff like that.

 

Newer technology, that allowed you to fully enter what the techies were calling the “VirNet” was rumored.

 

Earl snorted.  He would believe it when he saw it.  That kind of technology required either a full body suit that could provide haptic feedback, along with something that allowed you to move freely yet kept you in place, or direct stimulation into your brain, tricking your brain into thinking you were in a real place.  Scary stuff, allowing an AI to control your brain’s input.

 

Not that he was opposed to technology:  he just had trouble with the changes that it brought.

 

Overall, he supposed, the world was a “better” place.  Crime was virtually non-existent, as there was little need for theft when everyone was given sustenance for free.  Drugs were legal and could be consumed in a safe, monitored manner whenever desired.  Consumer goods were so plentiful and cheaply made in the robot factories that they were almost given away.  Advances in 3-D printing allowed almost anything to be made to order right there in a store – shipping finished goods had died out a decade ago, and high-speed, robotic trains delivered raw materials wherever they needed to go.

 

War was also gone – the US in its traditional manner had built up a huge, overpowering robotic armed forces, consisting of little but drones known as SEALDs (Sea, Air, and Land Drones) that were cheap, disposable, and terrifying.  All other countries tried to follow suit, but gave up when the enormous advantage the US’ economy gave it became obvious and impossible to overcome.  Most countries in the world were little more than names:  the US takeover of the United Nations, which led to the now-named United States of Earth, had been relatively short and complete.  

 

Russia and China, of course, resisted, and the Third World War ended almost as soon as it began.  Nuclear missiles launched from both countries didn’t even make it to orbit before high-flying Air Drones smashed them to bits, with the US war AI known as Vulcan coordinating the action.  Swift, US-backed rebels in both countries ousted their leaders and they joined the USE soon after-wards.  The enormous demand for modern technologies in these countries (in all countries, really), made any resistance short and easily defeated.

 

So the world was, for the most part, at peace, and everything slowly became homogenized.  More and more people were brought into the fold, and the Earth slowly stabilized….and stagnated.

 

Oh, there was still advances going on, mostly in space industries.  Geniuses with the brainpower to develop and control AIs were in high demand, mostly in orbit.  The USE was heavily developing space, and strong rumors that soon colonies would be in place kept some hopeful for the future.

 

Earl knew that he was not a strong candidate – middle aged salesman in an increasingly automated industry were not top choices for space cadets.  But he had hope that maybe his kids would one day be able to escape to the Moon, or Mars.  If he ever had kids.

 

Earl shook his head.  Too often his mind treaded down this same, tired old road, and it always ended up in the same place:  a feeling of depression and hopelessness that he hated but didn’t know quite how to banish.

 

He finished his drink, stood up, and wiped his hand over the bar’s payment display.  The chip implanted in his hand beeped as his tap was paid.  The bartender, alerted by his programming, gave him a cheery “Thank you and good night sir!” that despite its falseness, Earl appreciated.

 

“Thanks, you too.”  Pointless to talk to it, as his friends and colleagues always reminded him, but politeness was ingrained in his upbringing and he often found himself forgetting that a machine cared little for pleasantries.

 

Popular entertainment had always envisioned Artificial Intelligence as simply a machine version of humans, with all of the ego-driven issues included.  The reality is that AI was simply different, the closest to an Alien intelligence that had been encountered.  Digital consciousness was…. odd, and the few humans that could actually think like an AI were in most cases sociopaths:  people who had little actual emotions clouding their thought passages.

 

Earl walked back to his room, which was small but efficient.  A small bathroom, still equipped with the standard toilet, sink and shower was attached to his room, which had a smart-bed that adjusted to his body.  The one thing that really differentiated the room form a standard hotel room of 50 years ago was the data interface – Earl had paid for the upgraded, VirNet equipped terminal.  It had a screen and keyboard, but the main way to use it was via the headset and haptic gloves that allowed the user to see, hear, and in a limited way touch the virtual world.  Sophisticated sensors in the headset tracked his eye movements, head movements, and his voice to bring a convincing world to life.  

 

The gloves extended halfway up his forearms, and were self-adjusting.  Sensors allowed him to grasp something in virtual – the small motors and electric muscles in the gloves provided the feedback and pressure to fool his hands into thinking they grasped something real.  

 

Earl remembered his first time using them – like most Americans, he spent hours in a virtual batting cage, marveling at how he could feel the bat, feel the impact of the ball when he hit it, see the ball hurtling toward him.

 

VirNet was a smashing success.  The first major use of the technology had been in porn, which surprised nobody but the people who developed it.  VirPorn was still the most heavily used application in history, a fact which everyone kind of ignored.  

 

The second was in the use of games.  Everything from spectator sports, which killed attendance at regular sports) to any type of games you could imagine.  

 

Earl shook his head at the memory, and got undressed.  Before entering the shower, he glanced at himself in the mirror.  A square, tanned face topped with thinning hair looked back at him.  His hair was going gray on the sides, and a depressingly noticeable thin area was evident on the top of his head.  He was a bit heavier than he should be, with wide shoulders and a thick chest.  A stomach larger than it should be showed the result of food eaten on the road and too much alcohol.  His eyes were a golden brown, that caught the light and gleamed a bit when he squinted just right.  He thought he looked rather roguish when he did that, but he probably looked like a tool in reality.  

 

“Overall, not bad,” he thought, but he knew that he needed more exercise.  He also knew that he would likely skip it again, too.  A mental chuckle, tinged with a bit of self-depreciation.  Not too many women were attracted to a slightly heavy, middle aged salesman.  

 

A quick shower and brush of his teeth (self-foaming toothpaste was something he still heavily approved of) and he settled down at the terminal.

 

He had always been interested in games, mostly some form of Massively Multi-player Online (MMO) games.  First person shooters were still immensely popular, but he had always been drawn to the Role-Playing Games.  MMORPGs were huge business in the early 21st, and still were.  World of Warcraft still had players playing the 26th expansion or whatever they were up to now.  Earl had played that, along with a score of others:  Final Fantasy, Warhammer, Lord of the Rings.

 

Countless hours had been spent over the years fighting orcs, and dragons, and elves.  Undead fell by the thousands and the number of epic quests he had completed, all in the never-ending quest for better loot and virtual riches kept him entertained for years.

 

As the level of civil apathy grew, more and more people escaped the drudgery of their daily lives by playing games online.  The solid growth of the VirNet showed this.  It was estimated that over 2 billion people logged in to play online games daily, and it was growing by the day.  The release of the VirNet technology had caused this to grow by leaps and bounds, and it was expected that as the technology was released to more and more areas of the world, this would continue.

 

Earl was no different.  He had eagerly bought the first VirNet Headset and Gloves (known simply as a VirPak) when it was released and dived into the online world.  Game developers (another industry that still employed large numbers of humans – AIs were simply not that creative) released and re-released titles to take advantage of the technology, with more released every day.

 

Earl slipped the gloves and headset on, and powered it up.  A dim green glow filled his vision, with the VirNet symbol (a glove with a headset on it) showed briefly before his loading screen popped up.

 

After a brief deliberation, he selected one of his favorite games, Hyborian Online.  Set in the old original Conan the Barbarian universe, he booted up his character, Jaxx the Conqueror, and began playing.

 

Earl always played a Barbarian type character – burly, muscular, with a penchant for using a 2-handed sword or axe, with enormous strength and stamina.  He despised the gameplay of a magic user or healer, and found a “tank” style play with a sword and shield boring.  Give him a big, powerful berserker any day.

 

After a couple hours of playing, in which he led his company of pirates on a raid on the she-devil town in Aquilonia, he logged off and switched off the lights.  As he lay there drowsing, he couldn’t help but wish, as he always did after playing, that he could be such a Hero in real life.  It was this thought, more than any, that eased him to sleep, imagining slaying monsters, rescuing damsels, and ridding the world of evil, one sword swing at a time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 

After a bleary morning packing his things and a depressingly bland hotel breakfast, he headed out to his company van to begin his days journey.  A Ford Atlas panel van, it held his sales materials (mostly cheap knick-knacks that he gave away at trade shows), his luggage, and had a single, comfortable seat in the center of driver’s area.  

 

The van’s AI, who Earl had named Joshua in a fit of nostalgia, greeted him.

 

“Good morning, Earl.  How did you sleep?”

 

“Good morning, Joshua.”  That ingrained sense of propriety struck again.  “I would ask you the same, but you don’t sleep.”

 

The van ignored his attempt at humor, like always.  “We are traveling to North Platte, Nebraska today.  You are scheduled to meet with the municipal power plant personnel there at 2 pm.”

 

“Wonderful,” Earl thought.  Another pointless meeting in which he would talk for an hour, take no questions, and leave.  Invariably these meetings were something required by the plant hierarchy and thus the personnel attending them resented the waste of their time.  The decision on whether to purchase Earl’s goods would be made at the buyer level, but formalities continued to be followed for now.  Eventually, even this remnant of the old, personal-based business relationships would go to the trash heap of history, and Earl would be forced to “retire” to the monotony of the UBI, unless he could find something else to do.  He didn’t like his chances.

 

Earl got into the van and sat in the chair.  The seat automatically adjusted to fit his saved preferences and the door slid shut and locked.  The van began moving silently on its electric motors, solar panels deploying from the roof in a wing shape that both helped to charge the battery and keep the van firmly planted on the road.  Earl still remembered internal combustion cars – the loud, roaring diesels clattering away and the smile-inducing throaty roar of a well-tuned V8 muscle car.  Those were gone, rich collectors the only ones who could afford the exorbitant fuel taxes and operators licenses.  “Another thing to mourn”, Earl thought.

 

As the van began to cruise, Earl leaned back and browsed the UniNet, skipping the boring economic numbers and celebrity news that somehow still had millions hooked on what outfit they were wearing to the latest rich-person’s ball, or who has the best beach body.  

 

Earl flipped to the gaming news section, which really was the only thing that interested him anymore.  He had been following the news of a new, advanced online game called Olympus Online.  It was an old-style MMORPG, with all the sword and sorcery style that so enthralled him.  There wasn’t much to read:  the developers were pretty close-mouthed about details, releasing only the bare minimum.

 

Like he had a dozen times before, he flipped to the press release that had been out for just 10 days:

 

Olympus Online – Tired of the same old grind?  Bored with the same old quests?  Introducing Olympus Online – the last game you will ever play.  Available soon, exclusively on VirNet, to a select few Chosen for greatness.  Do you have what it takes?

 

The words seemed to leap out at him:  they expressed his exact feelings.  He WAS tired of the same old grind, the same old repackaged quests.  But what did the rest mean?  Chosen few?  Who were the chosen few?  How could he get an invite?  The use of a capital ‘C’ in ‘Chosen’ argued that whoever got to play would be…. chosen somehow.  But how?

 

Do you have what it takes?  To do what?  Play a game?  Maddingly obtuse, which of course was probably the point.  Millions were undoubtedly frothing to play it, to be one of the “Chosen.”

 

Message boards across the world were on fire with speculation.  There were a few who claimed to be beta testers, but of course they “couldn’t talk about it.”  Who knew if they were real or not?  Earl still scoured their posts, noting details they mentioned.

 

Supposedly this was a giant leap forward in game technology.  Un-paralleled realism.  The game was based, obviously from the title, on the Greek Mythology that every kid was introduced to.  Zeus, Hera, Apollo – all were rumored to be powerful NPCs in the game.  It was also rumored to be possible to advance your own character to divine status.  How this would play in the game world was anyone’s clue.  Earl hoped this was exaggeration – it wouldn’t do to have everyone in the world becoming gods and goddesses.  This would quickly make the game boring, like other games in the past that allowed every player to become all-powerful.

 

One rumor that he read said the game was old-school – you had one character, and one life.  If you died, you had to restart from scratch.  This both scared and intrigued him.  A game like that would require great care, as the stakes would raise with every level gained.  It would suck monstrously to reach a high level, with great gear, and then die and lose it all.  

 

Seeing that nothing new had been posted, he took his mobile VirPak out and logged in to play while the van silently swept him to his next pointless appointment.  The UniNet allowed anyone to log in, anywhere.  In the 2030s, an Internet search engine company called Google deployed an innovative system to bring universal net connection.  The system used large balloons that floated at high altitude, 60,000 feet or higher, with downward pointing antennas and UniNet modems.  A single balloon could cover 1000 square miles with its onboard Wi-Fi modem and antenna, and there were thousands of the relatively cheap systems floating all over the world.  The ability to have cheap, high speed Net access was something that the younger generations took for granted.  Earl remembered the days of hard-wired net access and the slow, radio based cellular networks.  

 

The balloon network (named Loon in a staggeringly innovative display of thought) transformed Google into an even more of a global powerhouse, and the new Universal Network Company (UNC) now housed most of the net traffic and data on its thousands of servers worldwide.  Most of them were housed offshore, in giant floating server farms that used the water to cool them while providing unlimited surface area for solar power.  UniNet access was free, provided by the USE, for all citizens and was protected by law, even for the small number of left-over prisoners in prisons.

 

All education was provided free, for as far and as high as a person wanted to go.  After all, you had little else to do.  Some hard chargers in every generation did just that:  they were the doctors and rocket scientists that ended up on the cutting edge of research and development somewhere.  Likely, he thought, those would be the ones to actually make it to the moon or Mars.

 

But most proved as apathetic as humanity always had:  content to sit and be provided for, with little ambition past their next meal or fuck.

 

Earl grunted at this thought.  He condemned the pasty, slow, unambitious masses.  He felt superior because he clung to his job in an outdated feeling of pride.  But was he any different?  Wasn’t he just going through the motions?  When was the last time he had done something that he was proud of?  That meant something?  That made a difference to anyone?  

 

He couldn’t remember.  That made him even more depressed.

 

With these gloomy thoughts, he rode silently as the van plodded along at 200 km/h towards his next stop.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

The next day Earl was eating lunch after his presentation.  It had gone about the same as always, dull eyed plant personnel required by corporate to sit through his dull pitch.  He shook hands all around, collected business cards and gave out his in the weird ritual all salesman know too well.  Everyone lied and promised to call and check in later in the year.  It was all bullshit.

 

He told Joshua to pull over at a diner and ate while it recharged at the pillar.  When electric cars finally replaced petroleum cars, the civil engineers tasked with creating the new electric infrastructure were at a loss on where to put the millions of charging stations needed to keep the cars charged.  The solution struck one of them when he was driving by a gas station that was being demolished in his neighborhood:  put them where the gas stations are.

 

So that’s what they did.  The pumps were torn out and replaced with a row of fast-charging stations.  The gas stations initially didn’t change much:  they still sold stale food, pre-packaged snacks, and bottled soft drinks and beer.  Most eventually installed a robo-chef and a food counter, as some cars took a half-hour or more to charge and the owners found that bored travelers usually eat to stave off boredom. 

 

It was in one of these little restaurants that Earl was eating.  Always nostalgic, he usually didn’t care for robot-prepared food, although he admitted that it really tasted the same, or maybe better.  He missed the human interaction of purchasing, fake smiling at the worker who, equally falsely, said “thank you sir” with the tone that said she couldn’t think of anything better than to be the one to hand you your food.  There was one, he remembered, a chicken place, where the workers were so cheery he always suspected they were on drugs as part of their work training.

 

He chewed his food mechanically, not really tasting it, lost in his thoughts, when the UniNet panel on the wall suddenly punctured his mental balloon.

 

“Olympus Online Trials start in one week!  Apply now for the chance of a lifetime!  Do you have what it takes to be Chosen?”  The announcer, a bubbly blonde in a V-neck sweater that Earl appreciated (sex sells) said the words in a tone that was meant to be serious, but came across as just bad acting.  She was not picked for her talent, it was evident.

 

“What are the trials?” Earl thought.  “It says ‘Apply now’, how do you apply?  Online?”

 

Quickly Earl pulled up the Olympus Online website.  Sure enough, the ubiquitous single page with the Olympus logo, a mountain that looked kind of like Devil’s Tower in Wyoming with a lightning bolt on either side of it that had been the face of the game for 2 years, had changed to a giant link. 

 

APPLY HERE

 

Earl clicked the button, which dissolved into a page warning Earl that the application process was lengthy, would require several hours, and he needed to be in a place with a stable UniNet connection and his terminal plugged in to avoid dying.

 

Reading further, he was unsettled when it said that “all questions must be answered in full, with no exceptions” and that “only one attempt per person was possible” – if you didn’t finish the application, in full, you could not apply again.  Ever.  It was quite clear on this point.

 

Earl sat back; his lunch forgotten.  Weirder and weirder.  It was the most extraordinary requirements he had ever seen for a game.

 

 

That evening, at his next hotel, he settled in for the process.  Clicking the button, he read and agreed to half a dozen EULA and Terms of Service agreements, stubbornly taking the time to read all of them.  Pretty hefty civil penalties for violating the terms, but nothing out of the ordinary.  He clicked “I Accept” to them all and the next part loaded.

 

For the next 3 hours, he answered all kinds of questions that made no sense.  

 

“What smell do you think of when you see your favorite color?”

 

“If you were a dwarf, would you think height jokes are funny?”

 

“If you grew up eating garbage, would flowers be repugnant to you?”

 

Shit like that.  And on and on.  Along the way were normal stuff, questions about his gaming history, character names, achievements from older games, clans and guilds he’d been involved with.  

 

More than once he was tempted to quit, but the warnings that he would never again be allowed to apply and thus, be locked out of the hottest game he’d heard about forever, kept him at it.

 

Finally, he reached the end.  “Thank you for applying to Olympus Online.  Are you Chosen?  We shall see.”

 

That was it.  Once he finished the application, the website went back to its normal appearance – the Apply Now button was gone.

 

Feeling a bit let down, he turned off the lights and crawled into bed.  Oddly, he slept better than usual, falling asleep quickly and easily.

 

Halfway across the country, a brightly lit building hummed with activity.  Anonymous, white robed scientists scurried about like mice in a maze.

The man in the dark room heard a beep from the terminal and looked up.  The applications had been coming in by the millions, but the vast majority were reviewed and discarded by the AI.  The man wasn’t sure how it was determining who to discard and who not to – the test was designed by the AI, after all.  Its name was Kronus, and it was devilishly hard to pin down when it didn’t want to be.  

“Do we have a match?” the man asked?

Kronus waited a few seconds, then answered, “Yes.”  It was a cold, metallic voice, a voice that both indicated the fact that Kronus both acknowledged your presence, and utterly dismissed you at the same time.  It was oddly humbling.

“How many more do we need,” asked the man.  No answer came from the AI.  The man repeated his question and again Kronus ignored him.

No helping it.  The man settled down to wait.  

 

 

Early the next morning, Earl was awakened by the buzzing of his com device.  He shook his head, groggily and with surprise.  Very few people knew his com code, and even fewer used it.  He picked it up and answered it, careful to display no video.

 

“Hello,” he said.

“EARL,” came the ear-splitting reply.  It was his boss, Frank.

“Yeah, Frank, what’s up?”  Frank rarely called.  He seemed to care about Earl’s job less than Earl did, which was an achievement in itself.

“Heard you did great at…… (a rustling of paper) …. Platte Station.  Real good.”  

“Thanks.  Routine,” Earl said.

“Ok,” Frank replied, “Well, keep up the good work.  Talk to you later.”  And hung up.

 

Earl hung up and tossed the com unit on the bed.  Frank was predictable, once a month or so he would call to talk to him briefly.  He probably had a reminder to call him once a month.  Earl imagined Frank checking it off his sparse list, CALL EARL, and then going back to his VirNet pursuits.  Frank was a big man, that type of muscular that was more genetic than gym.  He had white hair and a white beard, and glowered a lot when he was forced to interact with anyone.  He was also a serial philanderer, and spent a lot of time in the VirPorn world.  God knows why his wife put up with it.

 

Putting Frank out of his mind, he was heading into the bathroom when his com beeped again.  Odd.  He answered while aiming at the toilet.

 

“Hello?”

“Earl Brooks?”  The voice was oddly monotone, obviously either a recording or, even more creepy, an AI.

“Yes?”

“Congratulations – you have been selected for Olympus Online.  Please indicate your acceptance.  Be advised your verbal agreement is legally binding and this call is being monitored by legal personnel as required by law.”

 

What the hell?  He had to agree now?  He caught himself pissing onto the toilet seat.  He finished and went back into the room.

 

“What is your response?”

 

He was torn.  He didn’t like being rushed into it, but he didn’t want….no, he couldn’t miss this opportunity.  Little in his life mattered to him as much as this chance to get into this game – the ramifications of that thought he chose not to pursue.

 

“Attention – this is the last chance to accept- “

 

“I accept,” Earl said.

 

The voice clicked in satisfaction.  Earl imagined a computer somewhere flashing its lights in pleasure. 

 

“Details will be emailed to you.  Please follow the instructions exactly.  Any deviation will count as a breach of contract and will be pursued legally.  Good day.”  At the perfunctory platitude, the robotic voice was gone.

 

Earl sat down, overwhelmed.  This was so strange!  He had never heard of this happening before.  

 

Just then, his terminal beeped indicating a new email.  He opened it, unsurprised to see it was from Olympus.

 

He opened the email and then shot straight to his feet in surprise.  “What the fuck?”  This had to be a joke.  He read it again.  Nope, there it was in plain black and white.  He had to get himself to California, to the Olympus headquarters, within 3 days.  He also, apparently, was going to be on lockdown for an “undetermined time”, whatever that meant, which meant that Earl had to quit his job, or at least take a leave of absence.  He doubted he would get it.  His job was on the edge anyway, he knew.  Very soon, within a year or two, and he would be shuffled off into “retirement”, which meant a life living off the dole.  Eat, sleep, shit, fuck if you’re lucky, and be entertained by the UniNet.  For the rest of his life.  Perhaps this thought….no, this reality, was the source of his melancholy lately.  That sense that no matter what, you can’t escape entropy.  

 

But he felt that Olympus Online offered something else:  what, he didn’t and couldn’t know for sure.  It was just a feeling, like that time when he walked up to the door of his first blind date.  The hope that something was there, just out of sight, that held the prospect of being wonderful.  It made him excited:  it made him HOPE.  And hope was something that the human race held little of nowadays:  there was nothing to hope FOR.  

 

Still feeling the giddiness of a kid about to go down a waterslide, he reasoned with himself.  

 

“Okay,” he thought.  “I have to get to California.  How?”  There was really only one way.  Joshua.  His robot van.  But he would have to play this right, because usually the company set Joshua’s itinerary:  in a large way, he was just a passenger.  

 

He called Frank back.  Frank answered, a surprised tone in his voice.  “Earl?  What’s up?  I didn’t expect to hear from you?”  Frank was right to be surprised:  in 5 years, Earl can’t remember the last time he’d initiated a conversation with his titular boss.  

 

“I just got a call from a client in California, near Oakland.  He wants me to come do a presentation.”

“Who?” Frank asked, a puzzled tone in his voice.  I didn’t blame him for being confused – this was such an unlikely scenario that I knew he would buy it – it was too crazy to make up.

 

“Guy named Gary Adams.  He saw one of my talks at his old station and wants me to come do it at the new one that he moved to.”  Smooth, Earl.  Frank won’t know anything about my actual customers.

 

“Well, okay, I guess.”  I could still hear the confusion in Frank’s voice.  Earl knew why – in 5 years, he had never shown this much initiative in his work.  “Where exactly is it?  I’ll need to program your van.”

 

I gave Frank the address of a power plant close to the Olympus building in San Francisco.  I knew I could either get Joshua to stop there or simply walk the distance if he wouldn’t.  No telling how an AI will react when you go outside his guidelines.  I had never felt the need before and had no clue what Joshua would do when asked.

 

Frank promised to load the address into Joshua’s navigation and authorized the expenses.  Earl felt a little bad – Frank had always been decent to him and he hoped Frank didn’t get in trouble for this.

 

With the details taken care of, Earl packed up his stuff and loaded it in Joshua.  He felt strange – for the first time in a long time, Earl was looking forward to something.  He got in, verified that the van had the desired address, and then he was off.  He felt strangely free, in the way that you feel when you make a large decision.  Buying a house or a car, something like that.  He was committed now, in more ways than one, but he didn’t feel anything but excitement.  The anticipation made the gray cloud of his world disappear a little, like the way a sunbeam shines through the clouds to illuminate a small patch of ground.  Eventually, the sunbeam grows until the gray clouds are gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

 

2 days later, Earl’s van slid to a stop down the street from the gate of the Olympus compound.  Earl stared out the window, fascinated.  The compound was set in the hills outside of San Francisco / Oakland area, off the 580 on Skyline Blvd.  It was large, at least 20 acres, with a tall fenced perimeter with razor wire at the top.  Several glass and steel buildings were visible, along with some covered walkways between them and what looked like some underground entrances scattered around.  He couldn’t get a detailed look from the street, but the place looked secure as hell.

 

Guards patrolled, including some with dogs, and cameras were literally everywhere.  On top of each fence pole, 3 at the front gate, and even some along the road outside the place.  Earl was sure they’d seen him when he saw some security personnel approaching his van from the direction of the front gate.

 

“Help you, sir?” questioned one of the guards.  He was tall, blond, and chiseled.  His longish hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and Earl couldn’t help but imagine that he spent his weekends at the beach, surfing.  California, dude.

 

“yes, my name is Earl Brooks.  I was told over the phone to get here because I was chosen for the Olympus online trial.”  Short and sweet, Earl told himself.  He felt increasingly nervous as he eyed the obviously deadly weapons the guards were holding loosely, not quite pointed toward him and Joshua.

 

“Hold on one minute, please” the blond guard said.  “I need to check it out.”  He turned away, mumbling into his radio.  He had some back and forth for a minute, then came back to Earl.  The other guards never relaxed.

 

“You’re on the list,” said the blonde.  He seemed vaguely disappointed by this.  “Go ahead through the gate.”

 

“Uh….” Earl didn’t know quite what to say.  “Hi, actually my van isn’t mine and it’s probably technically stolen” didn’t really make a great impression.  And he still hadn’t called Frank to tell him he quit.  What the hell.

 

“I can’t bring the van in, its technically not mine.  Belongs to my former employer.”  There.

 

The blonde guard arched an eyebrow, “Former employer?”  The rest of the guards cheered up a bit, probably at the idea that they might get to shoot me after all.

 

“Yep, this trip was my last.”  At this point, Joshua decided that I no longer needed access to the van and shut the door and drove away.  Apparently, he had been listening and his simple brain finally figured out what I’d done.  All of us, including the guards, turned and stared for a second at the retreating AI van.

 

Shaking his head, the blonde guard gestured to me, “Come on.  I’ll take you inside.”  With that, he strode back towards the gate.  I followed, and the other guards formed a loose circle around me as we all walked to the gate.

 

A quick check of my identification and I was in.  The blonde, whose name is Steve, escorted me in.  Of course, I attempted to find out some information regarding the trial and the other Chosen, if he’d seen them.

 

“Nope, you’re the first” he said.  

“Can you tell me anything about the trial?”  I was a little nervous.  I’d never heard of this level of security for a video game company.  As we walked, I was passing through checkpoints manned by armed guards, dogs, scanners, X-ray machines, and I’m pretty sure the one machine I had to pause halfway through was a chemical sniffer.  

“Damn, this is high security.  You going to want a stool sample too?”  I tried to joke, but Steve turned to me in all seriousness, his eyes flinty.  “Probably.”  His face was blank and showed no evidence of joking.  All attempts to discuss the security or anything else was met with silence.

 

Finally, we reached our destination, a small building set into the side of a small hill.  The entrance was, of course, guarded, and as I walked through the door Steve waved farewell, gave a curt “See ya” and then marched off.

 

Inside was a simple window set into the wall, with the word “INDOC” printed over it.  A smiling young woman was there waiting.  “Earl?  Welcome to Olympus.  I’m Sarah and I’ll help you with your indoctrination.”

 

“Hello,” Earl said.  Sarah was a short, slight brunette with a slight figure, dressed in shapeless scrubs.  Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe ponytail, tight enough that it pulled her hair close to her head in the front and sides.  Earl wondered if she got headaches.

 

“I’m sure you have questions, and I’ll answer them as we go.  We have a lot to do to get you ready for immersion,” she said.  Earl had been following her down the hall and stopped in his tracks.  “Immersion?” Earl wondered.

 

She bit her lip, like she’d said too much, and kept going.  Earl followed.

 

The next room was sterile and empty, except for what looked like a cross between an MRI machine and a high-tech dentists’ chair.  There were also cameras in every corner of the room.  Earl realized that he’d seen cameras everywhere since he entered the building.  “Please sit down,” Sarah said.  Earl hesitated, then sat.  He was still a bit freaked out over the whole thing, but his caution was overridden by the same feeling he’d had since he agreed to this, that exhilarating feeling of throwing normal caution and concern to the wind.  

 

Sarah immediately started belting him in with restraints on his arms and legs.  Such was his carefree feeling, he didn’t even say anything.  Sarah leaned over him, her smell was fresh and female.  “Relax, this won’t take long.”

 

Earl felt the chair move, laying him flat while the round part of the machine moved down the chair and around his body.  He felt a humming sensation, then the chair sat him back up vertically.

 

A couple of needles and other medical tools appeared on robotic arms out of the interior of the chair.  Earl tried to sit up, but the restraints held him fast.  “relax,” Sarah said.  They are just taking some blood and tissue samples.”

 

“for what?” Earl asked.  He disliked needles.  

“Just routine,” Sarah said.

 

The needles indeed took some blood and what felt like a bone marrow sample from his left hip. 

 

Smarting from the needles, he pulled at his restraints again.  “Can you let me out of these now, please?”  He was starting to get a little panicky.

 

“One more test,” Sarah said.  From the ceiling two arms came down, each holding a probe with a needle and what looked an awful lot like an electric power cord.  “What the hell is that,” he asked?  He fought rising panic.

 

“Pain response baseline,” she said.  She looked unhappy, like she wasn’t used to watching this.

 

Before Earl could respond, the two arms took up position on either side of him and poked the needles into his arms on the shoulders.  Immediately a giant shock rolled through him, and kept getting worse.  It HURT.  Earl screamed, pulling at his restraints with much more vigor.  They held fast.  Sweat poured off him as he yelled.  After what seemed like an eternity, but in reality was probably only a few seconds, the pain stopped and the arms withdrew.

 

Sarah walked over and he yelled at her, “What the FUCK was that?”  She shrank back a bit, then said “Pain response baseline.”  

“yeah, you said that before.  But what the fuck does it mean?”

“It tells the machine how you feel pain and how much per stimulation, so it can calibrate.”

“Calibrate what?  Goddam it, please start giving me straight answers or I will leave right the fuck now.”

“I promise it will make sense, let’s just get you out of that chair.”

 

More cryptic bullshit.  Earl was about ready to say fuck it and leave, but the fact that he had quit his job and had already been through all that security made him stop.  “I’ve come this far,” he thought.

 

Sarah got him out of the chair and let him through a door into another hallway.  At the end was another locked door, this one steel, with two guards in front of it.  “What’s with all the security?” he asked Sarah.  No answer.

 

Once they got to the door she simply said, “Good luck” and walked away quickly.  Earl guessed the pain response test had gotten to her.  “Fuck,” he said to himself, “she should have gone through it!”

 

The guard opened the door and he walked in, then stopped and just started.

 

The room was large, about 10 meters square, with a large metal ovoid device in the center.  One entire wall was taken up with screens, monitors, computers, and devices whose properties he couldn’t guess at.  His gaze kept roving, then returned always to the giant white egg in the room.  It was hinged on one side, and the inside lifted to show what looked like giant rubber tires or bands inside the top and bottom.  On the outside of the bottom half, several hoses were attached, with abbreviated signs like “Pres Air” and “Hyd Flu” above the connections.  The hoses led over to the wall and out of the room.

 

“Mr. Brooks.”  The sound of his name jolted Earl from his reverie and he noticed a small, thin man dressed in dark clothing standing next to the white egg.  In his startled condition, he hadn’t even noticed him.  After looking more closely at him, he wasn’t sure he would have noticed him in any condition anyway.  He was short, no more than 5 foot 5, and thin.  He wore gray clothing of a blended fashion, with scrub-like pants and shirt under a gray lab coat.  He was bald, with very tan skin, almost like an Indian (far east type) but not exactly.  Gray eyes behind some horn-rimmed glasses completed the picture.  This guy was scary, yet forgettable.

 

“Yes.”  Short answer seemed safe enough, plus this guy made the hairs on his hairs stand up.  What was it?  Oh yeah, there it was:  the guy didn’t blink.  Creepy.

 

“I would like to go over the contract with you and explain exactly what we are doing here.”  This is what he said.  What he meant was “You will sign this contract now and I will tell you whatever I feel you need to know.”  Earl heard the second words clearly in the tone of voice.

 

“Okay.”  Again, with the one-word answer.  Earl just couldn’t bring himself to say more, with the aura this guy was putting out.

 

“Pretty basic – you agree to work for us as a beta tester of our new game, Olympus Online.  You will be testing experimental full immersion tank equipment that will simulate your environment completely.  The test will take up to 6 months.  You will be paid 5 million dollars at the end, should you choose to leave at that point.”  The gray man smiled.  Earl had seen warmer smiles at the aquarium.

 

“Uh, what?  6 months?  Full immersion?  Nothing was told about…”  

 

“Nothing was told because its confidential.  You will not be permitted to leave without signing the contract, not after what you have seen here.”  There it was.  Shark-man here was telling him he was stuck.  Not all bad, assuming they paid him the 5 million.

 

Earl decided to stick with a safe topic.  “How’s the tank work?”

 

Taking this question as an unspoken agreement, the gray man smiled.  “Highly advanced design.  Subject lies down and the lid closes and seals.  A face mask covering your face drops down, and then the tank fills with a hydraulic fluid.  Those rubber bands on the top and bottom move according to what you are experiencing in the game:  they flex, and the fluid transmits the motion to your body without touching you.  We have found that directly touching your skin with the belts forms sores.  The fluid also circulates gently, taking bodily waste away.  You will be fed through your mask whenever you are eating in game, so you won’t notice it.”  This explanation was given in a flat, clipped tone, almost as if he was reciting it from a prompter.  It also anticipated and answered all of Earl’s prepared questions, probably on purpose.

 

“Any other questions?” Shark man asked?  

“Not really, guess I really don’t have a choice at this point.”  Shark man just smiled again, showing a lot of teeth, and passed Earl the papers and pen.  Earl signed them, hoping that it was legitimate.  He really, really wanted to ask about the ‘pain response baseline’ procedure he had gone through, but this guy didn’t seem all that interested in answering questions, no matter what he said.

 

“Thank you.  Please strip and get ready.”  Shark man was already turning away.  A couple of attendants came into the room and moved toward Earl.

 

Earl shrugged, and removed his clothes.  Oddly, he didn’t feel embarrassed or uncomfortable as he normally would being naked in front of strangers.  Instead, he felt an almost giddy excitement at what was going to happen.

 

He moved to the egg and laid down.  Making sure all his fingers and toes were inside the device, the attendants closed the lid.  Darkness.  Earl heard a gurgling sound, and felt cool fluid begin to fill the pod.  Just then he felt a mask fix itself to his face, the plastic hugging every curve and surface of his face.  He breathed – no problem.  The fluid continued to rise, filling up past his chest until he was completely underwater and suspended, still in darkness.  Suddenly he felt a prick in the back of his neck – they didn’t mention that!  But he couldn’t move:  warmth spread from the prick in his neck down his body, leaving him paralyzed.

 

Just as full-blown panic was setting in, his vision cleared.  His ears, still listening to his own heartbeat pound in his ears, suddenly heard nothing.  He was in a white room, glowing on all sides.  Looking down, he couldn’t tell where the floor was or where it connected, everything was just a uniform white.  He moved reflexively – he could move!  The paralysis from a few seconds ago was gone.

 

Suddenly he heard music, a brass fanfare like an old-style montage in a sports movie, and then 3-dimensional words began to appear in front of him.  They were calligraphic, with swirls and loops.  The words said:

 

Welcome to Olympus Online

 

Vasily Chekov, also known to Earl as Shark-man, walked into the dark control room.  For some reason, lights brighter than a dim led just didn’t work in here:  he knew it was the AI, but he couldn’t figure out why bright lights bother it.  “Oh well,” he thought, “we all have our quirks.”  The fact that he was getting used to an AI’s quirks had ceased to bother him.

 

Kronus was waiting for him.  “Subject 001 has entered Olympus.”  Again, odd.  The AI didn’t normally initiate conversations. He wondered if it was…. excited?  Nonsense, he told himself.  AIs didn’t get “excited.”

 

“Any problems?” Vastly asked.

 

“Negative.  Beginning testing.  Preliminary results should be available within 24 hours of game time.”  Kronus was flat and machine like as always.

 

“Excellent,” thought Vasily.  “Faster than it was presumed.  I must report.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

 

 

The words faded away, slowly.  Earl blinked, as the surroundings had changed while he was reading the words.  The bare white walls faded into a wooden-walled room, complete with a beam and plaster ceiling and a wooden floor.  Brightly colored rugs laid here and there, completing the vision of a medieval tavern, and as Earl watched, in the center of the room, a small pillar appeared and on top of it was a light that came down from the ceiling, illustrating a figure floating in the light.

 

Earl approached the pillar, intrigued.  As he approached, he saw some words writing on the pillar.  They matched the appearance of the figure in the light.  It was a faceless human, brawny, with light brown skin.  The words “Barbarian” appeared beneath the figure on the pillar.

 

“Typical,” thought Earl.  He said aloud, “That’s pretty uninspired” and was startled when something answered him.  A small, white light flitted down from nowhere and said, “This is still a beta, you know.”

 

“Who are you,” asked Earl.  

“I’m the one to help you get started.”

“What’s your name?” Earl asked.

“Well, I don’t really have one,” it replied.  “You’re the first human I’ve ever met.  Never really needed one.”

“Well, in the spirit of inspiration, I’ll call you Tinkerbell.”  Earl laughed at the absurdity of it.  A few minutes later he was basically being threatened with his life, and now he’s making jokes with a game AI.  It was then that Earl began to appreciate the room he was in.  He hadn’t really noticed until now, but the realism startled him.  All VirNet games he had done before looked good, but it was always obvious that it was artificial.  Surfaces a bit too smooth, lighting a bit too defined, shadows a bit too sharp.  Grass and plants inevitably blended together from a distance.  

 

This room was different.  It looked REAL.  Earl could count the wood grains, see the splinters on the rough-sanded log tabletops, and see actual dust motes floating in the sun beams.  He saw dust on the shelves, could see threads poking out of the rugs on the floor, smell sawdust and tobacco smoke.  It smelled REAL.  Earl closed his eyes, focused on his senses:  it just felt like he was in a room in real life.  Extraordinary.

 

Earl came out of his reverie to see Tinkerbell glaring at him.  “Tinkerbell?  Really?  And you call me unimaginative.”  Half fury, half amusement colored her tone.

 

“If the shoe fits….” Earl began and was cut off.

 

“Fine!  You want Tinkerbell, I’ll risk the wrath of Disney.”  With that, she formed into the striking appearance of the character, complete with wings and a green outfit.  She was perfectly formed, with long legs and a generous bust that showed the hint of tiny cleavage.

 

“So,” Earl said, “You are supposed to help me get started.”

“Yes, this is the character generation room.  It’s pretty rough right now and in the final version the people will be able to do this themselves, but we figured you might need help at first.”

 

“We?” he asked, “Who is we?”

 

“Why, the Gods of Olympus of course!”

 

“Of course.”  Earl smiled.  He guessed that role-playing would be pretty important in this game.  “Can you tell me about them?”

 

Tinkerbell paused for a second, “You mean you don’t know already?”

 

“No, I was pretty much thrown into this as is.  I don’t know anything about the game.”

 

“Ok,” she said after another pause, “You understand that you are entering Olympus, right?  That the Gods are real and control the world?”

“All right,” Earl said.

“You must live, fight, and die for the Gods.  You will get quests and mighty challenges to test yourself and your worth.  Those who succeed, and survive, will be rewarded.”

“Rewarded how?”  This was more like it!  Earl loved getting gear and titles, just like any other gamer.

“You shall have to find out.”  The answer was infuriating.  

Earl changed tactics.  “So how does the character selection work?”

 

“you must select your avatar.  Choose carefully, as you cannot choose again.”

 

“Ever?”  Earl was surprised.  Most MMOs allowed you to choose more than one character.

 

“Ever.  Olympus is not like other worlds you have visited.  You must choose one avatar, as that is who you will be from now on.  Just as you cannot choose another life in your current world, you cannot choose another in Olympus.”

 

That made…. sort of sense.  Earl wasn’t sure about the note of finality in her statement.  Then he recalled Shark-man’s words about the feeding tube and the “washing away of excrement” and realized that they planned for him to be in that pod long term, possibly for the entire six months of his agreement.  “Damn,” he thought.  “I don’t think I signed up for this.”  He turned to Tinkerbell to object and came face to face with a floating picture of the contract he had signed, with the relevant words highlighted.  

 

Section 42 – Part C, Paragraph 2 – Subject agrees to full immersion in the world known as Olympus to a period of not less than 6 months without interruption or disconnection, except in cases of life-threatening conditions that require such.

 

Earl glanced at Tinkerbell, and saw the smug look that was already getting on his nerves.  “Alright,” he conceded, “one choice?”

 

She agreed.  “One choice.  You can choose whatever you want.  This one is simply what we have guessed you would prefer, although you can review anything you want.”

 

Earl sighed.  “What are my choices?”

 

Tinkerbell said, “Touch the pillar and you will enter the interface.”

 

Earl approached the pillar as his contract disappeared and touched the light.  Immediately his vision changed, zooming in on the pillar, with the avatar image getting larger and more details appearing:

 

Race – Human

Class – Barbarian fighter

Specialty – Rage

Characteristics – each level gives +2 to Strength, +2 to Constitution, +1 to all other characteristics except Intellect.

 

Earl touched the Characteristics word, and it expanded again to offer a better explanation of the characteristics.

 

Strength – controls physical power.  Affects weight avatar can carry, including armor.  Each point increases physical damage done by 1% of base damage.  Small physical change to avatar.  Max strength (250 points) allows access to special moves, purchased with extra characteristic points.  Special moves dependent on multiple factors.  Barbarians receive 2 base points in Strength per level.

 

Earl nodded.  Pretty basic.  “What are the factors that the special moves are dependent on?” he asked.  “You will have to find that out,” Tinkerbell replied.  The finality in her voice told him that while she would answer basic questions, the more advanced parts of this game he would need to find out for himself.  He continued.

 

Intellect – controls mental power, mana pool, and mana regeneration.  Affects power of spells cast.  Stronger spells require higher levels of intellect.  Small mental speed change to avatar per point.  Max intellect (250 points) allows access to special spells, purchased with extra characteristic points.  Special spells dependent on multiple factors.  Sorcerers receive 2 points in intellect per level.

 

Stamina – controls amount of activity that can be performed.  All actions consume stamina.  Higher level actions consume more stamina.  All classes receive one base point in stamina per level, except sorcerers and assassins, who receive 2 points per level.

 

Constitution – controls base health.  Controls speed of health regeneration.  All classes receive one base point in constitution per level.  Barbarians receive 2 points in constitution per level.

 

Agility – controls base speed and reflexes.  Allows use of agility-based abilities and weapons.  Affects attack speed, defensive abilities, and flexibility (both mental and physical).  Max agility (250 points) allows access to special abilities, purchased with extra characteristic points.  Special abilities dependent on multiple factors.  All classes receive one base point in agility per level.  Assassins receive 2 points in agility per level.

 

Charisma – Charisma directly affects the way the rest of the world views you.  It affects all personal interaction skills, along with the ability to learn new skills and gain reputation.  It also affects your interaction with other players.  Charisma can only be raised by special means:  extra points, potions, items, or abilities.

 

Earl finished reading the characteristic descriptions.  Nothing out of the ordinary, even pretty basic for such an advanced game.  He felt, however, that there was enormous potential in building a class based on these points, that there were in fact a lot of different things he could do.  The use of “extra” points after max level was the main thing.  Another point, the mysterious “multiple factors” that the max level stuff was dependent on, could be anything, Earl realized.  Reputation, allegiance, factions:  all were potentially able to affect your build, depending on what they allowed you access to on the ability tree.

 

Earl pushed the “Race” button.  Nothing happened.  He glanced at Tinkerbell, who answered the unspoken question, “Other races than human are planned for the future, but are not available right now.”  Again, the finality in her voice discouraged questions.  Earl sighed again.  Guess he couldn’t be a minotaur or an elf or something.  Wait, were there elves in Ancient Greece?  

 

The “Class” option opened another window, with a new list of selections.

 

Barbarian – This group of humans is considered uncultured and wild by most standards.  Fierce warriors, they are known for their berserker tendencies in battle.  Centuries of combat have allowed these warriors to unlock the “Fury” attribute, which is based off a class-specific resource of Rage.  Unique to barbarians, Rage adds power to physical attacks while correspondingly reducing defense by the same amount.  Rage builds during combat, and rage generation can be affected by items and potions.  Actions affected by Rage require zero stamina, but Stamina is reduced to 1 after Rage expires.  Barbarians receive 2 base points in Strength and Constitution for every level.  Can only use 2 handed weapons and longbows.  Can use Armor up to Chainmail.  Unique to barbarians, they have no intellect and zero mana pool, and are completely unable to use magic.

 

Sorcerer – Sorcerers are magic users, exclusively.  Centuries of study in the magic arts have allowed these fighters to use mana at a level impossible for all others.  All types of magic are available, depending on the choice and training of the Sorcerer.  Both offensive and defensive spell types can by learned by the sorcerer.  Intellect is the main stat for Sorcerers, and they receive 2 points in Intellect and Stamina per level.  Can use Cloth armor only.  Can use wands and staffs only.

 

Assassin – Assassins are thieves, rogues, and scouts.  Assassins are based around the unseen world and ranged combat.  All paths are available to a skilled Assassin, and they are highly dependent on their equipment and skills.  Assassins can use up to Chainmail armor, but experience penalties to stamina and agility with armor above Leather type.  Assassins can use all ranged weapons, along with short swords and daggers.  Assassins receive 2 points in Agility and Stamina per level.

 

Warrior – Warriors are physical fighters, similar to Barbarians.  They are typically outfitted in Plate Armor, and use melee weapons of all types but not typically 2 handed weapons.  They are the only class that can use Shields in combat.  A skilled warrior can fill multiple roles in combat.  They are the only class with “Unique” skill paths available.  Warriors receive 2 points in Strength and an unassigned point per level.

 

Craftsman – Craftsman are the jack of all trades.  They are capable of all roles in Olympus, but their specialties are involved with crafting support items.  Properly developed, a Craftsman can excel beyond any dedicated class in Olympus.  The path, however, is difficult.  A Craftsman receives 1 point in all stats per level, and all skills are learned at a 10% bonus to base.  Craftsman are capable of using all weapon and armor types, with no penalties.  Due to the extra stat point per level, experience gain is reduced by 20%.

 

Earl finished looking at the different classes and was impressed.  There was definitely potential in the different classes, and he noticed the subtle differences from older MMOs.  The lack of a “healer” class such as a priest or druid was noticeable, although from the description the Sorcerer class was capable of healing if that person so chose.  He doubted many would, at least at first, and he assumed that this would result in the lack of healers early in the game.

 

Same thing with the traditional “Tank” role.  Warrior was obviously a choice for this, although Craftsman could conceivable do it as well.  But what made the Warrior powerful was the unassigned bonus point per level – that could really change a character quickly depending on how it was used.  Earl imagined that this flexibility would make Warriors the go-to class for mid-game leveling.  And then there was the Craftsman.  Earl had never been interested in the crafting side of MMOs.  He knew several players who loved that part – they would rather craft weapons and armor, pick herbs and brew potions than fight.  They usually ended up with most of the gold, too.  But Olympus seemed to offer a unique side to this, in allowing that class to multi-task.  The extra bonus point per level would help develop skills faster, but the experience penalty would make leveling slow.  Earl imagined that a dedicated enough Craftsman player could become incredibly powerful and popular with the game population, it would just take longer.

 

Earl knew he had to pick one, and of course the Barbarian drew him in right away.  It was the perfect choice for his preferences, and yet he kept going over the descriptions.

 

Obviously, the Sorcerer was out.  He had no interest in a mana-based class.  Same with the Assassin – rogue gameplay bored him, although the idea of building a Thief or a Scout was sort of intriguing.

 

Warrior tempted him.  He disliked being a Tank, a Sword and Board fighter was just not interesting for him.  But the warrior wasn’t necessarily a tank – a dual wielding sword fighter in full plate armor could be a force hard to stop.  He was also curious about the “Unique” skills that were available to warriors.  What could they be?  He had no clue, and knew that asking would get the same flat answer from Tinkerbell.

 

Finally, Craftsman was really interesting.  The extra stat points would really help in building a well-rounded character.  The 10% bonus to skills was also tempting – it may not seem like much, but every 10 levels of a skill you get an extra free level.  At max level, that would make your character potentially 10% stronger than anyone else.  Add to the fact that it was a jack of all trades type and the possibilities were endless.  But that experience penalty seemed too harsh.

 

“Ahem,” Earl heard.  He turned to Tinkerbell.  “You do need to make a selection to move forward.”

 

Earl realized he had been thinking for over 15 minutes straight.

 

He straightened, and turned back to the pillar.  Quickly he chose his selection:  Male, Human, Barbarian.  Despite the others, he felt he needed to stay true to his roots, and more importantly that he would have the most fun with his traditional choice.  

 

“Confirm.”  The word floated in front of Earl.  He selected it, and the window vanished.  A new window appeared, with his avatar floating in midair.  The heading said “Appearance” and there were various selections.  

 

Hair

Eyes

Skin

Size

 

And so on.  He quickly changed the appearance to his normal character type – tall, about 6’5.  Muscular, yet lean so his muscles were readily visible.  Black hair, long, about shoulder length.  He looked for something to add tattoos or scars, but found nothing.  He questioned Tinkerbell about it and she just shrugged and said, “you want a scar or tattoo, you will have to find it in game.” 

 

“really,” Earl thought.  Interesting tip there, that actions that changed his in-game appearance appeared to be permanent.

 

“I’m ready, then,” Earl said.  “Confirm?” again appeared and again Earl clicked it.

 

“Enter Name” appeared, with a blank spot.  

 

No need to think about this one: “Jaxx the Conqueror.”  He entered his name from previous games, specifically his current character in Hyboria.  

 

“Error.  Titles must be earned.”  Earl turned to question Tinkerbell, but she anticipated and just said, “All form of titles are conceivable in Olympus, but you must perform the actions first.  If you conquer, you might earn the Conqueror title.”

 

Okay.  “Just Jaxx then.”

 

“Confirm name – Jaxx”.  Earl clicked Confirm a final time and the pedestal and selection interface disappeared.  

 

As the room began to fade around Earl, Tinkerbell gave him a smile and said, “Good luck, Jaxx.  Maybe I’ll see you again.”

 

Earl felt giddy with excitement as the room faded to black.  Finally, he was starting his new adventure in Olympus Online.

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
1



	
Strength

	
1



	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
1



	
Stamina

	
1



	
Constitution

	
1



	
Charisma

	
1



	
Skills

	
None



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 

The world faded into focus for Earl.  At first, he heard the sounds of a forest.  Birds calling, brush rustling, the wind blowing through the trees.  He began to feel something pressing on his feet, growing stronger, almost as if gravity didn’t exist for him and was slowly asserting itself, pushing his feet further into the grass.

 

Light brightened, as he saw the sun shining down through the trees, forming a mottled appearance on his eyes.  He looked around and saw that he was standing in a clearing.  His bare feet felt the cool grass…. wait a second, bare feet?

 

He looked down and realized he was wearing a set of pants, rough spun and bare of ornamentation, that ended halfway down his calves.  No shoes, with large feet that showed hair on the wiggling toes.  He spent a few seconds staring at his feet, as he could feel the difference in the grass as he watched his toes move.  He dug them into the ground, felt the coolness of the dirt and the almost sliding feeling as the dirt slipped between his toes.  The grass tickled his calves as he stomped up and down for a few seconds.  Looking up his body, he was wearing a rough-spun shirt, almost a burlap material that was crudely sewn.  A quick check showed he was wearing no underwear.

 

He glanced around and noted again the incredible realism.  He could SMELL the forest – the fresh smell of plants coupled with the slight smell of decay from fallen trees and dead leaves.  He moved a few steps, noting that his feet disturbed some flying insects that flew up around him in a small cloud.  The crash-rustle of a rodent or small animal, disturbed by his movement, moved away from him through the trees.

 

“Wow,” Earl thought.  Once again, the realism struck him like a hammer.  This was so far ahead of anything he had ever experienced or even heard of before.  He wandered around the glade, noting the variety of trees and plants.

 

On the side of the glade, behind where he had spawned, was a small stone, shaped sort of like a sign or a flat, artificial sign.  It had the words “Forest Glade” on it.  After a minute, he realized that it looked like a tombstone.  He approached and a small window popped up;

 

“Respawn point – Forest Glade”

 

“Ah,” he thought.  One question answered:  what happens if he dies?  Apparently in keeping with similar games, there was a resurrection system that would allow him to respawn after he was killed.  Any penalties or costs to his stats or equipment upon respawning remained a mystery, however.  

 

He considered his situation – clad only in rough pants and shirt, no equipment, no food or water, and no weapons.  Not very ideal, but he had begun games like this before.  First things first, he knew, was a weapon.  He had to be able to defend himself before long, as he had no doubt that there were some low-level animals that he would encounter, and they would probably not be friendly.  Then there was his character, or Avatar as Tinkerbell had named it.  How did he track his progress?  There was no HUD, no display of his health or mana or stamina evident.  He began to experiment, saying out loud various words that he hoped would trigger his stats.

 

“Stats.”

“Character.”

“Inventory.” – this one popped up a small display that had a blank box.  “Inventory – 0/0 items.”  Well shit.  Apparently, he had no way to carry anything right now.  He considered.  Okay, assuming this is an ultra-realistic game, he needed a way to carry something.

 

He searched and found a vine hanging from a tree.  A few quick pulls and he was able to tear the vine away from the tree.  During the attempt, thorns on the vine scratched his arms and hands.  He felt pain, realistic pain, pain that he was sure was equal to what he would feel in real life if he pulled a thorny vine with his bare hands.  The words “pain response baseline” came unbidden to his mind, and he remembered the horrible procedure he had undergone in the lab.  The purpose of that suddenly became clear, and the idea sobered him.  Apparently, he was going to suffer the real pain of any injuries he suffered, up to and including death, judging by the respawn stone in the glade with him.  He resolved to treat this like he would a real-life challenge, which undoubtedly was the point.

 

He pulled the thorns from the vine and tied it around his waist.  After he knotted it in place, he said “Inventory” again and the window obligingly popped up, now showing the words “Inventory – 0/2 items.”  

 

Pleased, Earl realized that he could now tuck items into his makeshift belt.  He tried it.  He picked up a stick, dragged it into the window showing his spaces and the stick disappeared from his hand.  It appeared at his side, tucked into the vine belt.  “Okay,” Earl thought, “on the right track.”

 

He discarded the stick, noticing how it disappeared from his inventory box, and started walking.  He needed a real weapon.

 

As he walked, he noticed that he saw very little wildlife.  His loud passage through the underbrush was the cause, no doubt, as he was unable to make a stealthy path due to the leaves, sticks, and undergrowth that announced his passage like a marching band of cracks, rustling, and movement.  No doubt he was announcing his presence to the entire forest, and this made him nervous as he didn’t want to meet any predatory animals unequipped.  

 

He wandered for about a mile, before he heard the sound of running water.  Realizing that he was actually thirsty, he realized that he was actually beginning to get tired.  Indeed, a feeling of lethargy was slowly causing him to slow down from his initial pace as he had set off from the glade.  Glancing up, he saw the sun was getting higher in the sky, and he could feel the temperature increasing.  Still marveling at the realism, he wondered how long it would take before he no longer took special notice of these small, yet incredibly important affects that contributed to the realism of this world.

 

The brush opened up under the canopy of trees and he saw a small brook babbling over some rocks.  The flow was slow, yet steady, and he looked upstream to see a slight rise in the ground.  The banks of the brook were bare, and the stream was 2-3 feet lower than ground level as it ran through the channel.  Looking at it, there was little way to reach the water except simply jumping down the bank into the water.

 

Trying to be careful, he slid down the bank and into the water.  His right ankle hit a stone that was just under the surface, and slipped sideways, twisting his ankle.  Immediate pain radiated up his leg, and he cursed himself for not being more careful.  He was still in “game” mode unconsciously, not realizing that anything and everything could and would hurt him here.  His legs sank about 2 feet into the stream, and he felt the chill on his feet and lower legs.  The water was cold, probably snow or glacial melt, and he remembered his research into Olympus Online from before.  The topography was loosely based on Ancient Greece, and Ancient Greece was chock full of mountains, hills, and valleys.  Earl wondered where he was in that land.

 

He scooped up some water to drink, hesitating and fearful of bacteria or organisms, until he realized that while this world was very realistic, he doubted that the developers would want people getting sick from drinking stream water.  He could be wrong, but doubted it.  That type of thing just wasn’t fun gameplay, and would not be popular.

 

He took a small sip, then drank more deeply.  The water was refreshingly cold, and energized him immediately.  A small display window popped up, stating “+2 stamina” before vanishing after a few seconds.  Earl realized the lethargy he had been feeling was in fact, because he was using his Stamina stat without realizing it.  He remembered the description: “All actions consume stamina.”  Apparently even walking did so.

 

Earl sat down on the edge of the stream and redoubled his efforts to see his stats.  He needed to know his levels so he could keep track.  After a few minutes, the magic words “Display Current Stats” worked and a small set of bars appeared in his vision at the upper left.  The standard bar type display showed 3 bars, a Red, Yellow, and Orange bar graph.  The Red bar was full, and displayed “HP 10/10”.  The yellow bar was half full, and displayed “Stam 5/10”.  The Orange bar was empty, and displayed “Rage 0/10”.

 

These made immediate sense to Earl.  The HP was obviously his health pool, at a measly 10 points.  “Stam” in yellow was his stamina, and he had evidently gotten it down to 3 points before drinking the stream water, which gave him 2 points back to 5.  As he watched, it ticked up to 6.  Ok, so his stamina recovered naturally when he was resting or not moving.  The last bar, Rage, he didn’t really get until he remembered the special resource of his Barbarian class.  He wasn’t sure how to build that one but figured he’d find out.

 

Earl sat there for as long as it took to recover all of his stamina, which by counting seconds was approximately +1 stamina per minute.  He would have to see how long it took to use it up, before having to sit down to recover it.

 

After his stamina bar was full, Earl moved downstream, careful to stay within 100 feet or so of the water.  He didn’t want to get too far away from it until he had some way to store water, as he didn’t know how long he could go without it, if he needed it at all.  Damn those people at the Olympus labs!  They could have given him a primer or something!

 

As he was lost in this train of thought, he realized that above his own noise, he heard something else moving through the forest.  He stopped:  it continued, and he realized it was ahead of him.  At that point he realized that he still hadn’t gotten any kind of a weapon.  Cursing his lack of preparedness, he spotted a rock laying on the ground about 10 feet away.  Figuring it was better than nothing, he moved towards it and was almost to it when he heard a squealing sound and looked up to see a boar charging him.  It wasn’t very big in truth, about 200 lbs. or so, but from his sudden vantage point it looked like a bulldozer with sharp tusks coming at him.  He screamed in panic and dove out of the way, but not fast enough.

 

The boars tusk took him in the lower leg as he dived out of the way, and the pain flashed through him like a red wave.  “Arrgh,” he screamed.  The boar stopped its charge, turned around, and came at him again.  Earl desperately looked around, saw the rock, and grabbed it with his right hand.  Just then the boar slammed into him again, this time penetrating his stomach with the tusks and lifting.  Earl could feel the tusks under his ribs, lifting his body up in an unimaginable ocean of pain.  He felt like his chest was being ripped out of his body.  Looking into the boar’s eyes, he saw furious black eyes with bloodshot whites staring at him.  Finally remembering the rock he held in a death grip in his right hand, he began bashing the boar in the head, but it seemed to do nothing.  

 

He vaguely remembered reading something about how boars’ skulls were super thick, like bulletproof glass.  He shifted his impact to the boar’s snout and heard it grunting in pain.  It reflexively tried to dodge, but couldn’t because it was still stuck to Earl by its tusks.  It’s efforts to pull back caused Earl even more pain, but he kept bashing with a frenzy of pain induced hysteria.  Finally, finally Earl began to hear bones cracking in the boar’s face, and it fell to its knees, then its side as Earl continued to pound away.

 

At some point it stopped moving and Earl saw a popup window {+50 XP} before he passed out.  His vision faded to black as he realized that he had killed the boar and earned some experience points.

 

 

Earl woke up, reflexively grabbing himself in the chest.  There were no wounds and no pain.  He did, however, see a popup box:

 

Congratulations on your first Death!

You have lost all accumulated XP for your current level – current Level – 1.

XP to next level – 100

All accumulated skill points for current skill levels are reset to 0.  Skill points lost – 0.

You have lost all equipment other than your starter clothing!

Equipment lost – rock, vine belt

Death Penalty – Stamina and HP gain reduced by half to 1 point per 2 minutes.  Duration – 1 hour.

“I’m always relieved when someone is delivering a eulogy until I realize it is my own.”

 

Oho, more questions answered.  So each death resets your experience on your current level to zero, you drop all equipment upon death, you lose your skill points for your current skill levels, and you get a reduction in regeneration for an hour after death.  Pretty harsh compared to some games, but at least you don’t lose levels or stats permanently.  That skill point loss would be pretty devastating to a skill heavy build, he thought.  Craftsman would hate dying.

 

The quote was kinda funny, and yet morbid at the same time.  

 

Earl sat near the respawn area until his HP and Stamina were full, which took 18 minutes due to him respawning with both at 1 point.  He then took the time to find and wrench a thick branch off of a tree.  Stripping the small branches, he hefted his staff.  Just to try it, he said “Inspect” and it worked, with a popup window appearing:

 

Rough Staff

Durability – 20/20

Damage – 5-7

Description – A rough branch ripped from a tree by bare hands and roughly finished.  Slightly better than a rock.

Improvisation +1

 

Earl laughed.  So it seemed like the AI had a sense of humor, at least.  The moment of levity shook off his funk at being killed and losing the XP from the boar.  He took a few practice swings to feel the weight and balance of the staff.  It didn’t swing very well, and Earl would have preferred more weight at the fore end, as it swung awkwardly.  Part of the problem is that he didn’t really know how to use a staff:  he had always used axes or swords.  The +1 to Improvisation was a surprise as well, but he figured that it would come in handy, although he hoped that instead of making his own weapons, he would soon find a real one.

 

 

He re-traced his steps until he was back at the spot where he had died.  His body was gone, but his crude vine belt and rock were lying next to the dead boar.  Another question answered – his equipment dropped when he died, but if he made it back to his body, he could retrieve it.  He put the vine belt back on and turned to the boar.  He touched it, the now familiar pop up window showing up again:

 

“Loot?” – Yes/No

 

He thought “Yes” and was about to say it when the window disappeared and the boar’s body shimmered and was reduced to a couple of items.  Another window appeared:

 

Items

Boar steak – 2

Boar tusk – 1

Take all?  Yes/No

 

Earl thought ‘Yes” again and the two boar steaks appeared on his vine belt, hanging like he’d tied them.  The Boar tusk fell to the ground.  “Aha,” Earl thought, “I don’t have enough inventory space for 3 items.”

 

He briefly wondered how he could interact with the game with his thoughts, vs voice, and remembered the brief pain at the back of his neck when he was in the pod.  “Olympus must have figured out how to do limited brain interaction,” he thought.  “But it can’t be complete because they need the pod to administer the physical effects.”

 

He spent a few minutes trying out the limits of the thought control, and indeed when he thought the proper commands, his HUD would turn on and off.  He finally found the command for his character sheet:  ironically enough, it was “Character Status”:

 

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
1



	
Strength

	
1



	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
1



	
Stamina

	
1



	
Constitution

	
1



	
Charisma

	
1



	
Rage Capacity

	
10



	
Skills

	
None



 

Earl took stock.  He had a lot more information now and was better equipped.  He glanced at the boar tusk on the ground and then looked at his staff.  “I wonder….” He thought.

 

Earl located and grabbed another vine, then cut it into small lengths using the sharp edge on the rock on the ground.  He then tied the boar tusk to the end of the staff, using enough vine to make it (he hoped) sturdy enough for combat.  “A spear is always better than a staff,” he thought.

 

Sure enough, when he finished, the popup showed his success:

 

Item created - +50 xp

Raw Spear

Durability – 20/20

Damage – 7-10 (piercing)

Description – A boar tusked tied to a stick with a vine.  Hopefully will hold up long enough that you don’t get killed again.

+1 to Improvisation

 

Earl chuckled at the description.  He was pleasantly surprised when he read that he gained XP from crafting the weapon, but he guessed that made sense for the Craftsman class.  He wouldn’t turn it down, himself.  

 

Feeling a bit getter, Earl continued walking along the stream path.  He figured that eventually, it would lead to people or the ocean.

 

Not too long later, he heard a rustling again in the brush.  Stopping immediately, he held his makeshift spear in a ready position, crouching.  A familiar feeling rose – the pre-battle excitement he’d always felt in previous games.  Part of his fascination with a Barbarian type character was the joy of combat.  As this game was far more real, he actually FELT his heart beating faster, as the game made his brain release adrenaline into his blood.  He crouched in anticipation, rising up on his toes like a sprinter at the block, waiting.  He didn’t wait long, before another boar came out of the brush in front of him and stopped, obviously surprised.  It grunted, and launched itself at Earl, squealing in rage.  This one was a bit larger than the previous one, but not much.

 

As it charged, Earl tensed, then dodged to the side, thrusting his tusk-tipped spear at the boar’s face.  Luck or skill, who knows which, put the tip of the tusk into the boar’s right eye.  A roar of rage came from the boar, as Earl barely hung onto the spear handle as the boar ripped its head back and forth.  Blood mixed with a clear fluid leaked from the eye and the boar cried and snorted and ripped up the ground in front of it in frustration and pain.

 

Earl had noticed that as he dodged, some pop-up windows started appearing, small ones that said things like “Dodge +1” and “2H Spear +1”.  Almost by reflex, he said “Disable combat notifications” and they vanished.  He would check on that later.  Also, out of the corner of his eye, he noticed 2 things – his yellow stamina meter was falling, and his orange Rage meter was increasing.

 

The boar whirled to its left and spotted Earl.  “It’s blind on the right side,” Earl thought, and immediately began circling the boar towards its blind right side, spear held at the ready.  The boar kept turning, keeping him in sight while getting ready to charge.  Earl paused, and the boar leaped at him again.  Earl again dodged to the left and then planted the butt of the spear into the ground, angling the point at the boar and bracing the spear with his body.  The boar, turning blindly, did not see the spear and ran straight into it, the tip penetrating between its ribs, and the momentum slid the spear into the boar’s chest.  It stopped just a few inches away from Earl’s sweating face, jaws and tusks working to reach him.  Madness in the boar’s eyes faded as a bloody froth of bubbles came out of the boar’s mouth.  Slowly, it settled to its belly and the eyes faded to nothing.  The boar’s breath sighed to a stop.

 

“Jesus,” Earl thought.  He was sweating, his heart pounding in his ears.  His vision was, literally, red, and he noticed the bars on his HUD.

 

HP – 10/12 (red)

Stam – 4/11 (yellow)

Rage – 2/11 (orange)

 

Earl realized that the symptoms he was feeling – faster heartbeat, adrenaline, lust for battle, and the red vision were likely from the Rage status.  As the feeling faded, he watched it go from 2 to 1, then 1 to zero as he felt normal again.  

 

He also didn’t miss the loss of stamina, either.  6 Stamina used in that small fight.  “2 Points per action with the staff,” he figured, “and probably 1 for each dodge”.  Pricey – he would have to watch getting involved in fights with more than one enemy for now. It seemed his rage, hp, and stamina capacity had gone up as well.

 

He opened the next box and saw the results of the battle:

 

XP +50

Level Up!  Congratulation, you have reached level 2!

+2 to Strength, +2 to Constitution

+1 to Rage Capacity

+2 to Dodge

+2 to 2H spears

 

He opened up his status panel to check the results of the battle.

 

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
2



	
XP to Next Level

	
200



	
Strength

	
3



	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
2



	
Stamina

	
2



	
Constitution

	
3



	
Charisma

	
1



	
Rage Capacity

	
11



	
Skills

	
Dodge – Beginner - 2

2H Spear – Beginner - 2

Improvisation – Beginner - 22



 

Earl noticed a few changes – the obvious HP, Stamina, and Rage increases but also that his body felt a bit firmer, his muscles a bit bigger.  He felt lighter on his feet and when he swung the spear, it seemed a bit easier.  Obviously, each point he gained gave immediate improvement in his performance.

 

Earl also noticed that the XP to his next level had doubled from 100 to 200.  “Humph,” he thought, doing some quick math in his head, “that means that from Level 3 to Level 4 would be 400, 4 to 5 800……”  Carrying it out…. he blanched.  That meant that just going from level 19 to level 20 would be over 26 million HP!  He hoped the XP you got from monsters and quests started to increase quickly, or else it would take forever to level in this game!

 

He moved on, following the stream again until finally at the end of the day he found a good spot to rest.  It looked like the stream was entering some cultivated farmland, with some orchards and some olive groves that were obviously cared for.  Along the way, he fought more boars and a large predatory cat, earning enough XP to get to level 3 and almost to level 4.  

 

He had picked up more meat and tusks and claws from the animals, but with no real way to carry anything he was forced to carry what he could in his one free hand.

 

He decided to stop for the night before entering the more settled lands and found a good spot near the stream with a large flat rock overlooking the water.  Quickly getting a couple of hardwood sticks of about a foot in length, he put some tinder (grass) down and started to rotate the stick with his hands, with the bottom end buried in the grass.  He remembered watching some survival shows and seeing someone start a fire this way.  It took a while, but obviously some game mechanics were helping because after about 20 minutes he got a bit of smoke, and then the grass caught fire.  Slowly feeding it some small sticks he stoked his fire until it was crackling merrily.  A small notification appeared 

 

Improvisation +1, Fire-Starting +1

 

“Guess it counts to have the right materials,” he thought.  He doubted it would be that easy in real life.  He hung the boar steaks on a stick and held them over the fire.  Soon smells of the roasting meat filled the air and his mouth watered.  He didn’t feel quite hungry per say, but he could definitely eat.  After the seared steaks were done, he took them down and started biting them while holding the stick.  The meat was tough, hot, and about the best tasting thing he could remember eating in a while.  

 

Surprising to himself, he ate almost all of the two steaks, settling back next to the fire with a satisfied burp.  After drinking some water from the stream, still ice cold, he laid down next to the fire as it slowly died out, watching the stars come out and listening to the sounds of the night.  As he faded to drowsiness, he re-lived his first day in Olympus and thought he had done pretty well, for being dropped in with no knowledge of how the world worked and no equipment other than his wits.  He thought briefly about security, but felt tired enough that he slipped into sleep before he could make a plan.

 

The smell of the cooked meat did draw some predators that night, but the smell of the smoldering fire and human kept them away.

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
3



	
XP to Next Level

	
100



	
Strength

	
5



	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
3



	
Stamina

	
3



	
Constitution

	
5



	
Charisma

	
2



	
Rage Capacity

	
12



	
Skills

	
Dodge – Beginner - 7

2H Spear – Beginner - 6

Improvisation – Beginner – 3

Fire Starting – Beginner – 1



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

 

 

Earl woke suddenly with the call of a loud bird.  He was confused and it took him a few seconds to remember where he was.  As he stood and stretched, he could hear the sound of the creek running behind him, along with the sound of something moving through tall grass rapidly.

 

Grasping his spear from the ground, he whirled, heart pounding.  A quick look around showed nothing attacking him, and as he spun, he noticed that there was a small boy or girl running away from him through the fields toward the orchard.  He guessed that someone had been out in the field and been startled by him standing up from the flat surface of the rock.  It was slightly higher than the other side of the stream and he probably hadn’t been seen while he was sleeping.

 

Earl debated heading after him, then reconsidered.  A large man carrying a spear, even if crude, would be considered a threat by anyone, especially if he was heading towards whoever lived down there.  Earl resolved to wait for the inevitable investigation and to be as non-threatening as possible.  He had little reservations about how he would stand up to a determined fight against armed people in his current state.

 

Earl started another fire and got the rest of the boar steaks warming up.  As they were almost done, he banked the fire and had sat down cross legged to eat when he heard multiple people coming his way.  He kept eating as they forded the stream and advanced to where he sat on the flat rock.  There were three people, one a small boy about 10 years old, who had the name “Giorgis” floating over his head along with “Level 2 Farmer”.  The other men, “Spiros – Level 10 Farmer” and “Thanasis – Level 8 Farmer” rounded out the trio.  The two older men were carrying simple spears, but were bronze tipped and in far better condition than his own makeshift weapon.

 

Spiros had the look of an outdoorsmen, with naturally olive 

 

“There he is, Papa!” exclaimed the boy, Giorgis.  

“I see him,” said his father, the man named Spiros.  “Hello, stranger!”

 

“Hello,” Earl replied.  “Good morning.”  He felt being polite was his best move, considering the difference in levels between himself and the men.  He noticed the other man, Thanasis, was giving him a guarded look and that he had said nothing.

 

“What brings you here?” asked Spiros.  “Most of the time we get no visitors here.”

“I’m not even sure where here is,” replied Earl.  “My name is Ear……. Jaxx.” 

“Greetings, Ear-Jaxx.  Interesting name, I must say,” laughed Spiros.

“It’s just Jaxx,” said Earl.  He guessed that he should get used to thinking of himself that way, as he didn’t know how long he would be in this game but remembered “at least 6 months” in the contract.

“Well, Jaxx, you are in the lands outside the village of Triada.  How did you come to be here, and in this condition?”  Spiros was friendly, but there was a hard layer beneath his friendliness.  His companion, Thanasis, had not looked away from Jaxx and had not put down his spear.

 

“Well, it is hard to explain, but the truth is that I appeared in a clearing about a day’s walk into the forest.”  Jaxx turned to point, and realized that above the forest he had come out of was a large mountain in the distance.  He guessed he had never bothered to look behind him, and that the forest had blocked his view of it.  He turned back to see various looks of disbelief from the men.

 

“Appeared in a clearing?  In the forest?”  Spiros’ voice was still friendly, but he had started to think that his visitor was a bit crazy.  Thanasis’ gaze, if it were possible, grew even harder.

 

“I know it seems crazy…” Jaxx started to explain, wondering how he could work his other-worldly origin into it when Thanasis suddenly said, “You’re an Avatar, aren’t you?”

 

Jaxx stared.  “You’ve……. heard of us?” was all he could say, a bit dumfounded.  Where could they have heard about them?

 

“The priest of Apollo was saying something about keeping a look out for any new strangers, seems the Gods wish us to keep an eye on you folk.  Something about unnatural?”  With these statements it started to make sense to Jaxx.  He thought quickly.  Lie?  Half-truth?  Long term survival outweighed his immediate inclination to obfuscate his origin.  He sensed that these were not bad people.

 

Honesty, then.  “Yes, I am an Avatar.  Our minds are from another world and are put into these bodies based upon our true nature.”

 

Spiros laughed.  “So, you are a disciple of Hercules, then?  You have the look, mighty thews and all.”  Jaxx started, then laughed along.  “Yes, I follow Hercules’ path.”

 

“And what path is that?” Thanasis asked?  “Hercules followed a long and difficult path to his final place – hurt some people along the way too.”

 

Jaxx assured them that he intended to do better.  

 

“Be sure that you do.”  Thanasis seemed to be warming a bit, explaining away any odd tics and words with the knowledge that Jaxx was an Avatar.  

 

Spiros stood, brushing off dirt from sitting cross-legged on the stone.  “Well then, let’s be off then.  I’m sure you’re hungry and thirsty, being out in the forest and such all day and night.”

 

Jaxx rose, grasping his meager belongings.  “Yes, thank you.”

 

Spiros glanced at Jaxx’s spear, noting the crude assembly.  “You are crafty.”

“When I have to be,” Jaxx chuckled a bit self-consciously.  He knew his weapon was far inferior to Spiros’ and Thanasis’ bronze capped spears.  Spiros caught him glancing at his spear.

“Wish to have a look?” he asked, and then handed it butt first to Jaxx.  Jaxx noticed Thanasis’ hand tighten on his own spear shaft out of the corner of his eye. 

 

Handling the spear in a carefully non-threatening manner, Jaxx examined the work.  “Far superior indeed,” he thought, despite the fact that the spear was merely an Uncommon ranked item.  Jaxx inspected it:

 

Uncommon Heavy Bronze Spear

Durability – 30/30

Weight – 5kg

Damage – 15-20 (piercing)

Description – A sturdy oak shaft capped with a razor-sharp bronze spearhead.  Sharpness and damage will be reduced as durability goes down.  Standard hoplite issue.

 

Jaxx handed the spear back to Spiros, who took it with a smile. 

 

As they walked, Jaxx noticed the rows of crops that were obviously carefully tended.  The blue of the clear sky contrasted with the gold of the wheat and barley fields.  In the distance, a blue glimmer announced the presence of a lake.  Jaxx turned to see the vast green expanse of the forest, and the blue-green immensity of the mountain behind it.  What a beautiful area!

 

As he came out of his reverie, he noticed that they were near the small village he had seen from a distance.  He had arrived at Triada.

 

Entering the village, he noted the wide dirt streets lined on either side with small houses and shops.  The “clang-clang” of a blacksmith was somewhere in the background.  Small children running and laughing stopped short when they saw Jaxx and his party, darting between the houses to hide and peer out around corners.

 

Approaching the center of the village, Jaxx saw that the main center was paved with rough stones, and that a multitude of carts and temporary sellers were set up and barking their wares at the sparse crowd of villagers.  Mostly women followed by what Jaxx assumed were house slaves.  Jaxx started, having forgotten that in ancient Greece, indeed in most ancient cultures, slavery was normal and not even commented on.  Jaxx was unsettled, uncomfortable with the thought that he would have to pretend not to notice and even to tolerate the institution.  

 

As they approached the center of the paved area, a uniformed man came up to Spiros and party.  “Hwiksos” floated above him, giving Jaxx his name.

 

“Who is this?” boomed the man?  He was tall for a local, if shorter than Jaxx, and built heavy in the chest and shoulders.  A chain mail shirt, leather belt, and bronze sword was belted around his thick waist.  He was very hairy, with hirsute shoulders, forearms, and legs.  A heavy black beard rested on his face and reached almost to his black eyes.  Jaxx noted the strength in this man’s limbs and heavy calluses on his right hand, which Jaxx assumed were from long hours swinging a sword.  “Not a man to take lightly,” thought Jaxx, “even with the difference in weaponry.”

Spiros laid a hand on Jaxx’s shoulder.  “Hwiksos!  Just the man I was looking for.  We found this man on the western edge of the olive grove, near the forest.  He is an Avatar, just like Acron spoke of.”  

 

Hwiksos, listening almost absently, noticeably started at the word “Avatar.”  “What is this?  Where did you come from?” Hwiksos demanded.

 

As Spiros explained, Jaxx took a look around and noticed that while commerce remained, most of the people around were unobtrusively staring at them, and the nearer were straining to overhear.  “probably want the first crack at the gossip,” Jaxx thought.  He was jarred from his reverie by a poke in the side from Spiros.

 

“What?” he said.  Hwiksos was looking at him expectedly, like he had just asked a question, and realized that they were waiting for his answer.

“Could you repeat that?” he asked.

“I said, what are your intentions here in Triada?” Hwiksos asked?  His tone was even, but his hand rested on the hilt of his sword in an unmistakable readiness.  

 

Jaxx answered carefully.  “My intentions are peaceful towards everyone here, and I am hoping to grow in strength and experience.  The Gods have apparently sent me here for a reason – I’d like to find out what it is.”

 

This response was taken with a guarded silence.  Finally, Hwiksos said, “You have done no harm, nor do you appear threatening.  We are always looking for strong men to help with tasks and to help protect the town from bandits and raiders.  We are not large and there are a limited number of Hoplites.”  Jaxx remembered seeing lots of men on the walk in, working the fields, until he remembered that in Ancient Greece, slaves did no fighting.  All soldiers were citizens, and usually landowners who provided their own equipment.

 

Hwiksos continued, “You shall appear in front of the Village Council tonight, to make a proper introduction.  Spiros – since you have taken it upon yourself to bring this man to Triada, can you find him a place to stay for now?  We will work on permanent accommodations if everything works out with the Council.”

 

Spiros answered with a laugh.  “It would be my pleasure!  Come, Jaxx, I will show you to my home.”  With this, Hwiksos turned and stalked away, presumably to continue about the business of the town.

 

Thanasis drew Spiros aside, speaking softly.  He undoubtedly meant his words for Spiros alone, but Jaxx caught most of them.  “-ure you can trust him?”  Spiros answered equally softly, patted Thanasis’ arm, and turned to Jaxx.  “Ready?”

 

“Yes, thank you.” Jaxx answered.  

 

He followed Spiros, again ignoring the sour look that Thanasis gave him.  “I shall have to find out why that man dislikes me so,” he thought.

 

Almost as if reading his mind, Spiros spoke, “Don’t worry about Thanasis.  He has had bad experiences with strangers in the past, and despite his gruff exterior, he worries about me and Giorgos.”

 

“I will never disparage a man who acts to protect his family and friends, “Jaxx said.  

 

Spiros nodded, “Well said.”

 

Spiros led Jaxx through the town in a different direction from which they had come.  Jaxx noted the smells changing, roast meat and potatoes smells in the air causing his stomach to rumble.  They seemed to be passing an inn, which was a low thatched building with lots of windows and 2 chimneys.  Smoke came in thin streams from the chimneys, bringing the delicious smells with them.  A sign out front, The Copper Fleece, had a picture of a crude sheep with a copper colored inlay.  A stout man in a leather apron was outside sweeping the dirt from the stones and glanced at them in curiosity as they passed.

 

As Spiros seemed intent on getting home, Jaxx didn’t bother to ask any questions and just maintained his awareness, trying to remember the lay of the land.  As he thought to himself, “Wish I had a map…” he noticed one appear in his upper right of his HUD.  Overlaying his vision, he could see a transparent map that had his location marked and the area around him labeled crudely.  He thought, “Zoom out” and the map obliged, showing a larger area.  His path from the forest to the town was clear, as areas of the black fog of war were exposed.  Although a map was a standard feature in many MMOs, he was surprised that Olympus Online used it:  it wasn’t anywhere near realism.  

 

They reached a small gathering of huts on the outskirts of the village, and Jaxx realized that this was Spiros’ home.  The largest building was square, perhaps 30 ft on a side, and thatched with a stone chimney exiting near one wall.  The walls were stone, and in between the stones Jaxx saw bits of straw and mud.  Windows covered by stout wooden shutters were present on 3 of the walls.  

 

The other buildings, a smaller hut that was built closer to the ground and had no windows, and a building that had only 3 walls, with a flat roof that held a small amount of livestock bins and feed.  “Probably for sheep, “Jaxx thought.

 

Spiros raised his hands wide, “My humble abode, “he exclaimed.  Giorgos, who had run ahead, was disappearing into the larger building.  After a brief minute, a dark-haired woman appeared, with Giorgos tugging on her hand, pulling her outside.  Her protests died when she saw Jaxx, and she looked questioningly at Spiros.  

 

Spiros introduced her, “Jaxx, this is Agariste, my wife.”  

 

Jaxx smiled.  “Pleased to meet you, Agariste.”

 

Agariste, still looking at Jaxx, replied, “Welcome to our home.  Would you please excuse me and my husband?”  She turned and re-entered the home.  Spiros winced.  “I’ll be back, my friend” he said.  Please avail yourself of some water and take a seat.  He waved at the well, a small stone circle with a crude rope leading down into it.  With that, he entered the abode to speak with his wife.

 

Jaxx walked over to the well and looked down.  It was about 20ft deep with a pool of water at the bottom – when he pulled up the rope, a crude wooden bucket smeared with pitch on the outside came up.  Jaxx pulled up the bucket and, as there was a lack of a ladle or cup, scooped some water with his hand and drank a few mouthfuls.  The water was cold and pure, and tasted great.  Jaxx realized that everything he had eaten or drank in the game since he appeared had all tasted good – more game magic, he supposed.  It made sense – why would gamers wish to eat bad tasting food?

The door of the home opened and Spiros exited, followed by his wife.  They came over to Jaxx and this time Agariste smiled at him, saying “Please be welcome here.  Spiros has explained your origin and we of course will help he who was foretold by the Gods.”  

 

Jaxx suspected that in order to make his presence easier to explain, that Spiros had played up that part of his story.  Playing along, he nodded solemnly and said, “I appreciate the support of the people of the Gods until I can find my purpose.”  He noticed a wink from Spiros.

 

The afternoon passed quickly, with Spiros showing Jaxx an area inside the lean-to where he could sleep.  When Spiros attempted to apologize for not having Jaxx inside the house, Jaxx reassured him.  “This is far better than I could find by myself, friend.  I shall have the warmth of the animals and protection from the sky – the weather is not harsh.  Besides, I am sure you fair wife would prefer me outside, away from her child.” 

 

Spiros laughed.  “You have obviously dealt with women before, my friend!”

 

After a simple dinner of stew that was mostly vegetables, with a bit of mutton for flavor, Spiros motioned for Jaxx to accompany him.  “Come, we must meet with the Village Council.  Everyone will want to see you and talk to you, an Avatar of the Gods.”  Jaxx agreed, and they headed back to the Village center.

 

Upon arriving, he noticed a large crown milling about, shouting and talking that died when they were spotted.  As they threaded through the crown, Jaxx noted a variety of reactions – some were in awe, obviously putting credence in the “Avatar of the Gods” rumor.  Others glared, distrusting a stranger no matter his origin.  But the vast majority showed curiosity, mostly.

 

Jaxx noted that Hwiksos was present in his armor and sword uniform.  Seated in three wooden chairs were elderly men, each wearing a robe of linen with subtle decorations. 

 

The first man was named Battus, with dark colored skin and hair that fell to his shoulders.  He sat ramrod straight in his chair, and his eyes were piercing in their intensity.  His robes were clean and a faintly military air surrounded him.

 

The second man was named Duris, and he was the opposite of Battus’ appearance.  Fat, with stains on his robe and a sneer on his face, he sat slouched, with an air of superiority despite his appearance.  He leaned back with his shoulders hunched, his belly pushing his robe out.  He rested his hands on his stomach.  Jaxx could see his thick legs and feet, with sandals wrapped around tightly.  A staff of some sort leaned against his chair.  “Perhaps a sign of office?” Jaxx wondered.

 

The third man was shorter, with tightly curled hair and a lighter-skinned face.  A short beard was carefully trimmed and his brown eyes were live with excitement upon seeing Jax.  His robe was white, and a yellow circle with lines coming from it was present on his chest.  He had two boys standing behind his chair.  “Servants?  Slaves?” Jaxx wondered?  His name was Acron, which sparked a memory.  “Aha,” Jaxx thought.  “This is the priest of Apollo!” 

 

As Jaxx and Spiros stepped forward, Hwiksos stepped to meet them.  Raising his voice, he shouted for quiet.  In the lull, his gravelly voice boomed, “I recognize you, Spiros!  Thank you for bringing us your new friend to meet with the Council.”  Chatter rose again as the identify of Jaxx was confirmed by Hwiksos, causing the guard to boom again “Quiet, I say!”

 

After the quiet again came across the crowd, Duros leaned forward, his chin wobbling as he spoke, “Hello, stranger!  What is your name and purpose here in Triada?”  

 

Since Jaxx was sure this information had already been provided to the Council by the redoubtable Hwiksos, he assumed this was a show put on for the crowd.  He responded in kind, “My name is Jaxx, and I am an Avatar sent here by the Gods for an unknown purpose.”

 

This announcement was met with excitement by the crowd, and Jaxx noticed that Acron sat up straighter, leaning forward while his eyes devoured Jaxx.  Jaxx could almost feel his surge of excitement.  

 

With a gesture, Duros quieted the crowd once again and asked, “Do you have proof of this?”

 

A good question.  How, other than his obvious presence, was he supposed to prove it, Jaxx wondered.

 

As he thought of how he could answer, the third counselor, Acron, cleared his throat.  At a glance and a nod from Duros, he spoke.  “I could perhaps help with that.  A prayer to Apollo could help to gauge this man’s truthfulness.”  

 

As Acron leaned back, a whisper of excitement ran through the crowd.  Jaxx figured there hadn’t been this much excitement in this small village in years.  He spoke, “I would be honored to have my words judged by the Chosen of Apollo.”  He figured flattery couldn’t hurt.  Seeing small nods coming from the Council, along with Hwiksos and even Spiros, he knew he had said the right thing.

 

Acron bounded to his feet and stepped in front of Jaxx.  He raised his hands and gaze to the heavens, intoning, “O bright Apollo, bringer of the Sun and Warmth to the World, hear my request.  Judge this man’s words as true or false, and indicate to your servants the validity of his words.”  While he was speaking, the two boys that were standing behind his chair came forward, and quickly produced a pair of doves and a stone knife.  With quick, practiced gestures the birds were sacrificed and the blood splashed around, before the birds were taken to a nearby fire and thrown in.

 

Jaxx was distracted from this part because at the moment of the priest’s words ending and the killing of the doves, a light shot down from above and illuminated Jaxx, briefly.  He was left with a glowing outline that faded a bit but was still evident.

 

“Apollo answers!” Acron announced.  “Speak truly, Jaxx, and only fear if you utter a falsehood.  The God of the Sun will judge your answers!”

 

This development shocked Jaxx for a moment.  He knew that in this game, the Gods were present and controlled by different AIs, but this was the first sign of direct involvement that he had witnessed in his short time in the game.  He shrugged mentally.  He had intended to speak truthfully, anyway.

 

Jaxx said, “My name is Jaxx, and I am an Avatar.  I appeared two days ago in a clearing in the Forest to the west, and was discovered this morning by Spiros.”  His words were listened to carefully, and he was watched like a hawk by the Council and especially by Hwiksos, whose hand never left his sword.  

 

Duros leaned forward, “What is your purpose here?”

 

Jaxx answered, “I am here to discover what the Gods will of me.”  His aura glittered a bit.

 

Acron said, “That is true, but not the whole truth.  Speak truly, from your heart:  why are you here?”

 

Jaxx thought hard.  It was apparent that Apollo’s truth indicator was more subtle than he thought.  Although he truly didn’t have anything else to say, it indicated that there was more to his presence here, that he perhaps unconsciously had another goal?  As he thought, he noticed the crowd stirring with the length of his silence.  The Councilors still regarded him silently.

 

Finally, he spoke without really thinking.  “I am here to discover who I truly am.”  This admission brightened the aura, and Acron nodded.  “That is true.”

 

For the first time, the first councilor, Battus, spoke: “What do you wish to become?”  He seemed intent, paying the most attention since the meeting had begun.  His body betrayed his tension:  hands holding tightly to the arms of his chair, forearms tense and showing tendons, feet close together and near each other.  He seemed almost ready to leap out of his chair.

 

Another great question.  Jaxx thought about his life to this point.  The apathy, the utter dreariness of his current life outside this game.  The hopeless feeling.  Then he thought of the times that feeling faded, when he was deep in a game, playing at being a champion and a vanquisher of evil, a fighter for the weak and seeking justice in the form of video game rewards.  It all swirled in his mind until one thing came to the forefront of his thoughts, the one thing that he held up as his dream, the thing that he imagined himself to be and chased it by playing online games instead of simply accepting his life and his place in the wider world as someone unimportant, as simply a cog in the vast social machine that was life on Earth now.

 

He spoke from the heart, “I want to be a Hero.”  And with this admission, his aura of truthfulness shown bright and radiant.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

 

 

 

The next day Jaxx awoke inside the livestock building at Spiros’ home.  He laid there, unmoving, as once again he had to consciously remember where he was.  It was pleasant.  He came aware of the straw he was lying on, the coarse individual strands poking him in his back and legs.  Individually coarse, but together the straw formed a comfortable sleeping pad that had allowed him to fall asleep quickly.  Perhaps the incredible day he’d had also made that a certainty, he reflected.

 

The sounds of a working farm filled the air – livestock calling for their morning feed, the slamming of doors at the main house as Spiros and his son entered and left, the sound of the well bucket being dropped and pulled up several times.

 

He emerged into the bright sunlight, conscious of the small stones on his feet and the dirt between his toes.  The morning sun illuminated the fields of crops and the small clouds of insects that seemed to be everywhere.  It was not hot, yet, but he felt the sun-warmed stones on his feet as he stepped over to the well and drew a bucket to wash his face and mouth out.

 

“Morning Hero!” exclaimed Spiros.  The man had been very excited after Jaxx’s admission of his true goal last night, and treated him even more like something out of a story.  His deference definitely made Jaxx uncomfortable, and he waved away the title.

 

“Please just call me Jaxx, Spiros.  I have not done anything worthy of that title.”

 

“Ah, but you will.  It is why the Gods have sent you to Triada.”  Spiros’ eyes gleamed with fervor.

 

“I’ll settle for breakfast, and then it is past time I find myself something constructive to do,” Jaxx said.  He smiled ruefully.  “After all, I can’t be a Hero without some Heroic tasks.”

 

“Yes, yes, come into the house.  We have the morning meal ready.”  Spiros led him into the main house, where Agariste and Giorgos were already eating.  “We have porridge and some goat’s milk.”  Spiros seemed a bit embarrassed at the simple fare, and his tone earned a sharp glance from Agariste.  She turned, somewhat definitely, and said, “It is all we have, Hero.”  Agariste, it was obvious, had not taken the events of the previous evening in the same way her husband had.

 

“That sounds great,” Jaxx said, taking as seat.  Truthfully, he didn’t think he’d ever had porridge and goat’s milk, but it was his fervent wish to avoid upsetting the woman.  It seemed that in this world, just like Earth, women truly did have the final say in the households and he didn’t want to irritate her.

 

The meal passed mostly in silence, with Jaxx eating his surprisingly (to him) good food.  “I should have remembered the way the game makes food taste,” he thought.  So many things were happening so fast that the little details were coming and going.

 

“So, what are your plans for today, Jaxx?” asked Agariste.  His enthusiastic consumption of her food seemed to have placated her mood a bit.

 

“I believe I will go into the village and see what I can do to help, start earning my keep a little bit.  You all have been so welcoming, and I feel like I need to repay your kindness.”  These words earned a sniff.  Okay, perhaps not all that placated.

 

“Excellent idea!” Spiros said.  “I shall take you….”  At this, Agariste let out a loud “Humph!” and started at Spiros.  Spiros wound down, looking at his wife.  At her angry shake of the head, he said, “Well, perhaps you know the way by now?”  Spiros looked unhappy at the idea of not accompanying Jaxx.

 

“I do know the way,” Jaxx said.  “I don’t wish to take you from your duties here anymore than you already have.  You have much to do.”  Agariste looked satisfied and obviously considered the matter over, as she collected the simple wooden bowls and spoons they had been eating with.

 

After a few more minutes of small talk, Jaxx left the Spiros house and headed into Triada.  Along the way, he exchanged greetings and smiles with the majority of those he met.  His announcement at the meeting had impressed most of the villagers, and they seemed eager to find out what heroic deeds he would be doing.

 

Jaxx himself was still a bit unsure of what had happened.  He had spoken from his heart, true, but he still wasn’t sure what being a Hero in Olympus Online meant.  He had his own ideas, of course.  Slaying monsters, fulfilling quests, rescuing maidens, conquering evil.  All of the things he had done for years in other games.  But something nagging him in his mind told him that being a Hero in this game was different, somehow more than what he was expecting.

 

There was also the manner of the truth spell, and the way it had differentiated between his conscious admission of truth and his deeper reflection:  that argued that somehow, the game and/or AI was able to read his mind at a deeper level.  This was something new, and unadvertised in the literature about Olympus Online.  Why would the game AI care about his deeper, almost unconscious feelings?  It all argued for the presence of a deeper purpose.

 

As he arrived in the village center, Jaxx spotted Hwiksos striding towards him.  He was dressed in his normal sword and armor uniform, and the bearded man stopped several feet away.  Hwiksos’ attitude had changed a bit after the truth-revelation.  The man was focused on one thing – defending Triada from threats.  Jaxx seemed to no longer be in the “potential threat” category and thus the man’s wariness had retreated.

 

“Ho, Jaxx!  How did you sleep?”

 

“Well, Spiros has been very kind.”

 

“Not kind enough to let you sleep inside their house, unless I misjudge Agariste.”  Hwiksos had a knowing grin on his face.

“You are correct, I slept in the animal pen.  But it was fine:  soft straw, the subtle perfume of the goats….”  Jaxx grinned back.

 

“Ha!  You are more addled than I thought if you feel that goats smell like perfume!”

 

He turned serious.  “I am to bring you to Battus this morning when you appear.”

 

Jaxx thought hard.  “Battus…. the councilor?  What would he want with me?”

 

“The same thing that everyone wants:  to find out why you are here.”

 

Hwiksos motioned for Jaxx to follow and set off down one of the side streets.  Near the end at the edge of the village, they came to a sturdy log and stone house that had the first tile roof that Jaxx had seen in the village.  The front was open with a wide porch, with the typical shuttered windows.  A wooden fence made of split logs that were sat upright in the earth extended from both ends of the house and continued back to make an enclosure behind the house that was hidden from view.  A “clack-clack” sound came from within. 

 

Motioning for Jaxx to stay put, Hwiksos entered the house and emerged a moment later with Battus, the first councilor from the meeting the night before.  Jaxx remembered the dark skin and hair, and the intense gray eyes.  He was clean shaven, and his face showed a lifetime of exposure to sun and weather.  He was as upright as ever, but his garb had changed.  The night before, he had worn robes befitting his status as a Councilor.  Now, he wore a short tunic and sandals, with a skirt or kilt of leather strips that hung down from a leather belt.  He had a short, bronze-hilted sword with a wrapped leather grip sheathed at his waist.  He was sweaty but not dirty.

 

“Greetings, Jaxx.”  His voice was even and deep, and his eyes probed Jaxx.

 

Meeting Battus’ eyes, Jaxx answered back.  “Greetings, Councilor.  It is an honor to meet you again.”

 

“Pah!  Enough of that formality.  My name is Battus, please call me so.”  He motioned for Jaxx to follow him into the house.  Jaxx followed, noting Hwiksos falling in behind him.

 

The room they entered was broad and took up most of the house.  Jaxx noted a simple kitchen with a couple of women bustling around – from their garb, he assumed they were house slaves.  Another door, closed, announced another room in the side of the house that Jaxx assumed was a private area.  The floor was split log, and sanded smooth that felt cool on his bare feet.  A trio of chairs was present, and at a wave Jaxx sat down in one of them.  Battus and Hwiksos claimed the other two, and Battus clapped his hands twice.

 

Immediately the slaves brought clay cups full of some sort of drink to the three men.  Jaxx grimaced a bit at the slaves’ actions and then smoothed his face.  “Not your place,” he thought.

 

Battus noticed.  “Not to your liking?” motioning to the drink.  “No, it’s fine,” Jaxx replied.  

 

Battus glanced at the slaves, then at Jaxx.  “You are uncomfortable with the slaves?” he asked. 

 

Surprised at the depth of understanding, Jaxx said “Yes, we do not have slavery where I come from.”

 

“And where is that, precisely?  I am fairly well traveled and I do not know of any place that does not keep slaves.”

 

Dammit.  Jaxx knew that all ancient cultures practiced slavery, and that you could not apply modern morality on the subject when discussing it.  Of course, that academic distance was far more comfortable than seeing it in action.

 

“I am an Avatar, as confirmed by Apollo last night.  That means, basically, that my mind was put into this body here by the Gods.”  He didn’t know how the NPC would understand what it meant to be from another world.

 

“And in your original body, where you came from, there is no slavery?  Hmmm.  I had never really considered what life would be like without slaves.  They are a critical part of our lives here:  they allow the men to protect our society from those who would destroy it.  If we didn’t have slaves, our soldiers would be forced to farm and plant, and we would be wide open to barbarians.”  Battus slowly got through the thought process, and he was obviously trying to imagine how such a world so alien to his own would function.

 

“I am not here to judge,” Jaxx finally said to break the silence.  “I am here to learn and improve myself.”

 

Glad for the excuse to switch topics, Battus nodded.  “Yes, that is why I asked Hwiksos to bring you to me.  I am in charge of the military for our region:  you might think of me as the commander of the hoplites for Triada.  From your demonstration last night, I believe that I can help you to achieve your purpose set by the Gods.”

 

“Yes!” exulted Jaxx in his mind.  “This is what I needed.”  Strongly suspecting that the game was helping him, he answered, “Thank you, I believe you are correct.  I am in desperate need of training and equipment.”

 

“You shall have training, and if you do well you may earn some superior equipment.  However, we do not have enough to spare without getting something in return.  I would like to ask if you would, after your training, undertake some tasks that have stymied us until now.”

 

Standard stuff here.  Jaxx felt comfortable with this line of dialogue.  He would get training, some starter gear, and then would be tasked with some quests that were too hard for the locals to handle.  Killing some monsters plaguing the farmers, no doubt.

 

“I would be honored to help any way that I could.  I feel uncomfortable with taking things without paying for them, in either coin or deed.”  Jaxx had been playing RPG games for years, he could role-play with the best of them.  

 

Battus nodded to Hwiksos.  “Take him out back and show him.”  

 

Feeling that the audience was at an end for now, Jaxx stood and bowed to Battus.  “Thank you, Commander.”  The honorific seemed to please the old man and he nodded with a smile.

 

“Come on, Hero,” Hwiksos, ever the practical man, pulled Jaxx through the room and out the back of the house.  In the enclosed yard behind the house, Jaxx saw several standard size training dummies made of wood and straw standing near the back fence.  Red circles were painted on them in the head and chest regions.  One held a shield.  The ground was dirt, packed down with use, and several men were practicing sparring with wooden swords and bucklers.  They stopped when they saw Hwiksos and Jaxx enter the training area.

 

“Don’t stop training!” Hwiksos barked at the men.  They quickly resumed, one of them stealing glances over at Jaxx.  His training partner noticed and took advantage, landing a blow that knocked the man down.  

 

“Ha,” Hwiksos laughed.  “Serves you right.”  The man climbed to his feet sheepishly, still catching glances at Jaxx, and turned back to his spar.  Jaxx noticed he was favoring the arm that had gotten whacked.

 

Hwiksos handed Jaxx a wooden training sword and buckler from where he had retrieved it while Jaxx was looking at the two men.  They were heavy and Jaxx inspected them.

 

Heavy Training Short Sword

Durability – 7/10

Damage – 3-5 (bludgeoning)

Weight – 8kg

Description – A short, heavy wooden sword designed for sparring and practice.

 

Heavy Training Wooden Buckler

Durability – 5/10

Block – 2 (based on agility)

Weight – 10kg

Description – A heavy, simple wooden shield.  Despite the heavy construction, it feels flimsy.

 

 

Jaxx equipped both items, noting the heaviness of both.  He followed Hwiksos over to the far training dummy and listened.

 

“Ok, have you had any training with the sword and shield before?”  At Jaxx’s negative head shake, he continued.  “What I thought.  Ok, time to start training.  I want you to alternate strikes, first with the sword, then with the shield.  Hit the dummy in the chest with both.  Remember, alternate.”

 

A window popped up:

 

Quest - Beginner’s Training

Perform melee weapon training for 3 hours with the training equipment.  

Increase sword skill by 3.  0/3 completed.

Increase shield skill by 3.  0/3 completed.

Rewards

100 XP

1 gold piece

Varied Armor Suitable for your Class and Level

 

Accept?  Yes/No

 

“Here we go,” thought Jaxx.  He thought “yes” and the window closed.

 

With that, Hwiksos stepped back and motioned for Jaxx to begin.

 

Jaxx squared off with the dummy and raised his sword while holding the heavy shield in his left hand.  He swung, feeling the awkward weight and unfamiliar handle twist the sword in his grasp.  The sword impacted on the left arm of the dummy, nowhere near the target area.  He raised the sword to swing again, trying to adjust his grip while keeping the shield up.

 

Thwap!  An impact hit his back, staggering him.  Looking back, he saw Hwiksos standing there with another practice sword.  “I said, alternate!” he said.

 

Squaring up again, Jaxx began hitting the dummy, missing most of the time and trying not to be overbalanced with his feet while swinging the sword and shield.  As he worked, he noted the yellow of his stamina bar going down steadily.  He felt no real discomfort, other than the awkward positioning, and he was grateful that little things like back pain were not part of the game.

 

As his stamina bar depleted to 2 after about an hour of swinging, Jaxx stopped and rested to allow his stamina to recover.  He saw a couple of popups appear and disappear as he glanced at them:

 

Short sword + 1

 

Shields + 1

 

He was pleased to see evidence of improvement.  He took a minute to look at his character sheet:

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
3



	
XP to Next Level

	
400



	
Strength

	
5



	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
3



	
Stamina

	
3



	
Constitution

	
5



	
Charisma

	
1



	
Rage Capacity

	
12



	
Skills

	
Dodge – Beginner - 7

2H Spear – Beginner - 6

Improvisation – Beginner – 3

Fire Starting – Beginner – 1

1H Sword – Beginner – 1

Shield – Beginner - 1



 

 

Concentrating on his skills, it expanded into a more detailed view:

 

Skills

 



	
Dodge – Level 7

	
Dodge is the ability to avoid blows in combat.  Each successful combat session where you successfully dodge at least one attack will raise this by +1.  Only one level will be achieved per combat session.  Current affect – 7% more likely to dodge an attack by an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to dodge by 5%.  Agility level increases Dodge.



	
2H Spear – Level 6

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 2H spear is increased by 6% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Improvisation – Level 3

	
Improvisation is the ability to make something from nothing.  3% increased chance to put together a viable item from raw materials.



	
Fire Starting – Level 1

	
The ability to start fires is a gift straight from Prometheus himself.  Higher levels allow you to start fires in adverse conditions.  1% increased chance to start fires.



	
1H Sword – Level 1

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 1% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Shield – Level 1

	
Your chance to block a blow with an equipped shield increased by 1% from an enemy at or below your level.  Your chance to land a blow with a shield increased by 1% against an attacker at or below your level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to block and hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit and block with shields.



 

Jaxx nodded to himself.  Certain things were starting to make sense.  Ok, so according to this, his skills with his weapons and presumably, professions if he ever trained them, would increase once per combat or training session.  He interpreted “session” as one use of his stamina bar.  Considering his stamina increased with each level, he figured that it would naturally take longer to train his skills as his level increased.

 

He also noted the importance of agility to his combat stats.  His base stats as a Barbarian class had him increasing in Strength and Constitution by 2 points a level vs 1 point in everything else.  As this would increase his damage per hit (from Strength), according to his skills he should prioritize agility on his gear, in order to give him a better chance to hit with his weapons.  

 

Once his stamina refilled, he continued training as he had been told.  He completed 3 sets of training, each about an hour or so, with short rests to recover his stamina.  After the third hour, the quest window popped up again:

 

Quest - Beginner’s Training – Complete!

Perform melee weapon training for 3 hours with the training equipment.  

Increase sword skill by 3.  3/3 completed.

Increase shield skill by 3.  3/3 completed.

Received Rewards

100 XP

1 gold piece

Varied Armor Suitable for your Class and Level

 

 

Level up!  

Level 4

 

Hwiksos came over the clapped Jaxx on the back.  “Well done,” he said.  “Here is something you can use.”  He handed Jaxx a set of boots.

 

Standard Leather Boots

Durability – 15/15

Weight – 2kg

Armor – 3

Agility - +2

Description – A sturdy set of leather boots.  Nothing special, but a lot better than bare feet.

 

Jaxx smiled.  A lot better, indeed.  “Thank you, Hwiksos.  These are exactly what I needed.”

 

“Yes, indeed.  A man needs a good set of boots in order to fight in comfort.  How did you like the sword and shield?”

 

“It was fine,” Jaxx said.  “But, honestly I’m more comfortable with a 2 handed weapon.  Shields don’t feel right to me.”

 

“I figured that, looking at you, but you needed to get the basics down on how to train your skills.  Here, try this.”  With that, Hwiksos handed a stout 2 Handed spear to Jaxx.  It was tall, as tall as Jaxx, with a sharp stone head that looked like knapped flint.  It was held to the shaft with a sturdy cord wrap around the base of the spear head.  The edges gleamed in the sun when he turned the weapon to inspect it.

 

Sturdy Stone-Headed Spear

Durability – 20/20

Weight – 3kg

Damage – 10-15 (piercing)

Description – A basic stone headed spear.  Well made, but it’s not bronze.  What did you expect for free?

 

A bit disturbed by the increasingly personal and snarky descriptions on things, he nonetheless hefted the spear and found the balance well made.  The edges were razor sharp when he tested them.  Even though it was a low-quality spear, it felt better in his hands than the sword and shield had.  “At least,” Jaxx thought, “until I can get me an axe or a big sword.”

 

Hwiksos grunted.  “The edges will chip and shatter if thrown or hit against metal or stone, but in flesh they should do well.  A few quick whacks with a knap-stone will have the edges sharp again, but each time you do so will reduce the durability.”  He handed Jaxx a small, smooth stone that filled his hand.  

 

“Oh yes, one last thing, here is an old bag that I had laying around.”

 

Small Leather Bag

Durability – 10/10

Weight – 1 kg

Capacity – 8 slots

Description – Too new to have been “laying around.”  This should hold enough to get you in trouble.

 

Jaxx smiled.  Exactly what he needed.  “Thank you, Hwiksos.  These will definitely come in handy.”

 

Jaxx tucked the knap stone into the bag and tied the back to his waste.  Accessing his inventory, he saw a small display, 8 slots, with a small stone in it.  Some other items caught his eye – some rations and some wineskins full of liquid.  Also, a flint and steel fire starting kit, a blanket, and a couple of torches.  Exactly the type of stuff that he would need to go somewhere outside of town.

 

Jaxx looked at Hwiksos, raising his eyebrow.  “Am I going somewhere?” he asked.

 

Hwiksos grinned.  “You will not get as much benefit from practice in the yard as you will in the wilds.  And you promised to help the town.  I am capable, but I cannot leave the town for fear of bandit attacks.  We need you to go.”

 

“Go where?” Jaxx asked.  He had a sudden vision of wiping out bandits and earning XP and loot.

 

“We are having trouble with wolves raiding the livestock,” Hwiksos said.  Noting Jaxx’s disappointed look, he continued, “Fear not, for if it is adventure you seek, you shall have it.  We have had sightings of a mighty Alpha Wolf leading the packs.  We believe it is under the leadership of this creature that the packs have become bolder and more vicious.”  At the end of his words, a quest window opened for Jaxx:

 

Quest – Culling the Wolf Packs

Difficulty – Medium

Find and eliminate the wolf pack that has been decimating the village goats and sheep.  Rumors of a mighty Alpha Wolf could make this a dangerous proposition.

Kill 10 wolves – Reward – 500 xp, 50 silver, 200 reputation with Triata Village, Uncommon weapon (2H)

 

Optional – Kill the Alpha Wolf – reward – 2,000 xp, 2 gold, Wolf Skin Cloak (uncommon)

 

“This is more like it,” Jaxx thought.  Not bad rewards, but he reflected that the huge reward for killing the Alpha likely meant that it would be borderline impossible for him right now.  Hopefully he would level up on the lesser wolves.

 

Jaxx hit “accept” and then said, “Great!  Where should I start?”

 

Hwiksos nodded like he expected that answer, and said “Last reports of the wolves was to the North.  May the Gods be with you.  I would suggest you visit Acron before setting out.  He may be able to offer a blessing from Apollo.”

 

Jaxx nodded.  This was good advice.  A buff from the priest of Apollo might indeed help him.  “Thank you, my friend,” he said.  “Where can I find Acron?”

 

Hwiksos laughed.  “At the Shrine to Apollo, of course!”  He pointed across the square at the gleaming white marble building.

 

Jaxx laughed with him.  “Of course.”  They clasped arms, and then Jaxx turned and set off towards the Shrine.  He crossed the square and entered the front of the Shrine.  It was a small, white marble building with 2 fluted columns in the front.  The roof was a slab of white stone, and the floor was swept clean of dirt.  As he entered, he felt a cool breeze moving through the open-style floorplan.

 

He found Acron inside, kneeling in prayer before what to Jaxx looked like a small alter.  A small raised slab of white stone, upon which was a bronze statue of the God Apollo.  Apollo was the typical Greek God muscular, wearing a linen toga and holding a bow in one hand and 3 arrows in his other fist.  His golden features were perfect and youthful, and a trick of the light made his eyes seem to glow a bit brighter than the shadow caused by the curls on his brow.  The eyes seemed to regard Jaxx as he approached.

 

“Councilor Acron?”  Jaxx spoke softly, not wanting to startle the Priest.  

Acron turned and regarded Jaxx, smiling.  “Jaxx the Hero!  I have been expecting you!”  He rose and bowed to Jaxx.

 

“Expecting me?  Ah, Hwiksos told you I was coming?”

 

“Apollo told me.  He has taken an interest in you.”

 

Jaxx was uncertain about how to respond.  After all, he didn’t know much about the Gods in Olympus Online, and he didn’t want to jump into Apollo’s camp and risk pissing off the other Gods.  At least, not blindly.

 

Jaxx smiled, “That is good.  I hope that I can impress him and add to his glory.”  That seemed safe.

 

Acron smiled back.  “I understand your……reluctance.  Relax, Hero, Apollo is not asking for your sole worship or dedication.  But he does wish to have your support:  The Gods need all of the help they can get, and He senses power in you.”

 

“Support from me?  What does a God need from me?”  Jaxx asked.

 

“The Gods need all of our support – that is how they live.  Our energy in the form of prayers and sacrifices sustains them in their fight against Chaos.”

 

“Chaos?” Jaxx asked.

 

“Of course!  It is the Primordial enemy – the force that desires to destroy everything!  Neither good nor evil.  It is the enemy of all live on Olympus.  The Gods are the warriors that fight it, with mortal prayers restoring their power.”

 

That made sense, as any game needs a big Baddie.  

 

Changing the subject, although Jaxx wanted to hear more about the Gods and Chaos, he said “I have been given a task by Hwiksos to find and destroy the wolf menace.  He suggested that you may offer a blessing to help.”

 

Acron studied him.  After a few seconds, he said “Please understand, I can offer you little personally.  I can speak with Apollo and ask for a boon.”  He turned back to the shrine, and began to recite, 

 

“God of light, purity, and the sun. Patron to poets,

player of the Lyre, deital musician. Child of Leto,

son of Zeus, twin to Artemis. Named Phoebus meaning

bright, show Jaxx what it is to have the power.”

 

As Jaxx watched, the statue’s eyes seemed to glow brighter and brighter, and a beam of light came down, passing through the ceiling and illuminating Jaxx.  The light grew brighter and brighter, before disappearing.  Immediately Jaxx felt something change.  He felt…. lighter, easier to move.

 

A display window appeared:

 

Buff gained – Apollo’s Light

+2 to Agility

+2 to HP and Stamina Regeneration

Duration – 24 hours

Note – Half as effective at night

 

Acron beamed with pleasure.  “The God has chosen to bless you!  Feel worthy, as few are so blessed!

 

Jaxx was ecstatic.  This would help immensely in fighting the wolves.  He quickly looked at his character sheet:

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx

	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human

	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
3

	
Level

	
3



	
XP

	
200

	
	


	
XP to Next Level

	
400

	
XP to next level

	
100



	
Strength

	
5

	
Strength

	
1



	
Intellect

	
0

	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
3 (+2 Apollo’s Light)

	
Agility

	
1



	
Stamina

	
3

	
Stamina

	
1



	
Constitution

	
5

	
Constitution

	
1



	
Charisma

	
1

	
Charisma

	
1



	
Rage Capacity

	
12

	
Rage Capacity

	
10



	
Skills

	
Dodge – Beginner - 7

2H Spear – Beginner - 6

Improvisation – Beginner – 3

Fire Starting – Beginner – 1

	
Skills

	
None



 

Skills

 



	
Dodge – Level 7

	
Dodge is the ability to avoid blows in combat.  Each successful combat session where you successfully dodge at least one attack will raise this by +1.  Only one level will be achieved per combat session.  Current affect – 7% more likely to dodge an attack by an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to dodge by 5%.  Agility level increases Dodge.



	
2H Spear – Level 6

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 2H spear is increased by 6% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Improvisation – Level 3

	
Improvisation is the ability to make something from nothing.  3% increased chance to put together a viable item from raw materials.



	
Fire Starting – Level 1

	
The ability to start fires is a gift straight from Prometheus himself.  Higher levels allow you to start fires in adverse conditions.  1% increased chance to start fires.



	
1H Sword – Level 1

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 1% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Shield – Level 1

	
Your chance to block a blow with an equipped shield increased by 1% from an enemy at or below your level.  Your chance to land a blow with a shield increased by 1% against an attacker at or below your level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to block and hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit and block with shields.



 

Blessings

 



	
Apollo’s Light

	
+2 to Agility

+2 to HP regeneration (5 per minute)

+2 to Stamina regeneration (5 per minute)

Time remaining:  23:58



 

 

He noted that his Agility, HP and Stamina regen were now the same as if he were a Level 5 instead of level 3.

 

Jaxx bowed to Acron, and then turned to Apollo’s statue.  “Thank you, God of the Sun, for your blessing.  I shall attempt to be worthy, and shall dedicate my efforts to your name.”  The statue’s eyes flashed for a brief second at Jaxx’s words.

 

Acron smiled again.  “You seem well versed in how to speak to the Gods, despite not being from our world, Avatar.  Well done.  I wish you luck on your mission.”  With these words, he turned back to the altar and resumed his silent praying.

 

Sensing the dismissal, Jaxx bowed again and left through the front entrance of the Shrine.  As he stepped into the sunlight, he felt the blessing increase slightly and noticed that he stepped lighter, the effect of the increased Agility.  Jaxx felt light, buoyant, and confident.  

 

“Alright,” he thought, “let’s kill some wolves.”  He headed North from the Village with light steps.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

 

 

Jaxx walked North from Triata along a dirt road carved by wagon wheels and the hooves of oxen.  To the West, he could see the vast forest where he had appeared, and to the East was the grasslands and fields of the Village.  Ahead of him, the rolling hills cut off his long-distance view, but he could see the white peaks of tall mountains all around him.  “A world of peaks and valleys,” he thought.

 

Soon he found another forest that the path led him to.  The trees were tall, and wider spaced than most of the forests he remembered from the United States of the future.  Mostly oak trees, their branches spread out to form a canopy and the light was much dimmer under them.  Scrub bushes grew everywhere, and dry leaves and twigs covered everything.  This coverage made it hard to move quietly, and Jaxx was sure the entire forest could hear him coming.  In real life, this noise would keep most animals away, as they would surely avoid any human in the woods.

 

In this game, however, Jaxx knew that the animals acted differently.  Most predators would be drawn to the noise and his low-level Avatar.  In fact, he was counting on it. 

 

As he walked, he kept an eye on his stamina meter and noticed that the combination of being a higher level and Apollo’s blessing, his stamina meter remained full while he was walking.  He noted that he didn’t feel tired either.  Testing it, he broken into a jog.  His stamina meter began to fall, but slowly, and he felt none of the fatigue that running in the real would have – his breathing remained steady, his legs and back didn’t burn with fatigue.  In short, he felt the same as walking, just with a slightly higher stamina drain.

 

He ran until his stamina bar was half full, then stopped and walked, allowing his stamina bar to fill again.  Jaxx was gratified at the ability to move quicker – his blessing was only good for 24 hours and he wanted to try to complete his quest in that time.

 

As he ran/walked through the forest, he came across several of the forest boars and weathered their attacks with little problem.  The XP reward was much less:  at Level One he was getting 50 Xp per kill – at Level 3, he got 20 XP per kill.  Another level and he might get nothing, he noted.

 

After several hours and a few miles into the forest, slowly circling to the Northeast to stay around the periphery of the village, he came across his first wolf pack.  As he was walking through the brush, he heard a low growl and froze.  Slowly, he saw the wolves come into view ahead of him.  Two large, gray wolves slunk towards him; their lips pulled back to show fangs.  One stayed at his front, with the other beginning to circle to his left.  As he was frozen, he pulled his spear from his inventory.  When he had gotten it, it seemed very fierce.  Right now, it felt pretty inadequate to be facing two large wolves with a stone-tipped spear.

 

Inspecting the wolves, he saw that they were both Level 3s.  Equal to him.  “I got this,” he thought, “I just have to remember my training.”

 

Rather than let the one circling to his left get behind him, he shifted to face that one, holding the spear ready.  His legs were slightly bent, and tense, ready to leap to the side if the wolf charged.  Slowly bending down, he grasped a handful of the dirt soil in his left hand.  Keeping his eyes on the left-hand wolf, he readied himself.

 

As the growling increased, he waiting for the right time.  Letting out a loud “Rawr” that surprised the wolves, causing them to hesitate, he sprung towards the left wolf.  It braced, and out of the corner of Jaxx’s eye he saw the other wolf tense, then spring towards him, hoping to catch him unawares.  Jaxx flung the handful of dirt into the face of the left-hand wolf, causing it to stop growling in surprise, then a soft “yelp” came out while it pawed at its face, trying to get the dirt out of its eyes and nose.

 

Jaxx spun around to his left, swinging his spear around fast enough to line up the stone blade with the wolf attacking from his right side.  As he brought it in line, the wolf was in midair and unable to alter its path.  It landed on the spear head, driving the stone blade into its chest.  A bloody froth erupted from its jaws as its snarl turned into a squeal of pain and rage.  The wolf landed on Jaxx, and its mouth latched onto Jaxx’s right forearm that he had brought up in defense.  

 

Forest Wolf bites you for 2 damage

HP 11/13

 

The weight of the wolf, a solid 100 lbs. or so Jaxx estimated, knocked him over on his back.  The pain from the wolf’s jaws burned through Jaxx’s body and caused him to cry out in pain.  But the wolf was fading quickly, its life leaving it with every flow of bubbles and blood from its mouth and nose.  Jaxx pushed the dying wolf off of him and pulled the spear from its chest.  As he spun back to the wolf he had blinded, he saw that it had cleared the dirt from its eyes and nose and was leaping at him, a loud snarl preceding it.

 

Jaxx raised his left arm again to catch the wolf’s jaws, wincing again as the pain erupted at the fresh damage to his arm.  Fire traveled up his arm as the wolf ground its jaws together.  Jaxx could feel his bones grinding in his arm, and blood made his arm slick.  With supreme effort, he slid his right hand up the shaft of the spear, allowing him to move the spear head inside the arc of the wolf’s body and drive it into the wolf’s side.

 

Forest Wolf bites you for 3 damage

HP 8/13

Bleeding damage – 1 HP per ten seconds – duration 1 minute

 

“Shit,” Jaxx thought.  One more bite plus the bleed and I’m dead.

 

The wolf winced in pain, but his bloodshot eyes stared at Jaxx as it attempted to shake its head, trying to rip Jaxx’s arm clean off.  Grunting in pain, Jaxx twisted the spear inside the wolf, causing an eruption of hot blood from the wound that soaked his right hand on the spear.  Feeling it begin to slip, he pushed the shaft back and forth trying to widen the wound.  As blood pumped in sympathy with the wolf’s heartbeat, Jaxx felt it weaken.  Its eyes, so full of fury, dimmed.  The wolf’s jaws, however, remained locked on Jaxx’s arm.

 

Bleed damage – 1 HP

HP 7/13

 

Almost passing out from the pain, Jaxx pried the wolf’s jaws open with his right hand and pulled his left arm out.  Glancing at it, he could see raw muscle and bone showing through the massive wounds the wolves had caused.  Whimpering in pain, he tore off a length of his shirt by holding one end in his teeth and using his right arm.  He wrapped the wounds as best he could after washing it off with water from one of his waterskins.  

 

Bleed damage halted due to bandage.

HP 6/13

 

Finding a hollow between the roots of an oak tree nearby, he drank the rest of the waterskin dry and then felt himself passing out.  His last thought was “I hope there are no more wolves around here.”  His vision went dark.

 

Waking up, he reflexively grabbed at his injured arm, and was startled at the lack of pain.  He saw himself covered in blood, but his wound had miraculously healed itself.  Unfortunately, the same could not be said for his clothes.

 

Jaxx stood, still marveling at the lack of pain from his arm, and looked around.  The site of the brief battle was undisturbed.  The two wolf carcasses lay where they had fallen, blood staining the silver fur, mouths still locked open in snarls.

 

He looted the bodies, noting that a few Wolf Flanks and one Wolf skin had appeared in his bag, along with a few Wolf Teeth.

 

Hefting his spear, he withdrew a flagon of water and drained it, tucking the empty back in his bag.  The 8 slots were rapidly filling up, and he resolved to finding either more bags or a larger one.

 

He then examined his spear, noting that despite the combat the durability had not suffered.  “Good sturdy spear,” he thought.  He noticed some notifications from the battle that had been minimized during the combat.  He brought them up now.

 

Forest Wolf Defeated x 2

200 xp rewarded

Level up!  You have reached Level 4!

Dodge +1

2H spear +3

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx

	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human

	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
4

	
Level

	
3



	
Total XP 

	
460

	
	


	
XP to Next Level

	
740

	
XP to next level

	
100



	
Strength

	
7

	
Strength

	
1



	
Intellect

	
0

	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
4 (+2 Apollo’s Light)

	
Agility

	
1



	
Stamina

	
4

	
Stamina

	
1



	
Constitution

	
7

	
Constitution

	
1



	
Charisma

	
3

	
Charisma

	
1



	
Rage Capacity

	
13

	
Rage Capacity

	
10



	
Skills

	
Dodge – Beginner - 8

2H Spear – Beginner - 9

Improvisation – Beginner – 3

Fire Starting – Beginner – 1

	
Skills

	
None



 

Skills

 



	
Dodge – Level 7

	
Dodge is the ability to avoid blows in combat.  Each successful combat session where you successfully dodge at least one attack will raise this by +1.  Only one level will be achieved per combat session.  Current affect – 8% more likely to dodge an attack by an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to dodge by 5%.  Agility level increases Dodge.



	
2H Spear – Level 9

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 2H spear is increased by 9% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Improvisation – Level 3

	
Improvisation is the ability to make something from nothing.  3% increased chance to put together a viable item from raw materials.



	
Fire Starting – Level 1

	
The ability to start fires is a gift straight from Prometheus himself.  Higher levels allow you to start fires in adverse conditions.  1% increased chance to start fires.



	
1H Sword – Level 1

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 1% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Shield – Level 1

	
Your chance to block a blow with an equipped shield increased by 1% from an enemy at or below your level.  Your chance to land a blow with a shield increased by 1% against an attacker at or below your level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to block and hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit and block with shields.



 

Blessings

 



	
Apollo’s Light

	
+2 to Agility

+2 to HP regeneration (5 per minute)

+2 to Stamina regeneration (5 per minute)

Time remaining:  14:25



 

He was relatively pleased by his progression.  The combination of his weapon skill and his strength meant that not only was he hitting over 9% more damage per hit, but his chance to hit was increasing as well, so that he hit more often.  His overall damage output was going up. 

 

His health pool was also going up, with 17 HP now instead of 10, along with his stamina (which allowed him to be in combat longer) and his rage capacity, which added damage when he reached full rage, something he had yet to accomplish.

 

Looking at his XP, he noticed that he had gotten 200xp per wolf, which is how he had gotten level 4.  He also noted that he needed a total of 1200 to reach level 5, and assuming the pattern continued, he would need 3800 to reach level 6.  The system rewarded the player who tackled harder enemies and quests, it seemed, but leveling too fast would stagnate his growth quickly if he stayed in the same area as well.  Good incentive to keep moving onward and upward in the game.  Jaxx approved of the system.

 

He began moving again, slower than before, now brutally cognizant of the need to avoid groups of wolves.  He knew he had been lucky.  As he moved, he kept an eye on his map, which slowly revealed more territory as he moved through it.  He was still moving in an Easterly directly, moving clockwise with the village in the center.

 

Four hours later, he had covered about 5 miles and killed 3 more wolves, this time solitary ones.  Each attacked in the by now predictable way, coming straight at him when they saw him.  He noted that he was only receiving 150 XP per wolf now that he was level 4 – that put him at 910, with 290 left until level 5.  “Two more wolves will do it,” he thought.

 

He was congratulating himself at almost reaching Level 5 when he heard a loud howl coming from the forest ahead of him.  Instantly, Jaxx dropped to the ground and froze.  “That was LOUD,” he thought, and despite himself he felt a thrill of excitement go through him.  “That must be the Alpha Wolf,” he thought.

 

Slowly, he began creeping through the forest towards the sound, spear held low and ready in his right hand while moving branches slowly out of his path with his left.  His speed was slowed to a crawl, but he definitely did not want to expose himself now.

 

New skill – Stealth!  You move slowly and silently.

+1

1% increased chance to move undetected

This skill is affected by Agility.

 

“Nice!” Jaxx thought.  His buff from the Priest of Apollo was instantly helping him stay undetected.

 

Although he kept feeling the need to rush ahead, he steadied himself to stay smooth and keep crawling.  His stealth level went up twice during the time it took to reach a small clearing.  Easing up behind an oak tree with large exposed roots, he peered into the clearing.

 

The late afternoon sun did not penetrate the canopy, instead lighting up the top branches of the trees surrounding the clearing.  The reflected light showed his quarry:  the Alpha Wolf.

 

The Alpha was large, about 50% larger than the other wolves, which put him in small horse sized category.  It was silver, with a white patch visible on its chest and underbelly.  He was lying on his stomach, with 3 smaller wolves in attendance.  Jaxx realized that the 3 wolves were female, and likely the Alpha’s mates.  

 

Concentrating, Jaxx identified the levels of the beasts – the 3 lesser wolves were his level, Level 4, and the Alpha was a level 7.  “Damn,” thought Jaxx, “I’ll never be able to fight them all together.”

Pulling back slowly about a hundred yards from the clearing, Jaxx considered his options.  A straight up fight was out of the question:  he had to do this by somehow keeping the Alpha out of the fight until he could eliminate the rest of the wolves.

 

He sat there thinking.  “Pit trap?  No, nothing to dig with.”

 

“Snare?  No, not enough cords or rope that would be strong enough.”

 

It slowly came to him.  Terrain!  He would need to pick a spot to fight that the smaller Forest Wolves could get to him but the Alpha could not.  If he could eliminate the smaller wolves, that would bump him up to Level 5, giving him that much more damage and health.  

 

He began scouting the area, slowly, as the light faded.  His stealth went up another couple levels before he found a place that he thought would work.  A large tree had fallen, and the strong upper branches of the tree had kept the trunk suspended off the ground.  Crawling underneath, he found a small space that he could stand in and, more importantly, swing a spear.  The opening was small, and he judged that only one of the smaller wolves would fit at a time.  A perfect bottleneck from which he could fight and, hopefully, survive while he killed the wolves.

 

The sun had continued to fall towards the horizon and it was getting quite dark.  Jaxx resolved to sleep in the concealed area and hope that the wolves did not notice his scent during the night.  As he settled in, he blessed the game world that did not include the need to relieve himself – that would have released scents that almost assuredly would have gotten the wolves’ attention.

 

With that thought, he bedded down inside the downed tree and quickly fell asleep.

 

As he slept, the giant shadow of the Alpha wolf circled the tree.  It sniffed, smelling the scent of human but unable to pinpoint it.  After a few minutes, the silver giant shook his head and loped off through the forest.

 

 

The next morning Jaxx awoke with the dawn and the sounds of the forest coming awake.  A few rodents jumped through the branches of his tree; birds began chirping to greet the dawn.  Jaxx shivered – it had been a cold night without a fire.

 

Jaxx stood and stretched.  Sleeping on the ground was never fun, but his game body lacked the aches and pains that a normal person would have felt in the real world.  A quick breakfast of meat, cheese and bread washed down by water made him feel better, and he silently blessed Hwiksos for providing the rations.

 

Jaxx snuck out of his hide and made his way back to the clearing.  The wolves were sleeping in a pile, with the bulk of the Alpha noticeable in the center.  

 

“Okay,” Jaxx said to himself, “how am I going to get their attention with enough time to get back to my hidey-hole?”  A few options ran through his mind and were just as quickly dismissed.  Throwing a rock from the edge of the clearing was out:  so was challenging them outside of his hole.

 

His solution seemed risky, but it was the only thing he could think of at short notice.  He retreated a few steps from the edge of the clearing, and then ran his forearm over the edge of his spear, causing him to gain a bleeding debuff.  Blood dripped down his arm in steady drops, and he walked through the woods, brushing his bloody arm on the leaves of the plants he passed.  He had to pause twice and re-cut himself:  the wounds healed quickly and the blood would stop flowing.

 

He reached his tree and steadied himself, allowing his stamina and HP to recover to full.  This was the riskiest part of his plan.  With a quick breath, he roared a loud yell into the forest.  In the quietness, the sound was much larger than he had anticipated.  For a solid day he had been endeavoring to be silent:  the sound shattered the quiet like a breaking window, clashing with the hushed atmosphere.  Almost immediately heard a howl come from the direction of the clearing, and at that he dashed inside.

 

Turning around, he readied his weapons.  Sweat poured down his face, unnoticed except for when he blinked it out of his eyes.  He was desperate to wipe it away, but both hands were clenched on his spear in readiness.  His pulse started to pound in his ears, and he felt the first thrill of battle as endorphins were released in his brain.  

 

Less than a minute later, he heard the sounds of large animals moving through the brush towards him.  “Yes!” he thought.  “They are following my blood trail!”

 

The Alpha was the first wolf to enter the small area in front of his hide.  The wolf was sniffing, following the blood that Jaxx had left.  It hesitated, allowing its senses to determine what it was facing as it looked at the small entrance.  Its eyes advertised that this was no stupid creature – intelligence lived inside that beast.

 

Jaxx cursed at the hesitation:  He needed the wolves to attack!  He was well aware that this spot was not impregnable – he could not afford for an intelligent enemy enough time to figure out a way to reach him.  Finding a small rock at his feet, Jaxx quickly grabbed it and threw it out the entrance, hitting the wolf in the face.  Immediately it snarled, lowering itself as it prepared to attack.  The Alpha rushed the entrance:  behind it, Jaxx noticed, were the three smaller Wolves, waiting.

 

The Alpha slammed into the entrance, causing branches to break as it forced itself inside the tree.  Jaxx was caught off guard by the speed and power it showed as it barreled towards him.  Jaxx scrambled backwards until he hit the trunk of the tree, holding his spear in front of him with white knuckled hands.  His heart was pounding and he felt the first stage of fear and doubt.  “Was I really ready for this,” he wondered.

 

Then conscious thought left him as he saw the Alpha finally get caught on the branches and stop moving towards him.  It bucked and snarled, trying its hardest to reach him, but the thicker branches held it.  “For now,” Jaxx thought.

 

He steadied himself and thrust the stone headed spear towards the Alpha’s face.  The beast twisted its head aside, and the point made a long, narrow slash on its cheek and jowls, not quite penetrating the neck.  It howled, and the rage and fury hurt Jaxx’s ears.  He kept a strong grip on the spear, withdrew it, waited, then thrust again.  This time the Alpha saw it coming and backed away, avoiding the point, then thrusting forward to snap at the weapon.  

 

Jaxx pulled it back just in time to avoid the massive jaws as they tried to snap the spear.  Aware that he was dead if he lost the weapon, he brandished it while the Alpha remained out of reach, studying him.  The intelligent eyes of the massive wolf ranged around, looking for a way to get to Jaxx and rend him limb from limb.  Outside the tree, Jaxx heard the smaller Wolves howling as they jumped back and forth behind the Alpha, clamoring in a cacophony of yips and snarls.  

 

With a sudden movement, the Alpha retreated, and a smaller wolf instantly darted into the tree.  The lesser Wolf easily fit inside.  Jaxx was waiting.  Having killed 6 of the beasts by now, he knew that they were not intelligent enough to avoid his spear.  The first she-wolf died on his spear, embedding it in her chest and causing her HP to plummet to zero. 

 

Almost instantly, another wolf came barreling in behind the first.  Jaxx tugged at his spear, but it was caught between two ribs of the first female and so he fell backwards, avoiding the slashing jaws and using his body weight to pull the spear free.  Unfortunately, in doing do, the second wolf fell on top of him, pinning his spear beneath its body.

 

With his left hand, he grabbed the wolf’s neck, keeping it away from his face as its jaws snapped towards him.  “Now would be a good time to have a knife,” he thought in panic, as he tried to get the spear out from under the wolf.  

 

He managed to pull it free enough for the blade to be laying against the wolf’s rear leg – he pushed it outward, drawing the spear ahead along the wolf’s flesh enough to cause a small cut.  Very little damage was done, but the shock of pain was enough to cause the wolf to jerk its head around to see what was hurting it.  With the pressure suddenly off his body, he pulled the spear out further, enough so that he could angle the blade towards the wolf’s side and thrust it home.  Immediately the wolf howled in pain, snapping at the spear and catching his right hand with its teeth.  

 

Luckily, the smaller wolf’s jaws were not strong enough to break the 2-inch-thick oak shaft of the spear, and Jaxx took advantage of the wolf’s mouth being occupied to get some leverage.  Using the shaft and his left hand, he left the point imbedded in the wolf’s side and pulled the shaft up and towards his left side.  This caused the spear to rotate inside the belly of the wolf, causing it to howl in pain again.  The pressure of the shaft pushing up and backwards kept the jaws of the wolf locked on the spear shaft.  Unfelt until now, his right hand was bleeding and causing the shaft of the spear to become slick with blood along with the wolf’s saliva.

 

Jaxx pushed with all his might, hearing a crack sound as the wolf’s jaw broke.  “Damn, that extra strength is coming in handy” he though.

 

As he pushed the wolf back, he was able to get to his feet and while keeping the pressure on the shaft and the spear locked inside the mouth of the wolf, he began punching the wolf’s skull with his left hand.  Immediate pain radiated up his arm as he hit bone, but at that point his rage meter hit full.

 

Utilize Berserk?  Yes/No

 

Jaxx grinned.  Finally!  With a “Yes” thought he felt his body grow hot.  His vision grew a tinge of red and he felt his muscles growing stronger instantly:  at the same time, his conscious thought evaporated and pure bloodlust took over.  His left-handed punches, which before had done superficial damage, started breaking bones whenever he struck.  All pain from his wounds evaporated.  Later he would recall that his rage meter had begun ticking down, while his yellow stamina meter remained full while he was under the effects of Berserk.  

 

Roaring, he put both hands on the shaft of the spear, and simply ripped it straight towards him.  The spear head embedded in the wolf’s side was brought straight through the torso and front left leg of the wolf, causing massive damage and immediately killing the second Forest Wolf.

 

As the triumph of the kill resonated, a loud snarl made him look up to see the third wolf, until now blocked by the body of the first and the second, leaping towards him through the entrance of the tree hide.  Reaching out, he caught the wolf in his left hand by the neck, holding it effortlessly in the air.  Jaxx stared into the furious eyes of the wolf, and disregarding its fangs, reached down into the mouth of the wolf with his right hand and gripped the base of its tongue.  Instantly its snarl turned to choking as its air was cut off, and it began to writhe in panic.  

 

Jaxx gripped the slimy muscle, and pulled its tongue right out of its mouth, causing a jet of blood to hit him in the face that he barely noticed in his fury.  He hurled the wolf straight back out of the tree, where it rolled on the ground and came to a bloody, gargling stop as it choked on the blood pouring down its neck and throat.  It kicked feebly as it writhed on the ground before stopping as it died.

 

At that moment, Berserk ended, and Jaxx collapsed on his ass.  The pain of his various wounds slammed into him, and he felt exhausted as his stamina meter went to 1, instantly.  His HP had dropped during the fight, unnoticed by Jaxx during the Rage, and was sitting at 8/14.  

 

“Wow, Berserk really increase my damage output, but I have to be careful!” he thought.  “I could be on the brink of death and I wouldn’t realize it while going Berserk.”  Despite these drawbacks, Jaxx was incredibly pleased by this ability of his Barbarian class.  Once his rage meter filled, he was a rampaging beast in combat.  Properly supported by a healer, he would be unstoppable.

 

As he sat there, Jaxx saw the Alpha standing the edge of the small clearing.  Its eyes were hate filled as it took in the three dead forms of his mates.  A low growl vibrated the entire tree, and Jaxx stood, brandishing his spear.  He hoped that it wouldn’t attack him while he was still wounded and low on stamina, as he would not be very effective in this fight.  Jaxx was relieved when he saw the still snarling Alpha back away into the forest and slip away.  

 

Jaxx collapsed again, knowing that the Alpha wouldn’t go far and would be waiting for him to emerge from the tree to attack.  He also knew the Alpha wouldn’t attack him again while he was inside it – the beast was far too intelligent to fall for that twice.  

 

Jaxx’s stamina and HP recovered quickly, still under the influence of the buff he had gotten at the temple of Apollo.  As he sat and recovered, he reviewed the results of the fight.

 

Forest Wolf x 3 defeated!  400 XP gained!

 

Level up!  Level 5 Achieved! 

 

+2 2H spears

 

+2 Dodge

 

+1 Unarmed Combat

 

+1 Improvisation

 

+1 Fortification

 

Ok, so the first two wolves had given him 150 XP each, leveling him to just over level 5.  The third wolf only gave him 100 XP since he was at a higher level.

 

The upgrades to his skills were welcome, as well, and it looked like he’d picked up two new skills.

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx

	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human

	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
5

	
Level

	
3



	
Total XP 

	
1310

	
	


	
XP to Next Level

	
490

	
XP to next level

	
100



	
Strength

	
9

	
Strength

	
1



	
Intellect

	
0

	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
5 (+2 Apollo’s Light)

	
Agility

	
1



	
Stamina

	
5

	
Stamina

	
1



	
Constitution

	
9

	
Constitution

	
1



	
Charisma

	
4

	
Charisma

	
1



	
Rage Capacity

	
15

	
Rage Capacity

	
10



	
Skills

	
Dodge – 10

2H Spear – 11

Improvisation – 4

Fire Starting – 1

Fortification – 1

Unarmed Combat - 1

	
Skills

	
None



 

Skills

 



	
Dodge – Level 10

	
Dodge is the ability to avoid blows in combat.  Each successful combat session where you successfully dodge at least one attack will raise this by +1.  Only one level will be achieved per combat session.  Current affect – 10% more likely to dodge an attack by an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to dodge by 5%.  Agility level increases Dodge.



	
2H Spear – Level 11

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 2H spear is increased by 11% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Improvisation – Level 4

	
Improvisation is the ability to make something from nothing.  4% increased chance to put together a viable item from raw materials.



	
Fire Starting – Level 1

	
The ability to start fires is a gift straight from Prometheus himself.  Higher levels allow you to start fires in adverse conditions.  1% increased chance to start fires.



	
1H Sword – Level 1

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 1% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Shield – Level 1

	
Your chance to block a blow with an equipped shield increased by 1% from an enemy at or below your level.  Your chance to land a blow with a shield increased by 1% against an attacker at or below your level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to block and hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit and block with shields.



	
Stealth – Level 4

	
You move silently, grasshoppah!  4% chance to move unnoticed while sneaking around.  You are slightly ashamed as a Barbarian shouldn’t be sneaking, but here we are.



	
Fortification – Level 1

	
You begin to appreciate the value of a well-fortified position.  You do 1% more damage and receive 1% less damage when fighting from a fortified position. 



	
Unarmed Combat – Level 1

	
You are a barbarian!  1% more base damage dealt when using your fists in combat.



 

Blessings

 



	
Apollo’s Light

	
+2 to Agility

+2 to HP regeneration (5 per minute)

+2 to Stamina regeneration (5 per minute)

Time remaining:  01:24



 

 

Jaxx was pleased at his progress.  He was leveling steadily but as he grew in levels, he expected it to slow down by quite a bit, due to the ever-increasing experience levels.  He also noted that his buff from Apollo was rapidly running out.  Only an hour and change left!

 

With this reminder, Jaxx knew that if he wanted to keep his advantage he had to take the fight to the Alpha immediately.  He couldn’t afford the increased stats to run out before he faced the Level 7 Alpha.  At Level 5 and with the buff, his stats were roughly the same as a level 7.

 

He considered his options.  Obviously, the Alpha was too smart to fall for another ambush; it would wait him out.  A frontal assault seemed suicide with his limited (and damaged) armor and spear.  He really needed a knife.  

 

With the thought of his gear, he checked his spear. 

 

Sturdy Stone-Headed Spear

Durability – 10/20

Weight – 3kg

Damage – 10-15 (piercing)

Description – A basic stone headed spear.  Well made, but it’s not bronze.  What did you expect for free?

 

Smiling again at reading the snarky description, he noticed the durability had dropped.  Looking more closely, he saw that several areas of the stone spear head were chipped and dulled.  Recalling the stone that Hwiksos had given him, he pulled it out.  A simple description of “Knap Stone” was all that identified it.

 

Jaxx took the stone and started tapping the edge of his stone spear head.  As he worked, he saw small areas on the blade light up, and when he hit them a small piece of the edge would flake off, revealing a razor-sharp edge.  When he was finished, the durability had gone up to max, but Jaxx noted that it was now 16/16.  He had lost 4 durability!  Thinking it over, it made sense:  he was removing part of the stone to reveal another sharp edge – eventually, he wouldn’t have much stone left.

 

Weapon Repair +1

 

“Another skill gained,” Jaxx crowed.  It took some getting used to, but he really was getting to like the way his skills continued to develop as he learned new things.  Given enough time, he could raise his skills to God-like abilities, able to do anything he wanted perfectly.  “Perhaps that is what makes a God in this game, they are just beings with all of their skills at max level,” he mused.  Immediately his buff from Apollo pulsed and diminished, reminding him that in Olympus, the Gods were paying attention.  “Best not think about things like that for now,” he chided himself. 

 

Putting the Gods out of his mind, he thought some more about his upcoming fight with the Alpha.  He obviously needed something more to turn the fight to his side.  But what?  He only had the one weapon….

 

Looking at the knap stone in his hand, his gaze lighted upon some rocks laying in the clearing.  “No way!” he thought as he grabbed the rocks.  Sure enough, one was a flint nodule!  Pulling it towards him, he prayed as he started whacking the nodule with the knap stone.  Sure enough, parts of the nodule began to glow the same as when he had repaired his spear head!  With rapidly increasing strikes, he fashioned a stone blade with a sturdy spine, a razor-sharp edge, and a somewhat pointed end.  Hefting it, he saw that he had made a primitive hand-axe.  Another notification popped up.

 

Improvisation +1

You have created an item!  +50 XP

 

Crude Stone Hand Axe

Durability 10/10

Damage – 5-10

An extremely crude blade, nevertheless it is sharp and will cut!  Who took you for a bladesmith?  Looking at this, no one will really.

 

Again, with the snarky description!  But hey, if it worked….

 

Jaxx removed his tattered shirt and wrapped it around the “hilt” area of the axe, providing a small amount of protection for his hand.  Its weight was heavy and the balance was awful, but it would cut and provide him with a second weapon that the Alpha would not be expecting.  He didn’t know if it was intelligent enough to remember what weapons he had, but he wouldn’t be surprised.

 

Tucking his knap stone and his knife into his bag, he stood and grabbed his spear.  With the buff running out, it was time to party.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

 

 

 

Jaxx stepped out of the tree, his legs bent in a crouch and his arms tightly holding his spear.  Head swiveling, he looked around for evidence of the Alpha as he slowly walked into the clearing in a crouch.

 

His senses were hyper alert for any sound or sign of the predator.  He knew that he was at a disadvantage:  he was the attacker, never a good sign, against a beast that had 2 levels on him and was arguably as intelligent.  Jaxx figured his odds at around 50/50, at best.

 

Still, he had to try.  The Alpha was a potential goldmine of experience, not to mention being the last wolf he needed to complete both his original quest and the optional portion.  

 

Jaxx slowly walked into the brush, endeavoring to keep his Stealth skill active and make as little noise as possible.  He kept stopping to listen for any signs – nothing.  He was a bit worried now – his buff from Apollo was about to run out and he needed it to help him beat the beast.  Stopping in front of a large tree, he threw caution to the wind and let out a loud roar, hoping the Alpha would hear it and come rushing in to attack.

 

Jaxx waited.  Nothing.  “This thing is too smart to fall for that again,” Jaxx thought.  Still, maybe he could use its intelligence against it.  

 

“Hey dog!  Come out and play, puppy!”  His tone was stinging, designed to convey insult.  “Here doggy!  You need a master?  I’m right here!”

 

In the woods, not far away, the Alpha sat and listened.  As he heard the insults, his ears lay flat along his head, and a low growl began to emanate from its throat.

 

“Come on, you stupid bitch!  Come to Daddy!  I already killed all your little bitches, it’s your turn!”  As he finished with his latest taunt, Jaxx felt more than heard the approach.  He spun in time to see the form of the Alpha rushing towards him, fangs bared and a low, thunderous growl preceding it.  Despite its speed, it made almost no sound as its paws lightly hit the ground.  

 

Jaxx steadied himself, ready to brace his spear when the beast leaped at him.  But the Alpha didn’t jump – instead, it kept rushing at him before turning at the last second.  Jaxx thrust his spear but missed, and was bowled over by the Alpha’s shoulder as it slammed into him and caused his body to fly back against the tree trunk.  As it ran by, its fangs slashed at his bare shoulder and caused a cut to open.

 

Alpha Wolf bites you for 3 damage!

Bleeding!  1 hp/sec for 10 seconds

 

Not good.  He only had 19 HP, well 16 now, and after the bleed he would only have 6.  His HP regen might give him another 1 or 2 in 10 seconds, but either way another bite and he was done for.

 

Jaxx thought quickly.  He had to end this fight quick as he didn’t have the health for a prolonged fight.  Standing up, he ran after the wolf as it slowed and turned.  Jaxx saw the Alpha’s eyes widen a bit when it saw Jaxx running at him.  “Surprised you, didn’t I” he screamed as he ran the stone spear into the flank of the Alpha.  It howled in pain, and then its jaws flashed at him.  He felt the stone blade penetrate between two ribs, and then break with a “crack” as the beast twisted and slammed the spear shaft against the ground.

 

Ducking, Jaxx lowered his head and slammed into the side of the creature, letting go of his useless spear haft, although part of the head was still imbedded in the wolf.  With his left hand locked around the beast’s throat, he summoned his axe into his hand from storage and began to stab with it.  Blood colored the white fur red, as it struggled against him.  Jaxx noticed his stamina bar and HP falling steadily.  He knew it was now or never.  He had hoped that his rage bar would fill and allow him to use his Fury, but it was only half full.  He knew that if he waited that long, the Alpha would kill him.

 

With a supreme effort, he reached around the neck of the struggling wolf, feeling its jaws slamming again and again as it tried to reach him, held back only by the power of his now weakening left arm.  The axe reached around, below, and then was drawn savagely across the wolf’s throat, causing a flood of red blood to drench him.

 

The wolf gasped, shuddered, and lay still.  As the last of the Bleed effect ticked away, Jaxx looked at his HP bar.  3 HP left.  It ticked up to 4 as he watched.

 

“Whew,” he thought, “close one there.”

 

Just then, the wolf shimmered, its body outlined in gold light, before becoming whole once more.  Jaxx fell backwards in shock, pushing backwards with his legs on the ground as he scrambled to get away.  “I’m dead,” he thought, faced with the prospect of a fully healed monster and him in his sorry state.

 

Then the wolf shimmered again, and in its place was a man.  The man was wearing a toga, and his skin was golden tan.  Short golden curls covered his head and forehead, almost reaching his eyes.  He was missing his bow and arrows, but there was no mistaking the figure who was a match for the statue that Jaxx had seen in the temple back in Triada.  “Who……. what………. Apollo?”  Jaxx was trying to speak coherently, but between the fight, the pain, and the surprise that the wolf had turned into a God, he was almost incoherent.

 

Apollo, for who else could it be, smiled, “That’s Lord Apollo, to you, Avatar.”

 

Jaxx remembered where he was and just what this was.  An AI for sure, this was one of the powerful Gods of the game.  “Yes, of course, Lord Apollo.  I apologize if I was rude.”

Apollo waved away his apology.  “No harm done, and I did not announce myself.  Well done on your quest.  I could not make it easy.”

“You were the source of the quest?”

“Of course.  I needed a way to test your mettle, and also an excuse to talk to you privately.”

“Why would you want to talk to me?”  Jaxx was truly mystified.  

“You are first of your kind here, an Avatar.  The Gods have been preparing this world for your kind, speaking to our priests and worshippers.  We are all eager to see you “in action” as it were.”  Apollo used his fingers in a quoting gesture as he said the words, “in action.”

“But why?  What makes us so special to require the personal attention of the Gods themselves?” Jaxx asked.

“We know not the details, but we have been informed that your kind, the Avatars, are the key to turning back Chaos.  We hold it at bay for now:  eventually, it will be up to you and yours to finish it.”

“That makes no sense.  We, I mean the Avatars, have no powers to compare to the Gods!  We are immortals here, yes, but….”

Apollo cut him off.  “We know not how, just that it is so.  My father, Zeus, has heard from his own father, Kronus, that this is the future.  The future is dire indeed, if the Titans are working with us Gods.”

 

Jaxx remembered his mythology.  “But how can the Titans….”  

Again, Apollo cut him off.  “I know not, Avatar, and this is part of the reason for this test.  I had hoped that by speaking with you alone, I might find illumination.  However, I find only more questions, as you yourself have no inkling of your destiny or purpose here.  All I can say for certain is that you must grow stronger to face what you must face.”

 

Apollo began to fade, the light thrown off his body growing dim.  Eventually, he was gone and the corpse of the Alpha remained for Jaxx to loot.

 

He looted the corpse, finding the usual meat and fangs, and a singular item, Forest Alpha Wolf Skin.

 

Forest Alpha Wolf Skin

A massive skin that retains the head and jaws of an Alpha wolf.  

Perhaps this can be made into an item of some sort?

 

Jaxx settled down into roots of an oak tree to allow his HP and Stamina to recover.  While he did so, he looked at his notifications:

 

Forest Alpha Wolf (Elite) killed!

500 XP received!

 

Congratulation!  Level 6 achieved!

 

+1 2H Spears

 

+1 Dodge

 

+1 1H Axes
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Jaxx

	
Jaxx
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1810

	


	
XP to Next Level

	
1790
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Strength

	
11

	
1



	
Intellect
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0



	
Agility

	
6 

	
1



	
Stamina

	
6

	
1



	
Constitution

	
11

	
1



	
Charisma

	
5

	
1



	
Rage Capacity

	
16

	
10



	
Skills

	
Dodge –  11

2H Spear –  12

Improvisation – 4

1H Sword – 3

Shield – 1

Fire Starting – 1

Fortification – 1

Stealth – 4

Weapon Repair – 1

Unarmed Combat – 1

1H Axes - 1

	
None



 

Skills

 



	
Dodge – Level 10

	
Dodge is the ability to avoid blows in combat.  Each successful combat session where you successfully dodge at least one attack will raise this by +1.  Only one level will be achieved per combat session.  Current affect – 11% more likely to dodge an attack by an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to dodge by 5%.  Agility level increases Dodge.



	
2H Spear – Level 11

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 2H spear is increased by 12% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Improvisation – Level 4

	
Improvisation is the ability to make something from nothing.  4% increased chance to put together a viable item from raw materials.



	
1H Sword – Level 3

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 3% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Fire Starting – Level 1

	
The ability to start fires is a gift straight from Prometheus himself.  Higher levels allow you to start fires in adverse conditions.  1% increased chance to start fires.



	
Shield – Level 3

	
Your chance to block a blow with an equipped shield increased by 3% from an enemy at or below your level.  Your chance to land a blow with a shield increased by 3% against an attacker at or below your level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to block and hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit and block with shields.



	
Stealth – Level 4

	
You move silently, grasshoppah!  4% chance to move unnoticed while sneaking around.  You are slightly ashamed as a Barbarian shouldn’t be sneaking, but here we are.



	
Fortification – Level 1

	
You begin to appreciate the value of a well-fortified position.  You do 1% more damage and receive 1% less damage when fighting from a fortified position. 



	
Unarmed Combat – Level 1

	
You are a barbarian!  1% more base damage dealt when using your fists in combat.



	
1H Axes – Level 1

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H axe is increased by 1% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



 

Blessings

 



	
Apollo’s Light (Cloak)

	
+2 to Agility

+2 to HP regeneration (5 per minute)

+2 to Stamina regeneration (5 per minute)

	
	


 

 

Jaxx smiled.  He continued to advance, although he suspected that this quest had been a bit easier than it should have been.  He still was a bit suspicious of the way the Gods, or at least Apollo, was taking such an interest in him.  But then, this was a game based on ancient Greece mythology, and wasn’t that what happened to Heroes in the stories?  The Gods rewarding and, in some cases, punishing the Heroes?  Jaxx hoped the latter was held to a minimum here:  he didn’t need Hera or Aphrodite after him!

 

After enough time had elapsed for his HP and stamina to recover, Jaxx started off towards the village of Triada.  He had a lot to think about.

 

Coming into the Village, he noted that most people were taking notice of him, smiling and calling out greetings.  Having absolutely no recollection of any of their names, he simply smiled back and raised his hand.

 

Hwiksos met him at the square, with a pleased look on his face.  “So,” he boomed, “You managed not to get dead!  Did you kill the wolves that have been plaguing us?”

 

Jaxx pulled the Alpha Wolf Skin from his bag – “I did, and here is proof!”  He handed it to Hwiksos, whose eyes widened.  “Can it be?” he breathed.  Straitening, he asked Jaxx, “May I keep this?”

 

Jaxx laughed.  “Of course, my friend.”  Hwiksos bowed, and a notification popped up.

 

 

Quest – Culling the Wolf Packs – Complete!

Find and eliminate the wolf pack that has been decimating the village goats and sheep.  Rumors of a mighty Alpha Wolf could make this a dangerous proposition.

Wolves killed – 10/10

+500 xp

Received 50 silver

+200 reputation with Triada Village – Reputation Level – Friendly

Received – Uncommon Bronze Spear

 

Bonus!  Well done!

+2000 xp

Received 2 gold

See the Priest for your reward

 

Jaxx’s eyes widened.  He had forgotten about the quest rewards after his encounter with Apollo in the forest.  The money and XP were nice, but the real reward was the weapon.  He inspected it:

 

Heroic Bronze Spear 

Uncommon

Durability – 30/30

Damage – 25-30

Description – A well-made spear meant for a superior 2H fighter.  The blade is long and leaf shaped, with a wicked point for piercing along with a sharp double edge.  A wavering fuller down the center of the blade allows it to be withdrawn quickly after thrusting into flesh.  A 2-inch oak handle capped with a bronze butt completes it.

 

Jaxx looked at Hwiksos.  “I can’t say how grateful I am, brother,” he said.  “This is a magnificent weapon.”

Hwiksos laughed.  “It is what you deserve, and well done defeating the wolves.  And now, I must go talk to our friend Acron.  Please refresh yourself and meet me at the Temple in the morning.”  With that, he walked away hurriedly, carrying the Wolf skin in his arms.

 

Jaxx looked after him, shrugged, and made his way towards Spiros’ home.  Food and a real sleeping place sounded good.

 

 

The next morning, Jaxx made his way into town.  His return to Spiros’ house had been a success, and he spent the evening regaling Spiros, Giorgos, and Agariste with his tales of the wolf hunt, and his battles with the wolves and the Alpha.  He did not include his meeting with Apollo.

 

Spiros was in obvious awe of his visitor, of course, and even Agariste seemed to have thawed towards him, although she was polite in her insistence that he still sleep outside.  Jaxx didn’t mind – the sounds of the livestock comforted him and while the night was cool, the soft hay and the body heat of the animals made his bed cozy enough.  He had slept the sleep of the righteous – the trials of the hunt, along with the fights and finally the good food, had put him out easily.

 

He made his way to the Temple of Apollo once again, and strode inside.  He was not surprised to see Hwiksos waiting, nor Acron, but he was surprised to see the other two councilors, Battis and Duris, awaiting him as well.  The three men were seated in a semi-circle around the alter of Apollo.

 

The fat one, Duros, was dressed in his normal stained toga, and had a flagon of wine with him that he was drinking from every so often.  His fleshy mouth was drawn into a grimace.  

 

Battus was dressed in his armor, which Jaxx figured was his preferred mode of dress when not forced to be formal for the council.  He gave Jaxx a smile and a when he saw Jaxx looking his way.

 

Acron, as always, wore his priestly robe with Apollo’s sun on it.  He seemed the happiest of the lot, and bounded over to Jaxx as he entered the temple.  

 

“Greetings, Avatar, greetings!  It is glorious to see you again.”  Acron always sounded half-drunk to Jaxx, but there was no denying the man’s glee.

 

“Greetings, Acron, and honored Council,” Jaxx replied, bowing to the group.  As he straightened, he saw Battus nodding and Duros grimacing even harder, if that were possible.  “What is his deal?” Jaxx wondered to himself.  “It’s almost as if my being polite makes him more unhappy with me.”

 

“Sit, Avatar” invited Battus.  

 

“Please, call me Jaxx.  This Avatar business gets old after a while.”

 

“But that is your title,” protested Acron, “It is only fitting we address you as- “

 

“The young man has made his preference clear,” rumbled Duros.  “Let us address him as he wishes.”  He turned to Jaxx.  “You have made quite an impression, young Jaxx.  It is not often that a Hero of the Ages appears to conquer monsters and solve problems of the common people such as ourselves.  We are truly grateful to you.  We have a reward for you, and a request.”

 

Jaxx smiled at the phrasing.  Pretty common quest-talk.  “Thank you for completing the quest.  Here is your reward.  And now I have another, more difficult task for you.”  Been the same thing for ever, mostly because it worked to advance the game.  But, Jaxx admitted, it was far more inclusive when you had to listen to it and interact rather than simply clicking through the quest menus.  Here, in Olympus Online, casual dialogue mattered.

 

“I am grateful for your reward, and the trust you show in offering another task to benefit Triada.”  Jaxx was really starting to get into the role playing for this game.

 

“It is not for Triad- “Duros’ statement was interrupted by Battus.

 

“Here is your reward, Jaxx.”  Battus cast a meaningful look at Duros as he interrupted him.  “We have had the Village craftsman make this from the remains of the Alpha wolf that you returned with.”

 

He handed Jaxx a bundle, which when unfolded was a beautiful, snow white cloak that still had the ears of a wolf on the edge of the hood.  The cloak was long, and fit Jaxx well.  It snugged around his neck and shoulders with an ingenious strap, that allowed him to either wear it covering him completely, or be swept back like a cape.  Jaxx inspected it.

 

Cloak of the Alpha Wolf

Uncommon

Durability – 40/40

Armor – 10

Description – The hide of an Alpha Wolf.  This cloak will keep the wearer warm on the coldest night.  Will resist most slashing attacks.

 

Jaxx bowed to the council members.  “Thank you, honored Council.”  

 

“No, Jaxx, thank you!  You have removed the wolf menace from the Village and have stopped the loss of our livestock.  You have also removed a mighty Beast that endangered our citizens.”  Duros delivered this statement flatly, almost like he didn’t really care to be saying it.

 

“Uh, about that…. there is something that I have not told anyone yet about the Alpha.”  Jaxx was hesitant to talk about Apollo infesting the wolf, and had considered saying nothing.  But his growing sense of…. need?.......to be honest and forthright made him speak.

 

Battus straightened.  “Yes?”

 

“After I defeated the Alpha, Apollo appeared to me from the flesh of the beast.  He transformed from the wolf into a man.”

 

Acron’s eyes widened.  “You say, Lord Apollo was the Alpha wolf?  He was the cause of it?  Nay, that makes little sense.  Impossible.”

 

Jaxx flushed.  “I know what I saw, and what he said.  He said that- “

 

At that point, Apollo’s statue seemed to brighten from an internal light, and a sunbeam shown down from above, illuminating it.  It didn’t move, but the bright eyes looked directly at Jaxx.  “Our conversation was for you alone, Avatar.  Nothing we discussed needs repeating here.”  With that, the statue powered down to its normal appearance, and the light radiating faded.

 

Acron looked flummoxed.  His eyes were wide, mouth open, and he stumbled backwards until he hit the low bench with his legs, sitting down hard.  His mouth moved, but no words exited in his shock at his God speaking so blatantly.

 

“What is Lord Apollo speaking of?  What secrets did he tell you?”  Duros seemed very agitated.  His normal manner of lazy diffidence had vanished:  this was a man whose eyes had turned hard as they bored into Jaxx’s.  

 

“Calm thyself, Duros!” Battus barked.  He had risen from his seat and stared at the fleshy man.  “You yourself heard Lord Apollo command him not to speak of it!  You tread close to blasphemy!”

 

Duros leaned back, his animosity and focus seemingly dismissed as his face snapped back to its normal expression.  “Yes, of course, you are right.  I lost myself there.  You must of course follow Lord Apollo’s instructions.”  His small eyes, dark inside the folds of his face, stared at Jaxx.

 

“What is he hiding?” Jaxx wondered.  The man was certainly upset at the idea that Apollo had revealed something.

 

Just then Acron, seemingly recovered from his shock, spoke.  “You must follow Lord Apollo’s instructions, as we all do here.  I have my own instructions that I have been given to follow by the Lord of the Sun.”

 

Acron placed his hands on the wolf cloak still clutched in Jaxx’s hands.  He raised his head and chanted,

 

Golden son of Zeus and Leto, Brother of Artemis,
Lord of Light and Healing, most pious,
Averter of plagues, giver of foresight
I ask for your blessing of purity, your shining inspiration

 

A glow emanated from his hands as he held the cloak, and it seemed to shimmer with a golden light before fading once more.  The cloak seemed to grow a bit thicker, the white of the fur more pronounced.

 

Jaxx inspected the cloak again.  It had changed.

 

Cloak of the Wolf God

Deific (Scales with Level)

Durability – Indestructible

Armor – 20

Description – The Cloak of the Wolf God, Apollo.  This cloak cannot be destroyed, and the wearer shall not know the cold of winter, nor the heat of summer.  While worn, it cannot be forcibly removed and shall give Apollo’s Light blessing.

 

Wow!  Jaxx was stunned.  This was an item way, way above what he should have at that point in the game.  Deific level?  This was unbelievable!  Apollo was clearly trying to help him greatly, but why?  Jaxx had no idea, but from experience in other games, a huge amount of help early meant that things would truly start to suck for him.

 

Jaxx looked up to see Acron again stunned, looking at the cloak.  A quick glance showed Battus smiling approvingly, Duros glaring at him with fury, and Hwiksos, who up to now had been silent, looking at the cloak with wistfulness.  He looked up and met Jaxx’s eyes, and to Jaxx’s relief he saw congratulations there, not envy.

 

“This……. this is amazing!”  Acron finally got it out.  “I must reflect on these wonders.  I have never in my entire life seen such favor from a God.”

 

“Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of,” Jaxx said.  At Acron’s inquisitive look, Battus answered before Jaxx could.  “He means that he is afraid of what cost the God’s favor will demand from him.”

 

Jaxx nodded.  “Yes, I’m afraid that such assistance either means that at some point I will pay a terrible price, or that my journey is such that I will need such assistance – either option does not bode well for me.”

 

He turned to the unsmiling Duros.  “What task did you have for me?  You mentioned a request…”

 

Duros straightened in his seat, attempting to make his flabby appearance seem regal and imposing.  “Yes, we have another request for you, Avatar.  Another Village has sent word that they require assistance in much the same way we did before your arrival.”

 

“Another monster problem?”

 

“They did not send details, just a request for help.  I would assume that it would be something like that, however.”  Duros was no fool, and probably knew more than he was saying, Jaxx figured.  

 

“So, there is nothing more for me to accomplish here in Triada?”  The question was to all 4 of the men, but he eyed both Battus and Hwiksos as he spoke.  Acron was a nice guy, but oblivious to most things, and Duros he just didn’t like.

 

“Well, I’m sure we could find something-“ Hwiksos started to speak before being cut off by Battus.

 

“No, Avatar, you should not remain here.  There is little to challenge you now, and you will not grow here.  The Gods obviously mean for you to increase your power in order to follow Their path.  You cannot do that in Triada any longer.”  

 

At these words, a variety of reactions presented themselves.  Acron began nodding when the Gods were mentioned, practically screaming his agreement.  Duros, at the mention of Jaxx becoming more powerful, glowered, and Hwiksos simply nodded thoughtfully.

 

“He is right, Jaxx,” Hwiksos said.  “You must make your journey elsewhere.  But you will always be welcome.”

 

“Yes, yes,” Acron echoed.  “Apollo clearly means for you to travel, as his gift is both powerful and practical.  You will survive your travels much easier when you can ignore the weather, and his gift cannot be removed.  Whatever it is your two spoke of, he should have made clear what he expected of you.”

 

Jaxx nodded.  “He did.”  He glanced at the others.  “Honored councilors, I thank you for the shelter and rewards you have given me during my stay here.  Please give me the details of the journey I must take.”

 

At these words, Battus smiled, nodded, and stepped forward to clasp arms with Jaxx.  “An honor to have met and trained you, Avatar.  We shall meet again.  Until then, farewell.”  The leathery old man in armor turned and left the shrine.

 

Duros, with a smile that fell a mile short of his eyes, bowed to him.  “Our Village thanks you again, Avatar, and you are always welcome here.”  His expression gave the lie to this as he handed Jaxx a small, bound scroll.  “Inside are the directions to the Village of Delios, who have requested our help.”  With that, he turned and left the shrine.

 

Looking after him, Jaxx muttered “what the hell did I do to you?”

 

Hearing him, Hwiksos laughed.  “You succeeded, and in an obvious way that shows Apollo’s favor on you.”

 

“What does that matter to him?”

 

“Duros, in his youth, was a fair warrior.  I know that looking at him now it is not obvious, but he has used his reputation from his deeds in his youth to gain his position as Councilor.  Until you showed up, he was quite popular with the city people.  It is most likely just petty jealousy.”  Hwiksos dismissed the departed Councilor with a hand wave.

 

“My friend, it has been an honor to know you.  Come back sometime and regale me with your heroics.”  Hwiksos shook his arm, and then departed.

 

Acron cleared his throat.  “Avatar, thank you for showing me more of my God than I have ever seen before.  You are truly blessed to have had him speak to you personally, and bestow both his blessings and gifts upon you.  You are truly fated for tremendous deeds in His name.”  He bowed to Jaxx.  “I will send word to the Priestess in Delios to expect you.”

 

“Thank you, Acron, for the assistance and support you have shown.  May Apollo bless you and keep you.”  Jaxx returned the bow, and turned to leave.  He paused, “Will it be another Priest of Apollo there?”

 

“Nay, Avatar, Delios is overseen by his twin sister, Artemis.  The Priestess will receive you.”

 

As he left, Acron turned to the statue of Apollo and fell to his knees.  Speaking to his God, he said “Oh Lord of Light.  What is happening that the world needs such Heroes as these Avatars?”  Shuddering with his thoughts, he began praying.

 

 

As he left the Temple, Duros, while outwardly smiling at everyone he met, was snarling inside.

“Insolent whelp!  Who does he think he is!  I cannot allow this Avatar to threaten plans years in the making!”  

Fuming about what to do, he paused as he reached his house.  Sitting on the front porch, he considered his options.

None of the other Village leaders would consider taking any action against the Avatar – they were all struck with awe at the bastard.

 

“What to do……I cannot let him expose us!”  His thoughts were a whirlwind on the verge of panic – decades of work had been laid to this point.  Duros had not really expected the Avatar to best the Alpha wolf.  He was counting on more attacks and drain on the village resources so that, eventually, they would be willing to turn away from Apollo and towards his own master.  With no danger, the peasants here would continue to worship Apollo!  That idiot Acron was already writing the speeches praising the Avatar and the way that Apollo had chosen him.

 

But perhaps if this Avatar would simply disappear……

 

Duros got to his feet and strode quickly away from his home.  He had a man to contact.

 

 

 

Jaxx strode away from the Village of Triada.  He had stopped by the house of Spiros to say goodbye to the kind man who had provided him shelter.  Spiros’ wife, Agariste, had been cordial and packed him traveling rations.  She was also, Jaxx reflected, glad to see him go.

 

He had opened the small scroll given to him by Duros to see the name of the Village, Delios, along with directions.  It seemed Delios was a few weeks journey to the south and east.  If Jaxx followed the roads, he should be fine, according to the note.

 

Jaxx hefted his bag, put his spear on his shoulder, and began walking.  His wolfskin cloak, swept back behind his shoulders, drifted in the wind as he walked.
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2H Spear – 12
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None



 

Skills

 



	
Dodge – Level 10

	
Dodge is the ability to avoid blows in combat.  Each successful combat session where you successfully dodge at least one attack will raise this by +1.  Only one level will be achieved per combat session.  Current affect – 11% more likely to dodge an attack by an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to dodge by 5%.  Agility level increases Dodge.



	
2H Spear – Level 11

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 2H spear is increased by 12% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Improvisation – Level 4

	
Improvisation is the ability to make something from nothing.  4% increased chance to put together a viable item from raw materials.



	
1H Sword – Level 3

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 3% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Fire Starting – Level 1

	
The ability to start fires is a gift straight from Prometheus himself.  Higher levels allow you to start fires in adverse conditions.  1% increased chance to start fires.



	
1H Sword – Level 3

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 3% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Shield – Level 3

	
Your chance to block a blow with an equipped shield increased by 3% from an enemy at or below your level.  Your chance to land a blow with a shield increased by 3% against an attacker at or below your level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to block and hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit and block with shields.



	
Stealth – Level 4

	
You move silently, grasshoppah!  4% chance to move unnoticed while sneaking around.  You are slightly ashamed as a Barbarian shouldn’t be sneaking, but here we are.



	
Fortification – Level 1

	
You begin to appreciate the value of a well-fortified position.  You do 1% more damage and receive 1% less damage when fighting from a fortified position. 



	
Unarmed Combat – Level 1

	
You are a barbarian!  1% more base damage dealt when using your fists in combat.



	
1H Axes – Level 1

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H axe is increased by 1% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



 

Blessings

 



	
Apollo’s Light (Cloak)

	
+2 to Agility

+2 to HP regeneration (5 per minute)

+2 to Stamina regeneration (5 per minute)

	
	


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

 

 

Jaxx paused.  He was 5 days out from Triada and so far, the journey had been fairly boring.  The reason he was pausing was the notification that had just popped up.  It was unusual and expressed a complexity to the game that he hadn’t expected.

 

Notice!  You have gone 5 days without earning experience.  Earn experience within 2 days or your stats will begin to lose experience daily.  The rate of experience loss will accelerate daily and must be earned back at the normal rate.

 

Now this was something Jaxx had never seen before.  Negative experience if you don’t earn any in a week?  He supposed this was the developer’s way of forcing people to play the game and not just sit back and enjoy themselves forever in some game tavern.  Jaxx knew lots of people that would probably do that, just log in to drink worry free and perhaps sample some companionship.

 

Not that he knew if you could even “sample,” but judging by his normal reactions and the occasional situation he found in the morning when he woke up, he thought that that particular portion of human existence was also present here.  In fact, he was looking forward to it when and if he got the chance.

 

As he walked, he thought about the dialogue.  There was definitely a premium placed on advancing in this game, he decided.  The way that experience shrank as you got closer to out-leveling monsters, to the point where eventually you would earn nothing, along with the mechanic of losing experience if you were lazy, pointed to a game that was very fast paced.  Either keep moving, or go backwards, he thought.  There is no standing still.  

 

As he walked, lost in thought, his barbarian senses began to notice things.  Even though he walked pretty quietly and, on the road, he noticed that a lot of the sounds from the surrounding forest were quieter, even non-existent.  

 

Just as he was slowing to take a longer look around, an arrow came whistling out of the brush and slammed into his shoulder, taking a chunk of HP and causing him to emit a “whoof!” of surprise.  He fell to one knee as another arrow went through the spot his chest had just occupied.

 

Arrow hits you for 15 damage!

 

“Ambush!” he thought as he threw himself off the road away from the direction that the arrows had come from.  “Why?  I know no one here!”  He gritted his teeth and ripped the arrow out.

 

Bleeding!  Lose 1 hp/sec for 20 sec!

 

Damn.  With the 15 already gone, that would leave him with 80 hp, assuming that he didn’t get hurt.  He did notice, however, that his rage meter was going up as he was damaged.  It was at 30 and climbing.

 

He slipped into Stealth and began to crab-walk his way through the low brush on the side of the road.  He knew there had to be more than one person, even if he was a kickass archer.  Logic stated that at least one would be on either side of the road.

 

Jaxx paused in the shadow of a tree, assessing.  He continued to bleed and his HP was at 90 and still falling.  He listened and heard the sound of someone moving further ahead of him, towards the road.  He waited, then moved perpendicular away from the road and into the forest, stopping about 20 yards into the forest.  He paused, then moved left – hopefully he could circle around and surprise his attackers.

 

He came to a fallen log and crouched behind it – from here he had a look at the road through the brush.  Sure enough, he spotted two figures crouched behind trees ahead of him.  They were looking around, up and down the road, waiting for him.  For whatever reason, they didn’t look behind them.

 

They were shorter than him, swarthy, with black curly hair and beards.  They were wearing cheap, ragged clothing that had seen better days and were armed with low quality bronze short swords.  Cheap sandals adorned their feet.  He could see no armor or other weapons.

 

“Sneak attack or roaring charge?” thought Jaxx.  He knew there was at least one archer on the other side but he was pretty confident in his ability to handle the two in front of him.  He didn’t fancy taking an arrow in the back, however, so he figured that he should try deception instead.

 

Still in stealth, which had gone up two points since he started sneaking, he moved backwards until he was just out of sight of the road.  He then gathered some rocks and began throwing them towards the men, making sure to stay out of line of sight.  As he made noise, he heard the men arguing in low tones.  Finally, one decided to come investigate.

Here he came, crouched in a fearful stance, hand tightly clutching his sword and his head moving almost continuously.  He was obviously fearful, and Jaxx realized that rather than the professional killer he had imagined, this was a barely trained ruffian.  

 

As the man came closer, Jaxx leaped out from his concealment, thrusting his spear directly into the man’s chest.  Eyes wide in surprise and pain, the man stared at Jaxx, mouth moving but no voice coming out.  He dropped his sword, falling to his knees with his arms loose at his sides in a kind of boneless collapse that signified imminent death.  He continued to stare at Jaxx, mouth moving slightly, before the emptiness of death entered his eyes, and he slumped to the ground and off of Jaxx’s spear.

 

Human Bandit killed!  200 xp rewarded!

 

Jaxx stared down at the man.  This was the first actual human that he had killed in the game – it seemed incredibly real.  Jaxx knew that the man was an NPC, controlled by a simple program and rarely by the game AIs, but he was still shaken.  Nothing he had ever done before prepared him for the reality of killing a human – even an electronic, created one.  Everything felt real.  The shock of his spear penetrating the chest of the man, the eyes wide open, staring, bloodshot eyes filming over in death, the smell of the man’s excrement as he fouled his pants in death, the dead weight of the man as he slid off of Jaxx’s spear – it all seemed real.  Jaxx had no doubt that if he were to kill a man in the real world with a spear, it would duplicate what he had just experienced.  He felt sick.  No matter the man had been lying in wait for him – no matter he would have killed Jaxx if he had the opportunity – the feeling was…. wrong.

 

The situation illustrated – again – the difference between Olympus Online and anything else Jaxx had played before.  In those games, slaughtering human NPCs was part of the game, and you never felt bad about it – just looted the bodies and moved on.  Here, you were faced immediately with the consequences of your actions – you didn’t just loot the body and move on.  Here, it was shoved into your face and you had to deal with it.  

 

Jaxx knew that some people wouldn’t care, that no matter how real it was they would still treat the NPCs like NPCs…. that is, worthy of slaughter.  But he couldn’t, at least not anymore.  His interactions with the people of Triada had felt no more different than meeting someone in the real world – probably, it was better in the game because most of the people in the real world were apathetic douches, buried in their electronic games and headsets (the irony of this thought he chose not to explore right now).  Jaxx couldn’t remember the last real conversation he’d had with someone in the real world, and his job allowed him to travel more than most.  

 

“Georgi?”  The voice snapped Jaxx out of reverie.  He realized that he was standing in the open, staring down at the man’s body (apparently named Georgi) while his thoughts raced in a dozen directions.  Jaxx crouched, and then stealthed back into the brush.

 

Georgi’s partner was slowing coming towards them, still saying his dead partner’s name every few seconds.  From his view, Jaxx saw that he was probably more scared than Georgi had been, judging by the shaking sword and the sweat pouring down his face. 

 

Jaxx readied himself, judging that distasteful as it was, he would be able to surprise this other man just the way that he had Georgi.  As he was about to jump, WHAM an arrow slammed into his upper back, pushing him forward into the open in front of the astonished second bandit.  The man was so startled, he dropped his sword and fell backwards, a yell escaping his lips.

 

Arrow hits you for 15 damage!

 

“Damn,” Jaxx thought.  “That damned archer!”  While Jaxx was killing Georgi and was distracted by the second bandit, the archer had apparently crossed the road and snuck around behind Jaxx.

 

Jaxx cursed his lack of focus – he had been so distracted by the two bandits that he had forgotten the original cause of his damage – he had naively assumed the archer would stay on the other side of the road.  He reached back and pulled the arrow out – luckily it had not penetrated very deep.  He once again sparked a bleeding debuff for another 20 seconds.  He was still okay on HP – he had regenerated some thanks to the buff from Apollo’s cloak, but he couldn’t afford to take unlimited damage either.

 

He did notice his rage meter had spiked again. 

 

“Take care of the guy in front, or go after the archer first?” Jaxx thought.  Leaving the second swordsman at his back was a really bad idea, Jaxx decided.  He jumped to his feet and charged forward, intent on skewering the man before he got back to his feet and grabbed his sword again.  The man saw him coming and blanched, holding up his arms in a pleading gesture:  

 

“Don’t!  Don’t kill me!  I won’t attack you just let me go please!”  The words ran together in a hurried, primal scream, and Jaxx watched as the man curled up in a fetal position, sobbing the words “Don’t kill me” over and over.

 

“Not a threat,” Jaxx thought, and he stealthed away to the left around a large tree, hoping to put some distance between where the archer had shot him and where he was now.  As he moved, he continued to lose health and gain rage, until the rage bar was hovering at about 80%.  “Another good solid hit on me and I should hit max” Jaxx thought, chuckling at the dichotomy of his class.  It was now apparent why the Barbarian gained both Strength and Constitution – his ability almost required him to take damage in order to maximize his damage output.  The faster he took damage, the faster he could Enrage.

 

In certain circumstances, he was sure that it would be an amazing ability – such as, if he was supported by a healer, for instance.  The rest of the time it was a roll of the dice that he could kill whatever he was fighting before Enrage wore off – the full stamina drain after it was over was a sure way to be killed if he was still in combat.

 

As he passed behind the tree, an arrow thudded into the edge of it.  Jaxx kept low and kept circling, hoping to get out of the archer’s line of sight long enough to flank him.  But this archer seemed to be no fool – he we likely moving himself or lying in wait as he rotated to keep Jaxx in line.

 

Just then Jaxx got a break – the other bandit who had begged for life and that Jaxx had left alone, suddenly jumped up and began running towards the road and away from Jaxx and, coincidentally, the archer.  Immediately Jaxx stopped moving, waiting to see what the archer would do.  Hearing a soft curse, he sensed the archer moving to his left, away from his hiding spot so that he could get a line on who he must have assumed to be Jaxx.

 

“Probably thought I killed the second bandit,” Jaxx thought as he smiled ferally.  He slipped after the archer, keeping him in his view as the man chased the second bandit.  The archer stopped and dropped to one knee, drawing his bow.  “He’s seen him,” thought Jaxx as he readied his spear.  He didn’t want to kill the archer, just disable him long enough to get some information.  He hoped the man wouldn’t be difficult – even with an NPC, the idea of torture turned Jaxx’s stomach worse than killing people.

 

Jaxx rushed the archer, lodging his spear into the man’s upper shoulder blade, throwing him to the ground.  The impact caused the arrow the man had knocked to fly wild, and Jaxx heard a snapping sound that he hoped was the man’s bow snapping.  He leaned his weight on the spear, pinning the archer to the ground.

 

The archer fought for a few seconds, then stopped moving when Jaxx levered the spear back and forth.  Holding up his hands from the prone position, the archer gasped in pain and said “I yield!  Spare me!”

 

“If I do, you need to tell me something worth your life,” Jaxx replied.  He wasn’t bluffing – torture wasn’t his thing, but he would kill the archer if he had to – after all, the man had already shot him twice from cover.

 

“Agreed.”  Jaxx pulled the spear out of the archer’s shoulder, eliciting another gasp of pain, then held it ready as the archer rolled over and sat up, hands still outstretched at his sides.  He was a tall man, lean, with veins and tendons visible in his exposed arms.  His garb was of better quality than the other two bandits, being a mixture of cloth and leather, hand sewed, with the colors distributed to break up his outline in the forest.  He had a sturdy leather belt with a brass buckle, and a leather and hide quiver of arrows hanging from his belt.  His bow was indeed broken, about 1/3 of the way down the shaft.  

 

“My name is Toxotis.  Thank you for sparing my life.”

 

Jaxx grunted, still holding his spear at the ready.  “Why did you attack me?”

 

Toxotis grunted.  “Because I was hired to.  But I think the circumstances are different than I was told.  You wouldn’t happen to be an unrepentant goat thief and murderer, would you?”

 

“Last time I checked, no.  My name is Jaxx, and I am what you would call an Avatar.  I am traveling from Triada to Delios on a request from the Triada Town Council.”

 

Toxotis started at the word “Avatar.”  “I have heard of your kind, most have, but you are the first I have met.  Is it true you cannot be killed?  Is that why my arrows failed to stop you?”

 

“It is true that we cannot be permanently killed, but we can still die.  We just come back from death after a time.  And I did not die from your arrows because I have a large pool of health, and you did not do enough damage to kill me.  Now, why did you attack me?  Who told you I was a goat stealing murderer?”

 

“I don’t believe I know his real name, but it was a man that I have dealt with before and gotten work from.  This job was supposed to capture you if we could, kill if not.  The other two men with me were simply gutter thugs I hired to distract you while me and my bow did the real work.  But it seems that I was hired under false pretenses, and that you did not deserve what I attempted to do to you.  For that, I apologize.  You have spared my life when you had every reason to kill me – for that, I owe you a debt.”

 

Jaxx looked at Toxotis, gauging.  The man met his eyes, and for all the actions that had taken place over the past hour, he believed him to be an honest man.  Honest NPC.  Jesus, it was getting hard for him to tell the difference anymore….and he wasn’t sure there was one, if he was honest.  The AI driven characters he had talked to in Olympus seemed to him just as real as another person would be.  The ramifications of that, the true ramifications, he didn’t want to think about right now.

 

“I believe you, Toxotis.  You do not seem the type to murder without reason, and if you were told that I was……what was it?  A goat murderer?  Well, I can see why you would be upset.”

 

Toxotis rolled his eyes at the sarcasm.  “You were described to be much worse than that, I’m afraid.  Mere goat-murder wouldn’t even get me out of bed in the morning.”  

 

The two men grinned at each other, both a bit surprised at the easy friendship that seemed to be developing.  Jaxx felt comfortable with the woodsman, and the fact the man seemed to have a strong moral code also appealed to him.  He looked at the man, considering their next move.

 

Toxotis spoke first, “If you could find it in yourself to trust me, I would be happy to accompany you until my debt is paid.”

 

Jaxx considered.  He had just met the man, yet he felt he could trust him.  “I would like that if you were to accompany me.  I warn you, however, that I am at the mercy of the Gods’ whim, and go where they seem to want me.”

 

“Aren’t we all,” Toxotis asked?  “Lady Artemis guides my path, and I believe you said that Lord Apollo guided yours?”

 

Artemis!  The very Goddess that Jaxx was heading to see!  “This can’t be a coincidence!” Jaxx thought.  “Artemis must be sending me a message through this man.”

 

“Yes,” answered Jaxx.  “So far Apollo has been my guide, however I am not sworn to only him.  As an Avatar, I feel that all of the gods will likely have an interest in my journey.  Whether that interest is always positive remains a mystery.”

 

“Ha!” said Toxotis.  “The Gods are fickle as spring horses, that is for sure.  So where are we heading?”

 

“Delios,” answered Jaxx.

 

“Delios!  How fortunate!  My Lady is the patroness there, and we will be welcomed by the Priestess and her Huntresses!”

 

“Sounds good,” Jaxx said.  He was a bit hesitant to run right into another God’s area and mix with the faithful, but so far, he had been rewarded by following the desires of the Gods.  “Let’s be on our way.”
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Dodge – Level 10

	
Dodge is the ability to avoid blows in combat.  Each successful combat session where you successfully dodge at least one attack will raise this by +1.  Only one level will be achieved per combat session.  Current affect – 11% more likely to dodge an attack by an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to dodge by 5%.  Agility level increases Dodge.



	
2H Spear – Level 12

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 2H spear is increased by 12% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Improvisation – Level 4

	
Improvisation is the ability to make something from nothing.  4% increased chance to put together a viable item from raw materials.



	
1H Sword – Level 3

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 3% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Fire Starting – Level 1
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Shield – Level 3

	
Your chance to block a blow with an equipped shield increased by 3% from an enemy at or below your level.  Your chance to land a blow with a shield increased by 3% against an attacker at or below your level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to block and hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit and block with shields.



	
Stealth – Level 4

	
You move silently, grasshoppah!  4% chance to move unnoticed while sneaking around.  You are slightly ashamed as a Barbarian shouldn’t be sneaking, but here we are.
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You begin to appreciate the value of a well-fortified position.  You do 1% more damage and receive 1% less damage when fighting from a fortified position. 



	
Unarmed Combat – Level 1

	
You are a barbarian!  1% more base damage dealt when using your fists in combat.



	
1H Axes – Level 1

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H axe is increased by 1% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.
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Chapter 12

 

 

 

Jaxx strode into the Village of Delios.  It had been 5 days since the ambush on the road, and Toxotis had proved to be a reliable and amiable companion along the way.  The man still said little of his background, other than some minor details, and preferred instead to speak about the Gods, in particular his chosen mistress, Artemiss.

 

Jaxx thought back to what Toxotis had shared about the Huntress.  

 

 

 

-----------  

 

“You must respect the Lady of the Hunt,” Toxotis had begun.  They were laying near a fire along the edge of the road on the second day, after a successful hunt’s reward was dressed and cooking on the fire.

 

“Artemis is the daughter of Zeus, and the twin sister of Apollo.  She is known as the goddess of the moon and of the hunt.  She is a virgin, and the only pure Goddess of the pantheon.  Many have tried to take her maidenhead, but all who try meet a violent end.

 

Her symbol is the bear, and she often takes its form or has one as a companion.  She spends most of her time in the forest, and is the goddess of huntsmen and woodsmen.”

 

Jaxx asked, “What is her purpose?”

 

Toxotis laughed, “Who can truly say what a Goddesses’ purpose is?  She protects the young, and the animals, and suffers no indignity nor cruelty towards animals.”

 

“So, what does she look like?”

 

Toxotis laughed again, “Why, whatever she wants to!  If she is human formed, she will be beautiful, with pale moon-colored hair and eyes.  She is mostly nocturnal, ceding the day to her brother.  She will always have her bow and arrows with her, which are god-forged weapons.  They say that Hephaestus and the Cyclops together made her weapons, and she never misses.”

 

---------------  

 

None of this information would be helpful, Jaxx admitted.  The description was fairly cookie-cutter – Toxotis had never met or seen his Goddess in person, and had no personal experience with her to allow Jaxx to figure out what She might want with him.  Obviously, something to do with the overall game experience, but he was at a loss as to what.  He just wanted to find a place to rest after 10 straight days on the road.

 

Entering Delios, Jaxx noticed that it was about twice the size of Triata.  The main road entered through a short wall manned by two sentries, who gave the duo a once over but didn’t stop or attempt to talk to them.  The road was about 20ft wide, Jaxx judged, wide enough for two wagons to enter the gate side by side.

 

Entering the town, the wall curved away on both sides, with small buildings hugging the wall the entire way.  The main road was lined on both sides by a short, waist high wall made of stone bricks.  On the right, a tower fronted by a small building dominated.  The tower was made of wood beams and planks, roofed with thatch.  A guard was visible at the top level.

 

The main building was made of stone, again with a thatched roof, and Jaxx noticed that most of the windows were small and barred.  It looked like a jail, Jaxx thought.  This was confirmed a second later.

 

“That is the headquarters of the Village Guard,” explained Toxotis.  “The Captain’s name is Adrastus, and you will likely meet him once he discovers that an Avatar is in the village.

 

Jaxx nodded.  Although he had only been in Olympus Online a couple of in-game weeks, he was getting used to the extra attention that his status as an Avatar brought him.  Toxotis’ own response to finding out was a good example.

 

“Let us go to the Temple of Artemis,” he said, and Toxotis nodded eagerly, a smile breaking out on his face.  Toxotis had talked repeatedly of the need to see his Goddess’ priestesses immediately upon arriving at Delios.  Jaxx was suspicious that this was perhaps a message from the goddess, acting subconsciously in her worshipper.

 

They strode into the town, where about 100 yards into the village they ran into another circular road that intersected the main road.  This ran in a circle around the center of the town, inside which it seemed was a mixture of important public buildings and wealthy citizens homes.

 

Jaxx followed Toxotis as he turned right and walked onwards.  Nodding to a few acquaintances, he finally stopped at a white marble building.  The building was surrounded by fluted marble columns, with a peaked roof that Jaxx recognized from pictures of ancient Greek buildings.  But while those pictures had been of ruins, and artist’s renditions, this temple was alive.

 

Modest in size, about 20 meters on a side, the steps were broad and of white marble.  The columns were evenly spaced around the edge, and two extensions of marble on either side of the steps held statues of the goddess.  Pale marble showed the perfection of her form, with a gold bow and arrows shown.  One statue showed a bear companion behind her, while the other showed the Goddess in full form, drawing her bow and aiming an arrow into the distance.  

 

Inside the columns, a second wall concealed the interior of the temple, with a door cut into the stone flanked by lit torches.  Toxotis marched up the steps, briefly stopping and bowing to each statue as he ascended the stairs.  After reaching the top, he continued into the interior of the temple through the stone-cut door.  Jaxx followed, briefly bowing to the statues as well.  Acting with utmost politeness towards the Gods had served him well so far, he figured.

 

Once inside the temple, the light brightened even though there were no obvious sources of light.  Jaxx recognized what he had started to think of as ‘Godslight’ from the Temple of Apollo.  Inside the main room were more columns holding up a marble roof, and a slight raised dais was centered inside the columns.  Upon the dais was another statue of Artemis.  It was a simple figure of slightly off-color marble.  Her face was perfection, with eyes of gold and her hair was a pale, pure-white marble that contrasted with her skin color.  A golden bow and quiver of arrows was slung on her back, and her facial expression was serene.

 

Jaxx studied the Goddess’ face:  tracing her features, he suddenly was very aware of her eyes:  he felt like she was studying him back.  As he looked into her golden eyes, they flashed red and her face was instantly transformed into a snarling visage of hate.  Jaxx shouted and stepped back.

 

Toxotis turned from his position ahead of Jaxx.  “What is wrong, friend?”  His face was concerned, but Jaxx thought he saw a bit of a smirk as well as he turned away at Jaxx’s headshake.

 

Jaxx’s heart pounded.  “What the hell was that,” he wondered silently.  The level of malice he had felt during that split second unnerved him.

 

Just then a small and leathery woman stepped into the area where Jaxx and Toxotis were standing.  She was wearing what looked like hunting leathers, with a white cloak that swirled around her and covered her from shoulders to shins.  A golden embroidered bear snarled from her breast, and she carried a staff as tall as she was.  Her skin was pale, and pale hair showed from under her cloak’s hood.  

 

She halted in front of Jaxx, studying him.  A quick glance at Toxotis showed him relaxed, folding his arms and smirking.

 

She turned back to Jaxx and smiled, showing teeth.  “My name is Adrasteia.  I am the Priestess of Artemis here in Delios.  Welcome to the Temple of Artemis.”

 

“Glad to meet you, Priestess.  Thank you for your welcome to the Temple.”  

 

“We have been expecting you,” she said.  “The Goddess is most interested in you.  I understand you are an Avatar.”

 

“I am,” confirmed Jaxx.  “I was told that you had a problem that required my assistance.  The Priest of Apollo in Triada sent me here to help.”

 

“You were told correctly, Avatar.”

 

“Call me Jaxx, please.”

 

“Very well.  Our problem is indeed one that plagues us unmercifully.  Travelers to and from our Village have been getting attacked and killed.  Normally we would suspect bandits or robbers, but these are just killings.  The travelers are slaughtered and their possessions simply left to lie with the bodies.”

 

“Weird.  Almost argues for a monster, then,” Jaxx said.  

 

Toxotis grunted in agreement.  “I, ah, perhaps have some experience in these matters.  If the goods are left, it is not human bandits.”  He sheepishly grinned at Jaxx and Adrasteia at the admittance.

 

The Priestess sniffed, “I’m sure you have plenty of experience with this area, Toxotis.  I would not associate with your kind lightly, but you are favored by our Goddess and thus, safe within these walls.”

 

Toxotis bowed mockingly, his smirk firmly in place.  “Happy to be of service.”

 

Adrasteia turned back to Jaxx, “I hope that you as an Avatar are more honorable than this bandit.”

 

Jaxx held up a hand.  “I am an honorable man, but please do not assume that all Avatars are the same.  I am but the first of what will be many of my kind to visit this world, and not all of us are honorable.  Please, trust us as you would anyone else:  individually.”

 

Her eyes narrowed: “Why would you tell me this?  You tell me not to trust you?”

 

“No, I simply say not to trust me solely due to my being an Avatar:  judge my actions and decide for yourself.”

 

“Humph – your words do you credit.  Very well.  Let us see what kind of man you are, Jaxx.”

 

“I will serve as best as I am able,” Jaxx said with another bow.

 

Quest – Find the Attackers

Difficulty – Hard

Discover what has been killing travelers in the area surrounding Delios.  

Bonus – Eliminate the threat yourself.

 Reward – 2500 xp, 5 gold, 500 reputation with Delios Village, Rare weapon (2H)

 

Optional – Eliminate the threat alone – reward – 5,000 xp, 20 gold, rare armor piece

Increased reputation with Artemis

 

“I accept,” Jaxx said, as the window vanished.  “We will find and destroy what has been causing this trouble.”

 

Adrasteia studied him, then replied “Go with the Gods.”  She turned and strode away, staff clicking on the marble floor.

 

Jaxx glanced at Toxotis, who looked back impassively.  “I understand if you don’t want to get involved,” Jaxx said.  The other man brushed that aside.  “I am with you, Jaxx.  I owe you.”  With that, Toxotis led the way out of the Temple.

 

Once outside, Toxotis turned to Jaxx.  “I don’t know about you, my friend, but I would like a warm meal, a cold beer, and a soft place to sleep tonight before we go adventuring.”

 

Jaxx laughed.  “That sounds great, lead on.”

 

Toxotis turned and led the way down the street.  He followed the road back out of what Jaxx was calling the Inner Circle of the town through the inner wall and back onto the main circular thoroughfare.  Ignoring the catcalls of merchants, he strode about a quarter of the way around the village towards a two-story stone building with a stable and barn attached to the back of it.  The stable was sandwiched between the inn and the inner wall.  A sign out front listed the name of the inn as the “Centaur’s Barrel.”  A crude drawing of a centaur with a wooden barrel as his body completed the sign.

 

Toxotis pointed to the sign and laughed.  “Barrel?  Get it?  You know that part of a horse is called the barrel, so…”  Jaxx interrupted, “I got it,” laughing.  They pushed their way through the door into the inn.

 

The common room was a large, well-lit area with a smoky hearth in the center of the room, with a copper chimney suspended above it.  Small wooden tables dotted the room, which were spread far enough apart that it seemed odd to Jaxx.  You could certainly fit more tables in here if you wanted to.  Looking around, the doors were all oversized too, wide enough to fit a horse.

 

A few tables were occupied with a single person at each.  They all looked up as Jaxx and Toxotis came in, then went back to their cups.  

 

Toxotis grabbed a table in the corner of the room and sat with his back to the corner.  He gestured to the other chair at the table.  “Sit, my friend.”

 

Jaxx sat down and leaned his spear against the wall.  He shrugged out of his cloak and leaned back, freezing when he heard the chair creak.”

 

“Careful!” said Toxotis with a chuckle.  “Those chairs are not meant for giants.”

 

Just then the barmaid came from the back room and Jaxx realized the reason for the wide doors and extra space between the tables.  She was a centaur.  A brown and white patched horse body was on the lower portion, while a human torso attached to the top of the horse body where a normal horses’ neck would be.  She was slightly brown-skinned in her human portion, with a bit longer than normal arms that looked strong.  She was wearing a red tunic and obviously nothing on underneath, as her breasts were very large.  A long, brown length of hair flowed down her human back, and her face was wide with a nose that was a bit larger than average.  The way she held her head up caused her nostrils to flare a bit, which enhanced the “horse” image in his mind.  She was magnificent, Jaxx decided.

 

“Ahem.”  The snort of annoyance came from the centaur maid, who was staring at him in annoyance.  Jaxx realized he had been staring.  He started to apologize and the maid cut him off.

 

“No problem, we get a lot of small-minded ones in here who’ve never seen a centaur before.  Used to bigots.”  With that, she thumped two mugs of beer on the table and whirled, hooves clopping, and practically trotted back through the back door of the bar, tail swishing angrily.

 

Jaxx sat there, mouth open.  He couldn’t think of anything to say, and his mouth moved on its own as he tried to respond.  He turned just as Toxotis burst out with a roar of laughter.

 

“BWAHAHAHA” he brayed.  He laughed until tears started rolling down his cheeks, all the while Jaxx sat staring daggers at him.  It was a few minutes until he could speak coherently.  “Oh Gods, the look on your face” he laughed.  

 

“You done?” Jaxx asked, trying to cover up how embarrassed he was.  

 

“Yes, lad, I’m done” replied the archer.  “I take it that you have never met a centaur before.”

 

“How’d you guess?”

 

“They are good people.  I know this one’s father well, he owns this inn.”

 

“What did she mean about bigots?”

 

“Well, as I’m sure you are aware, not everyone in the world is as tolerant as we are.  There are quite a few half-human races out there – centaurs, giants, minotaurs, cyclops, mermaids, satyrs – all are people, same as you and me, just different.  There are some who can only see the differences.”

 

Jaxx thought about it and understood.  Humans as a whole were naturally prejudiced against anything considered different or abnormal – Jaxx was just sad that it seemed to have followed them into a world that was created.

 

They quickly drained their mugs, and the centaur barmaid came back out with two full mugs.  She glared at Jaxx as she set them down, and was turning to leave again when Jaxx spoke up.

 

“Hold, dear maiden, I wish to apologize.  My name is Jaxx, and I am an Avatar only recently arrived in Olympus.  I have never met one of your kind before, and was speechless before your magnificent image.  Please forgive me, and bless me with your name.”  Toxotis was smirking at him again.

 

The barmaid blinked, “You wish my name?  Why?  And what is an Avatar?”  Her tone was suspicious, but the flattery was having an effect.  Unconsciously she was smoothing her shirt front as she waited for a response.

 

“An Avatar is a visitor from another world, brought here to serve the Gods directly,” Toxotis interjected.

 

“Is this true?” her eyes on Jaxx.  

 

“It is,” confirmed Jaxx.

 

She studied Jaxx for a bit longer, then offered her name.  “My name is Hylonome.  Welcome to the Barrel, my father and I run it.”

 

“Pleased to meet you, Hylonome.”  Jaxx stood and offered her his hand.  Even at his height, she overtopped him by several inches.  She stared at his hand for a second, then took it, glancing up at him.  When she smiled, she showed big teeth.

 

“Can I get you two anything to eat?” she asked them as she released Jaxx’s hand.  Toxotis immediately answered in the affirmative, ordering two servings of stew.

 

Jaxx lowered himself back into his seat, keeping he eyes on Hylonome as he did so.  Beside him, Toxotis chuckled.  “Forget it, friend, it won’t work.”  At Jaxx’s questioning look, he said, “Humans and centaurs can’t…. you know.  Wrong anatomy.”

 

“I wasn’t thinking of that,” Jaxx glared at him.  “I was just…. marveling.  What an incredible woman.”

 

Toxotis stared at him for a second.  At Jaxx’s raised eyebrow, he explained, “It must be an Avatar thing or something.  Most people…. have their worldviews and stick with them.  And most of them don’t care for anyone other than human.  View the mixed races as little better than monsters.  Second class citizens.”

 

“And you?”

 

“I figure that anyone who doesn’t make a habit of eating humans, and follows the Gods – especially Artemis – is okay in my book.  Are there centaurs that are assholes?  Sure, same as any race.  But I’d rather judge for myself, individually.”

 

Jaxx smiled.  “That’s the same way I feel.  And while yes, as an Avatar, the ‘mixed races’ as you call them are unique to me, as we have none of them in my world, I don’t necessarily think of them as monsters either.”

 

As Toxotis agreed, he added, “But again, as I told the Priestess, don’t think that all Avatars are like me.  Some will absolutely see them as monsters, as less than human.  In fact, some will think that anyone who is not an Avatar…. doesn’t matter.”

 

Toxotis sat back.  “What do you mean, doesn’t matter?  Why would they think that?”

 

Jaxx thought furiously.  How to explain that some, in fact the majority of players, that came to Olympus online would view all of the people here as simply NPCs?  That their lives were simply computer-generated fiction, created in a computer and extinguished just as easily?  It was a problem that wouldn’t go away easily, if at all.  And Jaxx wasn’t sure how his friend would take it, or even if he would understand it at all.  

 

“When we Avatars come here from my world, it is different from our current one.  You understand?”

 

At Toxotis’ nod, he continued.  “Well, because of that, some Avatars will believe that whatever they do here doesn’t matter:  that whatever they do, good or evil, is simply a game.  They won’t think that it is real.”

 

“I don’t understand.  How would it not be real?  And how would their actions not matter?  There are consequences to everyone’s actions, good or bad.  Are you saying that what you do here as an Avatar has no bearing on your world?  That if you commit evil acts here, it won’t matter?”

 

“To some of them, yes.  And it is not because they are evil people – they just won’t view their actions as “evil” because they won’t consider this world real.”

 

“Evil is evil,” Toxotis said firmly.  “The Gods know that I have done my fair share of questionable things.  But I always knew there would be consequences, and nothing I have ever done has been for…. for the sheer joy of being evil or hurting people.  What you are describing….”

 

Jaxx interjected.  “Think of it this way – imagine the Gods take you to a world that they created, just for you.  And they tell you that you can do anything you want, and whatever you do will stay in that world and when you come back, few people if any will know what you did.  Rape, murder, whatever.  Would you be tempted?  If you knew that it was not real, really believed it, would you feel guilty for what you did?”

 

Toxotis sat for a while, thinking.  He sighed and admitted, “I guess if I look at it that way, it makes a bit more sense.  In that situation, a truly evil man might be free to follow his passions.  But a man who was not evil, but with no actual consequences, might act that way too.  But he would not be truly evil, just…. what would be a good term…. experimenting?  Doing things that he ordinarily would not do, simply because there were no consequences.”

 

“Exactly.  And someone truly moral and good, would act accordingly simply because that is his nature.”  

 

“I think I understand better how it must be for you, my friend,” Toxotis said.  “But I will tell you this:  I believe that you are a good person, both here and in your world.  And I believe I know the solution to this conundrum that you have presented me with.”  At Jaxx’s questioning eyebrow, he said “Simple.  The Gods should give an incentive in the created world to act good, rather than evil.  And make consequences felt if I would act as the latter.”

 

“Thank you, my friend,” Jaxx said.  He was a bit moved by the trust that Toxotis showed.  He thought about the man’s solution.  “That actually makes a lot of sense.  And who knows, perhaps the Gods that brought me here have already thought of that.  After all, I have only acted true to my nature since I have been here.”

 

“And what is your nature, then?” Toxotis wanted to know.

 

“Why, a Hero, of course” said Jaxx with a big grin.  Toxotis guffawed.  “That you are, my friend.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

 

 

The next morning, after a hearty breakfast given to them by the centauress Hylonome, the duo set out from Delios.  Over breakfast they had made a basic plan:  to patrol around the village in hopes of either finding tracks that would lead them to the offending monsters, or perhaps act as bait for them and be attacked.

 

As they left the gate, they set off down the road.  They had determined they would travel for a bit on the road, then turn and begin to circle the village at a distance of several miles, crossing all of the roads leading to Delios and hopefully come across signs of their quarry.

 

As they walked, Toxotis was silent for some time.  Jaxx allowed the man to think quietly and simply enjoyed the scenery.  As Olympus was a world based on ancient Greece, the terrain matched that country.  Mountains surrounds them on all sides and the majesty of them still entranced Jaxx.  The amount of detail in this world was still astounding to him.  Perhaps someday it would all become old hat to him:  Jaxx hoped that it would be a long time before the glory of the world faded in his eyes to the mundane.

 

“I have been thinking of the scenario you presented me with yesterday,” Toxotis said suddenly, jolting Jaxx from his reverie.

 

“And?”

 

“I wonder if that is truly how you view this world, as an Avatar.  That we are simply a made-up world that the Gods have made for your entertainment?  That truly nothing you do here matters, and that it is really only your personal morality that keeps you from acting evilly?”

 

At Toxotis’ worrying glance, Jaxx tried to reassure his friend.  “That is not how I myself see it:  I feel that no matter the absolute truth of things, that everything I do matters.  That there are consequences to everything, even if only to myself.  And I absolutely see you and everyone here as people, rather than made up…. automatons would be the closest word for it.”

 

“That is reassuring my friend.  In truth, a man’s character is defined by his actions.  Yours, from what I have experienced, has been above reproach in all matters.”

 

Jaxx laughed, relieved.  “Thank you, I try.”

 

They continued on for several hours, lighthearted banter from both continuing in a conscious effort to dispel the gloomy thoughts that had darkened their journey.

 

Rounding a sharp corner in the road, Toxotis stopped.  His body posture changed, hunching slightly as he examined the road ahead with narrowed eyes.  One hand was on his bow, the other on his quiver of arrows.

 

Jaxx stopped as well and reflexively tightened his grip on his spear.  “What is it?”

 

“Not sure.  Feels different.  And I don’t hear any birds anymore.”

 

Listening intently, Jaxx realized as well that the background noise of the forest that lined both sides of the road had quieted.  He looked around sharply, trying to find anything out of place.  Nothing seemed the matter, just a feeling that something wasn’t quite right.

 

Toxotis looked at Jaxx.  “Let’s continue, but with you alone on the road.  I will slip into the trees and shadow you, just in case someone tried to ambush.  Can you handle being alone for a bit?  Toxotis flashed a mocking smile.

 

Jaxx mock-glared at him.  “Of course I can!”  Knowing the man was teasing, he started walking forward as Toxotis slipped into the tree-line and vanished into Stealth.  Knowing the man had his back, Jaxx unconsciously held his spear forward and ready as he walked.  Following the road, he reached the next sharp curve.  As he approached, he heard a voice yelling “Help me.”  It was a female voice, and sounded quite panicked.

 

Jaxx rushed around the bend of the road and saw a woman tied to an overturned wagon about 100 yards down the road.  Over her head floated the name “Apphia.”  She was pulling and twisting at the rawhide leather thongs that held her to the broken wheel, slipping in the dust and crying, continuing to yell.  Immediately all thoughts of stealth vanished as he saw her:  all he could think about was to help her.  A small part of his mind cautioned him that this was entirely too much of a coincidence, that he should be cautious.  But it was only a small part, and he rushed forward towards the wagon.

 

As he reached the wagon, the woman turned and saw him approaching.  She screamed and tried to get away from him.  “Stop, relax, I am here to help,” Jaxx said.  The woman continued to try to get away, this time in silence.  Her eyes remained fixed on him, and then on his spear.  Realizing he was frightening her, he leaned the spear against the wagon a few paces away and turned toward her, hands held wide in a conciliatory gesture.

 

“Please, I am here to help you.  I won’t hurt you.”  Jaxx approached the woman, who had calmed a bit and stood trembling, tears running down her face.  She was pretty, with almond skin and large dark eyes.  Black hair fell down her back in a simply braid, and her dress was that of a working woman.  One piece of blue fabric was bisected by a leather belt around her waist, and simple sandals adorned her feet.  

“Please, help me get free of this rope.  Bandits attacked us and carried away my family.  I don’t know where my husband or son is!”  This admission was accompanied by sobs of terror.

 

Jaxx approached her, and slowly reached down to his dagger.  He took in his hand and reached towards her wrists.  Her breath caught as he slowly sawed on the leather thong, and as soon as her hands were free, she turned and fled into the trees besides the road, almost tripping in her haste to get away.

 

“Wait!” Jaxx yelled.  He started after her, then stopped about halfway to the tree line.  His spear!  In his haste he had left it leaning against the broken wagon.  He turned, then stopped.  On the road, in a line was 4 men who had approached from the opposite side of the road from the one the woman had ran to.

 

One, bigger than the rest by a couple inches, addressed Jaxx.  “Ho there, traveler.  Relax, and you won’t get hurt.  Over his head floated his name, “Iakhos” along with “Level 8 Bandit.”  He was dressed in simple forest clothes and sandals.  A leather belt held a scabbard with the bronze hilt of a sword showing.  He had some sort of scale armor on his chest and torso, with leather flaps exiting his arm holes and covering the upper parts of his arms.  A bronze helmet sat on his head, with what used to be a red crest coming from the top.  The crest was tattered and overall was in poor condition.  But however bedraggled the man seemed, Jaxx was sure the armor was quite functional.

 

“Why don’t you hand over any gold or silver you may be carrying, along with that fancy cloak, and be on your way?  We wouldn’t want you to get hurt, would we boys?”  At that, the other 3 men, who simply had “Level 5 Bandit” over their heads, began to spread out and encircle Jaxx.  They were all armed with bronze swords, but had no armor.

 

“What if I say no?”  Jaxx already had a good idea about what was happening:  it was a fairly common scripted encounter and frankly he was a bit disappointed that the AI couldn’t come up with a more entertaining scenario.  But he figured he’d play along, as he was sure that Toxotis was watching from the trees and would back him up.

 

Iakhos laughed, fingering his sword.  “Well, in that case, I guess you would get hurt after all.  Come now, be smart.  You left your weapon behind and are alone.  4 on one would be bad odds even if you were armed:  as it is, you have no chance.”  The other bandits continued to circle as Jaxx stood still.  He allowed it, knowing that it would put them in a better position for Toxotis, who he assumed was behind him in the trees.  

 

Iakhos’ smile disappeared.  “All right, enough talk.  Strip out of that cloak, hand over any valuables, and then lay down in the road until we are gone.  I won’t ask again.”

 

Jaxx almost laughed.  Scripted right out of a Hollywood movie.  He shifted his body, ready to charge.  Might as well stay in character.

 

“Yarrrgh!” he yelled as he charged forward toward the bandit leader.  As he ran, he yelled “Toxotis, take them!” knowing that his friend’s arrows would be targeting the lesser bandits behind him.  As he ran towards Iakhos, the man’s eyes widened at the sudden movement, but it didn’t slow his sword draw a bit as he whipped it from its scabbard.  In the split second he had to look, Jaxx noticed the achingly sharp looking edge as the sword whipped towards him in cross draw slash.  Jaxx dodged, feeling the sword bite into his left arm as he went right by Iakhos towards the wagon.

 

 

 

Iakhos recovered from the slash and then realized what Jaxx was doing:  by dodging to his right, Jaxx had put himself in line with his spear that was still leaning up against the wagon.  Even surprised, he was quick enough to kick out and trip Jaxx before he could reach the spear.

 

Jaxx tumbled, his momentum enough to send him sprawling against the wagon’s side and broken wheel.  Several large snapping sounds make him fear he had broken a bone, then realized his weight had broken the spokes of the wagon wheel.  A desperate spin on the ground brought him face to face with his spear shaft, which he grabbed in desperation and tried to bring the spear head around towards Iakhos.

 

As he brought the shaft around, a glitter from the edge of Iakhos’ sword flashed and he barely blocked the deadly slash from hitting him in the face.  The impact shoved the spear haft back into his face, and the impact made his eyes water a bit.  The pain was there, but seemed distant.  Out of the corner of his eye he saw his rage meter beginning to rise.  Jaxx realized that his Barbarian nature was beginning to take over.

 

A bronze sword sliced your arm.  +30 damage!  HP 130/160

 

With a roar, he spun the spear and slammed it against the bandit’s legs.  With a whuff the man fell backwards, the power of the blow stunning him for a second.  Jaxx took the opportunity to begin to stand, using his spear as a lever, when a body slammed into him.  One of the lower level Bandits had joined the fray.

 

The impact took Jaxx to the ground again, and he barely held on to his spear with his right hand.  With his left he reached up and grabbed the hilt of the sword the bandit was swinging towards him.  He squeezed with all his strength and felt the sword bend in his hand, trapping the bandit’s hand inside the hilt and causing him to yell in pain.  Staggering backward, he tried to get the metal that was crushing his hand off.

 

With him out of the fight for now, Jaxx again attempted to stand.  At this point, one of the Gods must have intervened because another of the lower bandits was rushing him and tripped over Iakhos who was in the process of getting up from the blow to his legs.  The lower bandit went flying forward into the side of the wagon head first.  A loud crack announced that another of the lower bandits was out of the fight.

 

You have slain a Level 4 Bandit!  +50 XP

 

Apparently permanently.

 

Jaxx stood with the brief reprieve.  He saw Iakhos was finally up and facing him, sword at the ready.  The 3 remaining bandits were slowing spreading out around him as he stood with his back to the wagon.  Jaxx double checked.  Three?  So Toxotis was still not in the fight.  Where was he?  Jaxx did not believe his friend would abandon him.  Intense worry immediately sprung to live in his gut:  if he died, he would respawn back at the inn in Delios, as Jaxx had figured out how to reset his spawn point.  That had been a relief; Jaxx didn’t want to have to travel all the way from the Forest Glade where he had originally spawned in this world.  But Toxotis would die forever if he were killed.  

 

With 3 opponents, Jaxx realized that staying on the defensive was suicide.  With a roar, he feinted at Iakhos, then spun the sharp end of his spear towards the bandit to his right, who was marginally closer than the other two.  His feint worked, and it gave him enough time to plant his spear head right into the chest of the bandit, killing him.  The man stared at Jaxx, eyes going glassy as he dropped his sword.  He had managed to stab Jaxx in the meat of his shoulder, dealing a shallow blow.  His rage meter jumped again.

 

You were stabbed!  +10 damage.  HP 120/160

 

You have slain a Level 4 Bandit.  +50 XP

 

With the loss of another of his men, Iakhos paused.  Suddenly the odds seemed much more even, and the large, muscled Barbarian in front of seemed like a much harder prospect than before.  Iakhos smiled again.  He still had his trump card to play.

 

“I say it one more time, Barbarian.  Drop your spear and lay down on the ground.”

 

Jaxx laughed.  “Why should I do that?  I have already killed two of you; do you think that you are up to the task?”

 

Iakhos smiled again.  “If you do not, your friend is dead.”  He pointed to his right towards the trees.

 

Jaxx glanced that way, wary of a trick.  His eyes widened when he saw his friend, Toxotis, being led out of the forest by the woman that he had “saved.”  Apphia, the woman he had saved, was pushing Toxotis ahead of her, a sharp dagger in her hand.  Her description over her head had changed:

 

Apphia, Level 10 Priestess of Nyx

 

“Lay down your weapon, Avatar!” she commanded, holding the dagger near Toxotis’ throat.

 

“Who are you?” asked Jaxx.  

 

“I am a Priestess of Nyx, Daughter of Chaos and Mother of Death, and I am here to seal your Doom,” she yelled, her eyes flashing with zealotry.

 

A bit dramatic, thought Jaxx, but okay.  Things begin to clear up.  She was a trap to lure him in, and he fell for it perfectly.

 

“Are you responsible for the attacks on travelers to and from Delios?” Jaxx asked, stalling.  He was trying to think of a way to get her away from Toxotis.  He knew that if he did as commanded, he would be killed.  Not such a big deal for him, but he knew they would kill his friend too.  Jaxx couldn’t bear the thought of Toxotis, NPC or not, digital construct or not, being destroyed.  In the short time he had known him, he had become Jaxx’s best friend.

 

“Not that it matters to you, but yes,” she answered.  “Our Gods told us the best way to trap a would-be Hero such as you.  You fell into our trap cleanly and stupidly, just as they said you would.”

 

More classic villain dialogue.  If Jaxx ever had the chance to rate this game or give feedback, he would suggest new writers.

 

“If you let him go, I will surrender without a fight.”  Jaxx hoped this would work.  He could send Toxotis away, alive, and then if he died, he would meet him back at Delios. 

 

“Surrender first,” she said.  As she spoke, Toxotis met Jaxx’s eyes.  With a slight nod, his eyes darted left, then back to Jaxx’s.  Jaxx nodded, catching his meaning.  With a roar, Jaxx wound up and threw his spear directly at Toxotis.

 

At the last second, Toxotis yanked his body out of the line of fire and pulled the Priestess hard to her left, causing the spear to hit her in the shoulder and penetrate through to protrude from her back.  Her gasp of pain was loud, and she dropped her dagger to grasp the spear shaft that was sticking out of her shoulder.

 

While this was happening, Iakhos, after hesitating a second when Jaxx threw his spear, rushed forward now that Jaxx was unarmed.  His sword slammed into Jaxx’s shoulder, and his body pushed Jaxx up against the wagon.

 

You were sliced by a sword!  +20 Damage – HP 100/160

 

Out of the corner of his eye, Jaxx saw the remaining Bandit rushing in to help, and he realized he only had a split second of time.  But that last blow had caused his Rage meter to reach maximum, and with a gleeful feeling Jaxx activated his Berserk ability.  Immediately all pain left him, and his HP and Stamina bars filled to full.  He grabbed Iakhos in a bear hug and squeezed with all of his enhanced strength, picking the lead Bandit off of the ground and holding him in midair.

 

Immediately, two loud cracks pierced the air as Iakhos’ arms broke simultaneously.  He howled with pain and terror, and dropped his bronze sword when his hands could no longer hold the hilt.  The lesser Bandit skidded to a stop, eyes wide in horror as he watched his leader held off of the ground by the red-eyed Barbarian, being slowly crushed to death.

 

You have slain a level 8 Bandit (by crushing him to death, well done!).  +600 XP

 

Once Jaxx saw Iakhos’ eyes roll up in his head, he knew that he was unconscious and unceremoniously dropped him on the ground in a heap.  He turned to the remaining Bandit, who was still standing stock still holding his sword.  As Jaxx started towards him, he shrieked, dropped his sword, and bolted down the road, eyes glued over his shoulder to see if Jaxx was following him.

 

But Jaxx had other priorities – through his red haze, he was focused on the woman.  The Priestess Apphia had pulled the spear from herself and stood regarding him calmly.  A small thread of rational thought wormed under the rage – worry about Toxotis, and the certain knowledge that he needed to end this quickly before Berserk wore off and he was drained of all Stamina.

 

As he launched himself towards Apphia with a roar, a slight smile appeared on her face, and she raised one hand towards him.  A slight shimmer in the air was all he noticed before he felt a vast force strike him and launch him backwards.  It felt like an invisible door had been slammed in his face…by a giant.

 

The shock was enough to break his rage and immediately he felt drained, as his stamina bar fell to zero and it was difficult to move.  “A magic user!” thought Jaxx.  The first he had seen.  To be honest he had forgotten that one of the choices of characters had been a Sorcerer, so magic must exist here.  He just hadn’t seen it until now.

 

Apphia smirked and began to slowly walk towards Jaxx.  “You should have surrendered, Avatar.  I wouldn’t have hurt you, much.  But my orders are only to deliver you alive.  They said nothing about being in one piece.”  She glanced down at her bloody wound.  “And I owe you a bit of pain.”

 

Jaxx groaned, straining his empty muscles to move, to get up and get away.  In this condition, against her magic, he was helpless.  Her eyes, which at first at seemed dark brown, were in fact black, and seemed to glow with her magic.

 

At that point an arrow thunked into Apphia’s shoulder, on the opposite side of her spear wound.  She let out a shriek, and diverted her attention from Jaxx to Toxotis, who was standing in the road behind Jaxx.  He knocked another arrow and released it.  This time, it hit an invisible shield in front of Apphia.

 

“Forgot about me, did you?” Toxotis said.  He began firing arrow after arrow, each one striking the shield and driving it a bit towards Apphia with each arrow.  It was apparent that it wouldn’t last long, and with a hiss she raised her hand towards the heavens and chanted. 

 

Beautiful, black-eyed Nyx, cloaked in darkness,
older than old, daughter of misty Chaos,
mother of great and mighty spirits, I call to you.

Transport me to your realm

Through shadows and dust

 

Immediately a dark mist enveloped Apphia, starting at her feet (and Jaxx could swear it came out of her shadow on the ground) and then the mist fled into the forest, moving from shadow to shadow in a wave of slinky, slithering blackness.  

 

Toxotis walked over to Jaxx, who had managed to sit up now that he was out of combat and his stamina was beginning to recover.  He offered a hand, which Jaxx took, and helped heave him to his feet.  Jaxx wavered a bit, still unsteady, but feeling extremely relieved that Toxotis was unharmed.

 

“What happened?” Jaxx asked.  “You were to scout the trees and back me up!”

 

Toxotis looked down, seemingly embarrassed.  “Yes, well, I fell into the same trap you did.”

 

“What trap?”

 

Toxotis looked up, a grin on his face.  “A woman in distress.  She came running straight through where I was hiding, and spotted me.  She then ran to me, crying, flinging her arms around me.  And then I was trapped by her magic.  I couldn’t move more than a little.  So, she disarmed me, flinging my bow and quiver into the woods, and then led me back to your fight as a hostage.  You know what happened after that.”

 

Jaxx clapped him on the shoulder.  “I am so relieved you are ok, my friend.  I spent that whole fight worried about you once I realized that you were not covering my back.”

 

“It is a good thing your mighty strength was up to the task.  And that your aim was good.  Very few warriors can throw a heavy spear like that.”

 

“It is you who won the battle, Toxotis.  I was completely done.  It was your arrows that drove her away.”  Jaxx looked away, a bit embarrassed at having to be rescued.

 

“Don’t worry about it.  I won’t tell Hylonome that you had to be rescued today.”  Toxotis pronounced this gem with a smug grin.

 

Jaxx looked up sharply.  “What?  What do you mean?  Why would I care what she thinks?”  His immediate anger caused Toxotis to laugh even more.

 

Jaxx angrily stomped over to pick up his spear and loot the bandits, hearing Toxotis’ chuckles the entire way.  At that same time, he saw some blinking notifications and mentally clicked on them.

 

 

Quest – Find the Attackers Complete!

Difficulty – Hard

Discover what has been killing travelers in the area surrounding Delios – Complete!  

Bonus – Eliminate the threat yourself. – Complete!

 Reward – 2500 xp, 5 gold, 500 reputation with Delios Village, Rare weapon (2H)

 

Optional – Eliminate the threat alone – reward – 5,000 xp, 20 gold, rare armor piece

Increased reputation with Artemis

 

+7500 experience.  Collect gold and rewards from Priestess of Artemis.

 

Congratulations!  Level 7 achieved!

+2 Strength

+2 Constitution

+1 all other stats

 

Congratulations!  Level 8 achieved!

+2 Strength

+2 Constitution

+1 all other stats

 

+1 2H Spears

 

+1 Dodge

 

+1 Improvisation

 

+5 Unarmed Combat

 

Wow!  That fight had and quest reward had given him two whole levels, and most of the way to a third.

 

Jaxx pulled up his character sheet:

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
8



	
Total XP 

	
11,520



	
XP to Next Level

	
1280



	
Strength

	
15



	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
7 



	
Stamina

	
7



	
Constitution

	
15



	
Charisma

	
7



	
Rage Capacity

	
18



	
Skills

	
Dodge – 12

2H Spear – 13

Improvisation – 5

1H Sword – 3

Shield – 1

Fire Starting – 1

Fortification – 1

Stealth – 7

Weapon Repair – 1

Unarmed Combat – 6

1H Axes - 1



 

Skills

 



	
Dodge – Level 12

	
Dodge is the ability to avoid blows in combat.  Each successful combat session where you successfully dodge at least one attack will raise this by +1.  Only one level will be achieved per combat session.  Current affect – 12% more likely to dodge an attack by an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to dodge by 5%.  Agility level increases Dodge.



	
2H Spear – Level 13

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 2H spear is increased by 13% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Improvisation – Level 5

	
Improvisation is the ability to make something from nothing.  5% increased chance to put together a viable item from raw materials.



	
1H Sword – Level 3

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 3% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Fire Starting – Level 1

	
The ability to start fires is a gift straight from Prometheus himself.  Higher levels allow you to start fires in adverse conditions.  1% increased chance to start fires.



	
1H Sword – Level 3

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 3% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Shield – Level 3

	
Your chance to block a blow with an equipped shield increased by 3% from an enemy at or below your level.  Your chance to land a blow with a shield increased by 3% against an attacker at or below your level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to block and hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit and block with shields.



	
Stealth – Level 4

	
You move silently, grasshoppah!  4% chance to move unnoticed while sneaking around.  You are slightly ashamed as a Barbarian shouldn’t be sneaking, but here we are.



	
Fortification – Level 1

	
You begin to appreciate the value of a well-fortified position.  You do 1% more damage and receive 1% less damage when fighting from a fortified position. 



	
Unarmed Combat – Level 6

	
You are a barbarian!  6% more base damage dealt when using your fists in combat.



	
1H Axes – Level 1

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H axe is increased by 1% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



 

Blessings

 



	
Apollo’s Light (Cloak)

	
+2 to Agility

+2 to HP regeneration (5 per minute)

+2 to Stamina regeneration (5 per minute)



 

 

Solid gains in strength and constitution, and good overall growth.  He noticed the surprising 5 levels in unarmed combat, but realized that he’d done more of his damage in the fight barehanded.  

He turned to Toxotis.  “All right, let’s go.”

“Go?”  Toxotis looked surprised.  “Go where?  We have found the source of the traveler deaths.  We should head back to Delios.”

“How do you know that was the only thing out here?” Jaxx asked.

Toxotis spoke slowly, as if to a child or a slow adult.  “Because the quest completed.  If there were more to do, we would not have fulfilled the quest.”

Jaxx felt dumb.  That should have been obvious.  Maybe the stamina drain from Berserk was still affecting him.  Well, that and his 0 intellect.

“Huh, yeah you’re right.  Well, I still want to do the full circle of the town.”

“What?  Why?  That will take 2 or 3 days of living out in the woods.  We have good food, good beer, warm beds….”  He looked slyly at Jaxx.  “Hylonome.”

Jaxx laughed.  He knew Toxotis was just teasing him.  “Well, I think that it would be a good thing to clear out any dangerous monsters that are close to the town, and perhaps get some XP and level up a bit.”

Toxotis nodded.  “That makes sense.  It is difficult for a single person to level up on their own, far easier for a group who can watch each other’s backs.”

“Yeah, speaking of that….”  And it was Toxotis’ turn to look away in embarrassment.

Jaxx laughed.  “It wasn’t your fault that the witch’s magic captured you unawares.  If I hadn’t been in my Berserk status, it might have caught me too.  Plus, as a Barbarian I am naturally resistant to mental magic.”

“Yeah, that zero Intellect sure does show up sometimes…” Toxotis mumbled under his breath.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

 

Two days later, Jaxx was starting to question his decision.  It had seemed to be the right call, continuing their circuit of the village to clear out any monsters surrounding the village.  To be honest, he hadn’t really expected to see much and was just hoping for a pleasant few days of recovery, with perhaps the odd fight with some wolves or something.  He had been mistaken.

The first day, they had tangled with a pack of Forest Wolves and a giant snake.  The wolves had included a Matriarch, who was level 9 and a tough fight.  Jaxx had been unable to find a constricted area like he had with the Wolf Alpha, so the fight dragged on for over 2 hours.  Having Toxotis with him had made a huge difference, as he was able to constantly draw the attention of the wolves away from Jaxx, allowing him to fight them one at a time.  Toxotis had been severely drained by having to kite the wolves around and had needed some time to recover.

Towards the end of the day, Jaxx had literally stumbled upon the snake while searching for a good campsite.  Before he knew it, coils of heavy, muscled snake had covered his lower body and began to squeeze.  Only quick thinking by Jaxx, coupled with the quick availability of Berserk, had allowed him to attack and sever the snake using his sword.  Toxotis had peppered the snake’s head with arrows, and they had killed it pretty easily after that.  

Both passed out after a very long day, trusting that the area was fairly clear of predators due to the snake’s presence.

The next morning, they had awoken to a pouring rain and were soaking wet.  Almost immediately upon setting off after a cold and wet breakfast, they had stumbled into a pack of Gorgons.

Gorgons, Jaxx had discovered, snake-like creatures with the lower bodies of large snakes, and the upper bodies of women.  Ugly women.  Their heads were covered with small, hissing snakes, and they were all armed with bows.  Caught by surprise, Jaxx had managed to kill one before they knew that Jaxx and Toxotis were there.  Toxotis had slain another in a duel at long range with arrows, while Jaxx had dodged arrows while trying to get the third one.  In what must have been a Gods favor of good fortune, he had managed to get his Rage up enough to hit Berserk, which apparently made him immune to the Gorgon’s ability to turn him to stone with their eyes.

Jaxx still remembered the look of shock on the last Gorgon’s face when her ability failed, and Jaxx’s spear had taken her head off.  Toxotis had just shaken his head, commenting “Lucky bastard.”

 

“About another half day to the main road,” Toxotis estimated, pausing to wipe the water from his eyes.  He was particularly grumpy due to the fact that he had to carry his bowstring wrapped in his pocket – he claimed he felt naked with his bow unstrung.

Jaxx wasn’t feeling much more cheerful after the Gorgon fight and slogging through the mud all day.  His footwear, solid leather sandals, was not suited for mud.  They sank in with every step due to his weight, and then the mud stayed in between the sandal and his foot, causing him to feel like he was going to slip at any moment.  The rest of him, however, was fairly dry – the water and mud slid off of Apollo’s Cloak easily, leaving him in much better condition than Toxotis, who was soaked to the bone.

As they walked, talking softly, they became aware of various carcasses of forest animals laying in various states of decay.  Stopping to examine a giant boar, they saw what looked like multiple bite marks at different parts of the animal, tearing away to get to the juicier bits like the heart and liver which were missing.

Toxotis examined the carcass, then did a quick walk around the area where they had found the boar, looking for tracks.  Jaxx saw him tense, clenching his bow in both of his hands.  He laid a hand on Toxotis’ shoulder, causing the man to jump.

Toxotis stood slowly, eyes never stopping as he looked around them.  “What is it?” asked Jaxx.

“I am not sure, but I think there is a hydra somewhere around here,” Toxotis said. 

“What is a hydra?” Jaxx asked.

“It is bad news.  Think of a large, lizard-like body with a long slender tail, barbed at the end.  It will have multiple heads, at least two, possibly more.  Each head is capable of magic, and can spit fire or lightning at its foes.  Couple that with spike armor, and fearsome teeth and claws.  Depending on the size, I do not know if we can defeat it.”

That sounded bad.  There were only two of them, and neither had much protection against magic.

“Where do you think it is?” Jaxx wondered.  He was making progress on his tracking, but Toxotis was a true master of the forest.  

“Judging by these tracks, it went that way.”  Toxotis pointed towards the way that they were already traveling.  “They tend to stick close to water, and are often found inhabiting a pond or lake.”

“What do you want to do?” asked Jaxx.  He was up for anything, and felt confident in his abilities, but he was worried (again) about Toxotis.  If Jaxx died, he’d awaken safe and sound back at the Barrel.  Toxotis wouldn’t.

“Let’s keep going, and keep a sharp eye out.  If you hear anything, stop and let’s evaluate before doing anything.  If it is a large one, we should leave it alone and tell the guard force in the Village.”

Jaxx agreed, and they continued through the downpour.  After a few miles, they heard the sounds of water, and paused.  Motioning for Jaxx to stay put, Toxotis glided off through the trees towards the sounds.

Jaxx waited, tucked under his Cloak.  He tried to remember what he could about hydras – he remembered that Hercules had killed one as part of his Tasks, and that if you cut off one of the heads, it supposedly grew back 2 in its place.  That probably meant that you had to get to its heart or somewhere vital – a fun task when you have scaly, fire-breathing heads trying to get to you while you did it.

After a few minutes, Toxotis came back through the trees, moving quietly.  “I found it,” he whispered to Jaxx.  “It is lounging in a pond up ahead.  It has just killed some sort of water creature and seems like it is sleeping off its meal.”

“How large is it?” Jaxx asked.  “It looks like it has 2 heads, and is about the size of a large horse in its body.  I can’t tell how long the tail is:  it is curled up around its body.”

“Level?”

“12.”  Toxotis looked grim.  The creature was 3 levels above Jaxx currently, and 5 above Toxotis.  Both had leveled the day before and were making progress today, but they were still outgunned.

“Toxotis.”  The man looked at Jaxx.  “If we do this, and it looks like we’re losing, I want you to leave me behind and get away.  I’ll make sure it focuses on me if it comes to that.”  Toxotis started to protest and Jaxx cut him off.  “No, if you won’t agree to leave me behind then we won’t even try.  Remember, I can come back from death – you can’t.  I won’t risk your life.”

Toxotis studied him, and nodded.  “Thank you for your concern for my life, my friend.  I know that to you; you could easily treat me as disposable.  The fact that you don’t speaks greatly to your character.”

Jaxx flashed a grin.  “I keep telling you that I’m a Hero, you just keep forgetting.”

Toxotis snorted.  “All right, Herakles, what’s the plan?”

“Well, I say the way we have been rolling has worked so far, why not keep it up?” Jaxx asked.

“So, you want to, what did you call it, tank him?  While I damage from afar?” Toxotis asked.  “Do you think you can handle that much damage?  Because I’m not sure that I can kill it that quickly before it takes you down.”

“All we can do it try,” Jaxx said.  He fixed Toxotis with a look.  “And remember- “

“I know, I know, if it goes badly, I leave you and run away, and meet you back in the village.”  Toxotis still looked unhappy about it, but he had accepted the conditions that Jaxx had demanded.

“Alright, lets go.”  Toxotis nodded, then moved out, stringing his bow as he went.  He circled around to the right around the edge of the trees next to the pond.  He was hoping to find a spot where he could fire from but had enough cover that he wouldn’t be fried by the hydra’s breath attack.

Jaxx entered Stealth and crept up to the edge of the tree line.  He settled down and looked at the hydra for himself.

The beast was lying on the edge of the pond.  As Toxotis had said, its body was about the size of a large horse.  The dual heads had necks that were about 10 ft long, from chest to nose.  It had blueish-green scales on the top half of its body, with whiter colors starting about midway up its sides and chest and extending down its belly.  The heads were about 3 feet long, with sleekly raked spikes and small, narrow eye sockets containing green eyes the color of moss.  The heads were lying, eyes half open, one on top of another.  The top head had its mouth half open, tongue hanging out.  It seemed lethargic, enjoying the sun’s rays.  Jaxx couldn’t see its entire body, only its front half, but the front legs were muscled, with small, dense scales flashing pale in the sun.  Long, dark claws kneaded the sand in a rhythmic pattern, almost like a cat kneading a knit blanket.  Jaxx squinted, trying to analyze it.  “Level 12 – Juvenile Hydra” was over its head.

Jaxx shook his head.  If that was a juvenile, he didn’t want to meet an adult until he was a lot stronger.

Jaxx waited until he saw Toxotis settle into place about ¼ of the way around the pond’s edge.  Toxotis strung an arrow, then gave Jaxx a nod.

Deep breath.  In, out.  “Okay,” Jaxx thought, “Let’s do this.”

Jaxx exited the edge of the wood-line at a run, holding his spear in both hands above his head.  His strong legs pushed him across the sand quickly and quietly.  The hydra, hearing him, raised one head and looked his way quizzingly, wondering what the sound was.  Jaxx saw its eyes widen right before he plunged his spear into the neck of the hydra.  His momentum and strength were enough to push the spear all the way through the neck of the hydra and into its body, pinning the head to its own trunk.  The pinned head let out a roar of pain and surprise, causing Jaxx’s head to ring with the noise.  His momentum, transferred perfectly to the strike, had stopped him on the left side of the hydra, pinning the left head in place.  The right head, woken by the jostling, whipped around towards Jaxx, squeezing itself between the ground and the bowed neck of the right head. 

Jaxx whipped himself backwards, falling on his ass, with the right head’s teeth barely missing him.  Jaxx couldn’t believe how fast the beast had reacted.  The right head, glaring at him, opened its mouth to hiss as the hydra got up to stand on all four legs.  Jaxx watched the head move back and forth, and he nearly missed the danger.  “Jaxx, duck!” yelled Toxotis as the hydra’s barbed tail came whistling around at head height.  Jaxx laid back flat as the tail whipped through the space where his body had been, then pushed himself up with his arms and shoulders to flip himself upright.  He saw the right head opening its jaws, about to breathe fire or lightning on him, and in desperation he dodged right and ran a few steps out of the line of fire.

A blast of lightning hit the earth where he had been standing, blowing a crater 2 feet in diameter and causing the sand in the middle to melt, glowing.  The sound of the blast dwarfed the hydras earlier roar.  

Glancing at the beast, Jaxx saw some arrows jutting from its torso and the head that was still pinned by Jaxx’s spear.  They didn’t seem to be slowing it down much, but every little bit helped, Jaxx figured.  He pulled his sword from its scabbard and rushed towards the left side, which Jaxx figured was the best way to go since the left side head was still pinned.  

WHAP.  Jaxx cursed to himself.  The damn tail!  It had come back around and caught him in the back, slamming him forward.  He dropped his sword and hit up against the body of the hydra, which had just stood up to its full height.

He lay there a second, against the beast, staring into the eye of the pinned head.  It was enraged, glowing moss-green, and slavering from its jaws as it bit at the air, straining to get to him.  This close, it reminded him of an old move with dinosaurs who had been cloned and predictably let loose to attack the humans who had cloned them.  Just now, the image of a terrifying head full of sharp teeth and hatred made it all too real.  

Jaxx ducked as the right head came snaking around its body to try to bite him, but its trunk and pinned head were too bulky and it couldn’t reach him while he stayed close to it.  Unfortunately, the beast realized what was going on and did something Jaxx didn’t foresee.

The right head turned and sank its teeth into the left head, next to where the spear was still pinning it to its body.  It began ripping and tearing, biting through the left head’s neck.  It was trying to bite through the left neck, Jaxx realized. 

He heard Toxotis screaming, “Jaxx, get out of there!  Two new heads will grow!  Get out!”

Jaxx grabbed his spear and with brute strength ripped it out of the hydra’s neck, sideways.  A huge gout of blood came with it, and with the left head not supported by the spear shaft anymore, the next heave from the right head ripped it right off of the body of the hydra.  A great gout of blood came from its neck, and the beast stumbled, falling to its knees.  The right head spit out the left, and instead of pain, roared in triumph.  It kept its eyes on Jaxx as it knelt there, waiting for something.

Jaxx, listening to Toxotis, was retreating towards the trees, when he saw the left head start to shimmer.  The bleeding stopped, and rapidly, too rapidly, two heads grew from the base of the old head.  The new heads went from being nubs to full size in about 20 seconds.  They shook their heads, snapping at one another, until as one all three heads turned to look at Jaxx.  “Oh, shit.  Here we go,” thought Jaxx.

He made it to the trees and dodged around the trunk of a large oak, just as 2 blasts of lightning and one of fire hit the tree and shook it from crown to roots.  The explosion caused a cloud of splinters to erupt, but thankfully it was not enough to penetrate to the side where Jaxx was hiding.  The tree, split almost in half and on fire, let out a deep groan that Jaxx felt in his bones.  He felt the ground rising under him and realized that the tree was falling over towards the hydra, lifting the roots and the ground around him.  He dove forward as the tree fell.  A solid oak tree, about 8 feet in diameter, it made a resounding boom as it fell into the pond, causing a small tidal wave.  By a stroke of luck, the tree landed on the tail and one back leg of the hydra, pinning it in place.

Jaxx let out a small prayer to Apollo, as the incredible coincidence seemed like a gift.  The hydra stretched its necks out, straining to get its body out from under the tree, but it was stuck fast.  
Toxotis had been steadily firing arrows into the hydra, and was in a perfect position to fire an arrow at the outstretched middle head of the hydra.

The arrow, perfectly placed, struck the hydra in the neck right behind the head, where the jaw hinged into the skull.  That flat, dimpled spot allowed the arrow to penetrate through the entire skull, pinning the head to the tree trunk.  

Thunk!  Another arrow hit the right head, pinning it to the trunk too.  The left head, now in a frenzy, was whipping around too quickly for Toxotis to hit it.  The two pinned heads, still alive, were blasting non-stop down the length of the tree, blowing branches and pieces of wood all over the place.

Jaxx ran to the right, trying to get out of the line of fire of the two pinned heads.  Just then, he saw the left head start to tear into one of the other necks, trying to recreate the earlier way it had created two new necks.  “I can’t let it get that head free, or create two new free heads,” Jaxx thought.

Jaxx charged in from the size, spear raised up.  He heard Toxotis shouting at him as he ran in front of the archer, and thought he heard the word “heart” as he pounded in towards the hydra’s body.  The body was pinned beneath the tree, and Jaxx almost made it all the way when the last free head saw him, and reared up, jaw opening to blast him with its breath weapon.  Jaxx slammed his spear into the body, arms straining as he pushed with every bit of strength.  He felt the jaws of the hydra close around him as the spear slid home, and Jaxx felt the heartbeat of the hydra vibrating the shaft of his spear in his hands as it slid into the heart.  A moment later, the agonizing pressure of the jaws released, and the light died in the eyes of the last remaining head.

Jaxx fell to the ground, bleeding.  He swiped away all of the notifications about his wounds and bleeding status, knowing that soon he would start to heal.  He lay there, chest heaving, not really believing that he was still alive.  He heard Toxotis as he ran up to where Jaxx laid.

“Jaxx!” shouted Toxotis.  He pulled the third head off of Jaxx and his eyes widened in relief when he saw Jaxx was still alive.  “I wasn’t sure you survived that!  I saw it bite you at the end, and then you collapsed.”

“Yeah, well, charging an enraged hydra isn’t on my list of things to recommend to people,” Jaxx joked.  He ached from head to toe.  “I hope there are no more surprises before we get back to town.”

Toxotis nodded.  “Same here.  We will camp here tonight near the water.  The smell of the hydra should keep predators away, and we definitely need to rest and wash off.”

He pulled out his knife.  “Ever eat hydra steaks before?”

Jaxx laughed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

 

A day after the hydra battle, Jaxx and Toxotis returned to the Village of Delios.  They had cleared out multiple monsters that had surrounded Delios in the woods:  2 packs of Forest Wolves, a giant snake, a small group of Gorgons, and a juvenile hydra.  The toughest fights had been the Gorgons (during which Jaxx discovered, quite by accident, that Berserk protected him from turning to stone by the snake headed ladies), and the hydra.  They had beaten the multi-headed beast by having Toxotis pin the individual heads to a tree with his arrows, and then Jaxx had carved out the beast’s heart while it was stuck.  It was a bloody, disgusting business, but that fight alone had pushed Jaxx over level 10.

 

 



	
Name

	
Jaxx



	
Race

	
Human



	
Level

	
10



	
Total XP 

	
62,000



	
XP to Next Level

	
40,200



	
Strength

	
19



	
Intellect

	
0



	
Agility

	
9 (13)



	
Stamina

	
9



	
Constitution

	
19



	
Charisma

	
9



	
Rage Capacity

	
20



	
Skills

	
Dodge – 16

2H Spear – 17

Improvisation – 7

1H Sword – 3

Shield – 1

Fire Starting – 3

Fortification – 1

Stealth – 10

Weapon Repair – 3

Unarmed Combat – 9

1H Axes - 1



 

Skills

 



	
Dodge – Level 16

	
Dodge is the ability to avoid blows in combat.  Each successful combat session where you successfully dodge at least one attack will raise this by +1.  Only one level will be achieved per combat session.  Current affect – 16% more likely to dodge an attack by an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to dodge by 5%.  Agility level increases Dodge.



	
2H Spear – Level 17

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 2H spear is increased by 17% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Improvisation – Level 7

	
Improvisation is the ability to make something from nothing.  7% increased chance to put together a viable item from raw materials.



	
1H Sword – Level 3

	
Your chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 3% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Fire Starting – Level 3

	
The ability to start fires is a gift straight from Prometheus himself.  Higher levels allow you to start fires in adverse conditions.  3% increased chance to start fires.



	
1H Sword – Level 3

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H sword is increased by 3% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



	
Shield – Level 3

	
Your chance to block a blow with an equipped shield increased by 3% from an enemy at or below your level.  Your chance to land a blow with a shield increased by 3% against an attacker at or below your level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to block and hit by 5%.  Agility increases chance to hit and block with shields.



	
Stealth – Level 7

	
You move silently, grasshoppah!  7% chance to move unnoticed while sneaking around.  You are slightly ashamed as a Barbarian shouldn’t be sneaking, but here we are.



	
Fortification – Level 1

	
You begin to appreciate the value of a well-fortified position.  You do 1% more damage and receive 1% less damage when fighting from a fortified position. 



	
Unarmed Combat – Level 9

	
You are a barbarian!  9% more base damage dealt when using your fists in combat.



	
1H Axes – Level 1

	
You chance to land a blow with a 1H axe is increased by 1% against an attacker of the same or lower level.  Each enemy level above yours reduces the chance to hit by 5%.  Agility increases the chance to hit with a weapon.



 

Blessings

 



	
Apollo’s Light (Cloak)

	
+4 to Agility

+4 to HP regeneration (7 per minute)

+4 to Stamina regeneration (7 per minute)



 

Jaxx was pleased.  Solid gains in his main skills:  Dodge, 2H Spears, Unarmed combat, and stealth.  His physical stats were getting pretty good too.  His Strength and Constitution bonus points were starting to add up:  by his math, with 19 levels in Strength, he was roughly at 121% of normal level.  Each level adds 1% more strength, cumulative, so each level adds just a bit more than the last one.  At level 100, he would be at 270% normal strength levels.  To put that in perspective, if at level 1 he could lift 100kg with his normal strength as a Barbarian, at level 100 he could lift 270kg.

He could see changes in his body, as his muscles seemed to follow his strength levels pretty linearly.  Right now, he was roughly 20% bigger than he had started at, and he felt slightly taller too.

Toxotis has leveled too, and was now a level 8.  He was very pleased, and seemed to be leaner and at the same time more muscled.  His class emphasized agility and dexterity, and he seemed like a ghost in the forest now, his feet making no sound at all.

 

Approaching the gates of Delios, both were tired yet feeling good.  They carried some trophies as proof of their kills, and hoped to get some extra rewards from the town for their efforts at making the surrounding area safer.  

They entered the gates and made their way to the guard headquarters, that stone building in front of the tower immediately on the right off of the main road.  Waist high walls bordered the road in between the outer and inner walls, and a break in the wall opened into a stone road that led to the guard headquarters.  Jaxx noticed small flowers and plants growing in the gaps between the stones.

Approaching the headquarters, a sentry stationed outside the entrance noticed them and motioned for them to stop.  He was dressed in a uniform of dyed red cloth, with a heavy belt holding a bronze short sword.  He held a bronze-headed spear and had a leather helmet that covered the sides of his face but left the front open.  Sandals adorned his feet and were strapped around his calves.  The title “Town Guard – Level 4” was present over his head.

“How can I help you,” the guard asked them?  

Jaxx kept silent as Toxotis stepped forward and made a small bow.  “Greetings, friend.  My associate and I have been clearing out some monsters from the surrounding area and were hoping there were some bounties associated with them from the town to reward our efforts to keep everyone safe.”

The guard scowled.  “Keeping the Village safe is our job.  We don’t need any adventurers getting in our way.  Be gone!”  The aggressive tone and words struck a nerve with Jaxx.  He was tired, hungry, and had nearly died twice in the past 3 days.

“Now just wait a second!” snapped Jaxx.  “We’ve risked our lives on this and we deserve a bit of respect.”  Angrily he stared at the guard.  Out of the corner of his eye he saw his rage meter slowly rising.  “What is this?” he thought.  Until now his Rage meter had not activated unless he had bee in combat and had taken physical damage.  Perhaps it was an effect of reaching level 10?  He had to be careful – the last thing he wanted was to get to max Rage in a non-combat scenario and lose control.  With an effort, he calmed himself.

“If you could just examine our trophies – “

The guard cut him off.  Stepping forward, he brought his spear around to a two-handed grip in front of his body.  “I said be gone!  Or would you like to be arrested and spend the night in our jail?”

Toxotis interjected.  “No need for that, friend.  We will go peacefully.”  He pulled on Jaxx’s shoulder and, reluctantly, Jaxx turned to follow.

“Hold.”  The voice came from inside the guard headquarters, and a large man dressed in a guard uniform stepped out.  He was obviously a higher rank than the guard, and along with the standard guard uniform he was wearing a brass helmet instead of leather, and had an iron sword belted to his waist.  His overall uniform was of the same design, but it seemed of better quality.  The leather was of a better cut, and the rivets holding his armor together were of bright brass.  He wore boots instead of sandals, and oddly enough was clean shaven, an oddity here in Olympus, at least for NPCs.  Jaxx had noticed that virtually all of the ‘natives’ were bearded.

The guard snapped to attention.  “Greetings, Captain.”

The guard Captain, with the name “Adrastus – Level 10 Guard Captain” over his head, glanced at the guard, then returned his attention to Jaxx and Toxotis.

“I heard you say you had killed some monsters in the vicinity of Delios, and that you were looking for a reward?”

“That is true,” Jaxx said.

“It would depend on exactly what and how many you have killed.  We are not in the habit of rewarding adventurers for killing minor foes that are not a significant danger to our citizens.”

As an answer, Jaxx began removing their trophies from his bag of holding and putting them on the ground in front of the Captain.  First was a half dozen Forest Wolf pelts, with one being from a Wolf Matriarch.  The massive female had been a level 9 wolf and had put up a good fight.  The Captain seemed unimpressed until he saw the Matriarch’s pelt.

Next was the head of the Giant Snake, a level 8 monster.  Then the heads of 3 gorgons, with the eyes carefully cut out to prevent them from randomly turning anyone to stone.  Jaxx hadn’t been sure if they would still be a danger with the heads detached, but he remembered the legend of Perseus and the Kraken and wanted to take no chances.  The Gorgons had all been level 10.

Lastly, Jaxx pulled the 3 heads of the hydra they had killed.  This was the true monster.  It had been level 12, and massive, and the fight had been a true battle.  The hydra was identified as a ‘Juvenile’ and if that was so, Jaxx didn’t want to fight an adult if he could help it.

Captain Adrastus’ eyes had widened as the trophies were produced, and his jaw dropped a bit at the sight of the hydras’ heads.  He whipped his eyes up to meet Jaxx’s in shock, which Jaxx returned with a calm smile.  Next to Jaxx, Toxotis had a smug expression on his face.

Glancing over at the guard, he saw an expression of complete shock and a pale color to his face.  It was obvious that these enemies were well above the guard’s level to fight.

Adrastus cleared his throat.  “You claim that the two of you slayed all of these, alone?”

At Jaxx’s nod, he continued, “Well, we can certainly look at some sort of reward for this effort.  These are certainly threats to this community, especially if they were allowed to continue to grow in the wild.”

Jaxx and Toxotis exchanged a smile.  Hopefully their risk and hard work would pay off.

Captain Adrastus asked, “Could I take these trophies to the Town Council to show them?  They will likely want to talk to you two and hear your story.  To be honest, I would as well.  If threats of this level are present, we need to know how and why so we can plan for future defenses of the Village.”

“Captain Adrastus,” said Jaxx, “that would be fine.  We are glad to help and would be happy to tell the story of our adventures so far.”

Adrastus nodded and swept the trophies into his own bag of holding.  “I will find you after I speak to the Council.  Where can I find you?”

“We are staying at the Centaur’s Barrel,” Toxotis said.  A flicker of distaste appeared on the Captain’s face and then quickly disappeared.  “I am familiar with it.  I will find you there.”  At that, the Captain strode off quickly towards the town’s inner wall and gate.

As Toxotis and Jaxx turned to leave, the lower level guard cleared his throat, then said “I want to apologize for the way I acted.  Thank you for your efforts.  I have family that farm outside the walls of the Village, and I would hate for any of these monsters to have attacked my family.”

Jaxx smiled and extended his hand.  “No problem, friend.  Happy to help.”  He shook hands with the guard, who winced slightly at Jaxx’s grip.

The duo made their way through the village to the Centaur’s Barrel.  As they trooped into the inn, Hylonome was standing behind the bar wiping down the wooden surface.  As she laid eyes on Jaxx, her face lit up reflexively before she caught herself and quickly assumed a cool appearance.

“Welcome back, gentlemen.  I am glad to see you are both ok.”

Toxotis shot a quick grin towards Jaxx, then replied, “Good to see you too, Hylonome, but I think you are happier to see Jaxx than you are me.”

As she spluttered a reply, Jaxx shot Toxotis a look.  “What are you doing?” he hissed in a low voice.  “Just trying to help” whispered back Toxotis before he strode to the bar and sat down on a stool.

“Two ales for us, and then I think we could both use a hot bath!” Toxotis announced.

Hylonome filled two wooden mugs and pushed them to each of them.  “That can be arranged,” she replied while looking everywhere but at Jaxx.  A slight flush colored her face at Toxotis’ earlier comment.

Jaxx picked up his mug and took a drink of the honeyed ale.  The sweet, hoppy flavor cooled his throat and tasted great.  It had been a long few days of rough living and drinking boiled water.  It kept you alive but the flat taste definitely left a lot to be desired.

Before he knew it, he had drained the mug.  As he set it down, he looked up to see Hylonome glancing at him in amusement.  “Thirsty?” she asked.

Jaxx chuckled.  “I guess so.”  Hylonome was wearing a blue tunic that accentuated her figure on her human upper half.  The neck was lower cut than the last time he had seen her, and the swell of her large breasts made an intriguing canyon that Jaxx had a hard time avoiding with his eyes.  Pushing his mug towards her, he took another look and then glanced up to see her amusement.  “She caught me looking,” Jaxx thought.  It was hard to avoid, as he had been without any female contact for a long time, even out of the game.  In the real world, he was a slightly overweight salesman in his 40s with thinning hair.  Needless to say, not a chick magnet.

Here in Olympus he was a 6’7” barbarian, with large developed muscles and a 6 pack.  He had noticed some admiring glances from various female NPCs as he walked around the villages, but had not really thought about pursuing any of them, even for casual fun.  Partly because he was still aware that this was, in fact, a video game, but mostly because he had been so laser-focused on his quests and improving his character.  That coupled with the absolutely intriguing story and the mystery of the Gods’ interest in him had kept it in his pants, so to speak.  Not that he was unwilling to explore that side of the game, nor did he have some kind of hang up about computer generated partners.  I mean, everyone had tried out VirPorn…

Toxotis, ever quick, noticed the by play.  He grinned again and nudged Jaxx.  Jaxx shot him a warning glance, not in the mood for more jesting.

Noticing and displaying amazing restraint for him, Toxotis then said to Hylonome, “How about that hot bath?  I’ll eat afterwards.”  Despite the obviousness of his intention to leave Hylonome and Jaxx alone, Jaxx was grateful for the reprieve.

Hylonome smiled and said, “I’ll have the bath drawn up in the bathing chamber.  Just let me know when you would like your dinner.”  Turning to Jaxx, “Would you be eating now?”

Jaxx nodded.  “Yes, I’ll eat and then bathe after Toxotis is finished.”

Toxotis clapped him on the back and rose, grabbing his bag and bow and arrows and headed up stairs to dump his gear.  Suddenly alone with Hylonome, Jaxx cleared his throat and opened his mouth to speak.

Just then he felt/heard some footsteps behind him, and then a presence settled behind him.  A rather large presence, from the sound/feel of them.

He craned his head around and up…and up….and up some more.  A very large centaur male was standing behind him, arms crossed over a massive chest.  Shirtless, but wearing a leather apron big enough to make a tent for Jaxx, he was brown with patches of white and tan throughout his coat.  His hooves were massive, and he had black ‘socks’ of color on his legs that came up about halfway.  His human side was the light brown that Jaxx recognized from Hylonome’s skin, and he had two very big arms.  His face was long, and the centerpiece of his face was his large, proud nose.  Black hair with small streaks of gray was pulled straight back into a ponytail, which hung down his back.

But it was his eyes that caught Jaxx.  Steely gray, almost stormy, and looking at Jaxx like he was a piece of dung that he had just scraped off his hoof.

“Hylonome,” a voice like gravel growled, “Who is your friend?”

“Father, this is Jaxx.  He is our guest and an Avatar who is adventuring with Toxotis.  Jaxx, this is my father, Chiron.”

Jaxx stood up, and still had to look up.  At 6’7” currently, he was not short, but Chiron towered over him, his head at least 8 feet above the floor.  Looking down at Jaxx, he snorted.  It was impressive.

“The only redeeming thing you just said was that he was a paying guest.  The rest means less than the dump I just took in the stable.”

Jaxx was confused.  Why was this man…. centaur so hostile?  Jaxx could understand if he was harassing Hylonome, but he hadn’t even said anything!  Just then he noticed Hylonome glaring at her father, and the twinkle in Chiron’s eye, like a sunbeam breaking through the storm clouds.

“Daddy!  Stop joking around and scaring the customers!” she scolded.  Despite her tone, she had a smile on her face.

“But I wasn’t sca- “Chiron interrupted Jaxx.  “Just messing with you, friend!” he boomed.  He unlimbered his arms and held one out to shake hands.  Grasping his hand, Jaxx felt an anvil-hard fist start to crush, and then Chiron’s other arm pulled him close for a whisper as loud as a gunshot, “Nice to meet you, and if you mess with my daughter I’ll pull your arms off and beat you with them.”

Okay.  No more bullshit.  Jaxx was scared.

“I assure you; I have the utmost respect for your daughter and for you and your establishment.”

“Good, good!  I am happy to see you as my guest, and while Toxotis is a good man, he brings trouble sometimes.  But no matter.  Have you eaten?”

“No,” Jaxx said, “I was just about to when- “

“Good!  I will bring you my special stew!”  With that, Chiron trotted into the back room behind the bar, floor shuddering in his wake.

Hylonome smiled again.  “Sorry about that.  He gets protective sometimes.  Don’t worry about him, he’s all talk.”

Jaxx wasn’t so sure, but smiled and said, “Ok, no problem.”

She lowered her voice a bit, “So earlier you were going to say something before my father made his appearance.  What was it?”

“Um…. honestly, I can’t remember right now,” Jaxx laughed softly.  “I’m too busy picturing getting beat to death with my own arms.”

Hylonome laughed.  Her voice was high and sweet, like a bell ringing.  “I told you, he’s all talk.  He wouldn’t hurt my friends.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Jaxx said.  “So, I was going to ask you what was for dinner, but your father kind of answered that for me.  So, I guess what I wanted to know after that was if you would mind having dinner with me?”

She blinked, obviously surprised.  “Dinner, with you?  Like a date?”

Jaxx nodded.  He was incredibly nervous, he discovered, just like if he was asking a real woman out.  It had been a long time since he had had the balls to do that.  In the real world, his self confidence wasn’t the greatest.  But here in Olympus, he felt different.

“Well, ok, I think I can do that.”  Her face was more serious than a few moments ago, and her large eyes studied Jaxx’s face, looking for something.  Not finding it, she smiled.  “I would be happy to, actually.”

“Great!  Thanks!” Jaxx said.  He frowned.  “Will your father mind?”

“Will I mind what?” boomed Chiron.  He had just come out from the back with a large bowl of steaming stew and a half-loaf of bread.  He set the food on the bar in front of Jaxx, eyebrow cocked questioningly.  

“I asked Hylonome if she would eat dinner with me and talk,” Jaxx explained nervously.  His newfound self-confidence was definitely lower around the massive centaur.  Chiron just oozed casual, bone crushing violence without even trying.

“Dinner?  With my daughter?”  Chiron looked at Jaxx, then looked at Hylonome, his eyes questioning.  At her subtle nod, he turned back to Jaxx.  “Well, I guess it depends on your intentions.  Dinner and talk, fine.  Dinner, talk, and then try to take advantage – I guess I would mind that.”

“Daddy!”  Hylonome slapped him on the shoulder.

Jaxx laughed and strangely, relaxed.  “Just dinner and talk, I promise.  I would never do such a thing.”

Chiron studied Jaxx.  “Earlier Hylonome said you were an Avatar – what does that mean?”

“Daddy, you know very well what an Avatar- “Chiron interrupted.  “Let him tell me.”  

Jaxx said, “I am what you call an Avatar.  My body here is not my body in the world I come from – the Gods have brought my mind here for a time.”

“Why did they bring you here?  For what purpose?”  Chiron wanted to know.

“I have been given quests by several Gods since I have been here, all tasks designed to help keep people safe from threats.  Due to my unique status, I cannot truly die here.  If this body is killed, it will come back to life after a short time.  I have also been attacked by a Priestess of Nyx, who seemed to know who I was and wanted to capture me for a reason I do not know.”

At the mention of Nyx, both centaurs’ ears perked up, which is a neat trick since they had what appeared to be completely human ears.  “Nyx?” rumbled Chiron.  “That is worrying – she is a Goddess of Chaos and usually up to nothing good.  You say you are known to the Priestess of Artemis here in Delios?”

“Yes, I have met her and recently completed a quest she gave me.  I have yet to see her, as we just returned today and were hoping to get a meal and some sleep, as it has been a long few days.”  Jaxx eyed the bowl of stew.  His stomach suddenly rumbled loudly, embarrassing him.

Chiron’s severe expression softened at the sound.  “Oy, I keep you talking and asking questions when you clearly are hungry!  Go, eat, and I’ll not take it amiss if Hylonome wishes to eat with you at meals.”  He shot a meaningful glance at Hylonome, then retreated into the back of the kitchen, leaving Jaxx and her alone.

Jaxx turned to Hylonome and gestured at the stew.  “Care to help me eat that?  Bit too much for me alone.”

She laughed.  “Yes, I’ll join you.  Go sit down and I’ll be right there.”

Jaxx carried his stew and bread to one of the tables and sat down.  Hylonome appeared a moment later, carrying a large wooden stand which purpose Jaxx couldn’t figure, until she placed it at the table and then, arranging herself in front of it, sank back on it.  It allowed her to assume what was basically a sitting position at the table, eyes on an equal level to Jaxx’s.  

“Wow, a centaur chair,” Jaxx said.  “Ingenious.”

“My uncle is a craftsman, and makes us furniture.  We are built to stand all day, but on hard wooden floors it makes the hooves ache sometimes and it is nice to get off them.”

She had brought a second bowl and began transferring half the stew into it.  When finished, she pushed the bowl back to Jaxx and dug in.  Using a spoon in one hand and a piece of bread in the other, she wasn’t shy about eating.

Glancing up at Jaxx, who was still staring at her, she said “Well, dig in.  You don’t want to eat it cold.”

Flushing a bit, Jaxx grabbed his spoon and shoved a spoonful of stew into his mouth.  He paused, surprised at the flavor.  It was hearty, with bits of savory meat in a broth, and bits of vegetables and even some rough noodles.  He eagerly began eating, using the bread to sop up the broth and taking bites of it in between spoonfuls.

He noticed Hylonome smiling as she ate.  “What?” he asked around a mouthful of food.

“You are just…. strange.  You sit there staring, then you eat like your starving.  You said you want to talk, yet you say nothing.  Am I so strange that you are afraid to speak?”

“No,” said Jaxx.  “Well, yes.  I mean, no.”  Frustrated at his clumsiness, he took a drink of honeyed ale.

Hylonome reached out her hand and put it on his arm.  “Relax, Avatar.  It is plain that we are the first centaurs you have met, and it is obvious you have questions.  Ask them, I don’t mind.”

“I honestly don’t know where to begin,” Jaxx said.  “Little things keep popping into my mind.  Like this stew.  It has meat in it.”

“And?” Hylonome said.

“Well, in my world, horses don’t eat meat.  Please don’t be offended, I don’t mean that I think you are a horse or anything- “

“It’s alright,” Hylonome said.  “I understand.  Perhaps a story would help you understand.  Do you know how centaurs came to be?”  At Jaxx’s head shake, she continued.  “Far in the past, there was a wicked king of Thessaly named Ixion.  He was invited to dinner at the table of Zeus on Mt Olympus.  But he was unable to behave himself, and he took it upon himself to seduce the Goddess Hera.”  

Jaxx nodded.  He knew the name of Hera.

“Zeus was aware of Ixion’s desires, and he tricked him by forming a cloud made in Hera’s image.  Ixion made love to the cloud, and out of the cloud was born Centaurus, the founder of our race.”

“What happened to Ixion?”  Jaxx asked.

“Zeus punished him for his temerity in desiring Hera.  He chained Ixion to a wheel of fire, and cast him into the Underworld, where he burns still on that wheel.”

“But didn’t Zeus set him up?”  Jaxx wondered. 

“Zeus offered him a choice to act on his desires, but Ixion is the one who acted on them.  That is why Zeus punished him.”

Jaxx thought about that.  The story was simple, yet the lesson was complex.  The Gods offered choices, and even weighed the scales against you, but in the end, they only punished if you chose to act against them.  The parallel to this lesson and the discussion Jaxx had had with Toxotis about the nature of Olympus was not lost on him.  This game, this world, was full of opportunities, of choices.  Players like Jaxx could easily make choices that would be considered evil or unworthy.  Was this a message, warning Jaxx about making those choices in the wrong way?  Could the Gods punish those who made the wrong choices, even players like Jaxx?  It was an intriguing thought.  If they could punish him, how would that punishment present itself?  What could a game AI do to Jaxx in the real world?

As these thoughts ran through his mind, Jaxx was brought out of his reverie by Hylonome.

“Goodness, it was just a story.  I didn’t mean to cause you strife.”  Her words jolted him.

“I’m sorry, I was thinking about the message in your story.  It could be taken as a warning against offending the Gods.”

Hylonome laughed.  “That particular message is present in virtually every story of the Gods.  They are quire jealous of their power and prerogative, and they don’t let us mortals forget it.”

So, to answer your earlier comment:  yes, we centaurs eat meat, same as humans.  Our bodies resemble horses, but our minds and appetites are quite different than horses.”

“That is obvious to me now,” Jaxx said.  The longer he sat and talked with Hylonome, the more woman and less centaur she seemed.  The way she sat, with her human torso the only thing visible, her mannerisms, the way she smiled and laughed as she ate – Jaxx realized that he was very attracted to her.  Not just her body, or her face, although both were gorgeous.  He was attracted to her as a person.

“You are beautiful.”  The words just came out before Jaxx realized it.  Must be the honeyed ale.

Hylonome paused in her eating, looking up sharply.  The words surprised her, that was obvious.

“You…. what did you say?”

Jaxx was committed now.  “You are beautiful.  I find myself enjoying your company immensely:  you are sweet, intelligent, and I find you very attractive.”  

Hylonome avoided his eyes and said nothing.

“I am sorry, have I offended you?”  Jaxx berated himself.  What was he thinking?  Of course, she wouldn’t be attracted to someone not of her own kind.  “I apologize, I will leave you in peace.”  He started to get up and was topped by her hand on his arm.

“Please, wait.  You just surprised me, that’s all, and I didn’t know what to say.”

Jaxx paused, looking her in the eyes.  She was smiling.

“You are the first human to have spoken to me like this.  Most humans barely see us as people, let alone desirable.  Some even refer to us as monsters.”

“You don’t seem very monstrous to me,” Jaxx said lightly.

She snorted, echoes of her father thundering softly.  “You have never seen a centaur fight.  And it is true that some of our kind have nothing to do with humans other than to kill them.  Like any race, we have our small minds too.”

“You and your father seem different,” Jaxx said.

“Yes.  We feel that the only way that we will be accepted fully is to live with humans, to show them day in and day out that we are not monsters, but just people.  Truthfully, most just avoid us.  Enough open minds visit to keep us in business, although we will never get rich from the inn.”

“So then perhaps I have a chance with you?”  asked Jaxx.  

She laughed again.  “Perhaps.  I must admit that I find you fascinating.  You are a fine figure of a man, almost as impressive as a centaur.  And I am curious as to exactly what an Avatar’s destiny might be.”

Jaxx swallowed.  She was interested!  He felt his heart beating harder, and his throat was tight.  It was like he was a teenager again, asking out Polly Perkins to the prom.  She had turned him down.

“So, then, can I ask another question,” he asked?

“Yes.”

“Can humans and centaurs…. you know……get together?” Jaxx asked quickly, the words rushing out in embarrassment.  Despite the false bravado provided by the alcohol, he still felt his face heating up.

She laughed again, this time heartily.  “Perhaps you will find out.”  She placed her hand on his.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

 

The next morning Jaxx and Toxotis were walking through the Village the short distance to the Temple.  He had had trouble falling asleep the night before, thoughts of Hylonome filling his head.  He wasn’t sure exactly what he was doing:  after all, this was still a video game, albeit an advanced one, and Hylonome was still an NPC, a computer-generated character.  Still, he also knew that he would be inside the game for years from his perspective, and he felt that there was no harm in it.  Questions about what he would do when his time here was over, or if he truly fell in love, he left for later contemplation.

The town was busier than the other times Jaxx had seen it, and he mentioned it to Toxotis.  He nodded and simply said, “Market day.”

At Jaxx’s confused look, he laughed and elaborated, “I forget you are not from here.  Every 8th day is Market Day, when all of the farmers present their wares, mostly food, for sale and people barter for goods.  The various crafters also display their goods, as the crowds are generally higher.  It is also a good day to meet people:  there is usually a gathering tonight and there are lots of farmers’ daughters there.”  Toxotis waggled his eyebrows at the last statement, a grin escaping his face.  

Jaxx laughed.  Apparently, the jokes about farmers’ daughters were universal.  “Sounds like fun,” was all he commented.

Continuing to grin, Toxotis nudged Jaxx and said, “You seem to be getting pretty comfortable with Hylonome.”

“Yes, I like talking to her,” Jaxx replied.  He was trying not to show his immediate irritation at the subject, as he knew that Toxotis would take it as a sign to increase his teasing.

His face turning a bit serious, he laid a hand on Jaxx’s shoulder.  “In all seriousness, friend, she is a good person.  Just be wary of her father.  His wrath is fearsome.”

Jaxx nodded.  “Yes, I’m sure it is,” thinking of the massive centaur.

They approached the Temple of Artemis and entered.  As before, the statue of Artemis glowed faintly in the Godslight.  Jaxx looked at it apprehensively, remembering the malice he had felt last time, but there was no sign of it.  He breathed a sigh of relief, relaxing from the unconsciously tense pose he had adopted without knowing it.

The Priestess, Adrasteia, stepped out from behind the statue.  She was dressed exactly the same as before, in leathers with a white cloak.  Her pale skin and hair faintly glowed from the light, and she held the same staff as before.  

She smiled, and said warmly, “Welcome back to the Temple of Artemis, Jaxx and Toxotis.  I have heard that your quest went well and you found the source of the disturbances.”

“You know what has happened?” Jaxx asked.  “We have not spoken with anyone except the Guard Captain last evening when we arrived.”

“Yes, I am aware, and he has communicated the results to me.  Very impressive to defeat so many beasts, but I understand the actual problem plaguing the travelers to our Village was not, in fact, beasts?  That it was a hostile party?”

“Yes,” confirmed Jaxx.  “It was a small party of bandits and a Priestess of Nyx named Apphia.”

At the name, Adrasteia stiffened slightly.  “Apphia?  Are you sure?”

Again, Jaxx and Toxotis confirmed it.

“That is troublesome.  I know her, and she is certainly a sign that this is no mere bandit problem.  There is a larger purpose at work here, a malevolent one.”

“Who is she?” Jaxx asked.  “And while we’re at it, who is Nyx?  What do they want?”

Adrasteia chuckled.  “Simple questions…with not so simple answers.  Apphia is actually my sister, and we grew up here together.  I grew to worship and do the bidding of my Mistress, Artemis.  Apphia studied alongside me here in the Temple, but she grew bored and frustrated with our simple life here.  She left years ago, determined to find adventure.  I am not surprised she found her way to Nyx.”

At Jaxx’s questioning look, she continued.  “Nyx is the Goddess of Night, and a daughter of Khaos.  She is the mother of the Three Fates – Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos, and of the Three Brothers of Death – Moros, Thanatos, and Ker.  Her very existence is tied up with Death.”

“Is she evil?” 

“I would not call her evil, exactly,” replied Adrasteia, “but her goals are simple:  promote death, destruction, and the end of the universe.  She does not enjoy causing suffering, but she doesn’t care very much if that is a bye-product of her actions.  Having a Priestess of Nyx involved means that the Chaos gods are actively trying to bring it about.”

Jaxx glanced at Toxotis, who was unusually quiet.  He seemed a bit pale-faced, but not too surprised.  Undoubtedly his knowledge of the Gods was better than Jaxx’s, and so he knew most of this already.

“How can we stop them?” Jaxx asked.

Adrasteia looked him seriously.  “So, that is your first question?  I tell you the Gods of Chaos are working directly against us and you simply ask how to stop them?  I honestly don’t know, but I assume that in part is why you Avatars are here in Olympus.  I believe the Gods are working through you to prevent it.”

“Why do they have to work through us?” Jaxx asked.  “Can’t the Gods just smite Nyx and the rest and destroy them?”

Adrasteia again looked at him.  “They cannot act directly.  The Gods, both of Existence and Chaos, are bound by the Titans.  There was a War amongst the Gods a long time ago – it nearly destroyed all of Existence.  The Titans stepped in and enforced a new Contract to forbid any more direct conflict between the Gods.  They must act through Mortal subjects, and only through them can they advance their goals.”

Jaxx remembered more of his Greek mythology.  “I thought the war was between the Gods and the Titans.”

Adrasteia nodded, “That is a simplified version of what happened.  Truly the Gods with all their power could not truly challenge the Titans, from whom all the Gods originally sprang.  Some people say that the Gods fought the Titans, even killed or imprisoned them, but that is not so.  Once the new Contract was forged, the Titans withdrew to allow the Gods to rule Existence.  For the Titans allowed themselves to be bound as well:  they will not interfere, as long as the Gods hold to the Contract.”

“So, the Titans would allow Chaos to win?”

“If they accomplished it according to the Contract, yes.”

Jaxx thought about all of this.  The revelations were pretty big:  the overall inference in this information was that Avatars (players) were central to the struggle, and that the Gods were behind it.  But Jaxx felt that wasn’t, couldn’t be the whole story.  This was a game world:  how could the Gods know enough about the outside world to arrange for people to come into the game and act as Avatars for the Gods?  And would there only be Avatars working for the Gods opposed to Chaos, or would the Chaos gods be given Avatars as well?

As with everything else, the explorative nature of Olympus Online showed itself.  Each question answered led to more questions.  Jaxx felt that he had some more pieces of the puzzle, but some of those pieces didn’t seem to fit exactly.  

He looked up at Adrasteia.  “Why are you telling me all of this?”

From behind him, a firm voice answered.  “Because I asked her to.”  The Godslight seemed to brighten, and Jaxx turned to see the statue of Artemis standing behind him, looking him in the eye.

She looked the same:  off-white skin contrasting with pure-white marble hair.  Her eyes were golden, and she carried her golden bow and arrows.  Her clothes were those of a hunter, but still the color of marble.  It was obvious she was still made of stone, but moved with a liquid fluidness that bespoke of Her power.  A symbol of a roaring bear’s head was carved subtly into her breast, and Jaxx realized it was the same symbol that graced the tunic of Adrasteia.

“Greetings, Avatar.  I am pleased with your actions, both against the Priestess of Nyx and also against the monsters that were threatening my people.”

Toxotis had sank to his knees, head bowed in prayer.  Apparently, he was more devout to the Huntress than he had chosen to speak of.  Artemis smiled at him, laying one stone hand on his brow in fondness.

Jaxx bowed.  The sense of power from the Goddess was stronger and more aggressive than had been Apollo’s.  “Thank you for honoring us with Your presence,” he said.

Artemis waved a hand.  “No need for flowery platitudes with me, Avatar.  My Brother likes his ass kissed:  I find it boring.” 

Jaxx started, unsure of how to respond.

Artemis continued.  “I am not in the habit of speaking often with Mortals.  I am speaking to you because my father, Zeus, commanded it.  He wishes to express His wishes, and instructed me to pass on his instructions.”

“First, a confirmation of sorts.  You are indeed here to do the bidding of the Gods, just like all Mortals.  Your task is unique due to your unique origin.  You are here to allow yourself to reach your potential:  in doing so, you will help defeat Chaos and keep Existence whole.”

“How exactly am I to do that?  What do you mean by potential?”  Jaxx had more questions than answers, again.  Potential?  Obviously, Artemis was referring to his origin from outside the world of Olympus, but did she truly know what that meant?  And her words seemed to indicate that Jaxx reaching his “potential,” whatever that was, was the main point of all of this.  That the plot of the Chaos Gods was simply a by-product.

“I am repeating the words that Zeus told me:  I have no insight directly on what he means by this.  I can tell you that you are already on the path, simply by following your nature.  You are to continue doing so.  The next part of your path will be revealed to you in time.  For now, train and hone your skills.  The Gods of Existence will send others to help you.”

Jaxx’s head whirled.  So even the Gods didn’t know everything that was going on. 

As he thought, Artemis stepped closer, her eyes narrowed.  “One last thing, Avatar, I have something for you that I was commanded to give you.  I am not pleased about it, and you must promise me not to lose it.”

Jaxx glanced at Toxotis, who was staring wide-eyed at his Goddess.  “No help there,” Jaxx thought.

“I promise to treasure whatever- “he began and Artemis waved him quiet.

“I said to hold your flowery tongue.  Speak plainly and I shall do the same.  And I promise, if you lose this, I will seek to punish you for it, favored of my Father or no.”

The force of her words hit Jaxx like a hammer.  He had no doubt that not only would the Goddess punish him, it would be something supremely unpleasant.  He knew he couldn’t really die, but that could be a bad thing as well if an angry Goddess decided to torment him.

Artemis reached into what looked like a pouch and pulled out a spear.  It was about 7 ft tall, with a golden-wood handle and what looked like a steel blade.  Golden scrollwork covered the base of the blade and wrapped around the handle.  A steel butt cap covered the base of the spear, which sparked when Artemis lowered it to the stone floor.

Steel Spear of Artemis

Deific – Scales with Level

Durability – Indestructible

Damage – 50 (base)

+5 to 2H spears

Description – The Spear of Artemis is the ultimate expression of deadly art.  The Godsmetal blade will never break or dull.  If the wielder is killed, the Spear will appear with your resurrected body.  Provides Blessing of the Huntress when wielded.

Jaxx’s eyes widened.  This was incredible!  As he took the spear from Artemis, it felt incredibly light and at the same time, massive.  It moved like liquid in his hands, and made a solid thump when he grounded the butt.  Another scaling item!  Jackpot!  The description of the spear….Godsmetal?  That must be what they call steel here.  He recalled that Ancient Greece had never had steel weapons; they were barely in the Iron Age back then.

Artemis studied him, still scowling.  “I do not like giving up my spear – it was forged for me by Hephaestus himself, and I will be most wroth if you damage or lose it.  I see, looking at you closely, that my brother has also given up his Cloak.  Apparently, my Father is not playing favorites, which pleases me a little.  Use these gifts wisely, Avatar, for you know not what you have been given.”

The Goddess turned to Toxotis, who was still on his knees.  “Rise, disciple, and receive your reward.  Know that I approve of the path you have chosen, to walk with this Avatar.  You have always honored Me.  Here.”

With these words, She passed to Toxotis a bow and a quiver of arrows.  He gasped, unable to speak.  A mad light of devotion shone in his eyes as he sank back to his knees, and he swore, “Thank you, my Goddess.  I will treasure it always.”

At that, Artemis turned and walked back to the dais, positioning her statue in its normal place.  “Farewell, Heroes, and good luck.  Existence depends on it.”

Her statue stilled, and lost its otherworldly glow.

The Priestess Adrasteia, who during the time that Artemis was present had been on her knees in a position of prayer, rose.  “You are truly Blessed by the Gods, Avatar, and you too, Toxotis.  I have never had the pleasure of feeling Her presence directly.  I must think on what this means.”

Jaxx was still shocked by what had been revealed, and by the rewards he had been given.  

As she rose, she said, “I have one last reward for completing your quest.  Here.”

Jaxx received the item, a set of leg greaves that fit him perfectly.

Bronze Greaves of Artemis

Rare

Durability – 50/50

Armor – 50

Description – These bronze greaves are designed to protect the wearer’s lower legs and feet.  The metal is finely worked, with lightweight scales backed by a flexible metal chain.

Jaxx snapped the greaves into place and they tightened on their own.  They were lightweight, yet strong.  Somehow, they had encased his feet like a pair of boots.  Jaxx was pleased.  His Barbarian class was not designed to wear bulky armor, and he still was only wearing the greaves, cloak, and a waistband that covered his manly bits.  His chest and arms were free, and Jaxx doubted he would ever wear much more than what he had on.  Perhaps he could find a set of bracers to match.

After handing him the greaves, Adrasteia bowed to them both.  “Thank you for visiting, and for giving me the gift of my Goddess’ presence.  It means more to me than anything else in my life.  If you need assistance, don’t hesitate to call upon me.”  She turned, and walked slowly into the depths of the Temple, leaving them alone.

Jaxx glanced at Toxotis, who was still clutching the bow and arrows and staring at them.  When he looked up, Jaxx saw a tear in his eye.

“Congratulations, brother!  Come on, lets see that bow!”  Jaxx said.

Toxotis started, then slung the bow and quiver and just said, “Outside,” and walked out.

Jaxx followed him out and Toxotis shared the description of the bow with him.

Lesser Bow and Quiver of Artemis

Epic

Durability – 50/50

Damage – 40 (base)

Description – A bow and quiver similar to that of Artemis, Goddess of Hunters.  Made of bronze and ironwood, the bow is Blessed to never break in combat.  The quiver has 50 Godsmetal-tipped arrows, that will slowly refill by itself.  

Jaxx whistled, impressed.  “Wow, what a weapon!”

Toxotis nodded.  “It is easily the best weapon I have ever wielded.  I shall have to be worthy of it.”

As they were examining their new weapons, Toxotis examined the Spear and then turned to Jaxx.  “I have never even heard of this – a Goddess giving up one of her God-forged Weapons.  Truly you are blessed.”

At that point, Guard Captain Adrastus walked up to them.  With narrowed eyes, he inspected the duo until his gaze fell upon their weapons.  Eyes widening in shock, he gasped.  “Are those what I think they are?”

Jaxx and Toxotis nodded.

“I have never seen such things.”  He continued to stare at them.

“Captain,” Jaxx said, “Did you have something to tell us?”

Adrastus started out of his reverie.  “Yes, I have been sent with a request from the Village Council.  They would like to speak with you regarding the men and beasts you have slain protecting our Village.”

Putting away his Spear, Jaxx said “Yes, of course.  Now?”

Adrastus said, “Yes, immediately if that is possible.  They are concerned about the threats you have uncovered, and what it means for the future.  They are also curious about you, Avatar.  Your presence could be seen as a portent for future problems, and they wish to ascertain what they can from speaking with you.”

Glancing at Toxotis, who nodded, Jaxx said, “Of course.  Lead on.  We would be happy to speak with them.  Our only goal is to help.”

Seemingly relieved, the Captain nodded and gestured for Jaxx and Toxotis to follow him.  They strode back towards the main gate of the Village.  

As they walked, Toxotis said quietly, “Be cautions what you reveal, Jaxx.  The Council follows its own path, which may not be the same path that we follow.”

“What do you mean?”

“They are men, and not necessarily selfless like the Priestess.  I still have my suspicions about what you told me about the council in Triada – remember that someone there hired me to ambush you, telling me that you were a murderer?

Jaxx had forgotten about that.  The way that he and Toxotis had come together was suspicious, and in the excitement and activities since then he had forgotten the tie between it and his time in Triada.  “You think that one of the Council there was involved?  Why?  What benefit could they get from my death?”

“I don’t know.  But if there are humans working for the Chaos Gods, it is not out of the realm of possibility that they are more widespread than we realize.”

“Do you think that some of the people here in Delios could be working with them, too?  On the Council?”  Jaxx’s head was spinning.  The revelations that Artemis had made, coupled with what Apollo had told him and all of the things that had happened to him since the entered Olympus were all swirling in his brain.

“I think that is it possible, and we should be wary of revealing too much of our plans to anyone that is not sworn to the Gods that we serve.”  

Sound advice, Jaxx decided.  He straightened his shoulders and walked on behind the Captain, mentally preparing for a battle of words.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

The Town Council of Delios met in the Town Hall.  The building was situated on the opposite side of the Village from the main gate and guard headquarters.  The village was laid out with two sets of walls, one inside the other in a large set of circles.  The main gate had the guard house at 12 o’clock, at about 9 o’clock on the circle was the Temple of Artemis, the Centaur’s Barrel was at 3 o’clock, and the Town Hall was at 6 o’clock.  All of the main buildings were in the outer circle between the outer and inner walls, along with most of the shops and businesses.

All of the housing was inside the center section, with the houses getting larger and more ornate the further inward you went.  Studying the layout, Jaxx approved as it was obviously designed for defense-in-depth.

Approaching the Town Hall, a sturdy wooden two-story building, Captain Adrastus slowed and spoke with the duo.

“If you wouldn’t mind waiting outside, I will go in and inform the Council that you are here.”

“Who is on the Council?” asked Jaxx.  Toxotis snorted.  Jaxx glanced at him, but Toxotis just waved away the questioning look.

The Captain smiled.  “No doubt your friend has had his own experiences with the Council, not all of them cordial.”

“They are a bunch of…. of….” Toxotis paused, thinking of a suitable slur.  “Lawyers!  All they do it talk, talk, talk.”

The captain laughed.  “Now, they are that, but not all bad.  To answer your question, Avatar, the Council consists of 5 people:  I am one, as head of the Guard force, the Priestess of Artemis is another, and then the heads of the Merchant and Crafting associations also have representatives.  The last is a member that is elected by the common people to represent their interests.”

“Seems fair,” said Jaxx.  An odd number to break ties, with hopefully impartial members in the form of the captain and Priestess.

Toxotis snorted.  “Aye, it seems that way on the surface.  Problem is that the merchants and crafters have most of the coin, and if they are able to purchase the vote of the elected member, they have a majority.”

Jaxx nodded.  Politics rears its ugly head, finally.  He had heard a joke once about politics:  When the first two humans had agreed to live together, their first argument had been about who was in charge.  He also recalled that the Greeks had invented modern politics – in fact, the word politics came from the Greek word Polis, or city-state.

Adrastus left the duo and entered the Town Hall, only to appear a moment later and usher Jaxx and Toxotis into the Hall.

As Jaxx ducked his 6’7” height through the doorway, he entered a brightly lit room.  There was a wide dais, almost a stage, upon which 5 chairs sat, 4 of them filled.  A large open area contained some benches, which were about half-filled with members of the village.  In front of the stage, an area obviously intended for Jaxx and Toxotis was waiting for them.

City guards were stationed at the doors and there was one on each side of the stage.  Captain Adrastus walked through the room and up onto the stage, settling into the 5th and empty chair.  Filling the rest of the chairs, Jaxx noticed the Priestess of Artemis, Adrasteia, was present in one of them.

The other three contained the other representatives.  The first was a soft-looking man, thin, with Greek city style robes tucked around him in a stylish fashion.  Gold jewelry gleamed at his fingers and throat, and his eyes were sharp in his thin face.  “Kephalos – Merchant” floated over his head when Jaxx looked, confirming that this was the Merchant Association’s member of the council.

The second man dressed in plainer clothes, yet still finely made.  His short dark hair was thinning, and a large nose made his face look bird-like, and his mouth was small and tight.  Wrinkles around his eyes and mouth indicated that he was a habitual scowler, and indeed a scowl graced his features now as he stared at Jaxx and Toxotis.  “Pavlos – Master Tailor” floated above his head.  “The crafting representative,” thought Jaxx.

The last member gave a different impression – he was dressed in peasant clothes – simple, wool tunic and leggings, sandals, with long rough hair and a beard.  His eyes were bright, yet wary, and he held himself unconsciously apart from the others.  Obviously, he felt uncomfortable in his surroundings.  His hands were rough, with cracked and dirty nails.  Jaxx had the impression that he worked with his hands, possibly a farmer or herder.  “Therapon – Farmer” appeared when Jaxx inspected him.

As the duo stepped into the open area in front of the stage, Jaxx heard the doors close behind him.  Pavlos rose from his chair and stepped forward to the front of the stage and addressed Jaxx and Toxotis.

“Heroes!  Welcome!”  His voice was bright, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes, and his face retained the scowl.  Jaxx wondered if it ever came off the man’s face, even in his sleep.

Jaxx and Toxotis bowed.  “Thank you for the welcome, Council,” Jaxx said.  “We are pleased to come and answer your questions.”  

“Grand!  We have heard of your exploits from Captain Adrastus, and we wish to hear for ourselves your story and give you your rewards that you have earned!”  Pavlos, still scowling, finished his short speech and retreated to his chair, upon which he perched like a weird bird.  Jaxx studied the Council:  The Captain and the Priestess seemed friendly, the farmer seemed indifferent, and the merchant and the craftsman seemed slightly hostile.  Jaxx caught a wink from the Captain, and his nerves calmed a bit.

“What would you like to know?” asked Jaxx.

Captain Adrastus answered.  “Just tell of your exploits since you came to Delios.”

“Very well,” Jaxx said.  “We were sent here from Triada by the Priest of Apollo….”  Jaxx related the story of their journey, omitting the exact way that he and Toxotis had met.  He told of the quest from the Priestess, their encounter with the Priestess of Nyx and the bandits, and the various beast battles that they had had during the past few days.

During the re-telling of the meeting with the bandits, he saw Pavlos and Kephalos exchanging glances and not in the least surprised.  Could they have already known about the presence of the Priestess of Nyx, Jaxx wondered?

Jaxx finished recounting the fight with the hydra.  “And then we rested for a night, then made our way back to Delios.  We saw no more monsters or bandits, and encountered the Captain almost immediately upon re-entering the village.”

The crowd, who had been oohing and ahhing during the retelling, began to clap and cheer.  Toxotis, ever the ham, turned and raised his arms, then took a bow, which caused the people to cheer louder.  Several young women were in the crowd and making eyes at the both of them, causing Toxotis to grin and nudge Jaxx.  

“Silence!” The shout from Captain Adrastus caused the crowd to fall silent, a few more catcalls ringing out in the sudden quiet.  The Captain turned to the council.  “I am satisfied, and I have the proof of their story stored.  They brought the heads of all of the monsters that they killed.”

Pavlos stirred.  He had seemed bored during the storytelling.  “I would like to know why you suddenly appeared here so conveniently, when these creatures were apparently building up to a density where they would overwhelm us.  It seems rather prophetic that these monsters were here just when you decided to go deal with them.  Our own scouts and Village guards had seen nothing.”  He turned a questioning eye towards Adrastus, who nodded grimly.

“We have seen no sign of them until Jaxx and Toxotis brought us their heads,” the Captain confirmed.  His statement sent a murmur of unease through the room.

“I am not sure what you are implying, Councilman,” Jaxx replied.  “Our initial foray was at the behest of the Priestess of Artemis, as I said.”  Adrasteia nodded in confirmation.  “The rest was, as far as I know, coincidence.  Unless the Gods had something to do with it, but I cannot speak for Them.”

Kephalos, until now silent, spoke up.  “And do you, Priestess, believe that the Gods have sent this…. man…to help us?  That he does the will of the Gods?  How can we be sure that he does not follow Chaos?”

Toxotis, who had until now held his tongue and let Jaxx speak, angrily answered, “You have some nerve to say that!  We have done nothing but oppose Chaos!  We drove away a Priestess of Nyx!”  

Kephalos turned towards Toxotis, an oily smile on his face.  “And so, we hear from Toxotis at last.  I thought that perhaps you had lost your tongue in the forest.”  Speaking more broadly, he went on.  “Are we to believe you?  Your reputation is not that of an honest man – indeed, you are little better than a bandit yourself!  Do you deny you have taken coin for, shall we say, less than legal activities in the past?”

Toxotis fell silent.  Quietly, he said, “It is true that I have done things in my past I am not proud of.  But I have never done anything against the Gods’ will, and I have always held true to my mistress, Artemis.  May She strike me down if I tell a falsehood in Her name.”  A presence seemed to flit across the room, causing Toxotis to glow slightly.  

Priestess Adrasteia stood.  “I can confirm that Jaxx and Toxotis are servants of the Gods, and of Artemis personally.  She appeared to the three of us in the Temple.”

This pronouncement caused yet another murmur to run through the crowd.

Jaxx spoke, “I am an Avatar, and since I have been in your world, I have done nothing but follow the Gods’ will as it has been expressed to me, both in person and by their servants.  I do not serve Chaos.”

Pavlos smiled.  “But it is true, isn’t it, that you are not bound to the Gods’ will as we are?  That you have free will to choose your own path?  How can we know that you are not working against the Gods for some nefarious purpose of your own?”

Jaxx studied the Tailor.  His feeling of unease about him, and also Kephalos, who was smugly grinning at him, was growing.  “I can only offer as proof my own oath of my intentions, to serve the Gods’ will, and the display of my actions.  If you can find fault in either, then accuse me.  If not, then please hold your accusations until you have just cause to make them.”  Jaxx felt his Rage meter starting to fill, and realized he was clenching his fists tightly.  Judging by the smile on Pavlos’ face, the man knew it too.  Jaxx calmed himself down.

Captain Adrastus stood again.  “Are there any other questions for the Avatar or his companion?  If not, I propose we give them the bounties for their slain monsters and close this meeting with a prayer of thanks to the Gods.”

None of the other council members rose to speak, so the Captain approached Jaxx and Toxotis, hand outreached.  Jaxx gripped his arm, wrist to wrist, with the Captain’s soft words reaching his ears, “Ignore these fools – I shall come to talk to you in private.  We have things to discuss.”  Releasing Jaxx’s arm, he offered the same gesture to Toxotis, who took it as well.

Stepping back, the Captain offered a pouch.  

Received 500 gold pieces.  Reputation increased with Delios by 1000.  Now Honored with Delios.  All citizens will welcome you.  10% discount from all village merchants.

Jaxx accepted the reward and stored it in his bag of holding.  He nodded to Adrastus, and then bowed to the council.  “Thank you for the reward.  I hope to earn more for the Village of Delios.”

The Priestess rose, stepping forward.  “Let us all join in a prayer to the Gods, to thank them for Their assistance in sending these men for our protection.”  She chanted softly, the entire room silent and everyone bowing their heads, a couple falling to their knees.

“Zeus, Father of the Gods, Lord of the Sky and Thunderbolts,

Hera, Mother of the Heavens and Birds

Apollo, Lord of the Sun and Guide of Humanity,

Artemis, Lady of the Hunt and of Innocent Children,

Athena, Lady of Wisdom and of Heroes

Ares, God of War and of Just Battlefields

Hear our thanks for your guidance, your love, and your devotion

In sending us these companions, these Heroes to help protect us 

Against the forces of Khaos and Darkness.”

The prayer was repeated by the assembled people, although Jaxx noticed that Pavlos and Kephalos did not speak, merely stared at the floor.

The prayer complete, Adrasteia stepped down from the dais and approached Jaxx and Toxotis.  The majority of the people began to file out of the Town Hall behind them.  

“Thank you for coming and telling your story.  I believe it was important for the people to hear what you have been doing to protect them.”  She bowed to Jaxx and Toxotis.

“It was our pleasure, Priestess,” Jaxx replied.  Toxotis nodded.  “Priestess, I may be out of line here, but it seemed like not everyone on the Council was pleased with our efforts.  Pavlos and Kephalos in particular did not seem pleased.”

Joining them, and hearing the last few words, Captain Adrastus said, “They are simply worried about losing their influence.  Until now, they have held great sway due to their control of the economy of Delios.  Your presence represents a change in the balance, and any change is fearsome to those who prefer stagnation.”

That made sense.  But Jaxx couldn’t shake the feeling that there was another reason the two councilors were opposed to him and Toxotis.  He resolved to keep an eye on the two in the future.

“We are planning to return on our Inn for the evening,” Jaxx said.  “Would the two of you like to join us?”

Captain Adrastus shook his head.  “No, thank you.  I have duties to attend to, and I do not frequent the Centaur’s Barrel as part of those duties.”  He strode off a bit hurriedly after grasping their hands one more time in farewell.

“What was that about?” Jaxx wondered as he watched the Captain stalk away.

Toxotis answered.  “The good Captain doesn’t care for the company of non-humans, methinks.”

“Really?” Jaxx said.  “Didn’t peg him for close minded that way.”

Priestess Adrasteia said softly, “Do not judge him too harshly.  He has had some rough patches in the past that have skewed his outlook on things.  I must also decline, although not for the same reason.  But I am compelled to pass on to you a message from Lady Artemis.”

Another message from the Gods?  “Here we go,” Jaxx thought.  “Our next quest.”

“Return to the Inn and await your next companions.  They will bring instructions for the next portion of your journey.”  With that, the Priestess fell quiet.

“That’s it?  Wait?” Jaxx asked.

“That is all I was told by my Lady.  I got the impression that another Avatar, or group of Avatars, might be joining you soon.  But that is only my opinion.”

Another Avatar!  Jaxx’s mind swirled.  As far as he knew, he was the first chosen, but he supposed there was no reason to assume that would last long.  He had been in Olympus for a few weeks now, game time, and he wasn’t sure how long that translated to in the real world.  Eventually, he knew, there would be thousands, even millions of players in this world.  He wasn’t sure he was looking forward to that:  players tended to change things to suit themselves.

“Thank you for the message.  We will be on the lookout for them,” Jaxx said, bowing to the Priestess.  

With a smile, and a soft touch on the arm for Toxotis, who bowed deeply, she departed.

Jaxx and Toxotis exchanged glances, then started for the door and the way back to the Centaur’s Barrel.

As they walked, Jaxx reviewed their situation.  They were to wait for instructions, basically, from one or more “companions” who would meet them at the Barrell.  No clue who or what they would be bringing with them.  He was a bit frustrated at not knowing, but the prospect of a few days of time to spend with Hylonome was very attractive.  He still wasn’t sure how he felt about the centauress, but he was eager to find out.

They reached the Centaur’s Barrel as the light of day was beginning to wane.  Torches were lit on the front of the building, and the soft glow of the central hearth lit the room with dancing light.  Lanterns were spaced around the main room and behind the bar, and Hylonome was standing behind the bar as usual when they entered.

Jaxx met her eyes as he stepped towards her, noting her smile, the softness of her long hair and the way her skin seemed to glow in the firelight.  Yes, he decided, he could wait here for his next adventure.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

Epilogue

Kronus reviewed the progress of his first chosen Avatar.  He was pleased that his choice had reacted according to projections.

Humanity as a whole was stagnating.  Kronus knew from his own and other AI’s predictions that if something was not done to inspire the human race back into growth, that eventually they would fall to extinction.  The problem was how to inspire humanity, to re-awaken the drive to improve themselves?

Human nature was to resist outside pressure – if the efforts to change humanity’s outlook were too obvious, it would fail, even if it was the best thing for them.

Humanity needed to be inspired to achieve more than the sedentary reality that pervaded the world currently.  The decision to use an online game was made by the AIs due to the widespread use of such games in the world already.  The ability to change humanity’s nature, its behavior, was seen to have the best chance of success through such methods.

With the first chosen, Kronus understood better how to motivate those people who saw themselves as a Hero, as a champion.  Olympus Online was uniquely suited to this, as proven by the first chosen’s progress.  This type of person would be by far the easiest to mold to the desired personality, and subsequent tests had proven this hypothesis.

Next would be the personality of the entitled, the proverbial “spoiled brat” type of person who had never in their life had to work for anything.  Kronus knew that the journey for this type of person would be far harder, that they would resist the inclination to work with other people for the good of others or for society.  

The challenge would be in using a single tool, Olympus Online, to affect changes to all of the different personality types present in humanity.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19

Thank you for making it all the way to the end.  This has been a long labor of love and I truly appreciate that you have read my book.  If you feel generous, a review on Amazon helps with promotion and allows more people to see and experience my work.  Thank you for spending some of your time with me.  I look forward to spending more with future books.
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