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    Prologue


     


     


    Thomas stared out at the serene lake in front of
him. The tranquil waters were surrounded by Hesse’s famous wild blue
cornflowers and the odd speckling of manually planted patches of red poppies,
creating a swaying sea of red, green, and blue. The calm scenery helped still
his unusually frantic heart as he took off his backpack and began searching
through it.


    “You sure this is the spot?” Derrick asked, and
the rotund Dwarf took off his backpack as well. “I mean, it’s just a lake. The
dungeon is at least half a mile southwest of us.”


    “It’s the spot,” Thomas answered resolutely,
looking up from his task. This was far from his first time challenging the
dungeon, and although each and every trip before had ended in disaster, he knew
the place by heart. Grinding his teeth together at the unwelcome memory of his
previous failures when attempting to clear the dungeon, he watched the lake for
just a moment longer and then went back to digging through his pack. I will
kill you, Lucas.


    “And you’re sure this is going to be easier than
the other entrances?” Oceanus asked. “I mean, I’ve heard this dungeon is nearly
impossible to begin with. I’d rather not take the hard route if we don’t have
to.”


    Thomas finished fishing around in his backpack and
finally pulled out what he had been searching for: an herbal concoction
resembling a small glass orb that was infused with pure Wind magic. The
smaller-than-golf-ball-sized globes were just as smooth as the glass they
resembled, which made even holding onto them rather difficult since they
threatened to constantly slip out of his hand. Unlike the two Lizardmen in the
group, Oceanus and Janet, neither Thomas, Derrick, nor the other Human were
capable of holding their breath very long or breathing underwater, so Blue
Balls were the perfect solution for what he had planned.


    “It will be,” Thomas answered at last,
straightening up and glancing between his companions. “Here’s y’all’s Blue
Balls. You guys got your flippers?”


    “Yeah, I got them,” Derrick answered. He stuffed
his shoes down into his backpack and then produced a pair of rigid, thinly-scaled,
webbed shoes identical to the ones that the rest of the non-Mere people were
already wearing.


    “Don’t need!” Janet laughed to herself as she
began stripping down in front of the group, trading her thick metal chausses
for a linen pair. As a member of the Lizardmen race, one of the three Mere
races on Hesse, she wouldn’t need cheap devices to help her navigate or breathe
underwater. Lizardmen were natural-born swimmers with long, powerful tails and
webbed feet, and as long as she was able to move about freely, she would be
just fine underwater.


    Derrick gestured toward the pile of gear that they
had left lying next to the lake. “Should we just leave our backpacks and come
back to them after the waterway is clear?” he asked. Players’ personal sacks
couldn’t be accessed by anyone without explicit permission, and they were
essentially inventories that would teleport to the player after death or
twenty-four hours. As a result, people often left them lying about whenever
they were going into a sticky situation. The downside was that they wouldn’t
have access to a range of equipment, potions, or gear mid-battle, but it also
meant that their movements wouldn’t be restricted or hindered by the bags.


    “No,” Thomas answered, shaking his head. “You’re
going to be the caddy and pull them along for us. We only need three people to
beat the water boss; you don’t have to fight this time. It’s the least evolved
of the three bosses, and it isn’t that difficult if you know the trick.”


    Janet gave Thomas a displeased look, making it
obvious that she didn’t like the way he was holding information back and only
trickling it out on a need-to-know basis. “Which is what?” she asked sharply.


    “We’re going to net it,” Thomas explained.


    “It’s a giant octopus,” Janet answered back matter-of-factly
and clearly in disbelief. “Won’t it just rip right through the net?”


    “No,” Thomas answered, shaking his head. “It’s
going to become rather . . . flustered . . . once it’s under the net, and then
we’ll be able to kill it quickly.”


    “Ah!” Lilith, the other Human, exclaimed in
understanding. She was a particularly quiet woman who hadn’t spoken so much as
a single word after Thomas had recruited her for the quest in Borken, the town
outside the dungeon. The only thing he knew about her was that she was a
Rogue-type class just like he was. She carried a pair of daggers, a bow, and
several more tools, but she wouldn’t ever give anyone a clear answer about what
she specialized in, and she wouldn’t let anyone else see what she kept in her
backpack.


    “What? Don’t just ‘Ah.’ Speak up, Lilith!” Oceanus
reached up to swat her on the back, but the Lizardman’s large hand whooshed
past and only caught air instead.


    “One of the tentacles will be different than the
others, and we’ll know it, won’t we?” Lilith asked knowingly.


    “Yeah,” Thomas answered, feeling a small bit of
relief. He had been worried that he was going to have to carry the group
through the entire dungeon on his own, but he felt a little more confidence in
the strange party now that he knew that she was quick on the uptake and at
least familiar with the concept. He had paid them each a full gold coin to make
the run with him, and he had been afraid that it would be completely wasted.
“That’s right. It’s actually more obvious than what you’d expect. As soon as
the monster is trapped in the net, it’s going to try and gauge the size of the
net’s pockets. Even if it’s freakishly big, has tons of different attacks, and
is capable of ripping your arms off, it’s still an octopus. It’s automatically
going to try and squeeze through any tight space it can just to escape.
Remember: If its beak can fit through it, then it can fit through it.


    Janet looked at the thick metal and hemp cords
that made up the heavy net they were planning to use on the octopus monster.
“But . . . uhh . . . its beak is huge compared to a normal octopus, right?
There is no way it can fit through this.”


    “We just need to cut off its special tentacle
while it’s sneaking through,” Thomas explained, shifting uncomfortably. As a
guy, it was already hard enough to think about what they were going to do to
the creature, and he was glad that Lilith hadn’t bothered explaining the
situation further.


    “Alright, one last time: since we won’t be able to
talk with the balls in our mouth, each of us is going to take hold of one end.
We swim as a team. The octopus is rather arrogant, so it’s going to swim
straight for us when it appears. Trap it, find the tentacle that is glowing
red, and cut it off.”


    “But . . . well, underwater, we won’t be able to
really use magic, and . . . umm . . . it’s going to be tough to fight,” Derrick
worried aloud. “Some of us aren’t really capable of attacking underwater.”


    Thomas chuckled at Derrick. “That’s why you’re our
caddy. We’ve already given you permission to carry the bags, so just wait here
for five minutes and then swim after us. We won’t take any longer than that,
and we’ll wait for you on the other side.”


    Derrick frowned. “I better get my fair share of
loot.”


    “You will,” Thomas assured him. It might have
seemed like he was trying to cut a party member out of the loot for one of the
easiest bosses, increasing his own chances of getting a good item, but that
really wasn’t the case. For all Thomas cared, Derrick could take every single
item in the dungeon. He only had one goal, one purpose, one drive to his
existence these days: to find the princess and save her from her abusive
captor, Lucas. He didn’t care about anything else.


    That bastard of an NPC stole her from Waldberg,
the Alfar capital, chained her up, dressed her like a sex slave, and then
paraded her about in his dungeon for all others to see--and likely use.


    Even now, he could still hear her sweet, melodic
voice when he thought about the way she talked. He could recall the way she
moved as if she were merely an angel gliding across the clouds. He had fallen
hard. He had fallen so hard that he had almost stayed on noob island just to be
with her, but as the days dragged on, that thought had died little by little.


    When he had first met the princess, he had walked
up to her confidently, ready to use her quest for quick experience, only to be
stunned by how beautiful she was. She had only a simple task to ask of him:
help the king subjugate monsters that were attacking fishermen. But the way she
had asked it was beautiful. The request had flowed from her mouth as if it had
been written by one of the greatest wordsmiths of all time and as if it had
been sung by a siren guiding him safely across the sea.


    After that, he had tried talking to her every
chance he got--which was a lot. He would fall into step beside her and talk to
her while she was on her way to help a villager, he would stand beside her in
the square as she shopped, and he would follow along every time she sought out
new adventurers for her quests, just in case she chose him again. She would
spout out a line every now and then that he didn’t fully understand, but for
the most part, she would glide on silently as if he wasn’t even there. Her
words had been so few that he had found it easy to hold on to each one, not
forgetting even a syllable. When he had asked her what she thought of the
Imperium, she had placed a hand over her heart and said, “By the very fangs of
malice, I am not that I play. I am no gentle lady of the house. I am truly the
twisted, and on conflict do I thrive as this world I lay both sweet and cunning
hands upon: thinking, you are the cruelest she alive, if you will lead these
gentle graces to the grave.”


    She was such a caring and innocent soul that he
blamed herself for every man and woman who had fought and died for the Alfars.
She carried each loss upon her back like an unyielding burden, her innocent
soul struggling under the weight of responsibility. And that thought made him
sick. When Thomas had realized what she was saying, he had pleaded with her. He
had tried to persuade her that she was not to be blamed for Imperium’s evil
doings, but she had just sighed in response and fallen silent once again.


    Then, after he had finished every task and
completed every question that he could find in Walberg, he had decided to
confess his feelings to his angel. It wasn’t unheard of. He wasn’t the first
person who had fallen in love with an NPC. They were realistic enough that some
people couldn’t even tell the difference between them and players, and it was
easy to be taken by their charms. Thomas hadn’t cared that she wasn’t real. He
needed to tell her how much he loved her. So, he had confessed. He had poured
his guts out and told her exactly how he felt. His precious angel had remained
silent and unmoving as if frozen in time for what felt like an eternity and
then she had smiled and said, “Good friend, your deeds have reached the summit
of men within this village, and your intentions I shall keep as watchmen to my
heart, to hold my feelings steady as our ways must finally part.”


    So, he had confessed to her again. And again. And
again. And each time, her response had been the same. The same voice, the same
inflection, the same response. He was crushed. He had dreamed that he would be
among the few to marry an NPC, but she had been stuck on repeat, never to
generate a new line for him again. The fairy had flown out of his grasp.


    And then, at last, she had generated one last
quest. Just for him. This time, it was going to be different. He understood why
he hadn’t been able to woo her like other NPCs before. She was part of a new
storyline the game developers were working on. All he had to do was to rescue
her from the vile Imperium, and she would fall in love with him. All he had to
do was pry her away from the disgusting tyrant Lucas’s clutches, and she would
be his forever.


    She was the first and only NPC he had ever fallen
in love with, and she was his first and only concern. Nothing else mattered,
especially not any items that might be split up amongst the party today. That
was also why he hadn’t minded spending some of his real-life money to buy
in-game gold and hire crews for all the attempts that came before this one. It
was also why he had willingly spent all the money hiring people to help him
today.


    “Okay, people, get those balls in your mouths,”
Thomas ordered. “It’s time to get wet.”


    Those were the last words he would be able to say
before the fight since he followed his own advice and tossed a Blue Ball in his
mouth while simultaneously grabbing hold of his end of the net. The device was
meant to last ten minutes, and it actually had a rather simplistic,
easy-to-work design. All he had to do was press the ball against the roof of
his mouth with his tongue when he breathed in. Doing so would cause air to flow
out of the orb, into his mouth, and allow him to breathe. Then, while exhaling,
all he had to do was lessen the pressure and breathe normally. The process took
a bit of concentration at first, since it was rather unnatural, but it had
already become second nature after his previous fights against the octopus. The
only major downside was that he had to be very careful not to get hit in the
chest and have the wind knocked out of him. That had killed him once. This MMO,
unlike others, treated breathing as a very serious issue. While Stamina had a
little gauge, and running didn’t deplete it nearly as fast as in real life, air
was still a valuable commodity. Even when running or fighting, Thomas had to be
careful to regulate his breathing so that he wouldn’t wear himself out and feel
fatigued.


    Just after he dove into the water, Janet cast a
Light spell and filled the entire lake with a bright luminescence. Thomas hated
the weird feeling of water on his eyes, and he had never been the type to open
them without goggles in a pool, but he put up with the sensation since he had
to see. It took a few seconds, but he quickly oriented himself to the feeling
and soon spotted the entrance to Lucas’s dungeon. There, he thought,
pointing toward it so that the others would see where they were headed.


    Oceanus and Janet nodded their understanding at
him and then took off, their powerful tails swishing back and forth as they
moved like eels through the water. They were the strongest swimmers and had
been assigned to the front part of the net since that was likely where most of
the maneuvering was going to take place, and they practically towed everyone
along behind them via the net as they swam forward.


    A minute later, they were inside the dungeon’s
watery entrance. The massive rock cavern was dimly lit thanks to Janet’s spell,
and Thomas could just make out the room’s features through the blue-tinged
water. Thanks to his several visits here before, he was very familiar with the
entire place. There were various-sized stalactites hanging down from the cave’s
ceiling, and massive stalagmites rising up from below, protruding up through a
bed of rock and sand. The octopus was the only monster in this entire area, but
the problem was that the creature was completely stealthed, and its spawn point
was always random. Just like the foul flying beast guarding the front door of
Lucas’s manor, the octopus would wait completely hidden until it felt it had
reached the most opportune moment.


    Thomas glanced at his party members and saw the panicked
expressions on their faces. They were obviously creeped out. Visibility was
fairly low in the massive room, and the only thing clearly distinguishable was
a ladder on the far side of the room, beckoning them to swim across and climb
up. The only one who didn’t seem bothered was Lilith, who appeared to be
relaxed while holding onto the back-right corner of the large net.


    Just then, movement down below in the murky depths
caught Thomas’s attention. Before he could signal to the others, the octopus had
already surged up from the floor. It shot upward faster than a bottle rocket
and streaked toward Lilith. The octopus’s modus operandi was to attack the
party from the back as it tried to pick off the weaker, more frail-looking
members first, but Lilith was completely ready for the attack. Her arm snapped
out, and a small silvery object went spinning through the water. The moment it
came in contact with the octopus’s outreached tentacle, it exploded.


    Although it was only a small burst, even smaller
than a firecracker, the concussive blast rippled back through the water and
slammed into Thomas hard enough for him to feel it deep in his chest. He
automatically sucked in a deep breath and clutched at his chest, dropping his
corner of the net. Thankfully, however, he caught himself before accidentally
swallowing the Blue Ball he held in his mouth. He panicked when he realized
what he had done and then again when he realized that Oceanus and Janet had
also dropped their corners and were clearly just as stunned as he was. When he
looked back toward Lilith, however, he was shocked to realize that she was
furiously swimming downward toward the creature. The heavy net had begun
sinking the moment they let go of it, and it had fallen almost directly on top
of the momentarily stunned miniboss. Judging by her pace, Lilith was aiming to
take advantage of the situation as quickly as she could.


    Thomas began swimming after her, and it was then
he saw exactly what he had been waiting for. The octopus’s entire body flashed
white, but that one special tentacle flashed red. Even through the dim lighting
and fuzzy water, their target was incredibly obvious.


    The octopus recovered in the next instant and
almost immediately shrank down in size as it contracted its body and began
searching for a way out. It twisted about as much as it could while trapped in
the net, and when it realized that it wasn’t going to escape so easily, it
began lunging forward with its beak and snapping at the hemp webbing.


    Lilith arrived in the next instant and slashed out
with a knife, cutting deep into the bright red tentacle. The moment her weapon
sliced through its flesh, the octopus freaked out. It expelled the remaining
water from its body, shrinking down to a ridiculously small size until it
looked like a deflated balloon, and attempted to jet away. But no matter how
much it tried to escape, Lilith had already grabbed hold of its special
tentacle, and she was pulled along with the monster.


    Most of its body turned white, but little letters
appeared on the octopus’s face, spelling out a message in black via its
chromatophores. “Let go! Please, don’t! I’ll let you through!”


    Lilith seemed to pay attention to the words for a
moment and then patted the creature on the head. The gesture looked very
gentle, and the monster even calmed down for a moment, but the peace didn’t
last long. The pat she had given its head in the water wasn’t done with love,
affection, or even understanding, and it turned out to be nothing more than a
ploy for her to get a better grip of the monster. Thomas realized her hands
must have been slipping as the octopus dragged her and the net, and she had
almost gotten caught inside the trap too. Then, while holding on to the
creature’s head with one hand, Lilith began viciously stabbing her knife into
it, repeatedly plunging her blade into the beast. Bright red blood blossomed up
into the water, and she drove the knife into its flesh again and again until
she almost completely disappeared in the churning red water.


    Thomas, Oceanus, and Janet watched on, completely
absorbed by the brutal sight in front of them.


    You have killed Fred the Octopus, Dreaded Fiend of the
Depths. You have been awarded 500 EXP. A calligraphy set and 50 large seashells
have dropped upon death.


    Yes! With her, we can definitely defeat Lucas! Thomas
felt a new surge of confidence sweep through him after witnessing his new
hire’s abilities. He marveled at Lilith’s precision in particular--and for good
reason. Players who chose one of the various races other than Human often found
themselves in control of extra arms, long tails, webbed feet, or other numerous
other examples of exotic, alien features, so the majority of players in the
starter area weren’t extremely familiar with how to handle their bodies. Humans
were generally one of the exceptions, as their in-game body structure often
matched exactly that of the player’s, allowing them to quickly adjust. Even
then, however, most people spent the majority of their lives behind desks and
had little to no training in combat. Adapting to the demanding nature of fights
within the virtual world wasn’t an easy transition, and it didn’t come
naturally to very many people at all.


    Some companies had even gone so far as to set up
dojos and martial art studios to help players compensate for the issue. By
training their body and their mind-muscle connections in the real world,
players were much more able to adapt quickly to combat within the virtual
realm. Since dive machines kept their users’ bodies in peak physical condition
and provided them with optimal nutrition, devoted players were often able to
develop extraordinary talents.


    The game did its best to provide players with
skills after they advanced far enough in their class, but those types of skills
didn’t come right away. Early on, most people relied on the game’s innate
mechanics in order to complete fights; and, as such, most players struggled
early on. They flailed around aimlessly, they didn’t react quickly, and they
weren’t prepared for the battle. Lilith, however, was one of the few that
Thomas had ever seen who seemed perfectly fluid in her motions. Her reactions
were perfectly timed, she was clearly trained in the use of at least one
weapon, and while she was a bit savage, she was brutally effective.


    It gave Thomas hope. With her, the princess--my
princess--won’t have to spend the rest of her life as some object under that
sadistic tyrant’s control. I mean, sure, she’s going to have to adjust to being
rescued at first. Who knows what they put that poor AI through? But over time .
. . He paused as he recalled the beautiful Alfar woman: her glorious dark
brown hair, her vibrant violet eyes, her sweet smile and creamy, silky skin. Over
time, she’ll learn to be happy again. I’ll treat her so kindly. He couldn’t
help but imagine the life that they would have together. Images of her sitting
in a little chair like a perfect NPC wife, their little cozy home nestled in
the trees of Waldberg, the meals that she would prepare from the fresh rabbits
he would bring home, and, of course, the walnut pies that she would bake.


    That’s right, Lilith, you’ll make my dream come
true! Smiling gleefully, he swam after the black-leather-clad woman who had
already discarded the monster’s corpse and made her way over to the ladder.


    After climbing out of the water, the group spit
out their Blue Balls and pocketed them for later. The items cost a silver coin
a piece, and on noob island, that wasn’t a small amount.


    “So, while we’re waiting on our Dwarf, what’s
ahead of us?” Oceanus asked.


    “This place is usually crawling with guards, and
the dungeon lord has them stacked on top of each other so that, if you get
caught by a patrol, you’ll end up facing ten enemies instead of just a few,”
Thomas explained. “But . . . well, for some reason, the guards disappeared
yesterday. So, I’m not exactly sure what to expect now. Their routes may have
been changed. Otherwise, there are a few dozen spots we need to avoid stepping,
as they’ll set off traps, but that’s about it. From here to the boss room, it’s
a straight shot.”


    “Really?” Oceanus asked skeptically. “So, this is
it? We just avoid traps and head to the boss room? That’s what’s been giving
you trouble all this time?”


    “It’s not just avoiding traps,” Thomas scolded.
“There are dozens of them. You need to follow my steps exactly.”


    Lilith suddenly seemed incredibly interested in
the conversation, and Thomas noticed an unusual sparkle in her eye that hadn’t
been there before. “The way the traps must have worked in combination with the
guards . . . Having to watch your step while still fighting tough enemies?
Lucas really is a devious dungeon lord,” she commented.


    “He is definitely one to be feared,” Thomas
agreed. “No group has successfully cleared this dungeon since it reappeared
under his control. Even the Golden Eyed Guardians rerolled to fight him and
lost. He is not an enemy to be taken lightly.” But they lost because they
didn’t know about the traps. Thomas had watched their video intently, and
he had also watched dozens of other player-made videos that had been submitted
to the forums. He had looked up every bit of information that he could possibly
scrounge up and memorized it all. He knew exactly where they all were.


    “Here I am,” Derrick called out as he emerged from
the water, all five backpacks with him. “I hate swimming with this much
weight--if it could be called swimming. I had to walk across the floor and
climb up the ladder. How much stuff do you punks have in your packs?”


    “Nothing more than the tools of my affection,”
Lilith said. She snatched her bag away from Derrick and then trudged ahead
without waiting for the others.


    “What’s her deal?” Derrick asked Thomas in a
hushed whisper.


    Thomas shrugged. “She’s probably just excited to
meet Lucas.”


    “I am too,” Derrick said, talking a little faster
than the others. “When he first appeared on the scene after killing off Kegan,
the noble who previously occupied the area, I thought it was pretty cool. Then,
when he saved Rowland from a rebellion and took out Dray von Maidbanger, the
two head honchos on the island, and consolidated their territories into his
own, I was like ‘Whaaaa, plot twist! How you do me like that, bro?! Don’t
advance so much before I get a chance to remake!’”


    Thomas opened his mouth for a second but then
closed it without saying anything. He truthfully didn’t know how to respond to
that. “Now, remember: You guys need to follow my steps exactly,” Thomas
cautioned the three remaining party members. “One wrong step will get you
killed.”


    They all nodded, and Oceanus said, “Right.”


    Thomas led the way, creeping along through Lucas
the Murderer’s empty manor, doing everything he could in order to not make a
sound. The aged walls were lined with stubby candles that could actually be lit
to provide a small modicum of light, but he was intently focused on the floor.
The traps weren’t generally hard to spot since they stood out from the rest of
the flooring, which looked exactly like something expected from a
forty-year-old house that had never been swept. In contrast, the “dangerous”
tiles looked like an automatic vacuuming Blumba had gotten stuck directly over
them and cleaned them to the point that it threatened to peel away the varnish
on the wood.


    Thomas reached a corner and cautiously peeked
around it. He hadn’t unlocked any of his class’s stealth techniques yet since
he had ignored the trainer’s arduous prerequisite fetch quests in order to rush
and reach this dungeon, but past experience with his Paladin before rerolling
had taught him to be sneaky. Stealth was a necessity in this world, and
dungeons were no exception, no matter what class he played. Every single person
in a smaller guild would eventually be forced to learn how to move stealthily.
They had to practice shifting their weight from the right foot to the left over
and over again, never allowing a jerking motion to create even the slightest
creak in a floorboard. They had to learn to set their foot down before putting
any weight on it, to wrap cloth over the bottoms of their shoes to dampen the
sound even further, and to hold their breath when peeking around corners. It
was survival. They either learned how to sneak around, or they would never have
a chance to enter the dungeons where the most-valuable quests and resources
were.


    “Hey, what’s with the treasure over there?” the Dwarf
asked, pulling Thomas back to the task at hand.


    Thomas snapped back to reality and saw that they
had almost reached their destination and that the Dwarf was gesturing through
an open door.


    “No, don’t do that,” Thomas warned, bringing them
all to a halt. “Don’t go near it.”


     


    “Why not?” Derrick asked. “We can get it! Trust
me. I’m an expert at this.”


    “It’s trapped; you’ll just die,” Thomas warned
again, trying once more to urge his ally to halt. But it was too late. The
Dwarf had a greedy glint in his eye that Thomas recognized.


    “Just watch,” the Dwarf said. He took something
out of his pocket and threw it at the chest. The chest was knocked back two
feet, and Thomas heard a loud click. In the next instant, the room was
filled with arrows shot from opposite walls.


    “See, I did it!” Derrick proclaimed proudly. “Now,
we can go get the loot.”


    “Don’t,” Thomas warned again. They were so close
to the boss door that he didn’t want to take any chances. She’s just ahead!
Stay focused! He was so close that he could practically scream in
frustration, but he never had a chance.


    Before Thomas could even say another word, Oceanus
darted ahead, his long lizard tail cutting an S-shaped trail through the dust
behind him as he rushed toward the treasure chest. “The Dwarf is right, it’s
all--”


    Another series of arrows shot out as soon as he
stepped into the room, butchering Oceanus right where he stood.


    Thomas sighed. “There is more than one trap in
that room. It’s a huge issue; it always kills several of our players.”


    “. . . That freaking idiot,” Janet grumbled. “Why
can’t he chase money that adamantly in real life? Then we wouldn’t be using
discount modules at the cafe on weekends to play these games.”


    “Cafes are the economical way to do it, though,”
Derrick said. “You can’t be wasting money in real life or in the game.”


    “Yeah, but I’d like to game in my own home. I’m
always worried someone will steal my stuff while I’m in the dive machine. It
always feels so sketchy since we have to take all of our clothes off every time
we get in . . . even with the door locked . . .”


    “But you’ll save more money than you'll ever carry
on you, so don’t complain. Your man is doing it right,” Derrick insisted.


    “Don’t try to make excuses for him,” Janet said,
shaking her head. “Let’s just go finish this quest so we can get that gold and
move on.”


    “This time, don’t touch anything,” Thomas said,
pushing forward with the group. “This whole place is a giant trap that Lucas
designed to suck away all of our time and money by forcing us to pay for
repairs and better gear and items every time we die.”


    They walked around the corner where the guards
usually popped out, but no one appeared. Thomas pushed forward cautiously,
confused once again by the missing guards and expecting them to show up and
ambush the group at any moment, but the party made it to the giant double doors
that led to the throne room without anyone ever appearing.


    Lilith was waiting for them there, twirling a
blade in her hand as she stared at the door, and she gave the group a
displeased look as they approached.


    “There were four of you,” she said impatiently.
“Where is the would-be dragon?”


    “A trap got him,” Derrick said, lowering his head
in shame. If Oceanus hadn’t been faster than Derrick, then Derrick would have died
instead.


    “Idiot. This should still be enough though. Can
you tank?” she asked the Dwarf.


    The Dwarf pulled out his one-handed axe and a
shield. “I can hold Abaddon’s gates in check for you, lass,” he said with the
worst attempt at a Scottish accent that Thomas had ever heard. “I swear it by
the hairs on my beard.”


    Lilith pursed her lips for a second and then
nodded, stashing her dagger away and pulling out a bow. “You’ll do then.”


    Thomas wasn’t comfortable with a bow at all and
specialized in daggers, which he pulled out gleefully. “When the fight starts,
you take out the Naga with the bow in the back. I’ll handle the backstabbing
Were-Fox, and you”--he looked over at the magic-wielding lizard girl--“handle
Lucas. You need to hit him before he finishes his speech, or else he’ll have
one of us mind-controlled. That magic is deadly and will wreck our entire
composition, so attack as fast as possible with a Fire spell and then try to
follow it up with whatever you can. He is very good at mind magic, but not so
great at the rest. His other spells, like the Lighting Pillars he calls down,
take too long to cast. Just be fast. And whatever you do, don’t use an
area-of-effect spell. You might hurt my princess.”


    “Got it,” Janet said in unison with the Dwarf.


    “Just don’t die too fast,” Lilith said directly to
Thomas.


    As the tank, Derrick moved to the front so that he
could enter first. “By my axe, it’s time to show this villain his maker!” He
shoved the doors open with a massive push, and the group rushed through.


    But no one was there. The room was completely
empty. Everyone was missing.


    “What’s going on?” Derrick asked, dropping the
horrible accent.


    “I don’t know,” Thomas said, looking around
desperately. “This isn’t right. This isn’t what we’re supposed to see. Where is
he?!” Desperation filled his voice as Thomas panicked. “Where the hell is my
princess?”


    “Oh, I’m sorry to say this, but your princess is
in another castle,” a quiet feminine voice said from behind one of the pillars.


    “Show yourself!” Thomas demanded, gripping his
knives tightly. I’ve come too far; I’ve trained too hard to be denied!


    “Gladly,” she said. “But first, could you put down
your weapons? I’m just a mere serving girl--a simple maid with information.”


    Thomas looked over at Janet and Lilith, the two
ranged members of his party, and watched as they lowered their staff and bow
respectively.


    “Our weapons are down,” Thomas called out. “You
can come out.”


    “Ah . . . Thank you.” A second later, a beautiful
Alfar girl in a French maid outfit appeared from behind a giant column. “It’s
my pleasure to make your acquaintance. I am Hanna, Lucas’s maid and trusted
servant. I’ve been tasked with finding a Human suitable to take Lucas’s place
and manage this establishment,” she said, bowing her head.


    “What do you want?” Thomas asked quickly. “Where
is your master?”


    “I just said what I wanted.” The young girl
stepped back, moving closer to the pillar. “Please don’t bully me, mister. I
really am defenseless. I’m only asking that you listen patiently and don’t
shoot the messenger.”


    What is she up to? Thomas wondered.


    “Lucas is looking for someone to take over?”
Lilith asked incredulously. “But that means that we would have to join the
Imperium, doesn’t it? Is that even possible?”


    “You . . .” The maid took a breath as if to gather
herself and then continued. “You may join. He cannot.” She pointed directly at
Thomas. “He’s already joined the rebellion, so he and the other two can tag
along or stay in your party, but as non-Humans, those will not be able to
attain proper citizenship within the Imperium. They will be considered servants
like myself at best.”


    “Excellent!” Lilith said, putting away her bow
completely. “And does joining the Imperium force me to stay here? Or can I
leave this place after I join?”


    The maid looked confused by the question. “Umm . .
. well . . . I guess you wouldn’t have to stay. Since you’d be a member of the
Imperium, you could go to any of the Imperium’s territories . . .”


    “What are you doing, lass?” Derrick questioned.
“Think of the honor of people and stop asking ridiculous questions. Let’s kill
this wench and take her booty! By my beard, that’s the only route for us!”


    “She’s just getting information for the forums,”
Janet said. “Let her finish the questions. Information regarding Lucas can sometimes
be sold for a premium.”


    “Joining the Imperium is rather simple,” the maid
continued calmly. “All you have to do is kill the non-Humans that came with
you. Personally, as a non-Human myself, I find this act barbaric, but it’s
needed as a testament of your loyalty to the Imperium. If you do this, you’ll
not only have the right to inherit Lucas’s dungeon, but you’ll also be granted
the rank of a soldier in the Imperium. It’s rather troublesome if you do this,
however, because then your rank would be higher than mine. I am, after all,
just Alfar scum to everyone in the Imperium but that sack of potatoes and my
master.”


    That sack of potatoes? The Dark Knight that was
partied with Lucas? The one everyone claims to be one of the best tanks on noob
island? Thomas found it odd that an Alfar would address someone in the
Imperium with such disdain while still serving an Imperium noble.


    “So, I kill them, and then I outrank you?” Lilith
asked.


    “Yes, that’s correct.”


    “Well, that’s going to be worth a penny on the forums,”
Janet replied, turning to look at Lilith.


    Halfway through the turn, however, she stopped.
Her face paled with fear and dread for one brief instant before she choked off
a scream and started coughing up bright red blood. The attack had been so fast
that Thomas had barely seen it. Lilith had practically teleported behind Janet
before digging her dagger into her back and then jamming it in again twice more
for good measure.


    Lilith grabbed Janet, hugging her from behind, and
then slit her throat while giving Janet’s scaly cheek a little kiss. “Don’t
take it personally,” she said matter-of-factly before pushing the corpse to the
ground. “I have nothing against you, but I have to see Lucas.”


    “What are you doing, lass?” Derrick’s accent was
slightly more convincing this time.


    Lilith reached down and wiped Janet’s blood off on
her shirt, leaving it stained with a smear of red.


    “This can be quick, or this can be slow,” Lilith
said. “But you’re going to die here, so you can pick how.”


    “Thomas . . .” Derrick looked over at him,
obviously questioning what he should do.


    Thomas quickly weighed his options and then turned
to the maid and asked, “If she joins the Imperium, will you tell her where
Lucas is?”


    “I will,” the maid replied. “She can choose to
share it with you or not. That’s her choice to make.”


    Thomas turned back to Derrick and shook his head
solemnly. “I’m sorry. I have to find out where that villain is.” Thomas
clutched his knife to his chest and began channeling Backstab so that he could
position himself behind the Dwarf, bypassing the little man’s shield. “I have
to know where he is so that I can kill him. I have to rescue my princess!”


    Thomas felt a familiar suction on his body like he
was being pulled through a vacuum cleaner, and then he appeared behind the
Dwarf. Unsure whether he should be facing Lilith or Thomas, Derrick stood
rooted in place as Thomas executed an undefended Backstab and killed him.


    You have killed Derrick, another player. You have
been awarded 175 EXP. A pair of leather boots, 1 gold, and 158 copper have
dropped upon death.






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






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


    “That was cold,” the maid said. “I suppose you’re
the perfect type for the Imperium then, and you have fulfilled the conditions.
I would like to formally welcome you the Imperium. I will draft you the proper
documents as proof of your joining. If you choose to remain here, I can still
offer you a ring of nobility. You can become a Knight under Baron Lucas and be
in charge of managing Lucas’s estate on the island of Hesse.”


    “No,” Lilith answered, shaking her head. “I just
need to know where he’s going and how to reach him.”


    “Right. I have to kill him,” Thomas said, walking
over and standing beside Lilith. “That filthy mongrel needs to be put dow--
AH!”


    Lilith turned on him. She shoved her knife into
his stomach, dragged the blade downward, and then ripped it out and repeated
the process a second time horizontally, creating a cross. Then, before Thomas
could so much as raise a dagger in defense, she leaned forward and smashed her
forehead into his face, leaving him completely disoriented. Thomas’s world spun
as he tried to process what was going on, and then his legs were swept out from
underneath him. He landed hard on his back on the cold floor, and Lilith
pounced on top of him almost instantly. She shoved her hands into the open
wound that she had created in his stomach and grabbed giant handfuls of his
intestines. She wrapped them around his wrists first like handcuffs, ripped
more out, and then tied them around her backpack. Thomas’s health practically
disintegrated, and he was preparing himself for the death sequence when a warm
light flooded over him.


    Huh? He looked up to see Lilith healing
him. Apparently, she kept a Healer’s rod on her. His health jumped up but
wasn’t fully restored. It couldn’t be. The spell closed up the wound in his
stomach, but since his intestines were wrapped around the backpack and his
wrists, they couldn’t be pulled back inside him. “What the . . .” Thomas managed.
“Just kill me already you--”


    He couldn’t finish his curses as Lilith pulled
something out of her backpack and stuffed it in his mouth. Thomas gagged as a
ball of peppers was stuffed into his throat. His tongue felt like a hot brand
was being dragged across it, and he could practically feel his throat swelling
the moment it touched him. He desperately tried to scream in pain, but Lilith
kept her hand pressed against his mouth, preventing him from prying his jaws
open. She started digging around in her backpack again with her free hand, and
she pulled out a cloth, which she then wrapped around his head, securing the
peppers in his mouth.


    Thomas tried to struggle against her, but every
movement only yanked out more of his intestines. His body was wracked with so
much pain that he was having trouble processing it.


    “Nuh uh,” Lilith said, waving a now-free hand back
and forth in front of him. “You don’t get to die that easily. You need to
suffer first.”


    Thomas tried to think, but the agony was too much.
He had accepted that he might die, but this was past the point of right and
wrong. Since he normally kept his pain sensors fairly high to make sure that he
would be extra aware of what was going on in the environment around him, all of
the torment and suffering she was putting him through was worse than it would
have been in reality.


    “You insulted Lucas right in front of me. Did you
really think I would let you off the hook? Did you think your blasphemous mouth
could run as it wanted, to and fro, and go unpunished? This is your punishment.
This is the price you will pay. I will make sure you don’t get to die fast,
easily, or painlessly. I’m going to leave you here to bleed out, one tiny point
of health at a time.” She grabbed his face when he tried to look away and held
it in place, forcing him to stare up at her for a long moment. Finally, she
violently shoved his face away and then stood up and dusted herself off.
Turning back to the maid, she said, “If you would be so kind, please tell me
where my dearest Lucas has gone.”


    “You . . . uhh . . . don’t want to make sure he
can’t hear?” the maid asked, pointing to Thomas squirming on the ground.


    “No,” Lilith said. “I want him to find Lucas. I
want him to see what a real villain, a great and glorious man like our Lucas,
is like. I want him to taste despair at Lucas’s hand and to know the true
depths of his failures.”


    “O . . . kay . . .” The maid’s features changed
from timidity to horror as her tall Alfar ears pulled back with the top of her
forehead, and her skin blanched. “Well, he has begun his journey to Dover, the
capital city of the Imperium, with his cohorts. He took a ship from the main
port just yesterday and will arrive soon.”


    “Does the Imperium have a way for me to get there
quickly?” Lilith asked. “I need to go be with my Lucas.”


    “Uhh . . .” The maid clearly didn’t want to
answer, and her eyes remained fixed on Thomas’s slowly dying figure. “Yeah. Umm
. . . Linnaeus, could you come out?”


    A massive six-winged, six-armed, six-tailed
light-blue beast stalked out from behind another one of the pillars. “I can
take you,” the multi-limbed primate said as he looked over at Thomas and the
woman. “I can see your loyalty to my dearest brother is admirable, and I’d be
happy to take you as far as the port, but I cannot leave with you until a
replacement has been found for this keep. I have strict instructions to keep
our dearest Hanna safe until then. My brother, the noble Lucas, whose
generosity and manners know no bounds, does worry so about every person in his
charge. He would sooner die than let any harm befall any creature in his care.”


    “Oh no,” Lilith gulped. “I . . . Oh, my. I
accidentally . . . I killed an octopus that attacked me on my way here. He
won’t be mad, will he? He won’t be angry with me, will he?!” Lilith asked
worriedly, showing a small bit of concern for the first time over what might be
a perceived slight to Lucas.


    “It’s fine. You have proven yourself worthy, and
it was the monster’s fault for attacking you. Probably. Either way, brother is
a forgiving kind. But”--Linnaeus looked over at the corpse--“if you don’t mind,
as a traveler’s fee, can I have his eyes?”


    The maid cringed visibly.


    “Would you like me to carve them out for you?”
Lilith asked.


    Linnaeus nodded eagerly. “If it’s not too much of
a hassle.”


    “No problem at all,” Lilith answered casually. She
crouched back down next to Thomas, grabbed his chin with one hand so that he
couldn’t turn his head, and with a voice that was enchantingly sweet and
dripping with malice, she said, “I’m sorry. I wanted to let you suffer enough
to understand the error of your ways, but I can’t waste another minute on you.
I’m sure you understand, right? Next time we meet, I’ll make sure you suffer
worse.”


    Then she plunged her fingers down into Thomas’s
right eye socket. Thomas tried to scream again, but it only caused pure
spice-coated saliva to travel down his throat and into his windpipe, burning
every part of his chest and heightening his torment. The only thing he could do
to defend himself was to try and squeeze his eyes shut defiantly, but she
quickly dropped her hold on his chin and swapped to pressing down his forehead
instead. Once she did that, she was able to hold his head in position and pry
his eyelids open using her thumb and then pluck both of his eyeballs from their
sockets using her free hand.


    Mercifully, the damage was just enough to finally
kill him and trigger the death sequence, sending him back to his rented tavern
room in Borken.


    



  




  

    




    -----


     


    Moments later, after he respawned, Thomas went to
the tavern in the town just outside of the manor. The old watering hole was
supposed to be the meeting spot for everyone in the worst-case scenario if they
were completely wiped out and decided that the dungeon wasn’t conquerable, and
it looked like it might end up being where they would part ways.


    “Welcome to my humble establishment,” Hermann, the
NPC who manned the tavern, said when Thomas opened the door.


    “Thank you, man.” Thomas extended his hand, trying
to be polite as he greeted the NPC.


    “Don’t mention it,” Hermann replied.


    “Hey, boss! Or, well, I guess it’s just ‘old man’
now,” a cute female voice said from behind Thomas before he could even put his
first foot through the door.


    Thomas recognized that voice. His back stiffened,
and his hand automatically reached for his weapon as he spun about and
discovered the pretty young Alfar woman in a lecher’s dream of a maid outfit.
He could still feel the phantom tracers of pain from his last death, something
that he wasn’t going to forget any time soon, if ever.


    “Is he forcing you to wear that?” Hermann asked,
his voice filled with concern. “You can always run away.”


    The girl pushed her way past him as if he wasn’t
even there. As if she didn’t recognize him. As if she didn’t know what had
happened to him only a short time ago.


    “Him? No. He’s not forcing me to do anything. As
much as I’d love to have a hand at toying with the new lord, he’s too clever,
and he doesn’t pay attention to anything I do. He’s always just dead-eyed,
staring off into space or thinking about something,” the girl responded.


    “Th-then why are you wearing that?” Hermann
stammered. “Is that all you have? Did he throw away all of your other clothes?”


    “Of course not!” she protested. “It’s that stupid
princess of his. She is constantly bossing me around, telling me that I have to
learn my lines and play the victim better. UGH! She’s so annoying!”


    Why is she here? Thomas’s eyes instantly
swept the area behind her for any sign of her hulking monster friend, but he
didn’t see a thing.


    “What? Do you want to pull out a pen and draw
yourself a picture?” she snapped at Thomas. “Go ahead. Keep leering, and I’ll
gouge your eyes out and feed them to Linnaeus.”


    Thomas involuntarily squeezed his eyes shut at the
memory. Even if it was just a game, it felt incredibly real--and often at the
worst of times.


    “No, it’s just . . . I was . . . Hey, what
princess are you referring to?” he asked, just blurting out his question. She
can’t be talking about Viola, can she? Viola is such an angel, and there is no way
a captive princess would ever have such authority over the staff, would she?


    “Why that stuck up Miss Viola, of course!
The only one who could manage to find a complicated, fancy way to say she wants
me to sprinkle extra sugar on her blueberry-glazed pancakes. I have no idea why
the lord spoils all those women, but at least I still get to toy with that poor
male friend of his.”


    “You really need to calm down,” Hermann said.
“This isn’t like you at all. Here, let me pour you a glass of wine so you can
relax.”


    The maid marched across the tavern and up to the
bar.


    “Thanks. I need it after having to take care of
those women. Katie is the only good one in the bunch; the others all drive me
crazy! I still can’t believe Lucas left me in charge while they just sailed off
into the sunset. I never knew I would appreciate being alone so much with
nothing but monsters for company, but tending to the manor with them gone has
been nothing but a relief.”


    That . . . That . . . That can’t be right! Can
it? Thomas stood frozen in place. Viola is an angel. Viola is my
perfect, sweet, beautiful angel.


    Then he remembered one of the videos that he had
seen. He recalled the way she had been chained, had been yanked around like a
dog by that bastard Lucas, and his mouth dropped open even farther as he
thought of one of the lines she had said to him.


    Then an idea crept into Thomas’s head. A chill ran
down his spine, and he suddenly felt sick to his stomach as his insecurity
flared. What if I was just too dense to understand what Viola meant? What if
she didn’t reject me because of a future quest? What if she rejected me because
she was putting on an act the whole time? What if she was just manipulating
people so we would do dangerous quests for her? So that we would just die in
her place? What if she was literally trying to send people to their grave?


    No! Thomas violently shook his head,
dispelling that thought and killing it before it could grow. No! She’s my
angel. He had already come to terms with his first sin: he had fallen for
an NPC. He would never believe that he had also fallen for a lie and that his
precious princess was actually a wicked, scheming siren to a dungeon lord.
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    Character Name: Lucas
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    “So, what exactly is this?” Lucas asked as he sat
down at the small table in his kitchen.


    “It’s a roasted grape crostini,” Liu answered. She
picked up one of the small appetizers and then took a bite as if to prove that
it was perfectly edible ahead of any objection he might have.


    Lucas had watched her make them, and while it
wasn’t anything overly complex, it was entirely new to him at the same time.
She had essentially mixed together grapes with sea salt, olive oil, sherry,
thyme, rosemary, and ground black pepper to create a spread which was then
topped onto a baguette with some manchego cheese crumbled over it. It was
simplistic in design, but he just couldn’t wrap his head around it.


    “What? You don’t trust me?” Liu asked. “When have
I ever led you wrong? Go on. Give it a bite.”


    Lucas took a swallow of water to make sure his
mouth was completely empty before doing just that.


    “Good? Right? I mean, they’re amazing to me. I
absolutely love them. My mother hates the recipe, tells me that I need to stick
to more traditional Chinese dishes, but I just can’t. I love the combination of
sweet and salty and savory. The Spanish really knew what they were doing with
this one.”


    Liu was right. They were delicious. Decadently so.


    “Although, I do remember seeing a recipe that made
something similar with lemon ricotta and honey, and I’ve been tempted to try
that one out too.”


    Lucas finished chewing his bite and said, “Yeah,
but that still doesn’t explain why you’ve set up a dive device in my home.”


    “Ah. Right. That. Well, remember what I said after
we confronted Dray von Maidbanger? Or, rather, what I said about the GM that
was playing him?”


    Lucas nodded. “Of course.”


    “So, he kept his mouth shut at first, and it
seemed like the whole issue would blow over without incident . . .” Liu paused
and took another bite of a crostini. She clearly took her time chewing the
bite, and Lucas knew it was because the subject bothered her so much. Despite
the fact that she had to talk about it, it wasn’t something that she was
comfortable with. She was likely hoping that Lucas would let her get away with
changing the subject, and he was actually debating whether or not he should
when she continued.


    “Well, what I didn’t know was that he was just
waiting for forty-eight hours so that the servers would drop all of the temporary
file logs of GM interactions and conversations. He wanted to make sure that
there wasn’t any evidence to contradict his word when he reported me. After
that, he made it seem like I was a disgruntled employee and that he was the
knight in shining armor who had never done anything wrong. Human resources
didn’t even bother investigating the claim or my defense after two of his ugly,
self-centered, narcissistic male jerk-hole friends backed him up. He had them
submit statements claiming that I was a crazy, obsessed, irrational woman who
was so crazy that I would make stuff up just for attention. Then they started
spreading the same rumors around the office just to make me look bad in front
of everyone else.”


    Lucas understood now why she had avoided this topic
when she first showed up at his place with a company-issued dive machine. He
already wanted to murder the man. “So--”


    “So, those jerks tried to fire me! They were going
to let me go with just a simple ‘Oh, she’s a loose cannon, a lazy employee,’
but they couldn’t,” Liu said angrily. “They said some higher up won’t let me
get fired no matter what!”


    Ah . . . that’s . . . my doing, Lucas
realized. He hadn’t simply improved the game out of the goodness of his heart.
He had bought a lot of the market share, almost 35% of the game’s total stock
value, when he started playing the role of the villain. The move made sense at
the time and seemed like a sound investment. After all, if he was going to put
in all the time and effort to save the company, he might as well make some
monetary returns off of it. Not to mention, the stock was valued incredibly low
to begin with. No one ever could have predicted that the creation of a new
dungeon on noob island would drive the value of the company up so much.


    He wanted 51% of the gaming company, but he didn’t
have enough liquid assets at the time, and he refused to cash in even a single
share of Lu-Yu enterprises, the corporation that he had established with his
now-deceased wife. Those he planned to hold on to until the day he died as a
reminder of who she was to him and the things that they had done together.


    He hadn’t thought the purchase would elevate Liu’s
position when he did it though. Now, they couldn’t fire her because they’d be
afraid of how he might swing his voting block around at the next stockholders’
meeting. They’re literally just keeping her around so that they don’t tick
me off. Anyone with the Internet would know she’s my sister-in-law, and firing
the sister-in-law of a major stockholder would be career suicide in this
nepotistic world.


    “Yeah, well, about that . . .” Lucas began to
apologize to Liu for the situation, but she interrupted him and kept going.


    “Right? Just because I helped raise the value of
the company, everyone is afraid to fire me! But now, because I’m some
self-centered, man-hating drama-queen, no one wants to work with me. So, you
know what they did? They totally made up some random ‘new position,’ gave me
this dive machine, a small 1% pay raise that won’t even cover the electric bill
it’s going incur, and then they told me to work from home. Ugh. Men suck.”


    “You know I’m a man, right?” Lucas said,
abandoning his efforts to tell her what he had done and just shaking his head.


    “Don’t ask me to be logical when I’m mad,” Liu
huffed. “Just eat your roasted-grape crostini and be happy.”


    Lucas had no issue following those orders. He
finished off the one that he was working on, washed it down with a bit of
merlot, and then took another.


    “Not that I mean all men,” Liu continued after
stuffing another bite into her mouth. “Just those three. Those three lying,
duplicitous, scheming . . . They are the evil ones. And people like them.”


    “Well . . .” Lucas frowned and stole a play out of
Liu’s book by taking as long as possible to chew before answering. “Well, I’m
really sorry you had to go through that, but--and I hate asking--what exactly
is your new job?”


    “Ah. That. I am now in charge of ‘organic content
development.’ The boss’s boss’s boss was so pleased with your little dungeon
escapades that people are comparing it to that rolling simulator, Not the
Brightest Souls 2, saying it’s the new hardest challenge ever.”


    “What the heck does that even mean?” Lucas asked.
“Organic content development?”


    “Well, it means that I have to find a way to make
more content like the kind we made on Hesse. Except, this time, I have to make
it on the mainland,” Liu grumbled. She was still clearly irritated, but the
subtle switch of topics had taken a good bit of the fire out of her mood.
“They’re trying to make it seem like they’re doing me a favor, but they’re not.
They’re shafting me hard in the hopes that I’ll just up and quit on my own. The
small pay increase isn’t even going to cover the electricity that it’s going to
take to run this machine all the time. I’m already taking a hit, and now I have
to buy my own lunches instead of getting access to the free gifts that are
dropped off all the time.”


    Lucas looked at her with a sidelong glance. “So,
if you have to work from home, shouldn’t you . . . you know, be at your home?”


    “Oh, well. About that. I figured that if I set up
here, it would be cheaper,” Liu explained. “I figured that since my kind and
generous and doting brother-in-law is so wealthy, he would happily take care of
me and let me work here.”


    Lucas looked over at the side-by-side machines.
“You’re not exactly struggling for money, Liu. Why don’t you just negotiate
with the company? Actually threaten to leave and go public with the truth or
something if they don’t at least cover your electric?”


    Liu’s face twisted around for a moment until she
settled into a slight pout. “Are you saying you won’t help take care of me?
That you hate my food and don’t want me over here? I see. I guess I was
mistaken. I thought that when you put on that gallant, handsome front and stood
up for me and told the whole world that you thought I was beautiful, that
perhaps . . . perhaps, I really wasn’t trash. That I wasn’t wasted space. But
if my presence isn’t worth the few dollars for electricity, then . . .” she
sniffled and paused long enough to put on the fake waterworks for a second. “I
suppose I can have it packed up and taken out today.”


    “You really gonna try to guilt me into giving you
free rein of my apartment?” Lucas asked skeptically. He knew Liu’s tricks all
too well.


    “Yup. And if you don’t give in, I’ll tell sis
tomorrow how mean you are when I visit the grave,” she said, suddenly perking
up and giving him a wicked grin.


    Lucas sighed. He could easily kick her out.
Ignoring her and her guilt trips wasn’t a problem. He had done it for seven
months before without returning so much as a single call, but if he was honest
with himself, he liked having her around. She was pleasant enough company, and
he liked her food, the drinks, and the generally good mood that seemed to
follow. He knew it, and he knew she knew it too. In a way, he was actually sure
that she was forcing this situation on him because she wanted to save him the
trouble of asking her to come over more often himself.


    “Fine, you win. You can stay,” he said.


    “Awesome!” Liu said, picking up her wine glass.
“We toast to the first victory of Liu against the evil miserly Lucas in the
territorial wars of Lucas’s apartment!”


    “Huh?” Lucas, who had grabbed his own wine glass
to share his toast, stopped when he heard the reason for it. “What territory
wars? What are you talking about?”


    “You don’t know? I’m going to take over this
entire place. You’ve conceded a few square feet today, but I’ll get a few more
later. I’m the true villain here, even if you haven’t realized it yet. Before
you know it, you’ll find that this is my manor, and I’m the boss!” She tilted
her head back and cackled evilly.


    This woman . . . Lucas felt a tug on the
corner of his cheeks. He failed to resist the urge to grin. It’s good to see
her in high spirits. He had been ready to punch her boss, her boss’s boss,
and her boss’s boss’s boss in the face when he heard what had happened, but the
fact that Liu was still somehow having a good time and not letting them define
who she was or what mood she was in made him feel good.


    “The higher-ups are still going to make me work
hard if I’m to keep playing as Xun Guan, the noble Lady of the Imperium,” she
declared, “even if I do leech off you and drink wine all day. So, you need to
work very hard and become the boss of some new territory soon.”


    “Yeah, about that . . .” Lucas began. “Do you mind
telling me more about this town we’re about to start in? The meetup is in a few
minutes, and I logged off outside the gate like we told the others to do, but I
don’t really know what’s going on.”


    “Ah. The city . . .” Liu scratched her head. “It’s
kind of just, you know, a neutral Reputation farming zone.”


    “What do you mean? What the heck is a neutral rep
farming zone?” Lucas asked. Unlike Liu, who had a detailed understanding of the
MMO, Lucas was relatively new to actually playing the game. He had technically
logged in eight months of real-life game time, or twenty-four months of in-game
time, but he had spent it all as a lazy wastrel, using real-life cash to buy
in-game currency that he spent on food and supplies. He hadn’t learned many of
the game’s actual mechanical skills, and there were a lot of advanced topics
that he only had limited knowledge of.


    “Well, it’s like this. The Imperium city was, but
now isn’t, an instanced zone. It’s a large town with tons of people that
players often invade to farm Reputation by killing the guards, nobility, and
high-level bosses.”


    “What is Reputation?” Lucas asked. This was
something he had heard of when he first began ascending through the ranks, but he
didn’t know a ton else about it.


    “Well, honestly, the best way to explain
Reputation is this: it’s exactly what it sounds like. It’s your standing with
different factions, cities, guilds, etc. Most factions have a sworn enemy, and
by killing that sworn enemy, you can improve your Reputation within that
faction. Similarly, you lose Reputation with the sworn enemy faction by killing
their members. The best way to describe it would be to consider the rivalry and
conflict amongst the various were-beast races. The Were-Fox, the Were-Wolf,
Were-Rat, and Were-Bear tribes are all goody-goody two-shoes who work together
in Hesse to throw off the yolk of the evil Imperium, but in the mainland,
they’re actually sworn enemies. They hate each other. So, if you kill a Were-Bear,
your Reputation with the Were-Foxes and allied groups will improve, but your
Reputation with the Were-Bears and their allies will decline.”


    “I see. So, it’s like a sort of pick-your-faction
kind of thing?” Lucas asked. He hadn’t realized that the various races hated
each other so much or that there would be so much tribal conflict. “What’s the
benefit of picking one over another? Wouldn’t it be better to be neutral with
all factions? That way no one hates you?”


    “Hmm . . . Theoretically, you don’t have to pick
one over another. Most players naturally gravitate toward their own groups, at
least initially, based just on starting race. Certain quests require you to
have picked a faction, and others require you to have a certain amount of
Reputation before you can even pick them up. Some merchants even require you to
have earned Reputation within an area or faction before they’ll do business
with you, and even then, their products might be restricted based on how much
you’ve earned. It’s the game’s way of rewarding you for doing well, but it’s
also telling you that you’re either with them or against them.


    “To be honest, a lot of people just level up their
Reputation with numerous factions at the same time by attacking the Imperium.
The Imperium is universally hated, so you can build Rep with a lot of people at
the same time without really taking any losses. Imperium players were
non-existent before you came along, so there really was no downside to it. The
only major problem is that it takes forever to gain Reputation that way. It’s
safe but slow. The more specialized a hatred is, the more Reputation it yields.
The more factions who share a common enemy, the fewer bonuses you get for
farming it.


    “Wait. Hold on a minute. There are
faction-specific vendors?” Lucas thought that was just weird. “That seems dumb.
What’s to stop someone from just buying an item at the faction-specific
merchant and then selling it to a player that doesn’t have the Reputation to
afford it?”


    “Oh, the game protects against that too. Well, in
a way. It’s more like if someone acts as a middle man, that person instantly
loses all of their Reputation with the faction. The factions basically have the
same reaction to a merchant re-selling their product that a company would to
someone passing out their trade secrets: they’d blacklist them and spread the
word not to do business with that person again. Any individual dumb enough to
do that would find it nearly impossible to build Reputation with any faction
ever again. They’d be branded as a traitor by every group in the area,” Liu
explained.


    “Oh, I see. So, going back to the Imperium city,
when you say it’s a neutral Rep-farming zone, you mean that it’s an area where
any player can go to improve their faction standing without ruining their standing
with a different faction. It’s a place where you can farm Reputation with a
faction while staying neutral.”


    “Yeah,” Liu said. “Which makes it popular with
Paladin orders and priesthoods that need to be beloved by all in order to
unlock their class-specific quests and annoying to others, like Silver-Wolf
hopefuls and those after the faction-specific gear and quests that need
negative Reputation.”


    “So, is there a Human faction?” Lucas asked. He
was kind of curious since the factions she all mentioned were racial specific.


    “There are a few, but like most racial factions,
other races can still join them. You can be a Were-Bear and still have a high
Reputation within the Were-Fox faction, even though they’re natural enemies.
The Imperium is, more or less, the only racially-specific faction in the game.
The Grand Admiral’s is considered by many to be the prominent Human faction
since the majority of its members, and all of its ruling party, are Human, but
there is Blessed Light, which is made up of mostly Humans, Dwarves, and
Alfars.”


    “So, just to take a stab at this, but . . . the
trainers that Nick, Bonnie, and myself used . . . would those be Imperium
faction trainers, even though they are elite classes that other people have
access to?”


    “Yes. Each faction has its own elite trainers.
Some of them are unique in rare cases, but most overlap with what's available
to everyone else. The Dark Knight that Nick is being trained in is one that
overlaps with a few others, but the Enchanter that you were trained in is unique,
and only the Grand Admiral’s faction and the Imperium get access to the
Reconnaissance class that Bonnie was trained in.”


    “Can players make their own factions? This seems
like it would be a really neat function. If they could create their own faction
and then track Reputation within the faction, basically as a way of encouraging
people to join and then assigning rank based on contribution . . .” Lucas
wondered aloud, automatically thinking about how he would make a faction if
possible.


    “Uhh . . . No, not exactly? They can make a guild,
and guilds have Reputation too, but there are no factions for them. They don’t
get to pick sworn enemies. They just level up guild Rep by going out and doing
impressive things in the world or completing major quests. Honestly, most
players complain that it’s too easy to farm, feels pointless, and has no
substantive reward at times.”


    “Hmm . . . You’re in charge of organic content
creation, so is there anything you can do to change that?” Lucas asked. “I
mean, I think it would be good to create a faction within the Imperium, but one
that is still part of the Imperium. Most of my guards have non-Human partners
since Hesse was full of them, and half of my crew isn’t Human. I’d like to make
a faction that represents the ideals of the people following me, if possible,
without leaving the Imperium.”


    Liu shook her head and shrugged off his question.
“Too bad. You’ve gotta work with the hand you’re dealt.”


    Lucas knew that really was her take on life. She
had been dealt a horrible hand at work, had been sexually harassed and then
pressured into leaving the office, even though she wasn’t the one at fault, but
she was somehow still optimistic.


    “Ugh,” he grumbled. This was going to be another
one of those situations where the game actually had some amazing concept, like
the dungeon development that he used on Hesse, that hadn’t been opened up to
the players. This was starting to look like a common problem: there were tons
of great features built in, but players didn’t access them for one reason or
another. “Since you work from home now and have basically been stripped of
everything, you can’t raise a fuss and push for changes, can you?”


    “Nope, not at all,” Liu said with a big smile on
her face. “So, let’s just stop dealing with this and go have some fun. I can’t
wait to show you around the Imperium city. Even though it’s a little dangerous,
that shouldn’t be a problem for us at all.” She stuffed the last crostini into
her mouth, poured the remaining wine in with it, and then stood up while still
chewing.


    “Fine, but one more question. Why exactly are you
. . . here?” Lucas asked, pointing to where Liu had set up the dive device.


    “I thought we just went over that?” Liu asked.


    “No, we went over why you came to my place. But
you know that, if you set up next to me . . . Well, there’s a reason why cafes
have private rooms and lockers for dive machines, right?” Lucas couldn’t
believe that he was going to have to point out the fact that, in order to get
in the pod, they’d have to strip. Nakedness was a requirement since the
machines would rapidly fill with goo and connect to the body on several points.


    “Huh?” Liu looked confused as she stood up and
tilted her head at Lucas. “I don’t understand. What’s the problem? Just get in
the machine already. We got friends to meet.”


    Lucas was about to clarify what he meant, but
before he could object, she began undressing. She unzipped her skirt,
unbuttoned her blouse, slid down her pantyhose and removed her bra and panties.
It wasn’t particularly fast, but Lucas couldn’t move as he stood there stunned,
watching her actions. She climbed into the machine, and the door closed on top
of her, finally letting Lucas regain his thoughts.


    Back when Yu Hua, his wife, was alive, the sight
of another woman naked never would have evoked such feelings within him. Now,
however, it had been far too long since he had actually been with anyone, and
the urges that made up being a man were starting to win out against guilt and
history. I need to find someone to relieve this stress, Lucas thought as
he walked over to his own device and began to disrobe. Soon.


    When he climbed into the pod, Lucas was greeted by
the melodious female voice with pleasant British tones as she went through the
typical startup and greeting. “You have one missed call from your mother. Would
you like to return her call before beginning immersion?”


    “No,” Lucas replied, shutting it down. “Did she
leave a voicemail?”


    “She did. Would you like to listen to it now?”


    “Yes, please.”


    “Her voice mail is as follows: ‘Hey sweetie. How
are you holding up? Liu said she finally got ahold of you and that you went to
go see Yu Hua’s grave together. I’m so proud of you. Liu is such a wonderful
woman. I’m glad you’re being nice to her again. She needs it. Especially after
that fight she had with her dad again this week. I can’t believe that
insensitive old man had the nerve to kick her out of the house when she went to
visit her mother. Anyway, glad you’re at least being nice to her. I’m proud of
your progress. Love you, Mom.’ End of message. Would you like to leave a
response?”


    Lucas was a little surprised. What? Her dad
kicked her out of the home completely? What the hell did Liu say or do to cause
that? He knew that Liu had friction with her family, but he didn’t know what
could have happened in the last week that would have triggered such a drastic
response. He debated bringing it up and asking her, but he decided against it,
figuring it was better to let her talk about that stuff in her own time. “Just
. . . Just send my mother a simple text. Tell her, ‘I love you. We should have
lunch together sometime. I’ll try to come home for the holiday. Love, Lucas.’”


    “That is an excellent message. I appreciate its
brevity and sincerity.”


    “Thank you.”


    “No, thank you for giving me the privilege of
being your virtual assistant. Now, you also have 48 emails from 20 different
sources. Would you like to review them before beginning the immersion?”


    “No, thank you. Just delete all of the emails.”


    “Of course. What a great way to avoid wasting
time. Would you like to begin the immersion process now?”


    “Yes, please,” Lucas said.


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


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


    Lucas did as he was prompted, and in front of him
was unveiled the dirt road leading up to the Imperium’s capital, Dover. The
group had logged off near the entrance, but not close enough that he would
spawn right next to a guard, when he finally logged in. Unlike Hesse, the
mainland was, so far, much less green and flowery. The dirt road was completely
turned to mud in places, and grass was allowed to grow freely along the
roadway, making it look like a lawn that hadn’t been mowed in five years.
Lucas’s group had ventured into the grass a few times only to find that there
were dozens of critters, all just as deadly as wolves and bears, hiding out in
that waist-high grass.


    “Are we the first ones back?” Lucas asked. Without
the usual VRMMO systems of player messaging, friends lists, and guild messaging
boards, it was almost impossible for players to find each other without having
pre-planned meeting spots. At times, players even had to go so far as to send
out old-fashioned emails just to organize events and coordinate meeting
locations. The choice added a massive layer of realism and forced players to
get to know one another and each person’s individual schedule, but it also
meant that there were plenty of times when they would get stood up or be
inconvenienced by confusing addresses and notes.


    “Seems like it,” Liu said. Her in-game name was
Xun Guan, a noble Lady of the Imperium, who had been the very first dungeon
boss that any of the players would ever encounter when they started up a character
in Hesse.


    “We’re not that early. Some of them--”


    “BOO!” Bonnie exclaimed. Just as Lucas was going
to say that some of them should be back, Bonnie had jumped out at him from the
grass.


    “What the--” Lucas jumped back and automatically
turned toward her, ready to defend himself.


    “Sorry, boss. We all got on a few minutes earlier
and decided to wait. Surprised it took you two so long to get on,” she said as
she came out of the grass with Nick and Katie behind her.


    “Wait, where is Viola?” Lucas asked.


    “Oh, she’s late too. I figure she’s pampering
herself with grapes and wine like some fancy-pants literary snob,” Nick
laughed.


    Bonnie reached over and quickly smacked Nick on
the head with a healing scepter while yelling “HEAL!” and patching the wound
just as fast as she created it.


    “You almost made it a full minute,” Lucas
commented, laughing at Nick’s misfortune.


    “What the hell, Bonnie? I was talking about Viola!
Why’d you hit me when you think she’s snobby too?!”


    Bonnie shrugged. “Boss likes grapes and wine. Your
correlation was implying he was a snob too. So, you get hit.”


    “A joke is not a reason to hit someone,” Nick
grumbled.


    “If I hit someone just for being a joke, then I’d
be hitting you all the time,” Bonnie snickered.


    Nick stepped away from Bonnie and then turned back
to Lucas. “How come you two logged in at the same time?”


    “What are you implying, Nick? That the boss and
Liu are together? Grow up, man. Just because you’re unwanted like a stripper’s
dirty single doesn’t mean you need to go stirring drama for the boss,” Bonnie
said.


    Lucas shrugged. “Well, we are family. We were
having lunch together.”


    “Oh . . .” Nick’s face soured. It seemed that
stirring up trouble had actually been his intent.


    “A knight that’s good at acting like a fool, and a
fool that’s good at acting like the knight, one seen by all to only beckon
laughs, one seen by none, and in that hidden gap does she draw our eyes at end
of days.” Viola’s voice came from behind Lucas. “How could I be late in
attendance of your play?”


    “And there she is, the one and only damsel in
distress,” Bonnie said. “Asking to die a little early though, aren’t we?”


    Lucas turned to see one of the prettiest people he
had ever met in his entire life. Viola had long voluminous dark-brown hair; a
petite, feminine face; a delicate, cute nose; and large purple eyes that always
seemed to sparkle. Combined with the green and brown leather outfit that she
was wearing, the only way she could have looked more like a Disney princess was
if she had been decked from head to toe in a ballroom gown.


    “You know, what exactly happened to your quest now
that you’re gone?” Nick asked. “I mean, it’s not like people can rescue you
when you’re all the way over here.”


    “Oh.” The princess stopped and placed a finger to
her mouth. “That’s true. I don’t know. Truthfully, I never even considered what
might happen if someone really did manage to rescue me. I just always assumed
that Lucas would naturally show his brilliance as the greatest villain and
crush every one of those would-be heroes in their tracks. The idea that one
would successfully capture me? Gosh forbid!” She giggled merrily. “What a silly
notion from a silly boy.”


    “You two really need to stop picking on Nick,”
Lucas said, putting a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “He’s the only reason I don’t
die most fights, so can you cut it out?”


    “Aww . . . See that, Nick? Your meat is valuable
to at least someone in the group,” Bonnie teased, drawing a deep grimace across
Nick’s face.


    “Well, if you guys have chatted enough, let’s get
a move on. I want to go greet some fellow nobles and see what I can do to begin
setting up a dungeon on the mainland.” Lucas walked off without waiting for a
response so that the group had to either follow him or get left behind.


    They made it halfway to the town when Lucas
started to hear small explosive noises that he immediately recognized as the
sounds of a battle. What the hell? Already? Lucas pulled his backpack in
front of him so that it was only hanging by one strap from his shoulder,
reached inside, and pulled out his magic staff. He already had his necklace on,
which would allow him to channel Meddling Minds, but he still liked the spells
that came equipped with the Pangea staff. He had grown accustomed to using the
Cursed Tome of the Endless Reader while on Hesse, but that weapon wouldn’t work
outside of the starter zone.


    “Dude, you really need to go to the market and get
a better staff,” Nick said as he moved ahead of Lucas and assumed his role as
the tank. “The spells on that one just aren’t great.”


    “I’ll see you in the fight, boss,” Bonnie said,
darting into the tall grass on the side of the road and vanishing completely.


    Katie signaled her agreement with Bonnie’s idea
and disappeared after the Were-Fox. As a Naga, Katie had a racial advantage
that allowed her to move much faster than the rest of the group.


    “That’s the fourth explosion, and it’s really
loud,” Xun Guan said, peering ahead. “Do you think it’s a group of mages, or
just one high-level magic-user?”


    “It seems just one,” Lucas said. He pointed toward
the scuffle that just came into view as they made their final turn in the road,
and the city’s gate was revealed.


    The capital was surrounded by large stone walls, a
beautiful moat, and a classic drawbridge. But as everything came into view,
Lucas could see that the bridge was down, and there was a group of four guards
fighting against a magic user and a tank in the middle of the two-carriage-wide
bridge. The tank didn’t even have a weapon in his hand and was only carrying
one medium-sized shield in each arm instead, but he was covered from head to
toe in plated armor. Lucas thought it looked silly at first, but when he
noticed how easily the tank was able to move around and block each incoming
attack while keeping all four of the guards at bay and providing his
magic-wielding friend with plenty of room to throw explosive attacks at the
guards, he couldn’t laugh. Well, that certainly is one way to play.


    “Your time is now!” the Mage shouted as he
channeled another Fireball.


    “Easy, friend. You don’t want to do that! Lucas
called out to the Mage while still running,  already channeling his signature
spell, Meddling Minds. It was his defining spell as an Enchanter that allowed
him to create suggestions and turn enemies against each other, and it was built
into the class item he wore around his neck. “I can tell you’re a good man, and
these are good people. You don’t want to bother them. You want to put down your
weapon and use your words.”


    “What are you saying?” the man shouted back. “Of
course I want to kill them. Otherwise, how am I going to make it through to the
barracks where all of the best loot and Reputation is?”


    But by the time the man finished arguing, Lucas’s
spell went off. He had a much larger Arcanum supply now, and as a result, his
spell channeled incredibly fast. He was only able to channel 10% of his energy
into the spell at a time, and the cost of the spell had started to go up with
his total Charisma. The reason he took his time with the channeling process,
however, was because the spell’s effects would be changed depending on how
convincing he might be before casting it. The other factor that affected the spell
was Charisma. Whereas elemental spells did damage based on the enemy type,
armor type, and the environmental conditions around them, his spell had only
two factors: the suggestions he was giving and the difference between his
Charisma score and the enemy’s.


    “You know what I’m saying. I’m saying that you
need to be a good person, to not fight against the defenseless guards. You’re
clearly their better, so put down your weapon.”


    “Yeah, I think . . . I think I will,” the man said
quietly before dropping his magic staff on the ground.


    “What the hell are you doing, Lavelle?” the knight
demanded. “Why are you listening to him? Help me out here! I’m going to get
swarmed.”


    “But I don’t feel like fighting anymore,” the Mage
replied. “I’m sorry, Jackson. I think it was rude of us to attack.”


    “Idiot! We’re going to get killed!” Jackson yelled
back.


    “It’s a little late to be worried about that,”
Bonnie said flippantly as she appeared behind the Mage. She burst out of the
shadows and buried her dagger into the Mage’s back before the others could even
reach the fight. In a way, it wasn’t really even a contest. Thanks to her
class, Bonnie gained a movement speed bonus, and poor Nick suffered penalties
thanks to the heavy armor he wore.


    “What the hell, are we being lowbie ganked?”
Jackson asked. “Stupid noobs, why don’t you get your own prey?!” He spun around
in a fury, deflecting the next round of attacks in a single move, and then
charged straight at the guard closest to the Mage. He slammed into the man
shield-first, and the guard was thrown back several paces.


    “What the . . .?” the Mage came out of the
Meddling Minds spell, Bonnie’s attack having jolted him out of it prematurely.
Instead of dying, like many on Hesse would after even a single thrust of
Bonnie’s blade, the guy was practically unharmed. He was confused, but he was
still standing. “What’s going on?”


    “Oh, so you’re back with us?” Jackson shouted.
“Kill the damn lowbies! I’ll keep these guards occupied.”


    “I . . . I . . .” Lavelle stuttered, still coming
around. As if acting on instinct, he began leaning forward as if to recover his
lost staff. Bonnie had relentlessly buried a dozen knife thrusts into the
Mage’s back in the short time he had been out of it, but he just seemed
oblivious to all of them. It was clear that this man’s simple cloth armor
wasn’t as simple as it appeared, and that he was a much, much higher level than
Bonnie and Lucas were. “I’m going to kill you!”


    He finally collapsed forward and onto the ground,
but his hand closed around his staff a second later, and he instantly began
charging a spell the moment it was within his grasp.


    “Viola!” Lucas shouted. He wanted to make sure his
Sage was in position and ready to patch up whatever damage the spell caused.


    “Already on it,” Viola called back, and a giant
magically-made Force Shield popped up right in front of Bonnie, separating her
from the magician.


    A massive explosion erupted from the tip of
Lavelle’s staff at point-blank range and then rebounded off the barrier. The
otherwise impassable shield shattered under the effects of the powerful spell,
but not before a majority of its force was rebounded directly toward Lavelle.
The fiery backflow surged around the already-downed caster, roasting him with
his own attack.


    “Get another shield up! He’s going to shoot
again!” Lucas warned. Then, taking his own advice, he began casting Wind Wall.
Lucas quickly set the beginning and end points necessary to complete the spell
and directed the huge gust of Wind toward Jackson. Not only would it turn away
any spell Lavelle cast, but Lucas was also hoping that the forceful winds would
help coerce the tank toward the moat in front of him. The blustery blockade
sprang into place and slammed into a guard, throwing him forward. Although he
was clearly caught off guard, Jackson somehow managed to react. He maneuvered
one of his twin shields around between him and the projectile guardsman and
turned him to the side, sending the guard careening off into the moat.


    “What the hell?” Jackson crouched down slightly,
lowering his center of gravity for balance, and turned to face Lucas, the
obvious source of the Wind Wall. “Lavelle, a little help here!”


    But there wasn’t much that his friend could do at
the moment. Bonnie had leapt on top of him and pinned his arms to the ground,
not only making it harder to cast but also making it so that his spells would
blow up and hit him too if he tried to cast. The two wrestled around for a
brief moment as they fought for control, but Bonnie eventually won out. She
slammed her knife down into his stomach several times, eliciting howls of pain
and rage.


    Somehow, Lavelle managed to buck her off and over
his head by pushing off with his legs and thrusting upward with his hips at the
same time. It was incredibly reminiscent of a judo technique that Lucas had
seen in movies, and he was instantly curious how someone was able to replicate
it within the game, much less someone who was a caster.


    Lavelle quickly got to his feet and backed away,
but before he could raise his staff to cast a spell at the scrambling Were-Fox,
three arrows darted out of the grassy wall and peppered his chest from his
sternum to his Adam’s apple. Lavelle instantly abandoned his attempt at casting
a spell and instead doubled over, grasping at his chest with both hands.


    Lucas recognized that condition all too well as
blowback from having failed to properly channel a spell. If it was anything
like what Lucas himself had suffered in the past, Lavelle would be left dizzy
and disoriented; and, indeed, Lucas heard the other magician gasp in several
deep ragged breaths as if he were finding it hard to breathe. Then, almost as
if to put him out of his misery, a fourth arrow shot through Lavelle’s cheek
and into the back of his throat. Lavelle’s knees gave way, and he collapsed
back to the bridge.


    You have killed Lavelle. You have been awarded 1800 EXP. A
fine magic staff and a leg of mutton have dropped upon death.


    Nick maneuvered around Lucas and took advantage of
the Wind Wall by charging Jackson. He used the Wind as a free method of acceleration
and then used his extra speed to slam into the larger knight shield-first.


    Jackson roared in anger at seeing his friend
killed and cursed, “BY LEE’S LIGHT, I’LL KILL YOU ALL!” He fought to stay
upright for one brief moment, but the combined pressure of Lucas’s Wind Wall
and Nick’s weight was too much for him. The two tanks both toppled off the
bridge and into the moat with a loud splash.


    “Katie, can you get our tank?” Lucas asked,
rushing over to the edge of the drawbridge and peering into the water.


    “Nnn,” Katie responded, slithering toward the
water’s edge and diving straight in with a small plop.


    It took him a minute to realize that the guard who
fell off was already climbing up the wall on the side--or, rather, struggling
to get a foothold so that he could climb out--with Nick next to him. Neither
Katie nor Jackson was anywhere to be seen. Lucas peered into the depths for a
long moment, and then the two missing people burst from the water all at once.
Katie’s snake-like lower half was tightly wrapped around Jackson, making it
nearly impossible for him to swim. Seconds later, his shields bobbed to the
surface as well. Katie’s tightly-coiled tail constricted yet again, and the two
disappeared underwater once more as she dragged him down in a literal death
hug. Lucas watched for a long minute, waiting to see what would happen, and
then Katie appeared, slithering up the steep incline of the moat’s wall and
back onto shore with ease. Once she was on land, she turned and looked at Lucas
expectantly.


    You have killed Jackson. You have been awarded 1500 EXP. A
battered steel shield and 4 gold have dropped upon death.


    “You . . . uhh . . .”--Lucas’s eyes wandered back
to the moat, where Jackson had at last disappeared underneath the surface--“you
did very well there.”


    Katie’s cheeks turned red, and she looked down
abashedly at his praise--but not before Lucas noticed her glow.


    Lucas turned to the rest of his party and shared
the same sentiments. “You guys all did well. That was a tough fight, and we
couldn’t have done it without working as a team. Good job.”


    “No problem, boss,” Bonnie said. “That was a fun
one.”


    “Speak for yourself,” Nick groaned as he climbed
up on shore. “I felt like a kite without a string while in Lucas’s Wind Wall.”


    “I don’t know . . .” Bonnie shrugged. “Aren’t you
always talking about wanting to get bl--”


    “Language!” Lucas warned, interrupting before she
could continue. He didn’t know why, but he felt like certain topics shouldn't
be mentioned so openly in front of Katie. Even though the princess was always
talked about by others as the pure one, Lucas was certain that it was actually
Katie.


    “I’m also going to thank you all,” the guard who
climbed out of the moat said.


    “Indeed,” one of the other gate guards said.


    “I must extend my thanks as well, on behalf of me,
my wife at home, and my two daughters,” another guard added.


    The last guard shook his head ruefully. He
positioned himself so that he was only talking to Lucas and said, “Being saved
by subs . . . This is a first, and one I definitely won’t forget. You have my
deepest thanks, sir.”


    “Well, thanks are nice,” Lucas began, “but uhh . .
. Can we go through?”


    The guard paused as if he had been struck by a
difficult question. This bridge was probably a checkpoint so that the guards
could determine if Lucas was part of the Imperium, and Lucas’s question had
undeniably reminded them that they had a job to do. The first guard stepped
forward as if he were going to get down to business, but as soon as he saw the
ring that conferred Lucas with the title of Baron, he stopped short. The other
guards spied the ring as well, and they all bowed their heads respectfully.


    “Of course, Baron. Your and your party’s entry is
guaranteed,” the guard said without lifting his head.


    Ah! To be nobility in an ancient fantasy world.
Lucas squirmed a little but did his best not to look uncomfortable at the
gestures. Although he wasn’t entirely used to the deference they were showing
him, it was something that he had to accommodate in order to play the role that
was necessary of him. It was becoming easier as the days went by, but he was
still a modern man, and people bowing like that, serving him, swearing
obedience, and obeying his every word just felt unnatural. Even though he had
been a CEO whom people kissed up to in the past, they had been subtle with
their sycophantic praise. Now that he was a noble, everyone in the game besides
his party or other higher-ranking Imperium nobles treated him like royalty.


    Xun Guan walked up beside him as they entered the
town. “Lucas, you need to be careful in this city,” she warned. “While almost
everyone in here is part of the Imperium and won’t attack you, there will be
other players here to farm Reputation. A stealth-type class might appear at any
second to stab you in the back, or a party might come in that we can’t handle.
Keep your head down and don’t make a noise unless you have to.”


    “That seems fair,” Lucas agreed. He paused for a
moment and looked around at the buildings. He had absolutely no idea what to
expect from the city. The first thing he noticed was that all the shops and
houses were several stories tall. Although the ground levels were all made
almost entirely from stone, the second, third, and fourth floors had been
constructed from hewn wood. They were all painted in different colors varying
from red and white to blue and purple. They all had lots of windows, and many
had extensions on the upper levels that jutted out over the streets and
sidewalks. It was as if their builders had been searching for a way to increase
the size of the buildings without continuing upward anymore.


    The road itself was packed with canopied stalls
set up on the sides of the road, from which merchants vociferously harassed
everyone that passed by.


    “You can’t be serious,” Lucas said sardonically
when he saw that all the merchants were eyeing him like fresh meat. “How could
someone come in here and kill these people for Reputation?”


    “They usually don’t. These merchants aren’t worth
anything,” Liu explained. “They’re only here, for the most part, so that
players have somewhere to sell their loot from killing the soldiers and guards
in the barracks without having to go all the way back to the main town. The
others won’t buy your stuff if you killed one of them, so this area is actually
pretty safe--but that doesn’t mean you won’t find a stray player with a
penchant for murder hanging around either. There is always going to be at least
one person who doesn’t care where he is forced to hawk his wares and who is
willing to go on a rampage.”


    “What about stealing?” Bonnie asked. “What happens
if I get caught adding a few pounds to the purse?”


    “Same punishment,” Liu warned. “So, don’t get
caught. Since you’re with us, you might get us all in trouble too. Be careful.”


    “What’s this stealing? I thought you were a
mercenary?” Lucas asked.


    “Hey, I’m your mercenary at the moment,” Bonnie
protested, “but if something happened to you, boss, I don’t know if I could
work for another man again. You’ve ruined me. I might have to resort to a life
of crime and thievery.”


    Lucas noticed that, while the merchants were
excited to see him and Xun Guan and were indifferent to Nick, they gave the
rest of his party uncomfortable glances. Their eyes would flicker past Bonnie,
Katie, and Viola as if they weren’t even there, and more than a few seemed to
be openly disgusted by their presence.


    “You should put that dog on a leash,” a passerby
said as Lucas made his way through the marketplace.


    “I’m not against it, boss,” Bonnie piped up
quickly. “I’ve got my collar with me. Just give me a second to put it on. It’ll
look great! Wait, do you want me to wear the leather one or the chain one?”


    Lucas rolled his eyes. “Just . . . be quiet,
Bonnie.” Dealing with her was somewhat frustrating, especially since just the
image of her with nothing but a leash on popped up in his head. It has been
way too long. Lucas sighed, making sure not to make eye contact with the
more-than-happy Were-Fox. Bonnie looked way too satisfied, happily wagging her
tail as if she were completely unfazed by the insulting looks she was getting
from different members in the Imperium.


    “It’s a little worse here than on Hesse due to the
fact that the other racial factions are constantly fighting with the Imperium
here,” Liu said, answering Lucas’s question before he could finish it.


    “Ah. I see.” Lucas understood. The Imperium’s
rivalry with non-Human races here was like that of the English’s rivalry with
the French during the 100 Years War. They had to demonize the enemy. At
least it makes more sense than just regular old racism, Lucas thought as he
continued through the market. Several of the merchants called out, trying to
sell him gear, but Lucas didn’t pay them any mind and instead just pressed
forward until he saw the one merchant that he couldn’t help but greet.


    “Willmarth!” Lucas shouted, spotting the
blacksmith. The man’s face was covered with black ash and soot, and grey hairs
shot out in all directions, giving him a wild and desperate visage. “I thought
you had a nice shop set up already?” Willmarth was basically the best
blacksmith in all of the starter zone. If players wanted gear that would carry
them through to the mainland, his shop had been the place to procure it. Lucas
had met him just before his first meeting with Dray von Maidbanger, when the system
had prompted him to acquire formal wear prior to meeting the noble.


    The giant, six-foot-five-inch man loomed over
Lucas as he approached, and they clasped hands in greeting. The bear-sized man
then planted his hands on his hips and leaned back, audibly cracking his back.
“Welp,” Willmarth began, “after you took over and didn’t even so much as come
to the shop to give me a promotion to Imperium Soldier, I thought I’d try my
hand at applying elsewhere. If’n you weren’t going to make me a soldier, then I’d
probably die before anyone else did. That’s when I remembered that I got a
cousin here, and, well, they’re always looking for soldiers up here, so I got
on the first boat and rushed over.”


    Lucas nodded, feeling a little guilty. “Sorry
about that. I was really busy and didn’t get a chance to make it to your shop
before you left,” he lied. He had totally forgotten about Willmarth. “By the
time I did, you were already gone.” He continued his lie, hoping that his
Charisma would help him sell it.


    “Seriously? Ugh. I should have just stayed. These
bastards here don’t know talent when it slaps them in the face. I applied to be
a soldier for the Imperium as soon as I arrived, and they rejected it faster
than that lass I asked out last night. It was a stamped-out ‘No, go home and
don’t apply again’ situation--not that I blame them.”


    “You don’t?” Lucas asked.


    “‘Course I don’t. Back on Hesse, I coulda put any
one of those soldiers in his place. But here? Not so much.” Willmarth let out a
deep chuckle. “I couldn’t even land a single blow on that recruiter. He popped
me twice on my butt and kicked me out before I could even wipe myself after he
kicked the crap out of me.”


    “That’s rough. So, you gonna go back to Hesse? I
can put in a word, make you a guard or a soldier there. I’m told the new guy
managing the place is a bit of a jerk, but I’m sure I can work something out.”
Now that the tension had lessened, Lucas didn’t mind making a joke. He had
gotten away with his little fib, and his eyes began straying over the merchandise
Willmarth was selling. Based on what he saw, Willmarth’s abilities as a
blacksmith had improved in a very short time. The assortment of gear laid on
the table was even better than what he had been selling on Hesse, and it looked
like Willmarth had learned to use the same metals in gear crafting that Lucas
had used to upgrade his dungeon.


    His craftsmanship is remarkable! Lucas
thought, admiring one sword after the other. Then he caught sight of some small
metal balls.


    “Are those . . .?” Nick saw them at the same time
and reached forward to grab them off the table only to have his hand swatted
away by Willmarth.


    “Ah-ah! Don’t touch a man’s balls without asking.
Those are liable to blow up in your face if you don't handle them just right,”
Willmarth explained, grabbing one very carefully. The balls were almost
entirely a polished black with the exception of two wood-covered spots on
opposite sides that Willmarth used to hold one by. “These babies right here are
my wall clearers. You throw one of these at a wall, a person, you name it--as
long as the side that hits it ain’t wood and you’ve thrown it hard enough, the
thing will explode like it’s Imperium Day at the port.”


    “That deadly?” Lucas asked. “How did you make
them?”


    “Can’t be giving off trade secrets; you need to
earn those. Anyway, it’s nice seeing a friendly face, but it ain’t so nice
seeing the gear you got on that mutt, that snake, and tall ears over there.
Hell, you didn’t even put a proper plate on the over-eager ball grabber here,”
Willmarth said as he motioned with his head toward Nick. “And where is that
armor I made you? It was top-notch. You’re embarrassing me and yourself by
wearing that fancy-pants comfort suit. You’re gonna get yourself killed at this
rate.”


    “You’re trying to sell me something, aren’t you?”
Lucas sighed. He knew Willmarth, and he knew that Willmarth’s interest now was
entirely commercial. “Are you that hard up for money?”


    “‘Course I am,” Willmarth said. “It’s a damn
marketplace, boy. Come on, let me hook you up. I can tell you need my good gear
here.”


    “I wouldn’t be so quick to do that,” Liu said,
stepping in and picking up one of his items. “For the material and level of
this gear, it is practically flawless. But both of those are low. This gear
isn’t even going to last you to Level 40 here on the mainland. Even though this
region isn’t a particularly high-level, there are plenty of merchants that sell
better stuff.”


    “Ugh, Xun Guan,” Willmarth grumbled. “Don’t you
dare go trying to get in the way of me and a loyal customer. Me and Lucas here
go way back, so why don’t you walk that Lady arse of yours away and let me do
my job?”


    “I think you better watch how you talk to her,”
Lucas said, fiddling with his Baron Ring to let Willmarth know he was pulling
rank.


    “Fine. Sorry. But I gotta eat, woman. No one is
buying my stuff here, and I can’t even afford a ticket on the ship home, so
could you not go throwing me under the first cart down the street?” Willmarth
pleaded.


    “Well . . .” Lucas looked over at his crew. “His
items really aren’t good?”


    “Terrible,” Liu confirmed once more. “We can find
much better just down the street.”


    “I see,” Lucas said, looking at Willmarth’s
depressed expression. The big man’s droopy face was saddening. Spent his
whole life trying to be a soldier, couldn’t make it, and now he can’t even make
ends meet since he went from being the big fish in a small pond to the small
fish in a big lake. Lucas pulled out his pocketbook and tossed Willmarth 10
gold pieces. “It seems I won’t be needing your gear,” Lucas said, “but here is
some money. Try to buy some good materials and then make the best item you can
with it. Just consider this as a custom order, so I’ll come back to see what
you got.” Lucas added that last part so that Willmarth wouldn’t think that he
was trying to hand out charity and feel insulted. For some reason, he had a
feeling that the blacksmith would have refused him otherwise.


    “Won’t be disappointed,” Willmarth said as he took
the coins from Lucas.


    With that, Lucas and his group once more headed
down the street and made their way to the keep in the middle of town. Walking
past all of the street food without grabbing any was difficult. Almost two
years of doing nothing but eating fine foods and sampling the game’s delicacies
had turned Lucas into something of a gluttonous connoisseur, and the sight of
what looked like crepes covered in strawberries and blueberries and sprinkled
with powdered sugar looked incredibly tempting. He had almost given in to
temptation when he realized he was already close to his destination: the royal
court.


    Xun Guan had been unclear about what he was going
to have to do in order to establish himself as a dungeon master in this new
world, but Lucas was eager to set up shop as soon as possible. What he did
know, however, was that this was the place to start. It wasn’t a court in the
same sense as he thought of it in the real world, with judges, juries,
prosecutors, and defendants, but rather the large, cathedral-sized building
where social gatherings would take place. As Liu had explained on the way, it
was a giant meet-and-greet area right in the lobby of the same building that
was home to the throne room. So, in essence, it was where nobility came to
converse with one another, negotiate politics and trade, and do business; and,
as such, there were limitations on who could enter. Only the nobility or
someone in the direct employment of nobility was allowed in.


    “This looks promising,” Bonnie said as she walked
ahead of the group. “With a building like this, you know there have to be a ton
of loose wallets just waiting to buy a good mercenary. I bet I could make a
killing in here.”


    Lucas shook his head.


    “Didn’t you just complain about how you’d have to
turn to a life of crime if your precious boss wouldn't hire you since you couldn't
work for anyone else?” Nick asked.


    Bonnie shrugged. “Gotta say what the client likes
hearing. Also gotta pay rent.”


    “You pay rent with the in-game currency?” Nick
asked incredulously.


    “What? Like you couldn’t? We’ve made a fortune
working for Lucas. I’ve already been able to buy a full month of game time at a
cafe.”


    “I got my own machine,” Nick shot back. “It’s uhh
. . . It was a hand-me-down gift.”


    “A hand-me-down gift?” Bonnie asked. “Who the hell
gives someone a hand-me-down gift?”


    Nick sighed. “Yeah, you know. Like, look . . .
it’s just . . . fine. I got a part-time job and saved up half the money, and
then my parents gave me the other half for getting straight A’s in college,
okay? Just stop busting my chops about it.”


    “Oh, what? You? You got straight A’s? Oh, my god.
That’s awesome,” Bonnie said. “Don’t worry! It makes sense! Without a
girlfriend to distract you, it must have been really easy to study.”


    “Awkward and smart.” Viola let the words exit her
mouth slowly. “A bit dull but definitely a pervasive role amongst gamers. The
only question you have to ask yourself is, how will you stand out and be
different from the others?”


    “Why do I even have to stand out?” Nick asked.
“This isn’t a play. I’m not trying to be the star. Can’t I just play the game
and have fun? I didn’t work my rear off to spend the summer working my rear off
again.”


    “The whole world is a play, every part of it, and
if you aren’t amusing, you’re forgotten,” Viola said haughtily. Then, as if
something on the side of the street that no one else noticed was suddenly much
more interesting than he was, she turned away from him.


    “Anyway, it’s one thing to be supporting cast;
it’s another to be behind the curtains,” Viola harrumphed.


    “I’d hate to go to a play that didn’t have
stagehands,” Lucas said, patting Nick on the back. “Not that you’re a
stagehand.”


    “Well, if you ever give up on the stage and end up
working lights, make sure the one over me shines the brightest!” Viola sang,
theatrically twirling about until the hem of her skirt flared out.


    Do friends usually pick on each other like
this? When Lucas had been in college, his then-girlfriend and soon-to-be
wife, Yu Hua, and Liu were the only two he had ever hung out with. After that,
as a CEO of an up-and-coming corporation, everyone was either a sycophant after
something or strictly professional, so he wasn’t used to the type of sharp jabs
and awkward insults that were always being exchanged amongst the members of his
group. He couldn’t help but think that he wouldn’t have acted so calmly if
Bonnie had insulted or treated him the way she did Nick.


    Liu looked over at Lucas and then glanced at Nick
as if to indicate she knew exactly what Lucas was thinking about. She shrugged.


    “Oh, man, you sure I don’t need a collar for this,
boss?” Bonnie asked. “I would look delicious in a collar. Ooo, maybe one with
studs . . .”


    “Will you just quit that?” Lucas replied.


    “Well, she’s not wrong,” Xun Guan argued. “It
would help our case here. You’re a new noble that no one knows, and you’re
about to enter the court with three non-Humans, none of whom is dressed like a
butler or a maid. They aren’t even carrying any brands, tattoos, or emblems to
signify what house they are from.”


    “Wait, do I have a royal symbol?” Lucas asked,
looking down at the ring he was wearing. He had “inherited” three such rings on
Hesse, and as far as he knew, they all bore the exact same symbol. It had never
occurred to him that there might be more; he only naturally assumed that they
were all identical. The symbol was comprised of four separate pieces, each of
which was golden and set on a blue background comprised of miniature sapphires.
The centerpiece was a long staff capped with a jewel and tiny dashed lines that
made it look as if it were giving off a power or being activated, and then the
staff was crossed by both a sword and a scepter. In the center, where all the
items crossed, there was a crown serving as a sort of cuff holding them all
together.


    “Yes, that’s the royal symbol,” Xun Guan
explained. “And those little marks”--she pointed to two stars set on either
side of the ring--“those let people know you’re a Baron.”


    Lucas pulled out his Ritter Ring, the one he had
gotten from Rowland, to compare and noticed that it only had one simple cross
where the second star was on Lucas’s current ring. The ring he had received
from Kegan, which was a basic Knight’s ring, had no stars at all. It was just a
ring with the royal symbol on it.


    “I take it that, as I gain levels, this symbol
will change?” Lucas asked.


    “No, it’ll gain stars as you gain rank,” Liu
answered.


    “I guess this means that I also lack any house
symbol since I’m new?” Lucas asked, looking at the rings. “Or did I inherit
Kegan’s?”


    “Can’t inherit a house’s symbol. The only people
using Kegan’s symbol now would be any family members he might have left, but
given that no one showed up in Hesse after his death, I can’t be sure that any
even exist. I was going to look it up in the game’s files before”--she paused
briefly and looked from side to side, probably not wanting to tell the others
about the incident--“but I just didn’t get a chance.”


    “That’s fine. I’m sure we’ll run into his family
sooner or later if they’re around here,” Lucas said.


    They arrived at a large one-and-a half-story-tall
wooden double door that filled out a massive arched gateway. Lucas and his
entourage had to climb up a few steps from the street to reach it. There were
six attendees and four guards stationed around the door, and Lucas could only
presume that they had arrived at the royal court.


    “I’m sorry, sir, but you’re not--” One of the
attendants had begun rejecting Lucas and his people before Lucas could even say
anything, but as soon as the gentleman saw Lucas’s and Liu’s rings, he
corrected himself. “I mean . . . Baron, Lady, I apologize for my rudeness. Are
these your servants? May I know which of you each of them is representing?”


    “Is it your place to question whom I bring?” Lucas
automatically slipped back into his role of the villain, and he felt like
acting a little haughty since they had come so close to turning him away
without a second thought.


    “No, sir, not at all,” the attendant said, shaking
his head. “It’s just . . .” The man frowned. The attendants were dressed like
what Lucas expected of a 1920s butler, and they were wearing far more clothes
than could possibly be comfortable in the current heat.


    One of the armored guards wearing full chainmail
that was even shinier than the outfit Willmarth had made Lucas on Hesse stepped
forward exactly one-half step. “What he means to say is that it is a required
tradition. You have to state which person is with whom so that, if trouble
should arise or if one of your servants causes damage or is damaged, we know
where to send the bill.”


    “If one of my servants is damaged, I won’t be
expecting compensation,” Lucas said gravely. “I will be expecting heads. As for
who is with whom, all of them are with me. Is that a sufficient enough answer
to pass?”


    “Yes, Baron . . .” The guard drew out the word
“Baron,” clearly expecting Lucas to fill in the blank with his name as to avoid
further offense due to ignorance. The action was proof of how weighty the
authority of the nobility was in the Imperium.


    “Lucas. Baron Lucas,” Lucas answered. “Now, if you
will move aside and let us enter before I have to . . .” This time, it was
Lucas’s turn to pause as he had no idea what he actually could do to the guard.
He still didn’t fully understand the rules of the Imperium, so he just trailed
off and gave the guard a wicked smile, expecting him to fill in the rest. “Be
creative in my punishment.”


    By leaving it vague, the guard clearly thought of
one of the worst-case scenarios, and beads of sweat broke out on his forehead.
“I’m sorry, Baron Lucas. Right this way.” The guard stepped aside, creating a
path for the six people to walk into the court.


    The room inside instantly reminded Lucas of the
stateroom at Buckingham Palace. There were large curved arches leading to
square-tiled roofs, each with a picture across it, and heavy crystal
chandeliers hanging from above. Each of the chandeliers, except for one, was
illuminated by a ring of candles. The largest- and lowest-hanging contained a
magic crystal, which was being powered by a Mage standing near one of the
walls, constantly channeling power into an Arcane Energy line that ran up the
wall, through the ceiling, and down to the chandelier. The spell she cast
wasn’t very powerful, but it was flashy, and it provided a copious amount of
light that was further filtered and dispersed by the crystals around the main
one. The walls were as white as the stone cliffs Lucas had seen when the ship
first approached the merchants’ port, and the floor was covered with a
luxurious blue carpeting.


    “This is amazing,” Lucas muttered, admiring the
room.


    Bonnie shrugged. “It’s okay. I bet you’ll have an
even nicer place one day. I mean, that manor of ours was great, and we were
barely there for a week or so.”


    “Imagine how many lives were sacrificed so that
this beautiful place could be built?” Viola said quietly, walking over to one
of the walls and touching it as if physical contact might yield some sort of
emotional connection as well. “It’s amazing. Hundreds of thousands of man-hours
must have gone into creating this. They don't have any of the modern tools we
do, so they would have been forced to use people working day in and day out for
years to build something this large, their toil and labors only serving to
produce a few simple rooms that look more lavish and have more space than
others. Simply beautiful.”


    “Alrighty then.” Nick looked away from her as if
he didn’t want to admit that he knew who she was.


    Lucas shook his head, dismissing Viola’s
role-play, and followed Nick’s gaze back to the rest of the room. One of the
things he had been good at as a CEO was reading the room and picking up on
signs, and he automatically began taking stock of the people present. Very
quickly, he realized that, out of everyone in the court, there were at least
thirty nobles like himself with staff hanging nearby. Every single one was
talking amongst themselves in hushed tones that Luas couldn’t quite make out.
It was also painfully obvious that every single pair of eyes in the room was
locked on him.


    Well, I am new, and this is a group of gossip
mongers. Of course, they’d look. However, as he scanned their faces, he
realized that what was going on wasn’t simple gossip. It was disdain. He had
already been judged.
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    Lucas knew those looks, and he had been the
recipient of them on more than one occasion. These people would never even give
him the time of day unless there was something that they wanted from him, and
from their perspective, he could never possibly possess anything they could
want. He was about to turn away when he spotted a familiar face among the
crowd, one that stood out simply because it seemed happy to see him. When
Rowland’s eyes met with Lucas’s, they lit up like a Christmas tree the day
after Thanksgiving, and Dennings, Rowland’s wife, spotted him as well.


    “LUCAS!” Rowland called out, raising a hand and
waving him over. “LUCAS! Oh my GOD! You’re here! Father! You have to come to
meet him!” Rowland called exuberantly, turning to the older gentleman he was
with. As if Rowland were nothing more than a petulant child demanding attention
to his latest passing fancy, his father merely yanked his arm free and shot his
son a deadly stare.


    “You will quiet your voice in court, Rowland,” his
father chastised, adjusting the cuff on his suit that had been wrinkled by
Rowland’s tugging.


    “But, Father, it’s Lucas! How can we not be
excited? He’s such a great guy. If it weren’t for him--”


    “If it weren’t for him, then perhaps you would
have learned manners while on Hesse--part of the exact reason I sent you there
in the first place.” The curt reply didn’t seem to faze Rowland’s enthusiasm in
the least, but it did change Rowland’s tactics. Giving up on dragging his
father to Lucas, he instead rushed over, grabbed Lucas, and pulled him over to
his father.


    “My love, if you keep getting so excited over him,
I’m going to get jealous,” Dennings warned reproachfully after watching
Rowland.


    For his part, Rowland’s father didn’t just ignore
his son: he actually turned away from him and Lucas and walked away and engaged
in another conversation with four men. The circle closed itself off as he
entered the discussion, leaving Rowland and Lucas neither room nor opportunity
to join in.


    Rowland seemed a little dense socially, but even
he was able to pick up what this meant. The only people left outside the
private conversation were Dennings, Rowland, and a gray-haired woman whom
Dennings had been talking with. “I’m sorry about this,” Rowland said. “I don’t
understand why everyone is being so rude.”


    “I thought it’d be painfully obvious,” the
gray-haired woman said, scoffing at the question. “The gentleman might have
some charisma to him, but just take one look at that ilk he travels with.”


    “They’re good people,” Rowland protested. “I
wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for them, and I won’t speak ill of any person
who helped save me.”


    Dennings rushed over and hugged the now-moping
Rowland. “I concur with my dearest, Grandmother. It is not a polite and noble
tradition to repay kindness with offense. There, there, my love. I promise you
the sun and stars will shine tomorrow, and our kindness will still show true to
all. Giving them a moment of time that could be spent on each other--is that
not already the greatest gift?”


    Yup. That’s the Rowland and Dennings I
remember. Lucas chuckled to himself at the sight. He liked the fact that
the world could literally be burning down around them, and both parts of the
loving duo would still only be looking at each other. It was something sweet
and pure--as long as they weren’t doing it when their lives were being
threatened by a mob of angry protesters dead set on killing them.


    “I did not raise this one,” the old woman said,
looking over at Lucas. “Nor do I know where she gets this sort of behavior
from.”


    “I don’t know . . . I rather like it,” Lucas said,
touching his necklace for a moment. He had the sudden urge to do something he
knew he shouldn’t. He was positive that he had higher Charisma than her, and he
had to fight the urge to force the judgmental old woman to embarrass herself in
front of everyone with a simple cast of Meddling Minds. Truthfully, he wasn’t
worried about whether or not it would be polite or acceptable to do it--he knew
that it absolutely wasn’t--or even whether or not the guards might sense the
casting and attack him. The only thing stopping him was that he genuinely liked
Dennings, and he didn’t want to cause her to suffer as the result of any
fallout.


    “Of course, you would. Hessians have no taste,”
she muttered, turning her head so that she never had to look directly at Lucas.
“Anyway, what brings you from the barbaric island back to the capital? Did you
miss polite company and manners? Or perhaps”--she spared a glance at Liu and
the others--“you just finished gathering flesh for your feast, and so you no
longer had any purpose left there.”


    “Oh, I love how this one talks,” Bonnie commented
as she walked up. “It’s always funny when stuffy aristocrats act like they can
understand anything about life. Perhaps, you can help her find a servant that
will fetch her a book, boss. That way, the next time you talk to her, she’ll at
least know a few words worth listening to.”


    “It’s fine,” Nick jeered as he walked up after Bonnie.
“My grandmother was delusional at her age too. She’s only got a few years left;
no use in teaching the dog any tricks now.”


    “If you’ll excuse them”--Lucas pretended to look
at them angrily, but as soon as his head was turned so that only Bonnie and
Nick could see his face, he gave the two of them a “thank you” smile--“I’ll be
happy to answer your question. I came here to buy some land. I have plenty of
gold but no place to set up shop.”


    Whatever fondness Lucas had for Dennings, he felt
no such sentiments about her grandmother. His estimation of her dropped with
every passing insult that she handed out, and it was quickly approaching rock
bottom. That said, he didn’t particularly have a reason to lie to her, and his
reasons for coming to court would be out in the open soon enough anyway. If he
was going to establish himself as an evil dungeon master, he needed a lair. If
he was going to get a lair, he needed territory, and the only people in the
entire area that would have the amount of land that he was looking for would be
in this very room. Even if they didn’t have something for sale, they would know
where to go. After all, they all had children that would need their own places
eventually.


    Instead of answering him, however, the woman just
turned her nose up and laughed. “You? Territory here? What gives you the
right?” Her glaring disdain bled through every word she spoke. “You’re a
Hessian. Who would be so foolish as to sell you land?”


    Lucas bit his tongue and stopped himself from
saying exactly what he wanted. There was still an angle to work here, he just
had to find it. Taking in a deep breath, he instead turned to look around the
room, hoping to find something that he might use as a mutual ground to start
from. It was only then that he realized that there were no actual guards within
the court, only servants who might potentially be private bodyguards--servants
whom Lucas didn’t see accompanying Dennings’ grandmother.


    “You’d think that, in the thousand years you’ve
been around, you’d have learned how to say something nice,” Nick spat. “But
apparently wit doesn’t come with wrinkles.”


    “And if your master had even an ounce of wit,” she
grouched patronizingly, “he wouldn't have brought you in here. You’re the
reason everyone in here is gossiping--since you’re apparently too dimwitted to
notice.”


    Ah, so it’s not entirely racial. It’s also
class based. Lucas didn’t know why, but for some reason, that was actually
a point in the old woman’s favor. At the very least, a person could change
their status and class. If nothing else, Lucas had proved just how quickly
someone could rise from a nobody to the rank of Baron.


    “And you would think that your kind,” Lucas said
calmly, pointedly looking down at the ring on her finger, “would learn to talk
better to her superiors.” He waggled his own fingers as if showing off the
jewelry he had acquired.


    “Don’t believe I didn’t see it, child. I know you
outrank me, but that barony is on Hesse, not here. A baronship on Hesse is
worth no more than a few bags of gold in the capital. Any halfwit layabout
doing nothing more than drinking his life away could acquire it. Why wear it
with so much pride?” the woman chortled, her wrinkled jowls shaking back and
forth like the jiggly bits on an uncooked turkey.


    “Grandmother Penelope!” Dennings, who had been
previously fully engrossed in whatever sweet nothings were being whispered back
and forth between her and Rowland, interrupted the two. “Will you stop acting
like he isn’t still nobility? He is both a nobleman and a man who saved your daughter’s
life. Or is my life not worth at least a few kind words? Now, you make nice, or
else I will tell Grandfather that you are giving his desserts away to the
butler.”


    Way to go, Dennings.


    “Fine.” The woman who had been staring daggers at
Lucas a moment ago softened quickly. “But I didn’t lie when I said that there
is no place for his kind to acquire land. I know people who are still selling
land personally, and they certainly won’t do so to a Hessian. I can certainly
understand the desire to establish roots properly with an estate and staff when
you arrive, but it simply isn’t possible. With the state of the war lately . .
.” The woman’s eyes flitted up, and she quickly scanned the room. “Well, let’s
just say that there are a lot more people in the capital than the countryside
for a reason.”


    “She means the Imperium has lost significant
amounts of its already-meager territory, so everyone is scrambling for houses
and manors in Dover, where they think it will be safe,” Liu clarified as she
stepped up. “The affluent nobles don’t want to risk owning land by the borders
as they fear that an enemy faction is going to move in at any moment, and it’ll
be their land that is lost first--along with their lives too.”


    Penelope’s face twisted up like someone had just forced
her to chew on a raw lemon. “What the Hessian Lady says is right.”


    Liu smiled amusedly, seemingly delighted at the
woman’s sour expression. “It doesn’t help that Hesse has been incredibly stable
and prosperous as of late, despite the fact that there are less than ten nobles
there at any given time--all of whom lack the ‘social graces’ of those in the
capital. Thus, the Imperium within Kent treat the Imperium on Hesse like the
British treated the Americans during the colonial days.”


    Lucas nodded along with Liu’s reasoning. He
appreciated that she was trying to defuse the situation with logic, but he
still hated the way he was being treated. “So, there is no solution then?
Because if there is no way for us to get territory . . .”


    Penelope sniffed and somehow managed to look
slightly smug. “Well, it’s not like there aren’t any places to go and get land,
just no reputable source that a Lady such as myself would ever use.”


    “So, where can you get land?” Lucas pressed.


    Penelope huffed as if she were being put out by
having to explain things and as if it were taking a great toll on her to do so.
“There are only three places that always have land available: the merchant’s
quarters, the soldier’s quarters, and the school. All of them will have
something for someone. Soldiers keep dying, merchants will sell even their soul
for a copper--so you can bet they’ll add in their home too--and every new year
there is a new batch of students, so there are always new places to rent or own
at the academy.”


    “Thanks,” Lucas said. “You’ve been surprisingly .
. . helpful.” He’d basically found out everything that he had come for, so he
didn’t see the point in staying any longer, so he turned to leave. Everyone
there had already judged him the moment he walked in the door, and trying to
get information out of someone who was a complete and utter stranger would just
be a waste of time. Plus, he wanted to leave as peacefully as possible.


    Halfway to the exit, one of the older nobles
stepped out in front of him, blocking his path.


    “That’s good that you’re smart enough to know
where you don’t belong, but do try not to come back again,” the man said. He
was about the age of Rowland’s father and wore a Knight Ring. The way he puffed
his chest out and hooked his thumbs into the waist of his trousers made it
obvious he thought that he could look like a hero to his friends, a big man
that could say or do whatever he wanted.


    “Or what?” Lucas asked with a slight edge to his
voice. “What’s going to happen if I don’t?” He stalked forward until he was
inches away from the older man. The man was a good two and a half inches
shorter than Lucas, and with the fellow’s weak, doughy figure, Lucas had no
problem physically intimidating him.


    “I’m just telling you what’s best for you,
Hessian. Why don’t you just get back on a boat and go back to where you came
from?!” The guy looked over at the group that he had just separated from, and a
giant self-satisfied grin spread across his face.


    Lucas reached out, grabbed a handful of the man’s
shirt and hoisted him off his feet into the air. “You think you’re better than
me?” Lucas asked in a low tone. “You think you have the right to talk to me?
Like you’re someone? Like you’ve ever done anything? You’re garbage!” By the
time he finished, his voice had grown from a low and threatening growl to a
roar.


    “Guards!!” the man shouted. “L-let me down!”


    “Not till I’m done with you! You need to know
exactly what you are, exactly how worthless you and your bunch of tea-drinking
socialites are. While you were sitting here on your non-existent, delusional
laurels, chatting among each other and wasting your family’s wealth and good
name like the low-life wastrels you are, I was conquering. It only took me days
to gain the rank of Baron, yet your gray hair tells me you’ve spent an entire
life and not moved so much as a rank beyond what you inherited simply for being
born.” Lucas released his grip on the man’s shirt, shoving him backward and
letting him drop the few inches to the floor.


    Then he turned to look out at the rest of the group
and began laughing. “You are all pathetic. High court? It’s more like a coven
of craven castaways, pathetic cowards huddling together in the corner as you
pray the big bad wave of enemies outside doesn’t come knocking. God forbid one
actually show up and force you to do more than struggle to stand on the tallest
part of a tiny island. Even here and now in such perilous times, you sad people
clutch at your pride, abandoning any hope of victory. You don’t even try to
defend yourself or the Imperium name, you spineless curs.


    “Well, you’re right about us Hessians, and you’re
right about me. We shouldn’t be here. We shouldn’t surround ourselves with
lesser men and hope for greater glory. I’m going to leave today, just as you
said, and I won’t come back until someone begs me. Unlike you and the rest of
your filthy lot of fools, I am a winner. I’ll show you exactly how I became a
Baron of Hesse. I’ll teach you how I united the four rebel towns of Hesse
through force.”


    Then, as if just to spite them, Lucas added one
more thing. “And when you come to me, clutching at my ankles and trying to pull
me down into that decrepit sea of filth and regret you wallow in, I’m going to
beat you down too. Don’t be shy and back down. All of you can and should come
at me. Pull your tricks and weave your second-rate schemes. At the end of the
day, I will remain undefeated!” Lucas practically shouted the last line. He
didn’t know why, but he felt alive as he scolded the pack of old men who had
all but ignored him the second he walked in the door.


    Well, that felt good. Not like it will do an-- Just
as Lucas started lamenting that he had challenged everyone for no point at all,
just making his life harder, he was reminded of the fact that the system could
generate quests based on a player’s circumstances. All he had to do was create
a need, and then the system would be prompted to generate a corresponding
quest. He had manipulated the system in order to gain entry into the Imperium
as well as control over Hess, and this time, Lucas’s challenge had apparently
created the quest for him.


    Quest: Unvanquished Contender of the Imperium.






    Your challenge has been heard by the elite of the
Imperium. After hearing your proclamation challenging their very right to
exist, the nobility has decided to hate you with all that they have, but the
king admires your spirit. He sees in you a chance to change the fate of the
Imperium, but your claim far exceeds what he believes you are capable of. He
will neither offer you any assistance nor risk spending his own resources, but
he has left you to your own devices. For this reason, the king has given you
the right of self-defense no matter the circumstance. This right extends to
extinguishing the assets of those who try to defeat you.






    The titles and lands of those who challenge you
will be forfeit if they lose. This condition supersedes all prior existing
claims to the property.






    Warning: As a member of the Imperium nobility,
there is a faction bounty on your head. Should a member of a non-Imperium
faction kill you, they will gain significant Reputation.






    Warning: Your challenge has created a growing
bounty on your head with the nobility. It will increase with both time and
actions. Current bounty: 5 gold.






    Warning: Due to the nobility’s extreme hatred of you,
individuals who kill you will not suffer a Reputation penalty with the
Imperium.






    Warning: Quest will fail upon death.






    Warning: All Reputation gains will be forfeited
upon death.






    Warning: Titles acquired will be forfeited upon
death.






    Warning: Lands acquired during your playthrough of
this quest will be forfeited upon death.






    Warning: Loot and currency acquired during the
existence of this quest will be forfeited upon death.






    Warning: Levels gained during the playthrough of
the quest will be lost upon death.






    Warning: NPC relations and contracts will be
nullified upon death.






    Warning: Failure to complete this quest will
revoke your citizenship as a member of the Imperium as well as the citizenship
of those who sponsored or are sponsoring you.






    Quest Bonus: The common people and those who have
returned from the Imperium’s lands in Hesse will hear of your challenge to the
nobility of the Imperium. As your actions reverberate through the Imperium, you
will be seen as a rallying point and a beacon of hope. The more foes you
defeat, the more your Reputation will grow and the more likely non-Dover-born
members of the Imperium, as well as common Dover citizens, will agree to
requests and contracts.


    Lucas was a little startled by exactly how brutal
the consequences were. If he died, he wouldn’t just lose a level, time, and a
bit of progress. He would be prevented from ever taking part in the Imperium
dungeon-building that had already become his ticket to success. Not only was it
fear-inducing, but it added an extra weight onto his shoulders that he wasn’t
used to. Although he had taken numerous deaths throughout his time in the
world, it was only recently that any of them had any actual meaning.
Previously, the biggest issue was the pain that occurred before the death and
the annoyance and cold, void-like feeling that came with the death sequence.
Now, however, the game kept attaching rather significant consequences to any
potential death he might take. The stakes were constantly being upped with
every move he made.


    While he was reading out the list of penalties, he
heard a clapping start from the entrance to the room.


    “Well said!” someone cheered enthusiastically from
the entrance. “Perfectly said! Brilliantly, perfectly said. I would expect
nothing less from the great Lucas, a man who even at his start dares challenge
all order to become a villain of the world!”


    Lucas turned to see who was making such a
commotion, and he discovered a young woman dressed the same as all the other
Imperium servants. She was the only one so much as making noise, much less
clapping, as everyone else seemed to be befuddled by the entire display. The
crowd seemed to waver on the edge of anger and irritation for a moment--more
than a few huffed and began making indignant remarks as Lucas’s monologue came
to a close--but they were startled into silence by this woman’s applause.


    One of the nobles nearest the girl voiced the
question that seemed to be on the tip of every nobleman’s tongue. “Who the hell
brought such an unruly woman to court? This is a disgrace!” the old man
harrumphed so loudly that Lucas had no doubt he could be heard outside as well.


    “I don’t recognize her; she certainly isn’t one of
mine!” someone scoffed defensively.


    “She doesn’t have a crest, either! Guard, check her
credentials immediately. Find out which house let this ill-mannered,
irreputable, low-born woman into the court. Even the crude Hessian baron’s
people knew not to disrupt the court with such behavior,” the woman next to the
old man said.


    One of the guards at the entrance recovered
himself and quickly moved to intercept the newcomer. “Excuse me, ma’am,” he
said firmly. “You’re going to have to turn over your noble house’s colors and
tell us whom you belong to.” The man then stood there with his hand out and
palm up as if he expected her to produce documentation on demand.


    The woman was plainly wearing a servant’s outfit,
and she didn’t appear to be fazed at all by the guard’s demands--someone who
should have sufficiently outranked her enough to cause her to jump immediately
at an order. “Of course! I’m sorry to have caused a disturbance,” she said,
smiling sweetly back at the guard. “It’s right here, so just give me a second.”


    “No problem,” the guard muttered, looking a little
flustered. And Lucas understood why. The woman was beautiful. She was so
enchanting that she could even outshine Viola, or at the very least give her a
run for her money.


    She reached into her pocket, but instead of
producing papers, a medallion, or a symbol of any kind, she quickly stepped
past the guard’s outreached hand and jabbed a knife directly into his jugular
while simultaneously slipping her free arm around the guard’s waist, pinning
his sword arm against his body and preventing him from drawing the blade. She
then twisted the knife to the side and ripped it free by dragging it across the
guard’s throat in a horrible slashing motion. Her movements were so clean and
beautiful she looked like a blur as her blade cut through the guard’s throat.


    The guard tried to back away, but she firmly held
him in place, refusing to let him go. The blood spraying across her from the
open wound didn’t seem to faze her at all as she repeatedly jabbed the knife
into his throat time and time again.


    He gargled something at her that Lucas could only
assume was “Let me go” or “Stop,” but all it did was pump forth another violent
shower of blood. The other guard at the door, who had thus far been startled
into inaction, finally pulled out his weapon and moved forward to
counterattack.


    Out of nowhere, however, a voice boomed across the
room that stopped the guards. “She is not to be treated as a criminal within
our courts. A party member of Baron Lucas is not a sinner that my guards should
die trying to apprehend. Stand down!”


    Not only was the second guard stopped dead in his
tracks, but he also fell to a knee. Then, en masse, everyone in the room
shifted to see who the speaker was and quickly began following suit. Even the
haughty nobles all bowed their heads in deference to the six-foot-five-inch
tall man.


    The quest Lucas had just prompted the system to
generate had come with the backing of the king, and Lucas couldn’t imagine who
else would be wearing a crown. As such, he wasn’t willing to risk offending his
pseudo-sponsor. Lucas didn’t want to look too out of place, so reluctantly he
quelled his obstinate nature and bowed as well, although he only dropped as low
as Liu so that he wouldn’t accidentally cause offense. He could be defiant once
he had established a new dungeon, or at the very least, once he had levels.
Until then, he knew that it was against his best interest--and suicidal--to
offend the man.


    Thankfully, the rest of his group was smart enough
to follow his example after they saw him bow. Well, at least that won’t
create a problem.


    After making their show of respect, everyone
raised their heads and quickly turned their attention back to watch the scuffle
that was still going on. The guard had collapsed onto the carpeted floor
unconscious, and the woman was straddled across on his chest, intently peering
up at the royal. She reached behind her and pulled a healing scepter from her
backpack, but when she didn’t receive the reaction she wanted from the king,
she put it away again and waited on the guard to bleed out.


    “Based on her attack, she seems to be our level,”
Nick noted quietly. “She let the guard bleed out rather than kill him outright,
sort of like what Katie did to the player outside the city.”


    “Yeah,” Bonnie agreed. “She didn’t do enough
damage to even come close to killing him outright, so she had to find another
means. What a ruthless way to kill someone.”


    “But why . . .?” Viola asked. She trailed off as
if in thought and then started muttering to herself in her sing-song, role-play
voice. “This pernicious woman, a villain, villain, smiling damned villain! My
books-- A meeting, I must set it down that she could smile, and smile, and be
the villain!”


    “I think she’s got a new fan,” Nick noted.


    “Ha! Her eyes veer from Lucas but still not to
you,” Bonnie teased, snickering at Nick.


    “You two really should get a room already,” Liu
said, causing Bonnie to look flabbergasted.


    “What?! No! Not him. Are you crazy?” she protested
a little too loudly, drawing a few angry looks from people nearby.


    At this, Lucas looked over at Viola, and Liu
voiced Lucas’s question. “What, no ‘lady doth protest too much’ from our
theater girl?”


    “No,” Viola said. “It’s a dumb idea. ‘No’ means
‘no,’ and it’s rude to insist otherwise,” she replied. “That type of reaction .
. . You might see a fun night resolve the grudge, but not likely.”


    “Nnn,” the Naga added.


    “Now,” the king began, “I have not pressed the
issue, but you are to leave immediately. I will not have you in the court
covered in blood. You will excuse yourself immediately. And someone please
clean up the body.” The king’s voice was stern and annoyed as if he had been
inconvenienced, but it was clear to Lucas and anyone with a good eye that he,
like most of the people present, had actually enjoyed the show. His face was
largely expressionless, but his cheeks pulled up slightly, his eyes were
smiling, and his breathing was somewhat rapid as if he had been excited by the
slaughter. Lucas tried to imagine what type of person would show such a
reaction, and he instantly felt bad for the staff working under the king.


    He cares so little for his people that he’s
more amused at how the person bit the dust than the fact someone in his
employment was just brutally murdered. But he just shook his head and put
it out of his mind. He had been starting to suspect that anyone in a position
of power within this world was actually a GM watching over the NPCs and
managing quests. For all Lucas knew, the king was no different from Liu, who
posed as Xun Guan, or Lagrand, who had masqueraded as Dray von Maidbanger.


    “Of course, your majesty,” the woman said coyly.
She was still wearing the same sadistically sweet smile as when she had first
agreed to hand over her credentials to the guard, making her look more than a
little devilish as she pushed herself off the corpse and bowed, all the while
covered in blood. “I’ve already seen the show I came to see, a dragon roaring
at ingrate whelps. There’s no reason to be greedy and expect an encore.”


    “It has indeed been a day at court that all will
talk about. I hope to see you again the next time Lucas comes to court--either
dead next to your hero or standing proudly with him after they have begged him
to appear, of course,” the king said. He then turned around and was escorted
out of the room by guards at his side while the woman left in the other
direction.


    “Is it wrong that I don’t want her anywhere near
us the next time we go anywhere?” Bonnie asked.


    “No, that chick is a giant bag of crazy,” Nick
exclaimed. “Did you see her expression? It’s like she was wearing a mask the
entire time, one that she could put on at will.”


    “I know,” Viola said, a pressing hand over her
breast. “Honesty coupled to beauty is to make honey a sauce to sugar, yet her
sour flavor still excites. Should she join our party . . .”


    “You know there aren’t players around. You don't
have to put on the act, right?” Nick said, slightly exasperated. “Just say what
you mean.”


    “She . . . nnn . . . she means that she wants the
girl with us because it’ll make things more interesting,” Katie explained,
saying one of the longest sentences Lucas had ever heard come out of her mouth.


    Lucas listened to the exchange, but something
bothered him about what they were saying. No one had given so much as a second
thought to the fact that a guard had just been brutally murdered while everyone
else watched on. He had seen the way that new woman killed--it was almost as if
it came naturally to her, like she had already known how to kill before coming
to this world. Her movements were far too fluid and far too precise. It was
like darkness falling over someone when the lights went out: swift and sudden,
completely enshrouding an unwitting victim before even a second had passed.


    What nagged at him was that Viola didn’t seem to
care at all about his safety or anyone else’s; she was only concerned with
whether or not things were interesting. That was pretty typical for a game, but
for some reason, it got under his skin this time. “No matter what becomes of
that woman, it’s our problem. We need to get moving and find someplace that we
can use as home base. I have twenty troops and their families arriving from
Hesse on the next ship, and if we don’t have accommodations ready, we’re going
to be in trouble,” Lucas said.


    “But no one is going to sell us anything, right?”
Nick asked. He fell in behind Lucas as the group began making their way out of
the royal court. “I don’t think the merchants’ quarter will have enough room to
start your dungeon, even if there are enough rooms to rent, and I don’t think
the garrison will take us after we just got tied to little Ms.
Kills-the-Guards.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” Lucas said, pausing only
briefly as he passed by the yet-unremoved corpse.


    “Feels like it does matter,” Nick said.


    “It doesn’t matter since we were never going to
set up in those two places anyway,” Lucas continued. He had been thinking about
the issue since Penelope had first listed out the three places he could stay.
“We’re going to the academy.”


    “You’re going to enroll all of your guards in the
academy?” Nick asked, surprised at the idea. “And us? What point does it serve?
Even if it seems like a solution, it’s only temporary until the year ends or
they start graduating. Also, what are you going to do about the ones that flunk
out?”


    “Sell them to another noble at a discount?” Bonnie
asked flippantly. “At least then they’d have a place to live.”


    Right, she sees the cash side of it, Lucas
thought. “Well, either way. We need too much from the school to even consider
the other two options.”


    “Like what?” Nick pressed. “We’ve already got
access to the trainers we need, and you even got that archer girl to help train
Crystal-Bow Katie here.”


    “But do you know how to handle monster
evolutions?” Lucas asked.


    “Uhh . . . What?”


    “Do you know if there are any tricks to building
magical devices? Or how to design the circuitry for staves? Or do you plan on
living off bought ones for the rest of the game?” Lucas asked.


    “Oh,” Nick responded flatly.


    “How about traps and how to build them properly?
And, for that matter, what of protection? Do you think that, if we slept in the
merchants’ quarter or the soldiers’ quarter, we’d ever even be able to sleep a
single night?”


    “Uhh . . . Boss, how is sleeping at an academy
going to be safer than sleeping in the merchants’ quarter?” Bonnie asked.


    “You of all people should know,” Nick explained.
“In a world full of merchants, every single person has the potential to sell us
out. Enemies could attack from any direction at any time, be it the cook making
our food, the innkeeper renting the room, or the maid turning down the pillows.
Every single one of them might have financial troubles and be exploitable. The
soldiers in the garrison might be loyal men, but there is a high chance that
many of them are staffed by and bound to the nobles that Lucas just ticked
off.”


    “So, once again, what makes the academy safe?
Won’t it be filled with people that want him dead too?” Bonnie asked.


    “Well, kind of,” Nick began. “There will be many
who will look to increase their standing by challenging Lucas, but they won’t
be able to move their forces through the campus without being noticed. This
means that they’ll have to try themselves. If they’re in the academy, then it’s
likely they aren’t very strong.”


    “Right,” Lucas agreed. “Not to mention, there will
also be many people like myself who came from Hesse or somewhere else and were
forced to use the academy as a place of residence since none of the old blood
would sell them an estate. Penelope certainly didn’t take very long coming up
with the three options, so it’s reasonable to assume that these are the three most
common routes for newcomers. It’s also reasonable to assume that there are
always going to be people trying to acquire territory, so there are likely to
be plenty of people in shoes the same size as mine.”


    “So, staves are really a big deal?” Nick asked.
“I’ve heard of a few good places to get one if you want to try the Spell-Staff
combat fighting style.” Spell-Staff was the class that Nick had wanted to be
before Lucas had gotten him access to Dark Knight.


    “I might take you up on that,” Lucas agreed since
anything was likely to be an improvement at this point, “but first, I think I’d
also like to try and make my own.” He had the Arcane Energy, Hit Points, and
Charisma of a nearly endgame player. Thanks to his negative levels, he was now
far more effective than any other player who should have been in the area. The
only problem was that he didn’t have the levels or gear to take advantage of
it.


    Lucas had spent a good amount of time browsing
through the forums and learning where to buy a good staff online before coming
to Kent, but most of the places that were listed where players were selling off
staves were in anti-Imperium territory. The only places that weren’t were in
areas that weren’t easily accessible due to the fact that he simply wasn’t
strong enough to make it there. It was a difficult conundrum, one he would have
normally solved by having Nick or someone else go and buy the gear for him, but
at this point, every person in his party was firmly in the Imperium camp. Even
the non-Humans like Katie, Viola, and Bonnie were more or less Imperium at the
moment and had--thanks to their efforts in saving the guards outside of the
gates--already begun building faction Reputation with the Imperium before even
entering the city.


    “What do you mean about monster evolution though?”
Nick asked. “I mean, traps I get. Traps are awesome. My buddy Adam wouldn’t
stop talking about how effective traps were before I started playing. He even
mentioned how ridiculous things like cursed silver or spiked doors could be used
to catch people unaware. But what do you mean about monster evolution? Do you
think you can make monsters yourself like the ones you hired to protect the
dungeon?”


    “Yeah. I do. Smash, that one we picked up from
Rowland, wasn’t like Linnaeus. He was apparently an evolved Grobendiss,” Lucas
explained. “That means that, at some point, they had taken a regular one and
then evolved him to the point where he was a unique monster capable of crushing
armies on noob island. Rowland’s father, being generational nobility by the
looks of it, probably taught his son how to do it. If it’s a learned skill,
then there is a good chance someone at the academy knows how to do it, even if
there isn’t a class teaching it.”


    “I want a dragon!” Bonnie exclaimed. “I don’t care
how you do it; I just want a dragon. I’ll go catch some stupid lizard or snake
or whatever’s needed to evolve a dragon. Come on, boss. I’ve been a good merc.
I’ve killed everyone you’ve asked. You gotta get me a dragon to ride around.
That’d be so awesome.”


    Lucas had been very interested in evolving
monsters, but he hadn’t once considered the idea of using one as a mount. He
already had Linnaeus, the best mount in the game, one that could have
transported him from Hesse much faster than the annoying port-and-walk process
he had gone through. Could I evolve a horse into a nightmare? Could I get
several and make an army? Lucas wondered, thinking about how intensive the
process might be. He considered whether it would just be better to upgrade one
monster to the point of being unkillable or if it’d be better to upgrade
multiple to an average or lower level and then use them as mounts for his
soldiers.


    Since he didn’t have a dungeon at the moment, he
didn’t have to worry about the same restrictions he had concerned himself with
in the past. Previously, he had only been able to organize his troops at a rate
of either five soldiers per party or one monster since each soldier occupied
one dungeon point, and monsters occupied five, which was the most dungeon
points a single room would allow. What he needed to do was find a way to create
a zone or something that would let him put his resources to use--the monsters
and guards he had brought with him--without demanding the same limitations as a
dungeon.


    “You know, those are all good points, but there is
also the other major benefit of starting in the academy,” Liu said, finally
speaking up.


    “What’s that?” Nick asked.


    “There is a reason every anime, book, or young
adult novel starts in school,” Liu continued. “It’s the perfect place to give
people a chance at reliving their golden years virtually with an even better
set of subjects to study: combat, magic, and awesome game-building mechanics
like growing monsters. Americans love college because of sex and booze, and the
Japanese love high school because of short skirts and the fact that it’s a
period of relative freedom from responsibility, but the effect is the same.”


    “Huh? Seriously? I . . . I guess,” Nick said,
somewhere halfway between a protest and agreement. “College was definitely the
best: a few hours of class every day at most, no parents nagging me twenty-four
hours a day to study harder, and I got my first job, so I had spending money
for the first time ever.”


    “Well, that may be for you, but a lot of students
relate university to crippling anxiety, midterms and finals, having to work
multiple jobs to make ends meet, and then getting mired down in a ton of debt,”
Liu countered. “Not to mention getting internships, lining up future job
prospects, cultivating tons of relationships . . .”


    Lucas knew exactly what she was referring to. He
had met Yu Hua and Liu at college, and they all had to work incredibly hard to
make it through. Sure, Lucas had money now, but that hadn’t always been the
case. College had been one of the more trying parts of his life.


    “And, on the other hand,” Liu continued, “high
school is nothing but horny teenagers who get to sleep eight hours a day and
have huge breaks between classes that aren’t eaten up by bosses breathing down
their necks and forcing them to skip lunch and work extra hours or risk losing
their job. They don’t even have to worry about waking up with back or shoulder
pains. High school is the best set of memories for others, and it’s why old
farts always hate to hear teenagers complain. Either way, the effect is the
same: people love the idea of the fun and freedom of school, whichever one it
is for them.”


    “She’s got good points,” Lucas said. “I had only
been interested in the knowledge and how I could use it, but the academic
setting might draw in some potential new members. Plus, is there anywhere else
we’re going to learn these things? No one has ever taken the Imperium path
before, right? Can you even imagine what faction-unique spells and techniques
they might have that no one’s ever discovered?”


    “As long as you don’t forget which merc you love
paying the most, boss,” Bonnie chimed in. “I don’t think you’ll have any
problems recruiting. I mean, you won’t be able to find people, but you’ll be
able to find NPCs.”


    “Not ones I can trust,” Lucas replied, shutting
that idea down. “We need to find people like . . . us. People who are in the
Imperium. They’ll have all started on Hesse, and I have a feeling that anyone
who follows my path won’t be so quick to bend the knee to a noble. I’m sure we can
find members like that around here.”


    “Yeah, like the crazy girl who murder-hoboed the
guard that was just asking for her I.D.,” Nick said, chuckling a little.


    “I mean, let’s not get her,” Bonnie said quickly.
“And no more spiders.”


    “It’s ‘cause she looked like a Rogue, isn’t it?”
Nick asked. “You’re worried she’s going to be better at your job than you are,
aren’t you?”


    “What? No. Of course not. I do recon; she’s
clearly an assassin of some sort. Totally different!” Bonnie protested. “I just
think she’s . . . you know . . . a little bit off.”


    “Hmm . . . you could be a Healer,” Nick joked.
“You’ve had practice.” But his laughter was cut short by Bonnie’s scepter as it
struck him across the face.


    “HEAL!” Bonnie shouted. “Ah, yeah. I am getting
good at that. You don't seem to have a single mark left on your face. My work
is impeccable. But, sadly, that role is taken.”


    “Nnn . . . Viola is good at healing,” Katie agreed
with a nod.


    “I’m the best at what I do,” Viola said without a
shred of modesty. “You can’t replace me. And speaking of which, where the heck
are we?”


    The group had been caught up talking the entire
time, and Lucas was completely confused about where they were supposed to be
going. They had arrived in the packed center of a bustling square that was so
crowded he couldn’t see anything more than a few feet in front of him.


    The only space to be had was, strangely enough,
directly around Lucas and his posse. It was as if the merchants and citizens
had been trained not to bump into or get too close to players. Lucas wondered
if the behavior was active programming written by the developers when they were
first making the game or a learned practice in response to players. He wasn’t
too certain how players behaved in the mainland cities, but there was a good
chance that they were just as wild and unpredictable here as they were on noob
island. People often tried to pickpocket NPCs, and they would start a fight at
any given opportunity just because they could. It was mostly the players’ way
of testing the boundaries within the virtual world when they first arrived, but
the behavior had a lasting effect nonetheless. That said, for all Lucas knew,
it could just be a social behavior that encouraged the town’s citizens to
create little bubbles of space around foreigners they didn’t know.


    “I don’t know, but check that out,” Nick said,
pointing to another clearing of people that was opening up near them.


    The pocket of space around Lucas and his group had
been made by people unconsciously moving away from Lucas as if he were some
mobile building they didn’t want to run into, but the one Nick pointed to was a
very familiar sight: the ring people always made when a fight was about to
break out. They would back up and circle around so as to give the combatants distance
but prevent them from escaping, and it also allowed all the bystanders to get a
clear view so that they wouldn’t miss a single bit of the action.


    “Two fights in less than ten minutes? This is a
good day, ain’t it, boss?” Bonnie asked. She produced a bucket of popcorn from
her bag along with several small bags, which she filled from the bucket and
then passed around.


    “Thanks,” Lucas said. He took one of the tiny bags
of popcorn from Bonnie with nothing more than a strange look. There was no way
he was going to ask why she had these at the ready. This was the first time a
situation like this had occurred, so he didn’t dare ask how long the popcorn
had been in her backpack.


    “Don’t mention it, boss. Always have to be
prepared for every eventuality.”


    “You don’t have to do this, Stuart,” an older
gentleman in the center of the circle said, unbuckling one of the cuffs on his
shirt before rolling up his sleeves. He didn’t have any weapons visible on him,
and he was dressed in a grey-and-black suit with a white shirt that seemed to
be a little too tight, as if it were a hand-me-down meant for someone smaller.
“You won’t last if you try to fight me here.”


    “It’s too late to try to stop this from
happening,” the other participant said. He was a younger man, either in his
late teens or early twenties, and he seemed rather eager to get the fight
started. He raised his arm into the air, and two soldiers appeared out of the
crowd. Each was armed with two swords a piece and wore full chainmail. “I told
you that you would regret reporting me.”


    “Getting expelled wasn’t meant to be the end of
your life, boy: it was meant to be the beginning. You needed to learn that your
father’s influence won’t save you from every situation,” the old man said. “I
was trying to teach you to behave with honor and to understand the weight of
every decision you make.”


    “You? Trying to teach me? Fat chance. You just
wanted me to score badly and disappoint my parents again. So what if I cheated?
So what if I paid someone off? That’s my right. I’m the third son of a Duke,
and you’re nothing but a has-been, worthless old man who teaches since he can’t
actually do anything himself. The only lesson I could ever possibly learn from
you is how to waste my life behind this town’s walls like a coward. How you
claim to be a fighter is beyond me,” the kid spat back in a rage.


    “Attacking me here won’t change anything,” the old
man said. “Turn around and go back home. If your father’s influence really is
so extensive, then have him get you back in the academy. There is no reason to
be here picking a fight with me over this.”


    “Get back into the academy? That expulsion didn’t
even last more than a single coin purse. I’m already back in. It’s you who
won’t be returning there ever again,” the kid said with a sneer. “Guards, kill
him.” The two bodyguards on either side of the boy quickly separated and began
circling around the older man while the young man pulled a crossbow off his
back and began loading a bolt into it.


    “Liu, what level zone is this? Lucas asked. “I mean,
that Mage we fought earlier was pretty high-leveled. How high do the Imperium
soldiers go?”


    “It’s Level 40 to 60,” Bonnie answered for her.


    “That’s good because I’m about to do something
stupid,” Lucas said as he readied his staff and dashed forward. He didn’t know
the full extent of the backstory: he just saw a whiny brat who thought his
parents' money could buy him whatever he wanted trying to kill a random old
man. Lucas had suffered enough entitled nobles and their expected privileges
for one day, and this was enough to make him want to drag the kid twenty miles
behind a rampaging Grobendiss before finishing him off with a spiked
two-by-four to the face.


    Lucas didn’t know if the old man could handle one
opponent, but he felt positive he couldn’t handle all three. Based on the brief
exchange, Lucas expected the older man to be an instructor of some sort, which
suggested that he was also an accomplished fighter, but without a weapon and up
against two armed soldiers and a kid with a crossbow, it was over for him the
second the engagement started. That said, Lucas couldn’t just randomly
arbitrate who lived or died without losing Reputation with the Imperium
faction. He had only just started earning Rep himself, and killing a fellow
member of the Imperium might very likely tip him into the negative. Lucas
didn’t know much about the faction system, but he was certain a negative
Reputation score with the Imperium would spell doom for his chances at getting
what he wanted.


    One of the guards made his move, striking toward
the old man’s right side. Before the two ever made contact, however, Lucas
intercepted the man's blow by taking it onto his arm instead. 258 of his Hit
Points were cut away.


    Movement out of the corner of his eye pulled his
attention back toward the young man as his crossbow came up, and Lucas jutted
his opposite arm out just in time. The bolt whizzed through the air with a loud
twang as the spring triggered, and a second later the arrowhead pierced into
his forearm, dealing 221 damage. Lucas gritted his teeth at the momentary wave
of pain, but before he had time to even really process either, a warm wave of
healing washed over him.


    Now that he had countered the first two attacks
and with full knowledge that Viola was supporting him, Lucas went on the
offense. He began channeling Scorching Skull, and thanks to his massive Arcane
Energy pool, he was able to chain cast the spell twice before the young man
could load another one of the bolts into his crossbow.


    Just after the second spell finished casting,
Lucas felt a sharp burst of pain from his lower back as the guard jammed his
sword home into the area just above his kidneys. Lucas automatically arched his
back at the piercing pain, but it was thankfully short-lived when another heal
rolled over him. The guard suddenly yelled out, and Lucas twisted around to
discover that there were frosty blue arrows jutting out of his upper chest and
a thin layer of frost creeping out of the wounds. Lucas had become incredibly
familiar with those wounds over the past few days as he fought with the group
in the dungeon instance. They were caused by a type of magical ice arrow that
appeared when Katie used her bow, Isabel’s Tears.


    A loud clang and another shout let him know that
Nick had engaged the second guard and was keeping him occupied, so Lucas
figured he could spare the time to finish off the already-wounded youth.
Whether or not he was going to incur a negative Reputation penalty didn’t
matter at this point since he was fairly certain that he wasn’t going to get
out of this fight if he didn’t press his advantage. He danced back several
steps just in case the guard somehow managed to attack him despite Katie’s
suppressing fire and began chain-casting Scorching Skull while aiming them all
at the young man. The spells soared through the air and faithfully collided
with their target, and each successive hit caused the flames to turn brighter
and larger--and the young man’s screams to grow with them. After what seemed
like an eternity, the wailing stopped, and Lucas turned to see how his allies
were doing.


    The guard Katie had engaged looked like a
pincushion, and the guard that Nick and Bonnie had double-teamed was in a pile
on the ground.


    You have killed Stuart Bolingbroke. You have been
awarded 531 EXP. A crossbow, 20 crossbow bolts, a diamond-encrusted medallion,
a ruby nose ring, and 78 gold have dropped upon death.






    You have killed Lok. You have been awarded 1341
EXP. A fine steel sword and a bawdy drawing have dropped upon death.






    You have killed Stok. You have been awarded 1341
EXP. A fine steel sword and a naughty limerick have dropped upon death.






    Current bounty: 50 gold.


    It was a clean triple kill, and after having
received a few heals, Lucas was none the worse for wear. “Good job, team. And
thanks for those heals.” He added that last part specifically for Viola, a Sage
and the only dedicated healing specialist in the entire group.


    “Those weren’t mine,” Viola responded quickly,
denying her assistance.


    If they weren’t hers, then whose were they? Lucas
wondered, looking around the crowd for who might have helped him.


    



  




  

    Chapter 3


     


     


    Character Name: Lucas


    Level: 30


    Hit Points: 4995


    Arcane Energy: 2600


    Stamina: 100


    Holy Energy: Class Locked


     


    Current Class: Enchanter


     


    Stats:


    Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
250


    Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


    Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 0


    Fortitude [increases Hit Points by 1% per point]:
350


    Charisma: 350


    Luck: 60


    Unspent: 0


     


    Current Elemental Attunement:


    Lightning Affinity: 1.5%


    Effects: +3% Lightning Element Damage


    +6% Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    -3% Non-Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    +0.75% Lightning Element Damage Resistance


     


    Arcane Resistance: 2%


     


    Combat Proficiencies:


    None


     


    Racial Quest Chain Progress:


    Vampire: 2 out of 5 requirements met to start
chain.


     


     


    Lucas was looking around, trying to figure out who
had cast the heals, when he was interrupted by the old man.


    “How could you do this?” the aged instructor
roared. His body went stiff with rage, and he clenched his two fists in front
of him as if trying to restrain himself.


    “What? Save your life?” Lucas shot back, instantly
annoyed by the old man’s ungrateful response.


    “Saved my life? Did you think those three could
have beaten me? You didn’t save anyone. You just took three promising souls in
the midst of their youths, murderer.” The man spat out the last word as
if it were an abhorrent curse, slowly unclenching a fist and then deliberately
pointing to each of the bodies. “You’ve done nothing but rob three men of a
full life so that you could save the tail end of mine. I’d have rather died
than make such a bad trade with a devil like you.” Tears welled up in the man’s
eyes, and then the vitriol and venom in his words were replaced with regret. “I
was his instructor. It was my duty to teach him the difference between right
and wrong, but because of you, I’ll never have the chance to correct his
failings. Because of you, my failures will be etched on his tombstone: ‘Here
lies an innocent boy whose only sin was to have a bad father and an incompetent
master.’”


    Lucas was pulled in two different directions,
stuck between wanting to sympathize with him and curse him at the same time.
After a long moment, he put on his villain hat and finally said, “Do you think
his abuse would have stopped with you? I didn’t kill the boy to save a wretched
old man like you, someone who willfully set a rabid dog amok in the streets
without so much as a collar or leash. No, you myopic dullard, I put that animal
down that so he wouldn’t bite anyone else. Or would you rather have tallied
more bodies to your number of failures? How many more victims after you would
he have racked up before someone else stepped up to do your job for you?” Lucas
watched as each verbal lash carved itself into the instructor’s face.


    Lucas didn’t tell the man why he really did it
though: it felt good. It felt absolutely wonderful to watch the would-be
spoiled murderer burn alive. He had enjoyed it. He had done it because he
wanted to do it. Instead of admitting to such, however, he just kept throwing
out reasons that hadn’t crossed his mind until after the fact. “And what if I
hadn’t been here? What if he hadn’t found you in the marketplace today? Would
you have groveled at the door of the first woman he used his position to take
advantage of? Would you have apologized to the first man he killed for a
passing fancy or shiny trinket since his daddy would quickly buy him away from
justice? Would you have cried at the tombstone of the next family that tried to
bring him to justice--but unlike you--couldn’t defend themselves and got cut
down in the streets? Go on. Tell me, would you shed tears for them? Or just
this boy? And only because you know him?” Lucas scoffed and then barked a
laugh. He didn’t understand why, but the villain glove really fit him well.


    Suffix Title Gained: The People’s Executioner.

Effect: Bonus Reputation with the Imperium faction gained when killing corrupt
individuals.






    Effect: Axes deal 25% more damage.






    Effect: Gain a 30 Charisma bonus when conversing
with Imperium NPCs who haven’t abused their power.






    Effect: Suffer a 30 Charisma penalty when dealing
with Imperium NPCs who have abused their power.


    Well, Lucas thought, looking at that title. That
is a nice set of bonuses. 30 Charisma wasn’t as big a deal for him as it
might be for others since his Charisma stat was already incredibly high, but
the extra Reputation gain and the axe damage were both noteworthy.


    He looked around and tried to gauge the crowd’s
reaction to his having berated the old man, but he was surprised to see that
they were just watching with the same type of vacant expression that often
accompanied people watching a film in a movie theater, waiting for the next
interesting thing to happen. The fact that Viola was munching on the popcorn
Bonnie had given her and was sharing it with a random old lady next to her only
added to the effect.


    “Right,” Lucas said, nodding slowly as he
processed what was going on. “I get it. You all couldn’t do anything. You
couldn’t even say anything because it was a Duke’s son. You’re wondering if I
know that, if I know what type of puddle I stepped in when I chose to walk this
path. Well”--Lucas grinned--“I do. I know exactly what I did, and I have no
regrets. Fear has gripped your heart and frozen you in place so that you can
only watch while I take action. I know that you feel righteous anger, but can
never let it move you. But don’t worry. I’m not afraid of them. I won’t let
fear or cowardice stay my blade. I’ll do your dirty work for you when it’s
time.” He turned back to Nick and the others. “Come on. We have an academy to
go to and some more fools to teach.”


    “You got it, boss,” Bonnie said, falling behind
Lucas with the rest of the group.


    “Umm . . . Lucas,” Liu said, stopping him after a
few minutes.


    “Yeah?”


    “You don’t know which way the academy is, do you?”
she asked, causing Lucas to almost facepalm.


    “No, I don’t,” he chuckled as he admitted he was
lost. “I just figured that there’d eventually be some sort of sign or something
if I kept walking. I guess I could ask for directions.”


    “Don’t worry. I’ll show you the way,” Liu said.
“I’ve been here before using this character. I was actually pretty close to
becoming a teacher at the academy until I put my foot down hard and made them
scrap the idea of stationing me here.”


    “You? An instructor?” Lucas shook his head. “I
think showing up to class on time is kind of a requirement for someone in
charge, and I don’t remember you ever managing to do that.”


    “Hey!” Liu cried defensively. “I showed up to
class on time . . . a few times.”


    “When it was test day? During the exams? Or when
you knew you’d fail the class completely if you didn’t?” Lucas asked, listing
the few scenarios in which she had made it early.


    “That’s not fair,” Liu protested.


    “I think the words you’re looking for are ‘That’s
not false.’” Lucas reached over and flicked Liu on the forehead like he used to
do during college when she was trying to get away with something or just evade
blame in general.


    “Ack!” Liu rubbed her head. “My pain sensors are
over the max. Be gentle,” she protested, putting on a face that suited Bonnie
more than Liu.


    What the heck? Why? Lucas wondered.


    “I think being a teacher would definitely suit
you,” Nick said.


    “Stop being perverted,” Bonnie said, smacking his
arm.


    “What? I’m being serious!” Nick protested. “Liu,
if . . . umm . . . if you don’t mind us calling you that too . . . is always
explaining everything for Lucas. She’s like that one smart character in a show
who explains everything to the main character so that the viewer or whatever
knows what’s going on in the fantasy world they’re not part of. She’s already
the built-in guide, isn’t she? Why wouldn’t she make a great teacher?”


    “Right. Like you’re not just saying that because
everyone knows that every guy wants the ‘hot for teacher’ fantasy. You’re just
perving on the boss’s friend,” Bonnie scoffed, doubting Nick’s explanation.


    “I think Nick’s right,” Katie agreed. “She would
make a good teacher.”


    “See!” Nick, feeling vindicated, taunted Bonnie.
“Even Katie thinks my idea is worth sparing words for! Ha! Your taunts are
garbage in the face of my reasoning!” Nick started laughing at his perceived
triumph, but when Bonnie reached behind her back as if about to pull out the
spiked mace of healing, Nick instantly fell silent and flinched away from her.


    She’s really training him well. Lucas
enjoyed their interactions, but deep down, he was thinking like Bonnie. When
Nick talked about Liu as a teacher, he was imagining something a lot dirtier
than he should have. What is wrong with me? That’s Liu. Your family. Lucas
shook his head, chastising himself. Yet, even if he was able to banish the
thought, the subconscious desire was still there.


    “Alright, here we are,” Liu said, pointing ahead.


    Lucas looked up to find the most boring-looking
academy that he had ever seen. It was even drabber than the one he had gone to
back in the real world and consisted of little more than a series of large
block-shaped buildings with gold-tiled roofs, which were the only saving grace
to the otherwise mundane design. Each of the buildings was roughly three
stories high, likely wide enough to contain two lecture halls, and was oddly
spaced from the others. There was a two-story wall made of white stone that
matched the buildings running around them, and a golden gate large enough for
three carriages to pass through side by side. There were two guards stationed
at the gate who were both ignoring their duty by chatting--or, more aptly, flirting--with
each other.


    Lucas cleared his throat very loudly to get their
attention as he approached.


    The guards, who had obviously been trying to
ignore Lucas, both sighed as they reluctantly turned, and their expressions
showed just how exasperated they were with Lucas’s interruption.


    “What do you want?” the female guard said, glaring
at Lucas. “Make it fast. Some of us have jobs.”


    “I can’t imagine what jobs you’re doing,” Nick
said.


    “Hey, watch it, kid,” the male guard snapped.
“We’ve got a lot of responsibility here. Do you know what type of people attend
this institution? Inside these walls are the richest kids in the city, some of
them even coming from prestigious noble family lines!” the guard bragged,
puffing his chest up proudly.


    “Yeah, Pelham is right,” the female guard
affirmed. “Our jobs are more important than half the jobs in the entire
Imperium! Don’t talk down to us!”


    “No one was insulting your station, only pointing
out your negligence,” Nick shot back. “Stop acting self-righteous when the only
thing you two were watching was each other.”


    “Shianne and I could see you,” Pelham explained
disdainfully. “We just didn’t think you were worth talking to. But, since
you’ve forced us into this conversation, out with it: what do you want?”


    Nick rolled his eyes. “What would any group of
people approaching a gate want? We want--”


    “Nick,” Lucas warned, stopping him before he kept
going. He didn’t know how much authority the guards had or how strong they
were, but one thing he did know was that killing gate guards would be bad, and
ticking them off might block his entrance completely. “I think it’s best you
let me handle this for a moment.”


    Nick looked as if he were about to defy Lucas and
continue, but after a second, he shrank back and stopped his reproach of the
flirtatious guards.


    “Now,” Lucas began, turning to the guards and
hoping his Charisma would work perfectly. “I think what my friend here was
saying was that we would like to enter the academy, but we don’t know what type
of paperwork or passes are needed to do so. Perhaps you two could help me out?”


    The girl and guy both faltered in their anger, and
their expressions slipped from ire to regular apathy. “Well . . .” Pelham
began. “I suppose we could help you. The forms aren’t hard. You just need to go
to the clerk and get a few things, something to prove who you are and that
you’re proper members of the Imperium, not dissidents, rebels, or people who
could be a threat.”


    “Would this be enough proof?” Lucas asked, showing
his ring.


    “Th- That could--” Pelham paused. Lucas’s rank
wasn’t insignificant. He was a Baron, the third step up in the chain of
nobility, and the title indicated he owned more than a single piece of
territory.


    “It won’t,” the woman said. “I know you. I’ve
heard about you from--” Shianne stopped before completing her sentence. “I’ve
heard about you. You’re the dissident noble: just the type of person the paper
and identification process is meant to keep out.”


    “Shianne, you--” Pelham began what was likely a
protest, but a sharp look from his companion quickly shut him up.


    So, she’s already been paid off. Lucas was
somewhat annoyed but not surprised. Gauging by Pelham’s shocked expression,
however, Shianne was the only one who had been bought. Pelham hadn’t. More than
likely, Lucas normally would have been able to pass through the gates without
any to-do. With that in mind, he began casting Meddling Minds on her. “But,” he
said, thinking about what words would weave the perfect effect. “How can I be
against the Imperium, a dissident, when it’s my troops that defend its borders
and my people that secure and maintain its land? I’m not some crazy rebellious
noble out to hurt the Imperium: I’m just a simple man doing his best to improve
it. That’s why I’m here . . .” He paused as his spell finally completed, and it
struck her full on.


    “Right,” she said. “I’m so sorry . . . I don’t
know what I was thinking. You can enter right away. Don’t let me stop you.” She
opened the gate as both Pelham and Lucas’s party looked on in dumbfounded
surprise.


    “What are you doing?” Pelham asked Shianne as
Lucas extended a hand and gestured for his party to go ahead of him.


    “What does it look like I’m doing, honey? It’s my
job to verify that the people entering the academy are trustworthy. He clearly
is trustworthy, so of course I’m letting him enter,” she explained
patronizingly, as if she were speaking to a child.


    “But, just a second ago, you were going to stop
him. Why did you change your mind?” Pelham continued to question his girl,
unable to process what was going on.


    Lucas simply passed the gate and walked onto the
campus, pretending as if nothing unusual had happened.


    The girl snapped out of the spell a few seconds
later, indicating that her Charisma was high enough that the Meddling Minds
wasn’t able to last very long.


    “Hey! Wait!” Shianne cried, shaking her head clear
of the befuddling effect of Meddling Minds. “Stop what you’re doing! You
weren’t supposed to enter!”


    “Uhh . . .” Lucas looked back and did his best to
look absolutely confused. “What are you talking about? It was you who let us
in. Why are you trying to stop us now?”


    “Because! I . . . I don’t know why I let you in,
but I know that you absolutely can’t go into the academy!” When Lucas didn’t
show any signs of complying and turning around, she drew her weapon and began
walking toward him.


    “Easy now!” Lucas said. “I’m sure we can work this
out. How about we go to your superior and ask them what the meaning of this is.
If you’re so confused as to go back and forth on your word, your boss will
surely know what to do. Let’s go ask.”


    “That’s a good idea,” Pelham said. “I don’t know
what’s gotten into you, but strange things are at work here, and I think our
supervisor would know how to handle this best. I’ve never seen you flip-flop on
a decision. Let’s just report this to the captain and be done with it.”


    Ah, a good honest man concerned about his girl,
Lucas thought ruefully. He couldn’t help but chuckle to himself as Pelham’s
honesty unwittingly put pressure on Shianne. Since she was clearly doing
something she shouldn’t--trying to block a noble from entering--she wouldn’t
want to involve anyone else, especially a superior officer. Her attempts to
thwart his entry would be questioned, and the whole ruckus would likely get her
reprimanded, demoted, or even discharged. No matter what, her comfortable
little life flirting with her boyfriend at work would be completely over.


    “Yeah, let’s go. Pelham, was it? Do you mind
leading the way? You seem like an upstanding guy. I’m sure you could take a
moment to show us there while Shianne keeps the gate safe,” Lucas suggested.


    “No problem,” Pelham said. “I’m worried about
Shianne, so we should stop by a medic on the way back. Even if the captain
doesn’t tell us to.”


    “That does sound like a good idea,” Lucas said
agreeably.


    “No, no it’s okay. There’s no need to see the
captain. Just . . . umm . . .” Shianne’s abrupt approach had been halted, and
she now stood rooted in place, clearly torn between doing what she had been
bribed to do and not wanting to be found out. “Just let them through. Yeah, let
them through. That’ll work. Go on. Get.”


    “But we don’t know our way around,” Lucas said,
pressing the issue and enjoying the show as he watched stress and anxiety build
up across Shianne’s face. He wanted to make her squirm a little more for trying
to block him. “Maybe we need to see the captain anyway.”


    “Look, the campus isn’t that complicated.” Shianne
was obviously growing annoyed at having to continue the conversation she now so
clearly wanted to get out of. She pointed to the closest building and said,
“That’s the building you want. The headmistress is in there.”


    “Thanks. You’ve been really kind. Would you like
me to inform her about the incident at the gate? I can have a nurse sent out to
check on you, make sure you’re okay. I think Pelham is right: this should be
looked at,” Lucas said, giving her a grin. Since Pelham was too busy looking at
her and not him, Lucas even made sure to mouth the words “It was me” just to
taunt her.


    “Just go!” she shouted, her face now red with
anger. “You’re taking up too much time, and our jobs are too important to leave
unattended.”


    “Yeah, that is what she said,” Nick laughed. “Her
job is too important not to be done right. We need to get that doctor out here
immediately. We definitely need to report this issue to the headmistress.”


    “No!” Shianne protested even further. “Just go!
I’ll be fine. I am fine. It was a momentary lapse in judgment. I never--” She
bit her lip and shot daggers at Lucas with her eyes. “I never meant to question
a great noble like yourself. Please accept my apology and leave.”


    “Well, since you asked nicely . . .” Lucas
replied. The whole ordeal, taunting and teasing her, had put him in good
spirits. “That was fun,” he told the crew as they departed.


    “Did you really Meddling Minds a random NPC just
to get her to let you through?” Nick asked.


    “I almost couldn’t keep a straight face, boss,”
Bonnie said. “I didn’t think you’d actually go that far.”


    “I’m more concerned about the spell’s potential
impact on real people,” Liu said, warily eyeing the golden necklace that let
Lucas cast that spell to begin with. “Since the game designers never really
expected anyone to play the Imperium, and thus never intended for anyone to
play as an Enchanter, I seriously doubt if anyone ever balanced the spell’s
impact on other players or its direct effect on NPCs.”


    “Nnn . . .” Katie added. She was the only player
on whom Lucas had cast the spell and followed up on. “It was . . . powerful.
His suggestion clouded my mind and absorbed my focus.”


    “That’s . . . creepy,” Bonnie said. “I’m glad boss
is the one who got that class and not Nick. He would have used it for all sorts
of . . . Nick things.”


    “Sounds like you’re the first one who thought of
it like that,” Nick said.


    Lucas frowned. He had been in a good mood a moment
ago, having taken a little pleasure in watching the corrupt guard get her
momentary comeuppance, but now that the subject had shifted to the spell again,
and not for the first time in the last week he had spent with them, he walked
faster, forcing the others to keep up. “So, when we get in there,” he
instructed, “be careful not to say anything that will get us in trouble. We
need the headmistress to not only approve of us but also want to allow us to
set up shop somewhere within the compound. If we don’t find a place to stay,
we’ll be in trouble.”


    “But we don’t need homes for all the soldiers just
yet,” Liu argued. “Steve and the others can stay in the merchants’ quarters.
It’s not like anyone will be targeting them for assassination like they will
us.”


    “Yeah, you’re right about that,” Lucas agreed.
“But either way, we should try for somewhere that's big enough for all of us.
It will make my job easier not having to worry about where everyone is or track
them down at a moment’s notice. We’re not going to be dealing with the same
run-of-the-mill lowbies here that we were on Hesse, and I need to know that
they can distract higher-level intruders, even if they can’t kill them, and
give us enough time to make preparations.”


    “You don’t have to pretend to be so cold or
calculating,” Liu said. “We know you’re just going to miss us and that you like
having people to fetch you foods when you’re being lazy.”


    “Speaking of which, when is Hanna, that amazing
cook and maid of yours, supposed to be here?” Nick asked.


    “She’s coming in with Linnaeus after she finds a
suitable replacement to manage the dungeon,” Lucas answered.


    “Do you really trust her to be able to pick
someone out?” Nick asked.


    “Why not? She’s very clever. And the dungeon needs
a master. Smash, Saba’a, and Fred can’t handle everything on their own. There
still needs to be a final boss,” Lucas said.


    “Only the two charming nobles need enter,” someone
called out from behind the door they had just arrived at.


    “Lucas froze when he heard the powerful woman’s
voice. It was filled with so much authority that it felt like Lucas had hit a
small wall when it struck him.


    “Seriously? Are we going to keep running into this
stuff? This is such garbage,” Nick grumbled. Yet despite his protestations, he
did as he was told and waited outside while Lucas and Liu walked through. When
Lucas entered the building, he discovered enough doors on either side of the
long hallway to instantly be reminded of the early cartoon detective shows
where people would pop out of one door and rush to the other over and over
again until eventually bumping into each other in the middle. There had to be
at least twenty of them, and none of them were labeled.


    “Well, now what?” Lucas asked no one in
particular. When he did, the fourth door on the left opened up, and Lucas,
taking it as an invitation, walked through with Liu.


    “Greetings, Baron Lucas the People’s Executioner.”


    There was no one in the room, however, only a
small table with three chairs, three cups of tea, and three plates filled with
pastries on it.


    “Please, have a seat.”


    All three of the chairs automatically slid
backward, offering themselves up.


    I don’t remember spells like this being in the
game . . . Lucas glanced over at Liu, who looked just as confused as he felt.
Not knowing what else to do, he walked over and sat down. And then, when his
butt met the chair, it pushed itself forward again until it was properly
situated at the small table. He looked at the chair’s feet curiously and
discovered that there were tiny gold tracks set into the floor that went into
the wall. He was instantly curious as to how exactly the mechanism worked, but
the door slammed shut, drawing his attention back to the woman who had appeared
in front of it.


    She appeared to be somewhere in her late twenties,
and she was wearing a form-fitting, tight red cocktail dress. The bodice
displayed a beautiful flowery lace design that almost distracted Lucas’s eyes
from the way she perfectly filled it out. Her golden hair was pulled back into
a long French braid, and she was sporting the most disappointing flat
expression as she walked into the room.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Xun Guan and
Baron Lucas,” the woman said as she walked across the room and seated herself
in the remaining empty chair. “I’ve been looking forward to your arrival since
the moment you left the court.”


    “Were you there?” Lucas asked. How is it that
everyone already seems to know what went on when I came directly here aside
from a small detour and stopping to kill some upstart whelp and two incompetent
guards?


    “I was, and I wasn’t,” the woman answered, picking
up the cup of tea in front of her. “If you would . . .” She gestured to Lucas
and Liu’s cups.


    “How does that work?” Lucas asked, finding the
vague answer vexing.


    “I had ears there,” she answered cryptically, “but
I wasn’t personally in attendance. I wish I had been, though, since it would
have saved me the wait, which”--her grin curled up ever so slightly--“was a
little disappointing.”


    Lucas shrugged as he reached out and took his own
teacup. “Sorry I don’t live up to your expectations.”


    “Yet. You don’t live up to my expectations yet,”
she corrected.


    “So, does this mean that you won’t hear me out?”
Lucas asked, not entirely sure how to take her meaning.


    “Well . . .” The woman paused. “I think I’ll have
to allow it. After all, the king himself is forcing my hand on this one. He
said that this is a battle between you and the other nobles and that I am not
to take sides--which is a shame because I did so want to end your campaign at
the gates and shatter those precious dreams of yours.” She laughed at the idea
as if something had struck her fancy. “I love watching a man like you break,
watching you crack into a thousand little pieces of glass, and then sweeping
them up and tossing them in my drawer with the rest of the shattered ambitions
of silly fellows.”


    Lucas did his best to measure his response even as
he read between the lines and panned out the information she was handing him.
Even if she wasn’t personally on his side, she was filled with helpful
information. She’s working with the nobles, and the king has actually begun
to move by making sure that I’d have a place to establish myself.


    “Is the drawer filled to the top?” Lucas asked,
sipping his tea.


    “It was,” she answered. “But don’t worry: I made
room just for you.”


    “That’s kind,” Lucas said. “But I thought you said
the king wasn’t going to allow you to interfere?”


    “Mmm . . .” she moaned, resting the cup against
her lap. “You’ll have to forgive me, Baron, but I’m the type of girl who both
loves being bound and testing exactly how tightly the bindings are. If the king
says I can’t break you one way, I promise you, I’ll find another. I’ll add you
to my collection of . . .” She let her eyes wander across Lucas. “‘Big men’ who
were simply . . . lacking.”


    She’s doing this to me on purpose, Lucas
realized, trying to keep a check on his thoughts. He had met this type of woman
more than once during his tenure as a CEO. Some people were willing to use
every tool in their arsenal--looks being one of them--and weaponized anything
they could in order to get what they wanted. They had been the type that felt
no shame about any facet of their being and would play with men like putty.
Lucas had been fortunate enough to have Yu Hua to shelter him then as she was a
woman to whom no other woman could compare or compete with. Now that he was
alone, however, this woman’s tone, words, and outfit were all working in unison
to fog Lucas’s mind.


    “So . . . what? Is this your ploy? To scare him?”
Liu asked. “You want to try and intimidate him before we even enter the
academy? That’s not going to work. Lucas is better than that.”


    “Hmm . . . no.” The woman shook her head. “I think
my first step will be to assign you a brand-new combat instructor. A few of the
instructors are eager to assist you, having already heard your declaration, but
I think I know just the perfect one. As for the next step, well, I think I’m
going to find you the perfect place to live. Then I’m going to make sure that
you have access to the best foods we can provide. And, then, to top it off, I’m
going to make sure that everyone, every single teacher and guard, knows exactly
how much you hate it when people are helpful.”


    It’s not like an enemy to tell you their plan
or how they’re going to mess with you so upfront, Lucas thought as he
studied the woman’s face. He was incredibly suspicious of this woman and her
motives. After all, she had plainly said that she was going to mess with him at
every possible turn, except where expressly prohibited by the king, and then
even told him how she was going to do it.


    “What’s your angle?” Lucas asked.


    “Nothing at all,” she answered coyly. “As far as
all the rest of what you need, well . . .” She paused and reached into her
corset, taking her time while she fished around inside the cup, and then pulled
out two palm-sized pieces of paper. She handed one to Lucas and then one to
Liu. “This is the information you need. Oh, and”--she stopped and
giggled--“I’ll also need 1,000 pieces of gold as admission and lodging fee for
you and your people.


    Liu slammed her teacup on the table as she shouted
back at the headmistress, “That’s ridiculous! Everyone knows that tuition is
only ten pieces of gold per person, and lodging is only five! What are you
pulling?”


    “I’m sorry, but everyone knows the price of
tuition for a regular student and for regular accommodations. Lucas is special,
and his accommodations are too. I’m sure you’ll find this price is more than
generous.” She casually took a sip of her own tea and then grabbed a blueberry
crumpet before standing up. “But if you don’t have it, or you don’t want to
pay, you can always just leave. I don’t need either of you here. In fact, it
might be easier if I were not responsible for you at all.”


    Lucas didn’t even pause as he pulled out his coin
purse. His “special” rate of 1,000 gold was roughly half of the earnings he had
managed to pocket from his dungeon after wages and buying everything he needed.
There was no way he was going to back down from this first challenge. Even if
it meant taking a loss and throwing around that much money just to prove
himself, it was a loss he had to take to move forward. He didn’t hesitate as he
took the plate of pastries, dumped the baked goods onto the floor, reached into
his coin purse, and began counting out the 1,000 gold coins right onto the
empty plate.


    “There,” Lucas said when he was finished. “This
should cover my people.”


    “It will indeed. And now I must be going. A lady’s
matters are never resolved,” she said, extending a hand to Lucas.


    Lucas stood up and took her hand to shake it
goodbye. He felt cold metal pressed against his palm as he took her hand, and
she left the object inside his as she withdrew her delicate fingers. “Toodles,”
the headmistress said to Liu. She then winked at Lucas and left.


    With only himself and Liu still in the room, Lucas
took a quick glance at his hand to see a key with a note attached to it. He
wanted to open up the message and read it right there, but he didn’t. The woman
had given him the key in a way that only he could see it, so she clearly didn’t
want it to be something he shared with Liu.


    Fine. I’ll respect your wishes this time, Lucas
thought, slipping the key into his pocket and instead opening up the other
piece of paper that she had left with them.


    The scrap of paper was incredibly small, and the
text on it was even smaller. It reminded him of a cheat sheet that a college
student might have made during finals, hoping that it was never discovered. In
incredibly tiny letters, it had a list of instructions for how to register, a
map of the campus, and a list of available classes and their potential
teachers. Some classes, like those in physical combat, had multiple
instructors.


    “That woman was eerie,” Liu said as she squinted
to make out what was written on the paper.


    “I don’t think anyone would disagree with you,”
Lucas said, nodding along as he stepped out of the building. “I can’t imagine a
single woman I’ve ever met that was missing more screws than she seems to be.” 


    When he stepped out, he noticed that the party of
four he had left was now a party of five. Bonnie, Nick, Viola, and Katie were
chatting with what looked like a student. She was dressed from head to toe in a
pleated skirt, a blouse, and a coat that matched the skirt and looked like it
had never been properly cared for. There were a few spots of dirt that were
visible around the skirt’s hem and a small tear on the cuffs.


    “Hey!” the girl said enthusiastically, pushing her
spectacles before waving at Lucas and then extending her hand in greeting. “You
must be Lucas! It’s so nice to finally meet you! Everyone here has been saying
such nice things about you.”


    “Thanks,” Lucas said, extending his hand to shake
hers. “It’s nice meeting you too . . .” He paused at the end, letting her fill
in the name.


    “I’m Tiffany,” she said. “Sorry, my introductions
aren’t the best. Anyway, I was just on my way to class. Glad I bumped into you
all, but I really must be going.” She turned around to walk away, but then
paused after a few steps to turn back around. “And Nick! You better not forget
to take alchemy so we can be in the same class together!” She then turned back
around and took off before anyone else could say another word.


    “Well, that was interesting,” Viola said flatly.


    “I’m as surprised as you. Boss leaves for a few
minutes, and Nick gets himself a girl,” Bonnie laughed.


    “It’s nice to see you’re taking it well,” Liu
said. “I thought you’d be much more jealous of the new girl than that, Bons.”


    “What? Why? No. Stop that already!” Bonnie
insisted. She quickly shifted so that she was standing right next to Lucas, her
chest pressing into his arm as she started looking at the piece of paper that
Lucas was reading.


    “Nnn. Because Liu likes Lucas,” Katie murmured.


    “So, where are we staying?” Nick asked. “Did you
buy us the fanciest place here?”


    “You know he did,” Bonnie said.


    Everyone seemed to have faith in Lucas’s desire to
have luxurious places. They had, of course, remodeled Kegan’s place to be a
veritable hot spa luxury hotel, coming close to turning it into the ultimate
guild base. They had refurbished it with smoking rooms for their bacon and
cooking, giant heated baths that were large enough to accommodate twelve
people, and lounge rooms for when the player activity died down. They had only
been there for about a week before the level cap kicked them off the island,
but Lucas could tell that everyone had been spoiled by the in-game opulence.


    “A great villain needs a unique dungeon,” Viola
explained as if it were obvious. “Even if you end up with a place like the ones
around us, it won’t be interesting. You need to renovate it.”


    “Right,” Lucas said as he began following the map
toward their living quarters. The instructions said that he couldn’t begin
registration for an hour or so, as most of the people would be at lunch, so he
figured he’d stop by their new home so that he could see what he was dealing
with and drop his stuff off.


    “Wow!” Bonnie was the first one to be amazed by
what was around them as they rounded a few corners and made it to the
residential side of the campus.


    Even though Lucas was prepared for small estates,
every single one was more grandiose and beyond anything that Lucas would ever
find in a city back in the real world. Each compound was surrounded by a
twelve-foot-tall fence, and the ten-acre yards were capped with mansions in
their centers. The buildings in the middle of the yards were bigger than many
of the fraternity or sorority buildings Lucas had seen back in his college
days, and while their colors were white and gold, just like the class buildings
on campus, their designs were nothing like the simple, blockish structures.
Instead, they more closely resembled the British mansions that Lucas had seen
on TV, just smaller. He also quickly noted that each of the houses seemed to
have non-Humans in maid or butler outfits standing at the door, as if to let
the outside know, “Yes, we are so rich we can pay someone to just stand there
and hold the door.”


    “The homes are beautiful,” Liu said, joining in on
the admiration.


    “So . . . why exactly didn’t you want to work
here?” Nick asked.


    “Because these are students’ homes,” Liu answered.
“They are mostly worthless brats, and many are just waiting on someone old to
die and pass on a rank to them. I would have had to find a building in the rest
of the town and then commute to work. I already do that in real life, and
there’s no way I’m going to do it inside of a game as well.”


    “I think the bigger question is this: if this is
an Imperium town, why would they need a GM?” Nick asked. “There aren’t exactly
players coming in and out of this place.”


    “Oh, yeah, there are. Just not on the Imperium
side. I basically would have been playing the role of a teacher and overseeing
the development of the Imperium Academy, garrison, and merchants’ quarters so
that, if there were glitches or oddities in the code and the NPC behavior, I
could create an accurate ticket and log it before it became too much of an
inconvenience for the players going around in their Reputation-farming murder
sprees.”


    Nick grunted his acknowledgement. “Yeah, I suppose
that tracks. Although, if they made you teach classes to a bunch of NPCs just
to create realism, that’d be crap.”


    “Stop being so Nick,” Bonnie said. “You’re looking
at things the wrong way. If your boss pays you enough, you should just jump at
the chance--even if it means teaching someone with the long-term memory and
attention span of a butterfly. Just do what you’re told and earn that gold.
That’s the merc’s way of life.”


    “I know we’ve asked this before, but what is with
you and your need for money?” Nick pressed.


    “Just mind your own business about it,” Bonnie
snapped.


    Bonnie was usually quite pleasant and cheery, even
when teasing Nick, but Lucas could tell from the way her bushy tail stiffened,
her ears laid back, and her eyes narrowed that this was clearly a subject she
didn’t want to get into. Not being confident that Nick would know when to drop
the subject, though, Lucas preemptively stepped in. “Hey, don’t try to go
talking my merc out of gainful employment. I don’t want to have to go find
another one,” he said jokingly, hoping that would lighten the mood.


    Bonnie’s expression didn’t lighten up any, but her
mood didn’t bleed into her words when she said, “Yeah, the boss needs me, so
what’s wrong with needing a little money? Not all of us have parents that are
willing to help support something that they consider a terrible waste of money
and time that might ruin my life.”


    Well, that’s rather specific. “But you
found a way anyway, and we’re glad to have you with us,” Lucas said. For some
reason, he didn’t think twice about playfully ruffling her hair. It seemed to
do the trick, and she calmed down for the moment.


    “Is this . . . No way is this the place they have
for us!” Nick exclaimed as they came up to the spot marked on the tiny, little
map drawn on the tiny, little cheat sheet. It was the only lot they had come
across that not only lacked a fence, but also a building. Strangely, there was
a large free-standing wooden gate closed and secured with a heavy iron
chain--despite the fact that anyone could just walk around the gate. “Man,
forget the rest of this crap. This? This is garbage. This is absolute garbage.
What the hell was the headmistress thinking?”


    Lucas scowled at the gate. He had been hoping for
some great mystery, some wonderful secret that let Lucas know the headmistress
might have actually been on his side and that she had just been putting on a
show. But the lock confirmed a suspicion of his. Sighing and ignoring Nick’s
rant, he walked up to the gate and took out the key she had left him.


    “When’d you get that?” Liu asked as she saw him
pull out the key.


    “From our new friend with a bad sense of humor,”
Lucas said as he felt the key go into the lock without an issue, smoothly
sliding in place. He felt a little give as each of the pins was pushed into
place, the key turned easily, and the lock snapped open without a problem.


    “Well, I guess that clears up any doubts we may
have had as to whether they’d shaft us with this terrible place,” Liu grumbled.
“I guess we’re going to need to find a residence after all.”


    “Maybe,” Lucas said, walking past the gate to the
middle of the empty field. The yard itself was rather flat, but Lucas didn’t
think the unusually level terrain was intentional, just something that games
sometimes did with dungeons and other parts of a map that wouldn't be seen
often. Even AIs cut corners and failed to properly randomize the terrain so
that it would feel natural. “But I don’t think we’ll need to.” He quickly
crossed the small field and approached a parcel that he noticed had been left
there.


    Even though he was annoyed with what had been
dealt him, he saw potential. The yard was at least fourteen acres, much larger
than the other lots that they had passed, and it was territory that he now had
control of. He had paid his 1,000 gold to get it, and if someone tried to move
him out of it after he fixed it up, he planned to kill them. They’d just become
another victim in his dungeon.


    “Tent supplies,” Katie said as she started emptying
the storage bag, which seemed to operate much like the size-condensing
backpacks that players had on. “There are five tents in here. That’s enough for
all but two of us to set one as our binding residence, and two of us can share
the last one.”


    “If the last person can’t bind at one of these
tents, then we can just bind at the local inn. Either way, the tents don’t look
very big, probably not even spacious for two people. It’s not like we need to
spend time here with them though,” Liu said.


    “It’s fine,” Lucas said, dismissively waving off
the suggestion. “You five use the tents to bind here. I don’t need a binding
place.” There is no “if” for me. If I die, this game is over for me. My hard
work will be lost, everything ruined.


    “Hardcore, boss,” Bonnie said. “I like it.”


    Katie nodded her enthusiasm. “Boss is boss.”


    “Hey, stop stealing my nickname for him!” Bonnie
chuckled as she grabbed one of the tents and began erecting it next to Katie,
and eventually Liu, Nick, and Viola all joined in. While the others were busy,
Lucas surveyed the land. He bent over and touched the ground, happy to feel
that it was soft. Then, wondering if his Imperium title would let him do what
he wanted with this land too, he brought up his dungeon master screen. He was
happy to see that his Hesse dungeon had been successfully pawned off on someone
else, as he had no access to that region at all. Instead, he only had access to
the region near Dover. There was a small block designating his dungeon, but it
wasn’t labeled in the same way it had been on Hesse, and many of the facets
were missing entirely.


    Territorial Gold only had an amount that Lucas just
assumed was the final tally of his gold earned from his Hesse dungeon before
Hanna had managed to pass it off, but the Territorial Income, Treaties, and all
other fields were blank. The map only displayed a blank fourteen-acre space
that matched up perfectly to the proportions of his current lot. There was no
larger map of the surrounding area, there were no Dungeon Points, no Evolution
Points, and no guards for him to position. There was, however, a small message
flashing above the map:


    No territory suitable for the placement of guards or
distribution of Dungeon Points. No location suitable to create a boss monologue
or combat avatar. Please build rooms.


    Lucas hadn’t really given much thought to what was required
for a space to be suitable as a dungeon, and he mentally directed an inquiry to
the game so that the system would clarify exactly what was needed.


    The requirements to generate a dungeon are as follows: In
order for a territory to be capable of being turned into a dungeon that will
have its spaces awarded Dungeon Point distribution values, a minimum of five
rooms is needed. Rooms are defined as enclosed spaces with at least one entrance
that can be accessed by players. An entrance may be a natural barrier of any
size, a door of any size, or an open hole that is not large enough for more
than one person to pass through at a time. The five mandatory rooms must take
up at least 250 square feet with no more than 10% of that area obstructed by
obstacles that hinder player or dungeon guard movement. The rooms must be
connected in a cohesive manner, and there must be a minimum of 5% of the
dungeon’s space used as hallways, tunnels, or other passages linking the rooms
together.


    Lucas found the requirements pretty standard and
straight forward, but he did note that at no point did it require the rooms to
be above ground, nor did it require them to actually be made of anything. It
just defined rooms as enclosed spaces. This meant that Lucas would have a lot
of leeway with what he wanted to do in terms of actually making the dungeon. He
wanted to be mad at the fact there wasn’t even so much as a basic foundation
for a building set, the ground was soft and would need to be worked and
reinforced for him to do anything, and he had spent a 1,000 gold coins for
essentially nothing, but he wasn’t even annoyed. The woman had tried to make
him suffer, and all she had done was give him new ideas for a better dungeon.


    “This is going to be beautiful,” Lucas thought
aloud as he looked at the place. “The only thing we need now is a little bit of
imagination and a lot of money.”


    “You’re not exactly short on either of those,
boss,” Bonnie said, throwing down the materials needed to make a tent in
frustration as she looked over at Lucas. “But can we maybe stop by an inn? I’m
not going to be able to get this.”


    “Have you never set up a tent before?” Nick asked.


    Bonnie didn’t answer. She just shot him a glare
that would strip paint instead. Yet, despite her request, Katie had already
slithered over and begun working on Bonnie’s tent.


    “Dang, girl, you’re freaking awesome at that,”
Nick commented as he watched Katie put together Bonnie’s tent in less than a
minute and a half.


    “Nnn,” Katie said. “Those who follow Lee must
study all types of crafting.”


    She’s a Follower of Lee? Lucas was a little
surprised. He had heard about that growing movement. It had sprung up in one of
the big cities almost overnight, and although it was often associated with the
mafia, its members were considered some of the best builders and craftsmen in
the world. Even though technology was constantly progressing further and faster
every day, the Followers of Lee were responsible for a small renaissance in
old-fashioned craftsmanship.


    Normally, people went to churches and studied a
book that taught them all the tenets and stories of their religion, but the
Followers of Lee were different. They were required, from as young an age as
five, to spend their free days building things. The church didn’t care what
they tried to build or craft; it just made sure that they were either building
something or working on learning some craft. They were both part church and
part business as a result, and the religion was filled with die-hard zealots.


    “Then maybe you’ll be able to help me out with
this problem,” Lucas said, gesturing to the open land.


    Katie nodded. “I can. You need plans.”


    “Yeah, I do,” Lucas agreed. “But where would you
start?”


    “Lumber. Lots of it. There are no trees around
here. The marketplace may have it. May have stone too. This land can’t be a
quarry. Glass. The marketplace had glass shops . . .” Katie only paused for
half a second, and she seemed to be talking to herself more than Lucas.


    That is definitely a Follower of Lee. “What
about the ground? What can we do with that?” Lucas asked.


    “Soil? It makes bad tunnels. Low friction. Lacks
proper compressive force,” Katie continued. “Would need a fix. Ants use
adhesives; men use steel.”


    Ants . . . Lucas let that word linger in
his mind for a moment. Previously, Saba’a’s silk had been one of the
cornerstones of Lucas’s Territorial Income and his land’s economy. It had
served several purposes, even making the base for the armor he was currently
wearing. The fourteen acres that he had bought would be too small to use for
farming, so he wouldn’t be able to establish trade. He didn’t have any silk to
move without Saba’a, and there were no natural resources to take advantage of.
His Territorial Income was a huge part of upgrading and maintaining dungeons,
but it was going to stay at zero for the moment.


    The only hope he could see to raise his cash flow
would be to create a product, and monsters, like ants, might be the solution to
that product. I just need to figure out how to make them into actual
monsters, the same way Smash went from a regular Grobendiss to the monster he
is now. If I can find a way to forcefully evolve my creatures so that they can
work my territory, I can transform this land very quickly.


    “Alright.” Lucas looked over at the tents. Katie
had managed to set one up for everyone except for Nick, who finished his in a
relatively quick time too. “I think it’s time we go tackle classes,” Lucas
said.


    “Boss,” Bonnie said, looking over, “are we really
going to do that whole ‘go to school’ thing? I mean, I’m supposed to be doing
classes in real life. I don’t want to sit through lectures in a game.”


    “Supposed to be?” Nick looked over. “Please don’t
tell me you’re skipping out on classes. You do know you can’t play video games
if you don’t get a good enough job to have the spare hours?”


    “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m ahead on classes.
I just meant that I do them a lot in real life. This is a nice break, okay?”
Bonnie grumbled back.


    “Well, I don’t think we need to take them too
seriously. I’m not here to play a simulated school-time experience that others
might enjoy, but those lectures have information we need. Just look at some of
these titles,” Lucas said, doing his best to share the list.


    “There is an herbalism class, an alchemy class, a
monster trainer class, an Arcanum spell designer class, a Holy spell designer
class, a physical combat class, two different weapon and armor-smithing
classes, a jewelry class, and a skinning and salvaging class,” Lucas said,
reading the key classes aloud just in case they couldn’t see well enough to
make out what was written on the tiny bit of paper.


    “Seems like you’re listing a ton of crafting
classes,” Nick observed. “Not that I mind. I can take the . . . herbalism and
alchemy classes and bring back notes.”


    “Right,” Lucas said. “Can’t be missing out on that
chance to mac on a fresh NPC girl.


    “Hey! NPCs are characters too!” Bonnie snickered.


    “I’m not judging him. The game’s artificial
intelligence is still a lot more intelligent than some people I’ve met,” Lucas
said with a shrug. “It’s amazing how realistic conversations with AI are these
days.”


    “I wonder how helpful those classes would be in
the real world,” Viola questioned. “‘How to Win Royal Contracts’ and ‘How to
Suppress Poor People,’ What to Do When Your People Are Revolting,’ ‘The Pros
and Cons of Expendable Mercenaries Versus Trained Soldiers,’ ‘Defending Your
Manor and Town Against Barbaric Subhumans,’ ‘Etiquette,’ and ‘Dignified
Speechcraft: Capitalizing on Your Superior Breeding.’”


    “Viola, why do I feel like that’s the list of
classes that interests you most?” Nick asked.


    “Because it is?” Viola looked over at Nick as if
he had just posited the dumbest question possible.


    Nick and Lucas just shook their heads.


    “What? Don’t give me that look. If Lucas is going
to play the villain, he needs to act like one. In order to act like one, he
needs to know how to act like one. At the moment, he’s falling short.
Sure, he came up with the brilliant, amazing, and perfect idea of stealing me,
the most beautiful woman on Hesse and one who had already captured the hearts
of so many, but after that, he hasn’t done much villainy stuff. He is, in fact,
doing good things. He’s killing bad guys, he’s messing with nobles, he’s
beating up aristocrats, and he’s employing and treating non-Humans like they’re
everyday people,” Viola continued, waving her hands and making the entire
conversation far more dramatic than it was as she acted out every word she
spoke. “It’s a tragedy. He’s not a villain. He’s the hero. How is he going to
get people to want to kill him? I mean, sure, he issued a challenge for every
aristocrat in the city to come after him, but those are the bad guys,
not the players. It’s like asking the world to unite against the first
vigilante to take down banks that overcharge interest rates on mortgages right
after he deletes student loan records.”


    “Yeah, she . . . does have a point,” Liu admitted
reluctantly. “You really aren’t that evil. Maybe you do need to take some of
those classes--especially that one about oppressing people. Currently, I think
people would want to be more like you than not.”


    “Or, you know,” Nick began, “he could just beat
random people to death. That seemed to work for Ivan, right? People still call
him Ivan the Terrible despite all his great works just ‘cause of his violent
temperament. I mean, he was the first tsar, redid the laws to give more rights
to the people, established a parliament and council of nobles, helped local
governments in rural regions with self-governance, established a standing army,
defeated a significant military threat to Russia, got the printing press
working despite the constant arson attacks and more by the scribe guilds, and
still had time to build cathedrals and other public works. He was a hero to
Russia, but he was so violent that people considered the terrifying part the
only part worth using for his moniker. So, Lucas just needs to ramp up that
already violent nature of his.”


    “Yeah, but how would that help? Lucas isn’t
violent, and he doesn’t have a temper,” Liu continued, causing the rest of the
party except for Katie to look at her like she had just said the sky isn’t
blue. “He’s as nice as they come and always so calm.”


    “The calm part might be right . . .” Viola thought
aloud, and her “you must be dense” look deepened. “But . . . yeah. That could
be a solution, I still think you should consider learning how to really make
peasants hate you and generate more of those delicious quests where everyone
tries to murder you.”


    “Nnn . . .” Katie began to speak up, and the group
fell silent as they waited for her to finish what she was saying. “Ivan wasn’t
. . . umm . . . terrible. It’s a mistranslation.”


    “What? What do you mean?” Nick asked.


    “It doesn’t mean ‘terrible.’ It’s closer to
‘grozny,’” Katie explained. Disciples of Lee were often capable of speaking
Russian, so her knowledge of this made sense. “It means ‘fearsome,’ not
‘terrible.’ More like . . . ‘menacing.’ He wasn’t terrible. He was terrifying.
He was Ivan Grozny.”


    “Oh, so . . . the beating random people might not
work?” Bonnie asked. “‘Cause, you know . . . if you need practice with the whip
. . .” She gave Lucas a not-so-sly wink.


    “Ugh,” Nick groaned at Bonnie’s overt lechery. “I
guess that does make sense. It hasn’t really stopped a lot of people from
worshipping some celebrities when they get caught beating people randomly.”


    “Well, it’s not like we need to debate this,”
Viola said flatly. “There are plenty of options available for you, Lucas. You
can study up on your villainy while we go learn crafting for you.”


    “Hmm . . . Well, we all need to take the combat
training regardless,” Lucas said, pointing to that option on the class list. “I
don’t know about you, but after seeing that girl in court today, I can clearly
see what our team is lacking.”


    “Yeah . . .” the whole group unanimously agreed,
all looking down as they did. The only one who responded differently was Katie,
who just nodded.


    “So, we’re all in agreement then,” Viola
concluded. “Our great and illustrious leader shall take classes teaching him
how to transform from the people’s benefactor to their wicked malefactor!”


    Lucas shook his head. “No. That’s not happening.
I’m interested in crafting, and I don’t need to make enemies just yet,
especially if it means becoming like that noble, but I think . . . I think Nick
wasn’t too far off the mark with his first suggestion. I need to become
terrifying. Lucas Grozny. I kind of like the ring of that.”


    “It’d help if you had a single mean bone in your
body, though,” Liu muttered. “I still think you should consider Viola’s
strategy.”


    Lucas sighed. “Yeah, no. We can figure out what
we’re doing with crafting, but the only ones I’m going to personally focus on
are monster training, physical combat, and potentially learning how to make
magic boards and design spells. Those are the ones that interest me at the
moment. I love history, but video game history has a tendency to be rather
dull, especially since the good guy almost always wins. So, no. I’m not going
to study the game’s history. The real world is filled with much deeper, darker,
and more interesting examples of villains. I don’t need an AI class to teach me
how to be the bad guy.”


    “So, you think it’s just as dull as fetch quests?”
Liu asked.


    “Right. And we’ve already wasted enough time
figuring it out,” Lucas said. “Viola, if you want to go take classes on the
history of this area and court culture and whatnot, have at it. I’ve already
paid for whatever you want to do. But in the meantime, we need to focus. We’ve
got six people here, so this won’t be hard. We have one goal at present: to
defeat these nobles. In order to do that, we need to draw in more players and
NPCs. It may not have been an option in the past, but with me here, now it is.”


    “What? Are we not good enough, boss?” Bonnie
moped.


    “No, you’re not. For a core party and a dungeon
room, this is good enough. If we’re going to change the entire structure and
make-up of the Imperium and take on attackers from all sides, we need a
contingent that’s strong enough to actually do that. If they rush us with a
thousand guards, we’ll be as good as dead.” Lucas remembered all too well
exactly how tough the easy-mode noob island fight defending Rowland from 200
basic farmers had been. “Players will be the best way to balance this out.”


    “Mmm . . . yeah. We won’t be a challenge to many
people at all without enough cannon fodder. You had the backing of the Imperium
army before, so I guess you need that here too,” Liu said.


    “Right. And we’re not going to get it. So, let’s
get the backing of players,” Lucas said.


    “But how do we get more players?” Nick asked.


    “That list,” Lucas answered. “Crafting has been
trial and error for players. The game creators specifically left it vague,
making it difficult for any player to understand how any of it works. The
guilds that have figured out most of it don’t share a bit. They keep their
secrets tight in vaults. Luckily enough, we’ve actually got classes that will
give us an advantage. It’ll be awhile before we reach the level of competency
gained by the top guilds, who have been perfecting and tweaking their
techniques through trial and error for the last eight years, but it’ll give us
a fighting chance at grabbing some of the newer players, since many of the big
guilds are very selective.


    “The next thing we’re going to need to do is work
on the base of the dungeon. I have a few ideas for how to handle this, but I
haven’t decided yet. I need to first see exactly how a few of my classes go.
After that, we’re going to need to go kill us a noble. Doesn’t matter which
one. We just need to provoke one of the eviler ones whom the people hate into
throwing the first punch, and then we butcher him and throw his head on a spike
in the middle of our yard. The more brutal the kill, the better a flag he’ll
make.”


    “Well, that checklist went dark quick,” Nick
noted. “Straight from ‘let’s go crafting’ to ‘let’s go brutalizing someone.’”


    “Building and killing are the backbone of life,”
Katie said with an unusual amount of confidence and certainty in her voice. She
pulled out her bow and plucked the string as if to remind everyone what sort of
business they were in.


    “Well, let’s get to it then. Everyone take the
classes you want, and we’ll meet back here at dusk,” Lucas instructed. He
figured that timeframe would give them plenty of time to take notes, figure out
what was happening, and go from there.


    Truthfully, however, Lucas was already set on
exactly what he wanted to do: evolve a random creature into a monster one way
or another.
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    Lucas eagerly beelined toward his first class,
monster training. He expected to see a hundred students at the very least, as
there were only two classes total being taught at this time on the schedule,
but what he discovered instead was an empty classroom filled with hard steel
tables intended for two people each like what would be found in a chemistry lab
back in the real world.


    Slightly concerned, he froze in the entranceway
and immediately turned his attention toward a mechanical clock on the wall and
read the time. I’m only five minutes early. Are most people going to show up
just before it starts? He had always been the type to show up early in real
life, so this situation stunned him a little.


    “New here?” someone asked from behind.


    “Yeah, you could say that,” Lucas answered. He
turned to find someone even older than he was, which was a bit of a shock given
how young all the other students were that he had seen so far.


    “Kids these days,” the man muttered. He shook his
head as he extended his hand. “They don’t understand a man’s true passion.”


    “Right . . .” Lucas reached out and returned the
greeting only to falter once his hand was in the other man’s. Even though he
was around Lucas’s size, he had the grip strength of a giant crab, and it felt
like every bit of that power was leveraging down into his handshake.


    “Name’s Jesse, though I often get called Pizza,”
he said.


    “Pizza?” Lucas asked curiously.


    “Yup. Pizza. I eat it all day, every day, and
considering no one sits with me at lunch or comes to this class with me, that’s
about all they know of me. So, they call me Pizza,” Jesse explained.


    “I think I’ll call you Jesse nonetheless,” Lucas
said warily.


    “I don’t know if I’d prefer that or not.” Jesse
actually seemed somewhat put off by having someone use his actual name. “I kind
of like Pizza more than myself.”


    Lucas knew it probably came off as rude, but he
couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “So, do you know anything about the
professor?” Lucas asked. “Or the class? I know I’m late to the term, however
long those are, but I’m kind of hoping to learn a lot here.”


    “Oh, the monster class? The teacher rarely shows.
She’s a ditz. She’s always busy taking care of those giant cats, dogs, and
birds of hers. She’s missing out on a man’s true passion. She’s just as bad as
the others.”


    Jesse took something out of his pocket that was
about the size of a fist, and he held it up, allowing it to sit comfortably on
his hand. “If she were a teacher worth her salt, she’d be worrying about these
instead.”


    “What the heck is that?” Lucas asked. He honestly
had no idea. It had the same loose green leathery skin of a garden-variety
lizard, but its proportions were all wrong. Instead of a long and narrow frame
with legs that jutted outward, it looked like someone had drawn a face onto a
piece of paper and stuck it to the side of a fat blob with a loop of tape. Its
legs were even more pathetic, each one of them a spindly twig.


    “This, my friend, is the future. This is glory,
greatness, and hope.” He spoke almost reverently, as if he were holding a
miracle cure designed to fix all the world’s greatest diseases, and he pushed
it forward toward Lucas as he spoke. “Can’t you tell exactly how wonderful it
is?”


    “I don’t think you answered my question,” Lucas
said, picking it up and holding it. He instantly realized one of the things
that was off about the creature the moment it was within his grasp: it wasn’t
naturally this fat. It had eaten something over half of its body size and was
now just vegging out, content to stare up at Lucas peacefully while it digested
its meal.


    “It’s this.” Jesse pulled out another creature,
except this one was closer in appearance to what Lucas expected and looked just
like all the other lizards that he had ever seen in his life. “Except, I shoved
an Earth crystal into that little bugger.”


    “What now?” Lucas asked, genuinely curious about
what Jesse was doing.


    “Look. Right here.” Jesse reached out and lovingly
stroked the creature in Lucas’s hand on its lower jaw, causing the lizard to
open its mouth and spit out a now-clear crystal.


    “That . . . doesn’t look like an Earth crystal,”
Lucas observed.


    “That’s ‘cause, at the moment, it isn’t. He
absorbed all the elemental energy that is normally contained within the
crystal. Which is fine. Unfortunately, I only had the lowest grade crystal, or
the effects would be more noticeable. This little guy is still a work in
progress. He’s going to be much better than my last four,” Jesse said proudly
as he petted the top of the little lizard’s head.


    “Sorry,” Lucas apologized, “but I’m new to this.
What exactly will he become?”


    “A dragon, of course!” Jesse proclaimed boldly,
almost as if it were obvious. “This one is finally going to do it. I’m finally
going to make a mystical, amazing dragon! This one is practically guaranteed to
sell way better than the other lizards I made.”


    “A dragon?” Lucas repeated. He couldn’t see how
the tiny, little lizard could turn into a dragon. Ever. At best, Lucas only had
hope that it might eventually, with a lot of growth, become a larger lizard.
“By feeding elemental attunement crystals to a tiny lizard?”


    “Well, uhh . . . yeah?” Jesse looked at Lucas, his
face twisted up in confusion. “Did you not even learn the basics before you got
here?”


    “No, not really.”


    “That’s rough. You must really be a country
bumpkin,” Jesse laughed, extending the lizard that hadn’t just spit out a
crystal to Lucas. Most people learn the basics before they even show up for the
first class.


    Lucas looked down at the small lizard in his hand
and tried to piece together how a magical rock was going to turn a chubby little
lizard into a mythical dragon. “So, what’s with the crystals? Why were you
stuffing the lizard with them?”


    “Well, that’s how you get the monster, of course,”
Jesse said, petting the lizard in his own hand.


    “Huh?”


    “Well, it’s easy. Take out the magic crystal your
course syllabus should have told you to bring,” Jesse said.


    Lucas blinked. I did not bring a magic crystal
at all. Even though he knew it wasn’t there, he passed the lizard back to
Jess and pulled out his backpack anyway. He might not have had a magic crystal
on him, but he did have his beginner staff and two or three others that he had
gotten from killing players in his dungeon. He didn’t really mean to carry them
around forever, considering how they took up space and weighed him down, but he
hadn’t gotten around to selling them yet. He just wasn’t the type of person who
could throw away the bad loot in his inventory without feeling a tiny piece of
himself die.


    I guess it’s time to break one of these open
and see what present I got inside. He took the very first staff he grabbed
along with a giant hammer he had gotten from another player and placed them on
a nearby table. He secured the staff with one hand and then brought the hammer
crashing down onto it with his other. The staff, which was meant to be able to
take dozens of hits in combat, didn’t seem to want to break.


    “Ha! Battle-won crystals? I like your style!”
Jesse exclaimed when he saw what Lucas was doing. “But you’re never going to
crack it with a hammer.”


    “I can see that,” Lucas said, frowning as he
noticed he hadn’t really made any progress. Whoever made this damn thing did
a great job, Lucas thought.


    “Here, try this instead,” Jesse offered, pulling
something out of his backpack. Rather than a single item, however, he produced
an entire set of tools, including a pair of clamps, which Lucas used to fasten
the staff to the table with half its end hanging out, and a horrifying saw with
clearly visible circuitry and three red jewels poking out the side. The saw had
a place on the handle for his hand to channel into it.


    When he picked up the saw, Lucas read the spell
that came with it: Bone Blazing Bastard Cutter. It required 100 Arcane Energy
to start and 10 more Arcane Energy per second to maintain, and it seemed to
have only one function: to cut everything underneath it. It could only be
channeled for five seconds at a time, but Lucas had a feeling that would be
more than enough.


    “Takes a while to get started, but you should be
able to do it easily,” Jesse commented, not realizing exactly how deep Lucas’s
mana pool was.


    At level 30, Lucas had 2600 Arcane Energy, and it
didn’t take him even a second to get the saw going. He lowered the edge of the
bone saw-shaped tool to the staff and started the channeling. Lava-like Fire
exploded out of the blade, catching Lucas entirely off guard as the saw broke
the staff open with a loud hiss. The magic board and eight small crystals, four
dark black and four yellowish-brown, tumbled out onto the ground.


    “Ah! The Shadow Vortex staff,” Jesse noted. “Rare
find. I haven’t run into one yet.”


    “Well, let’s see what we have next,” Lucas said.
He pulled out another staff and cut it open just as he had the first. This
time, it was apparently a regular beginner’s staff that only produce one
yellowish-brown crystal, one red crystal, a dark-blue crystal, and a purple
crystal.


    “That’s a common one. The Imperium’s Hope staff.
Every good adventurer starts off with that one,” Jesse said. “But common or
not, the crystals in it are just as good as the ones in the Shadow Vortex
staff.”


    The next two staves were exactly like the one Nick
had bought for Lucas when he had first started down his road as a Mage. They
contained four purple crystals and four red crystals. After he finished cutting
his staves in half and harvesting all the crystals in them, Lucas had four
black crystals, nine red and purple crystals each, five yellowish-brown
crystals, and one dark-blue crystal.


    “With this many, we can forcefully evolve a few of
them! I wonder what we’ll get. Man, this is exciting. Dragon-making time!”
Jesse exclaimed, obviously elated. He looked over at Lucas with a grin on his
face and a glint in his eye. Impatiently, he asked, “Wanna find out? We should
find out. Let’s definitely do it. Who cares if it fails? We should try!”


    “Alright . . .” Lucas shook his head in disbelief
at the other man’s enthusiasm, but since he didn’t see any harm in it, and the
man had been helpful enough already, he agreed to give it a go. “But what do
you mean ‘if it fails’? Does that happen often?”


    “Well, not all the time. A failure isn’t even
really a failure: it’s either just a monster that’s worthless or a critter that
needs more crystals to evolve. But don’t be fooled into thinking the ones that
need more crystals to evolve are better. They can be just as rubbish as the
rest. With that many crystals, you should be able to evolve three, maybe even
four, so you’ll see what I mean.”


    “Alright then.” Lucas took one of the shadow
crystals and pressed it against the thing’s skin experimentally. He was just
about to ask how to make the creature absorb the power from the crystal, and he
had just begun to channel a small amount of energy, when Jesse spoke up and
stopped him.


    “Wait! Don’t do that. Just . . . Okay, so, this
method that I’m about to explain isn’t that difficult, but it requires some
concentration. There’s a good reason most people throw it in the critter’s
mouth. You need to make sure you channel a steady, even flow of energy into the
crystal until it loses all of its color. If the stream fluctuates even a tiny
bit, it can mess up the process, kill the critter, and crack the crystal,”
Jesse explained. “After all, you’re not using a magic board here. There isn’t a
regulator to keep the crystal protected.”


    Right. That’s part of the function of magic
boards. Lucas just smiled. NPCs had to work very hard to master even
Arcanum distribution, but players didn’t. Players who could feel out their
Arcanum and get comfortable with it could just measure the rate of distribution
with their Arcane Energy gauges. Feeling like a cheat, Lucas extended his hand
toward the front of the room and released his energy. It took him nearly a full
minute and over 500 Arcane points, but he was finally able to control the
release of energy down to a science. By the time he finished, he knew exactly
what 10 Arcane Energy per second felt like flowing out of his hand.


    “Let’s do this,” Lucas said. He confidently
pressed the black crystal onto the lizard and then began channeling his energy
at the same rate that he had just practiced. The crystal glowed and emitted a
deep black light that seemed to take up the space around Lucas’s fist and the
lizard-like creature. Then, with every second that passed, the light became
whiter and more translucent until finally turning completely clear, like sunlight
spilling out of a window, before fading away completely. When Lucas finished,
he looked up to discover that Jesse had taken several steps back, and he was
holding up his own backpack as if it were a shield.


    “What are you doing?” Lucas asked.


    “Yeah, sorry about that,” Jesse said, putting down
his backpack. “I didn’t expect you to succeed. I kinda expected it to explode
on your first try and that I would have to get you another lizard.”


    “Oh.” Lucas looked down at the lizard quizzically,
wondering what was different.


    “Yeah. Most beginners lose their soon-to-be
dragons very early on. Even me. It’s not pretty either. One named Biggle . . .
Well, on the third crystal . . .” Jesse sniffled. “Well, he painted the entire
classroom red.”


    “Is that why no one is here?” Lucas asked.


    “That . . . and everyone prefers the class taught
by Professor Dakota. He’s really hands-on with his class,” Jesse explained.
“Whereas, well, Mrs. Spitzl isn’t even here yet, and I don’t know if she’ll
show all day.”


    “But . . .?” Lucas wondered why Jesse himself
wouldn’t be there with everyone else.


    “But I was too busy eating to sign up on time.
Lunch is an important meal.”


    Lucas took a moment and nodded as if it were a
perfectly acceptable answer. “Alright. I’m going for another try.”


    “Good luck!”


    Lucas pulled out a handful of black crystals and
began feeding them into the reptile exactly the same as the first. The second,
third and fourth were all absorbed just as smoothly, and as far as he could
tell, not a single thing went wrong. Oddly, however, there was no change at all
in the lizard. The magic was being transferred, but nothing was occurring. What
the hell? Lucas was beginning to wonder whether or not he was just wasting
the crystals at this point. Looking for a change of pace, he pulled out one of
the yellowish-brown Earth crystals and began channeling that one next. The
lizard absorbed it just as smoothly as the others along with two more.


    “Isn’t something supposed to happen soon?” Lucas
asked.


    “Something should,” Jesse said, “but . . .
honestly, I don’t know why it hasn’t already. I got no explanation for you.
Sometimes, a dragon-to-be is a failure. It takes a lot more crystals than
others.”


    “A failure.” Lucas frowned as he looked at the
lizard.


    “You wanna get out another? I got more on me,”
Jesse offered, digging around in his pocket for another of the small creatures.


    “No, that’s fine.” Lucas shook off the suggestion.
He was feeling rather stubborn since the thing had already eaten a full magic
staff’s worth of crystals. At this point, he was determined to get a result one
way or another. He picked up one more of the Earth crystals, channeled it into
the creature, and then began working on the purples. After six of the purple
crystals had been channeled into it, there was finally a reaction.


    The creature looked up at Lucas with glowing
swirls of Arcane Energy filling its eyes and stared right at him. It opened its
mouth halfway and raised one of its front legs, and then Lucas could feel the
energy that was beginning to pulsate from the lizard. He waited anxiously for
any new sign of change, each moment dragging into the next. Finally, the small
creature’s mouth opened fully, and then it burped. A tiny ball of energy puffed
into Lucas’s face, harmlessly dissipating into the air. So, it really was a
failure, Lucas thought, reaching over to set the lizard on the table.


    “NO!” Jesse yelled before Lucas could do anything.
“That burp was its binding. It is now bound to you, but you can’t let go of it.
Don’t break contact with it while it’s transforming!”


    Transforming? Lucas looked at the thing in
his hands skeptically. He couldn’t see any changes. Then, as if a
jack-in-the-box had been sprung, the small, fist-sized lizard exploded to the
size of a small dog all at once.


    Right. Even if the world feels real, it’s still
a game. What game makes you wait years for your creature to evolve? Lucas
thought as he looked down at the new monster he had made. Its scaly skin
evolved into an interwoven series of black scales, each the same inky color of
the original black crystals that Lucas had fed into the lizard to start the
transformation process. Its shape was similar to before, but instead of four
identical legs, it had six--and with some interesting variations. The two hind
legs closely resembled a dog’s, but the four front legs were longer, more
muscular and ended in long sharp-tipped talons. Its mouth looked much more akin
to a European dragon’s snout, there was a tiny horn poking out above its nose,
and its two front canines jutted out around its nose, even with its mouth
closed. Lastly, and perhaps most noticeably because it looked so odd without
it, the small dragon’s tail had disappeared.


    “So, is that it? Is this thing officially a
monster?” Lucas asked, not sure how to check. He didn’t have to contemplate it
for long though, as the system answered his question before Jesse could.


    Congratulations. You have officially created a
tamed monster: Monster Unnamed [Please select a name soon.]






    Monster Type: Ant-Dragon.






    Due to the method of creating the tamed monster,
it is bound to you and cannot be transferred. As you are both its creator and
its master, its loyalty cannot be reduced.






    Evolutionary options for Monster Unnamed have been
generated.


    So, that’s another reason he is making his little
dragons evolve by eating the crystals. He doesn’t want them to be permanently
bound to him, Lucas thought, remembering that Jesse had mentioned he had
traded lizards out before.


    “So, what are you going to call him? Dragon Number
471? Dragon McDragon face? A Tale of a Tailless Dragon?” Jesse started
suggesting names, but there was no way Lucas was going to accept any of them.


    “I think . . . I think I’m just going to call him
‘Bob.’”


    “Nope. Not acceptable. I did not give you one of
my prized Ant-Lizards just for you to name it ‘Bob.’ Try again. And respect
your teacher when making the name!”


    Teacher? Is he just saying that because he was
the one who walked me through the process?


    “Fine. I’ll call the little guy ‘Pizza pizza,’”
Lucas said, reaching out with his free hand and scratching the dog-like dragon
across its scaly head.


    Jesse’s face twisted around. “It’s . . . uhh . . .
It’s not a male. You’ve got the sex wrong.”


    Lucas shrugged. “We’ll name it Eri then.”


    “Better. I think.” Jesse gave Lucas a strange
look. “Now, do you know how to evolve it further?” Jesse asked.


    “Feeding it people, right?”


    “Well . . . that’s . . . one way to go about it,”
Jesse agreed hesitantly. “Once it sets up its lair, though, that’s the only way
to go about it.”


    “What do you mean ‘once it sets up its lair’?”
Lucas asked.


    “Monsters are restricted to a smaller,
utility-based role at first,” Jesse explained. “This is to help them establish
their zones of control and their territory. In the wild, this is sometimes as
simple as flying to an area or finding a cave. Once they have this territory,
they don’t leave it. They restrict their fighting and roaming to the immediate
area. They might move you around or give you other small assists, but something
in their nature prevents them from ever helping you fight outside their
territory once they finish their evolution.”


    “Wait, what do you mean ‘finish their evolution’?”
Lucas asked. “Is this going to eat more of my magic crystals?”


    “Not so much crystals as . . . well, people. It’s
not like they’re evil, though!” He quickly threw his hands up as if in protest
to a comment Lucas didn’t even make. “It’s just that, once they start growing,
you gotta feed them living people so they can munch and get big and strong.”


    “. . . Big and strong?” Lucas wanted to roll his
eyes. His excuse for needing to feed people to a monster is that they need
to get big and strong? Are people like a glass of milk?


    “Yeah. First, they’ll grow on their own a little.
They’ll gain some size, but they need people. And it’s not unethical! I
promise! It’s just the circle of life. It’s only natural to feed . . . umm . .
. you know . . . people are a monster’s primary source of food.”


    Lucas was somewhat tempted to argue with Jesse,
but he didn’t really care enough to get into a debate with a nerd on the other
man’s topical home turf. That was the type of colossal mistake that could lead
to a four-hour conversation, which Lucas did not want to do with an NPC. Although
. . . I bet Nick would be just as likely to watch ridiculous nerd movies, and
Bonnie would join us just to punch him when he tried to talk over the actors. Lucas
actually liked the idea of throwing a movie party with his group in real life
one day. Not that it was likely to happen. The wall between the Internet and his
actual life had already been crossed enough times, especially considering how
much they knew about his role of a grieving husband and his relationship with
Liu.


    “Well, thanks for the help,” Lucas began, hoping
to move things along. He had already gotten all the information he needed, and
he had a new monster, so he didn’t see any reason to continue hanging around.
“If this is it, I’m gonna go head out and get some food. You wanna come? You’ve
been really helpful, and although I know you said that you ate before coming
here, I’d love to pay you back.” Lucas knew that Jesse was just an NPC, and
those were inevitably bound to end up hating him due to his villainy, but he
wasn’t going to worry about it. Lucas was the type of guy to even say ‘thank
you’ to the AI that served him food at restaurants.


    “I could go for a pizza,” Jesse answered.


    “What about you?” Lucas asked, looking at Eri. He
didn’t get a verbal response, but the thing did flick out its tongue, which
might have been a response.


    “They don’t really speak until they set up a
base,” Jesse explained. “Not really sure why that is. Once you put her in a
territory, she’ll turn into a chatterbox though. Don’t worry.”


    “Ah . . . good.” Lucas picked up the tools that he
had used to harvest the crystals, gave them back to Jesse, and then patted Eri
on the head as if the large dark scaly lizard were just a large dog. “Well,
shall we get that pizza?”


    “Definitely,” Jesse said, putting away his stuff
and heading with Lucas to the door. “Do you know the way?”


    “Not really,” Lucas answered. He had a little bit
of time to kill, so he figured he might as well use it to think about things
while getting a quick bite. It’s been a long time since I’ve had good food, Lucas
grumbled to himself. I can’t believe we left the royal court before I
managed to snag any of the hors d'oeuvres. That’s the only reason to
even attend those parties. Lucas sighed as he thought about all the
delicious bacon-and-parmesan-stuffed mushrooms he had eaten at the last social
shindig he had attended. They had looked rather easy to make, but their flavor
had been divine. The small portobello mushrooms had held a little pool of
parmesan stuffed with bacon and topped with green onions, parsley, and garlic
butter for flavor. Man, now I don’t want pizza. I want those bacon-stuffed,
cheese-filled mushrooms.


    “Then follow me. I know a shortcut.” Jesse led the
way out of the lecture hall, and Lucas followed behind. He dropped his
newly-created Ant-Dragon onto the floor and let it follow behind on its own.


    Lucas didn’t have time to reply as he was
immediately confronted with the most ridiculous pair of individuals. One was a
male Were-Wolf dressed from head to toe in the most silly-looking, clichéd
version of a ninja outfit Lucas had ever seen. The guy even had his face
covered just like Lucas remembered seeing in every ninja video game as a kid,
but the bottom half was pulled down around his neck so that his full face was
completely exposed. To make matters worse, even though the wolf was covered
from head to toe in ninja apparel from a 1990s fighting game--with a ridiculous
sash on his pants, which didn’t have belt loops, and another wrapped around his
head--he still managed to find an excuse to wear oversized leather pauldrons
and silly arm blades.


    The girl that was with him was dressed completely
opposite. Whereas only the man’s face and ears stuck out of his cheesy garb,
only small patches of her skin were actually hidden behind clothing. The
incredibly tall female Were-Wolf had on knee-high boots followed by a loose fur
skirt that was so short that it was threatening to transform from
“child-friendly” to “adult-only” the second she bent over, sat down, or wagged
her tail. Her midriff was completely exposed, and her chest piece was more of a
tight bra-pauldron combo with a massive boob window that left her cleavage on
display. This game didn’t give flat armor values, so she was clearly just
leaving herself wide open to slashing and piercing attacks, and those heels
would stop her from being able to maneuver well. She was, without a doubt, the
definition of every woman’s complaint about the impracticality of video game
armor for women.


    She’s gotta be an NPC. If he were a regular
player and not still dealing with the loss of Yu Hua, he’d have probably been
just like this idiot and surrounded himself with beautiful women too. After
all, this world was a fantasy, and beautiful, skimpily-dressed women that would
just follow you around were a lot of men’s fantasies. NPC women were part of
the reason this particular adult-friendly game still had a player base in an
era with newer and better tech that was geared toward the whole family.


    Even so, Lucas couldn’t help but stare for a
moment at the pair, surprised that anyone in the Imperium’s noble academy would
ever have such ludicrous aesthetics. A player . . . That person has to be a
player, and she’s definitely an NPC. But why is a player and his little babe
bot in the academy?


    “I finally found you!” the man shouted. He struck
a ridiculous pose for a brief moment, and then he struck out with his katana,
slashing at the air, before putting it back up.


    Lucas looked over at Jesse. “Friends of yours?” he
asked.


    “I don’t know either of them . . .” Jesse replied.
“It seems they’re also looking at you, not me.”


    “Of course,” Lucas said. Jesse was just some
nobody who didn’t even warrant the attention of anyone, much less a player.
“I’m sorry, but who did you find?” Lucas asked, still studying the pair as he
tried to figure out what level they were.


    “You, you rotten bastard,” the player growled. “I
didn’t think you’d be this fast, but Thomas did. He knew you’d make it here
quickly. He even knew exactly where to find you--here in the academy--because
he has already foiled your plans.”


    Lucas’s ears perked up. “Who is this Thomas? And
what’s my plan?” He was a little amused that a player had sought him out, a
little curious as to why, but he was also very interested to know what sort of
grand scheme of his was rumored amongst the players. Is this related to me
taking over Hesse? Do they think I’m going to take over the rest of the
mainland too?


    “Thomas is the man whose love you stole!” the
ninja shouted. “And he knows all about your wanton, debaucherous scheme to mind
control women! We found video evidence of how you first stole that poor Naga’s
will and how that cute Were-Fox was even forced to change class for you! We
know you brainwashed the love of Thomas’s life so that she follows you around
like a slave! We know your scheme, you evil bastard!”


    Lucas glanced at the woman, who was standing five
or six paces behind the ninja-dressed assassin and was seemingly content to
watch.


    “Is that . . . Is that true?” Jesse asked. The
color drained from his face, and he looked visibly shaken. “Are you
brainwashing women to be your slaves?”


    Lucas automatically wanted to deny the accusation
since it clearly wasn’t the case, but he held his tongue instead. He enjoyed
playing with the women in his party and assumed they liked his company too. He
couldn’t be sure about Bonnie--she always required payments for everything--but
he was positive that the others, at the very least, enjoyed playing the game
with him. After all, there was no other reason for them to be following him
around. However, the moment he heard the words, the wheels in his head started
spinning. He was being handed a golden opportunity, and he was going to take
advantage of it.


    Lucas looked over at Jesse and rested a hand on
his shoulder. “I’m sorry to say, but it’s all true. This clever young man has
figured out that I have the ability to steal women from men no matter how much
they love them.” Lucas grinned knowingly and chuckled like a self-satisfied
villain as he began casting Meddling Minds. “I shall steal the princesses and
queens of this world”--he turned from Jesse to the ninja’s paramour NPC--“and
show them pleasure. I will open their eyes to a world that they have never seen
before. Only when serving me shall they know their true purpose and their true
happiness.”


    Lucas wasn’t sure how the woman would behave, and
the NPC even looked a little confused as Lucas rambled on. She wasn’t even
holding a weapon, so he didn’t believe for one moment that she’d try to attack
the player from behind. But the moment the Meddling Minds spell hit, her eyes
opened wider, and she fixed her gaze on Lucas.


    “Yes,” she breathed in a husky voice. “You’ll show
us pleasure. You’ll give all of us women pleasure.”


    “What . . . Trisha, what are you saying?” the
player asked, turning to the woman.


    “I’m saying that he can show us pleasure. He can
give women joy that their current partners can’t,” the woman said, never taking
her eyes off Lucas.


    “But, but Trish, you can’t mean that! After all
we’ve been through, after all our time together . . . How could you?!” the
overdramatic man cried out in horror and rage. He then turned to Lucas and
bellowed, “Let her free from that spell before I kill you right here!”


    “Aren’t you going to kill me anyway though?” Lucas
asked, laughing a little. “I might as well enlighten your woman before I die.”


    Lucas was planning on opening up with Wind Walls
to try and keep some distance from his opponent, pushing the enemy away and
unleashing a few Scorching Skulls, and then using Wind Wall again to activate
the mage’s best tactic in most games: kiting. He would try to run faster than
the opponent as he led the guy along toward a slow and painful death. Kiting
was a time-honored strategy that had existed from the first dice-rolling game
till this one.


    “You’re going to die right here!” the man cried.
“You and your crony!” Then the guy did something Lucas hadn’t expected at all.
Instead of charging right at Lucas, he pulled out two shurikens and tossed them
directly toward Lucas’s chest before drawing his sword and activating a skill.


    Lucas took 227 damage from the two shuriken as the
player vanished into his own shadow, which still remained on the ground despite
its owner disappearing. What the hell? Lucas thought as he looked at the
anomaly. The ninja’s shadow suddenly shifted from the path into the grass next
to it, effectively vanishing as well. I can’t kite this bastard if he
executes skills like these. Lucas cast Static Web in the general direction
of the ninja’s last known location, trying to ensnare the man. The net of
Lightning spread out in front of him, and a second later, the electricity
traveling across the ground struck the player. The wolf lit up, and his figure
was outlined by the electricity as it washed over him. The girl, who also was
struck by the same spell, cried out.


    The ninja appeared completely, and he yelled out
to his companion, “Trish! Baby, are you okay?!”


    “I’m fine, Jake. Don’t worry about me!” she
replied in the most oddly sultry way possible.


    Turning to Lucas, he yelled “Bastard!” and then
repeated the same combination of attacks that he had moments ago by throwing
another shuriken before holding up his sword and disappearing.


    So, he has at least four weaknesses, Lucas
concluded. First, his body only looked like it disappeared into the ground.
It didn’t. He was still there, and he still could be struck. Second, his shadow
gives away his location. When he moved, his shadow followed him. Third, he’s
not nearly as fast as I had expected, which means that this idiot is
sacrificing a ton of mobility and speed for a cheap parlor trick. He’s going to
have to reach me to stop me from casting, and I doubt he’s that fast. Lastly,
the woman is the fatal chink in his armor. He can’t keep his cool when she’s
threatened.


    “Well, I think it’s time to play with my next
victim,” Lucas declared. He raised his staff and slammed its end onto the
ground. There was absolutely no point to him doing so, but Viola had been
lecturing him on the theatrics of being a good villain, and he felt like
playing up his part for once. A giant Earthen Wall erupted from the ground a
few feet away from the walkway, directly between Trisha and Jake. He then began
casting Earthen Wall as quickly as he could, erecting over a dozen walls in a
matter of seconds. His massive Arcane Energy pool allowed him to chain cast the
spells one after the other without any hesitation.


    He’s either going to stay as a shadow and try
to solve the maze I’ve just created for him, or he’s going to reveal himself so
that he isn’t separated from his girl anymore. Lucas grinned to himself
over his solution. He had made sure that his walls were organized like a maze,
so the only thing that either of them could do was either navigate the
corridors or force their way out. The Earthen Walls weren’t permanent and could
certainly be destroyed, but Lucas wasn’t too worried about that. If the
ninja-boy destroyed one of his walls to get to him, it’d immediately reveal his
location and allow Lucas to light him up with a spell or two before simply
creating more walls.


    With the first half of his strategy complete,
Lucas began casting Meddling Minds on the girl again. He was fairly certain
that he couldn’t use her for combat, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t use
her as bait.


    “Jake . . .” the woman groaned. “I think . . . I
think he’s coming for me. I’m going to run! Is that okay? Can I run?”


    “Go!” Jake called out to her. “Get out of here
before he hurts you, Trisha!”


    Lucas shifted his staff into his left hand and
pulled the knife free from his belt with his right. He crept toward Trisha
slowly, almost as if approaching a startled animal that he didn’t want to scare
off. Before the girl could even turn to run, he released his second cast of Meddling
Minds. “Relax,” he told her calmly. “You don’t want to run, do you?”


    “I . . .” She hesitated for a brief moment and
then turned toward him. “I don’t.”


    “In fact, you want to come over here.” He gestured
toward himself with the knife. “You already know why women serve me so
willingly. Come. Experience what they have already. Why, even a pure and
innocent girl who shielded herself for decades could be made into putty in my
hands,” he continued. Even while talking, he began channeling another Meddling
Minds. The current one was going to fade away, probably sooner rather than
later if her Charisma stat was high enough, and he wanted to be ready to keep
her ensnared as long as possible.


    “I do . . .”


    Jake cursed from the other side of the wall.


    Trisha shambled forward like a mindless zombie,
and Lucas quickened his pace toward her. Just before they met, Lucas watched
her eyes flicker from left to right and then she began blinking rapidly as if
she were just waking up, a good indication that the spell was going to wear
off. “Wait,” she muttered. “No . . . No, I don’t . . .”


    She seemed to come alive then. Her entire body
tensed up, and her eyes went wide as she realized exactly the predicament she
was in with Lucas mere inches away from her. She instantly turned to run, but
Lucas lurched forward and wrapped his left arm around her, trapping her against
him and preventing her from running. He pressed his knife against her throat a
moment later before she could struggle against him, and he felt her body shiver
against his own as she instinctively responded to the sharp blade.


    “It’s okay, Jake! Let me die!” she cried
breathily. Her plea was barely audible, and her throat barely moved, but it was
enough to press her skin against the sharp blade and draw forth a bright-red
line of blood.


    Lucas couldn’t help but feel a little guilty. He
knew that he had to do things like this if he was going to play the part of the
bad guy. He had to act out his part, no matter what, even if it left a bad
taste in his mouth. Even though her love for this ninja boy isn’t real, even
though it’s just a programmed mimicry of human emotion, I can’t blame him for
falling for it. She’s even willing to sacrifice herself.


    He finished channeling his Meddling Minds spell
and then whispered into her ear, “You acknowledge your desire for me, yet your
lover hunts me. Prove your passion to me if you want to earn my trust. Prove to
me that I am the man you want and not him. Torment his ears with the truth, let
the air carry the sounds of pleasure and your cries of ecstasy. Make him
jealous as a spurned lover should be.”


    “Bu--” She seemed to resist the command for a
moment, and her cheeks flushed red with embarrassment, yet the second half of
the word “but” was a long pleasure-filled moan.


    “Good . . .” Lucas said while turning his
attention to the wall. The girl was making just the right sounds to play on his
opponent’s deepest fears, which was exactly what he wanted. He pulled the knife
back from her throat and readied himself, although he kept her tightly locked
against him. He didn’t know where Jake was going to come from, but he knew that
he was coming.


    “Ah . . . Yes, that’s the spot. That feels
wonderful . . .” Lucas grinned as he joined in on the act with her. Trisha
looked back at him with a strange expression, but she continued to obey the
Meddling Minds command. “That’s right. Tell me how much better I am than he.”


    “YOU FILTHY BASTARD!” A cloud of dust exploded
into the air behind Lucas as Jake finally broke through the wall.


    Lucas inwardly sighed at how easy it was to draw
out the lovestruck ninja, but his amusement was stifled by his need to react to
the sudden attack. He spun around on his heel and used his bodyweight to
carrying Trisha around with him, placing her directly between himself at his
assailant. Even before he was completely in position, he was already channeling
a Scorching Skull. He released the spell a second later, and the giant flaming
orb locked onto its target and shot off through the air. With zero hesitation,
Lucas began chain casting the spell, launching one after the other as fast as
he could.


    Jake knew exactly where Lucas was, but the wall he
sprang out of wasn’t close enough to reach him or do anything about it--which
also meant that there was no way for him to stop Lucas from unleashing spell
after spell. The first Flaming Skull exploded in the wolf-man’s face with a
fiery splash, stopping his attack cold. He landed on the stone pavers in a
somewhat controlled crouch, his expression a mixture of shock, confusion, and rage
over his inability to reach his target with Trisha being used as a human shield
and hostage. The second and third skulls struck one after the other a second
later, and he howled in rage and pain as his body was engulfed in flame. The
high-agility Were-Wolf suddenly fell silent as he threw himself to the side,
dodging the next two Scorching Skulls.


    “I’m going to kill you!” Jake yelled.


    “I’m quite certain that was your plan all along,”
Lucas said, slowly strafing to the side. He matched his movements and speed to
Jake’s, constantly making sure that Trisha was between Jake and himself.


    “You . . . step away from her!” he howled.


    “I’d like to . . .” Lucas mocked, “but it’s really
hard. You can clearly see that she doesn’t want me to. You heard her, right?
Has she ever made those noises for you?”


    Jake’s eyes threatened to bore a hole through
Lucas as his face turned red, and one of the veins in his fur-covered forehead
stood out enough to be plainly visible.


    “He’s lying,” Trisha cried. “It’s magic! He’s
using magic to force me to make that noise! Please, just ignore him! Ignore me
and kill him!”


    Oh well . . . I could cast it one more time,
but I don’t know if there’s any point. This guy is going to reach his boiling
point soon. Unless . . . Lucas looked at the girl out of the corner of his
eye. No, that’s too cruel. Then, seeing Jake’s face, he chuckled. Alright,
I suppose that this might earn me another quest at the very least. What I do
for you, Liu, is above and beyond the call of duty. With his mind made up,
Lucas committed to doing the evil deed he had thought of.


    “Stop hiding behind a woman and accept your fate,”
Jake demanded.


    “It’s hard to do that,” Lucas replied. He was
watching Jake carefully since he had no way of knowing what skills or tricks
the ninja would pull out of his sleeves in his mad rush to kill him. “Fate and
I don’t get along. Fate tells me that I am supposed to live out the rest of my
days miserable and alone, but the more I do that, the more I don’t want to do
that. The more I just want to throw this guilt aside and take everything I can
reach . . . like . . .” Lucas felt the energy from the spell welling up around
his necklace. The only thing he needed to do now was to make sure that Jake
attacked right when the skill activated. “Like your woman.”


    “You can’t--”


    “Oh, but I can. So long as I . . .” He paused for
a moment, trying to figure out how to become the perfect cheesy villain. Then,
borrowing from some of the most clichéd and awfully-written sagas, he finished,
“So long as I taste her for a moment and seal my gift within, she’ll be my
slave for all eternity!”


    The moment Lucas finished the line, he craned his
head down and bit Trisha’s neck. He would have done something else, but for his
plan to work perfectly, he needed an excuse to whisper in her ear without Jake
noticing what he was saying.


    An event has occurred. You have partially completed another
requirement to begin the Vampire quest chain.


    Lucas let the blood rush into his mouth for a full
moment, and he pretended to continue biting her as the spell finished. Knowing
that he could set another command, he gave one last instruction. “When he comes
forward, say, ‘you can’t kill him!’ as you take two steps to your right.” Then,
releasing his hold on her, he backed up. “There. It’s done. Now, she’ll be
firmly in my grasp until the moment I die. She’s mine now. Forever.” He
chuckled to himself as if laughing at his own villainy. He was beginning to
feel rather confident that his villainous laugh might one day even impress the
picky Viola, who demanded all theatrics be perfect.


    Jake charged straight at Lucas with his katana
drawn, screaming, “Then you’ve sealed your fate, monster!”


    Lucas began to worry whether or not Meddling Minds
was strong enough to get Trisha into harm’s way, but then it happened. She
darted in front of him, her hair flowing in the wind like an angel as Jake’s
rapid, skill-empowered slash cut into her armorless and exposed midriff.


    “You can’t kill him!” she cried. Her knees gave
way underneath her a moment later, and she weakly collapsed onto the ground.


    Jake stood frozen in shock as he watched the woman
he loved die in front of him. His bloodstained blade wavered for a moment and
then dipped as his arm lost all strength.


    “I . . . I didn’t mean . . . Trisha, please . . .
Please don’t go. You can’t go,” Jake pleaded on the verge of tears.


    The whole thing wrenched into Lucas’s own heart
worse than he thought it would. He wasn’t soulless, and the pain he saw on
Jake’s face was one he was very familiar with.


    I’m sorry, my friend. I thought it was lust,
not love. “You don’t have to cry,” Lucas said flatly. He had to force the
emotion that threatened to well up at the scene out of his voice. He couldn’t
help but empathize with the man. “You’ll be together soon.”


    Lucas stepped forward over Trisha’s body and
thrust his dagger toward Jake’s neck. The grief-stricken ninja didn’t even try
to lift his own hands up to stop the blow or fight back, and Lucas’s blade sank
deep with little resistance. Blood gurgled up from the wound and spilled down
the front of the wolf-man’s outfit from underneath his unused mask.


    Lucas put on his evil smile. “I know. You want to
tell me I’m a bastard and that you’re going to kill me. I’ve heard it before.
Now, just die.”


    You have killed Jake. You have been awarded 1873
EXP. A gold ring, 5 shuriken, and 20 gold have dropped upon death.






    Title generated: Enemy of All Men.






    Effects: 25% bonus Charisma for all interactions
with women. 25% Charisma penalty for all interactions with men in love.






    Warning: Jake has been given a quest involving you
specifically.






    Details of Jake’s quest: The hatred you have sewn
in Jake’s heart is without end. He will hunt you to the end of the earth. He
now has been given one task: Free Trisha from your hands.






    Warning: If you die, the player Jake’s quest against
you will automatically succeed, and Trisha will return to his side, regardless
of whether she is near you to be recaptured on your death.


    What? What’s all this about? I didn’t brainwash
the NPC completely. The second she dies, she should spawn right next to him. He
crouched down and propped her head up.


    “I’m sorry, my love,” Trisha said, looking up into
Lucas’s eyes. “I didn’t mean to . . . I didn’t mean to dirty your outfit with
my worthless blood.”


    Lucas’s mouth opened in shock. Wait, did the
game just change this NPC to fulfill the requirements of a quest? One that was
generated based solely on the dialogue I used to trick Jake out of the shadows?


    “Oh my god . . .” Jesse said from back at the
school building’s entrance. “You . . . You really mind-controlled her.”


    “I . . . I didn’t!” Lucas exclaimed despite the
fact the evidence in his hands spoke entirely of the contrary. Crap! Is my
Charisma score too high now? Lucas seriously hoped that he hadn’t just been
saddled with a useless NPC strictly for the sake of humoring an enemy’s quest. Actually,
she’s going to die in a moment. Will that undo the quest? Lucas wondered,
looking at the massive open wound in her stomach.


    “Crap, here, let me handle it,” Jesse said,
walking up toward Lucas. “Can’t have your new . . . thrall . . .? Well, can’t
have her dying on you when you just got her.” He produced a salve from his bag
and slathered it across Trisha’s stomach.


    “You just keep that on you?” Lucas asked.


    “You haven’t seen how big the explosions are when
a monster evolution fails,” Jesse chortled. “One time, the blast was so big
that it launched everything so high in the air that it just hovered for a
moment before it fell. Kinda like bedsheets after spicy meals.”


    “That . . . You seriously need to work on
those analogies,” Lucas said. Please don’t heal her. She needs to die and go
back to her real master. However, he didn’t have the heart to voice that
right in front of the lovestruck woman who was bleeding out because of him.


    Even if she was an NPC, Lucas couldn’t be so cold
to someone who was, for whatever reason, dedicated to him.


    “Thank you,” she said, holding on to Jesse’s hand
for a moment. “I was worried that I’d be parted from my master too soon.”


    Master this, master that. Ugh. The rest of them
are never going to let this go, Lucas thought with a groan, already
anticipating the mockery he was going to get for this NPC’s attire and
behavior.


    Jesse stood up. “Okay. The wound healed up nicely,
so now we can go get that lunch. My treat.”


    “You mean my treat, right?” Lucas asked.


    “I mean, a pizza isn’t a problem,” Jesse said. “I
can treat you to a pizza.”


    “Yeah, but you paid for the salve you just used.”
Lucas gestured to the girl, who was now tidying herself up and adjusting her
ludicrously short skirt. “Add in the free lesson earlier, and I think it’s safe
to say I owe you one.” He was a little sad about the fact he had to push this
issue. Jesse insisting on paying might be a culture thing, but it also might be
some nuance of the Imperium social structure that Lucas wasn’t aware of yet. It
could also just be the simple fact that Jesse was so grateful to have someone
for company who wasn’t an animal that he didn’t want to risk scaring him off.


    Welp, now it’s going to make ditching you two
even more awkward, Lucas thought as he fell in step behind the NPCs. When
they reached the dining hall, he was a little taken aback to discover that the
area looked like something out of a country club. The long, straight tables
that he had become accustomed to back in the bars on Hesse had been replaced
with circular tables, white table cloths, excessive silverware, and fancy
glasses. He had spent enough time in expensive restaurants and country clubs
during his tenure as CEO, and this setup would not have been out of place in
any of them. It was only after the hostess greeted them at the entrance and
asked where he would like to be seated and what he’d like to eat that Lucas
realized his mistake: Jesse had offered to treat Lucas because they didn’t take
money.


    Although Lucas enjoyed his meal, chicken cordon
bleu with asparagus, Jesse talked about creatures nonstop. Trisha didn’t say a
word. She kept stealing glances at Lucas, which made him increasingly
uncomfortable as time went on.


    Yup, gotta ditch them, Lucas thought,
avoiding Trisha’s eyes as he took the last bite of his meal and gulped down a
cider made from a fruit that had no real-life counterpart: the rukken. It
tasted like a pear and a pineapple had been forced together by a mad scientist
and then given a touch of tart.


    “By the way, I hate asking, but”--Lucas paused and
looked over at Trisha--“how long were you and Jake together?”


    “Oh, him? Two days. We met two days ago, and he
proposed,” Trisha said, smiling.


    “He proposed?” Lucas wasn’t sure if the answer
made him feel worse about the situation or better.


    “Mmm . . . I told him that I wanted to run off
with him, but I’m not sure why I ever said that. I certainly don’t now.” Her
face scrunched up as if she was confused, and she looked down for a moment as
if searching for answers. “I think . . . Why did I agree? It doesn’t
matter now. I told him that I’d only ever marry him if he saved my grandmother,
who was captured by the Were-Cat tribe Raggamuffin.”


    “And . . . did he?” Lucas asked. He found it
interesting to watch an AI try and reason out how a quest was impacting her. He
had no doubt that her old Were-Wolf companion’s Charisma and dialogue choices
from previous quests had greatly affected Trisha’s decisions, and now that she
had been separated from him, and the quests surrounding her had changed, those
previous effects had worn off. There was a very good chance that she would have
gone through this exact same process even if Lucas hadn’t stepped in. Even more
interesting was that Jake had been ready to slaughter Lucas in the name of love
after only a few days. A lot of the best romances are the quickest in
adventure books, but this . . . Lucas’s old gaming friend from before he
went into business, Locke, had mentioned that he had met his girlfriend and was
already rather serious about her in less than a week.


    “So, umm . . .” Lucas shifted the subject and gave
Trisha one last wary glance before saying, “I’m going to head toward the next
lecture.”


    “What’s up next?” Jesse asked.


    “A physical combat one. It should be pretty
interesting,” Lucas said. And it’s definitely needed. I can’t keep counting
on the ability to manipulate my opponents during battles. If there had been two
little ninja kids, I’d have been in trouble.


    “Ah. I have alchemy next,” Jesse said. “Gotta work
on my mixing if I’m going to build the right lures and sleeping agents.”


    Lucas nodded. “Makes sense. Could you, umm . . .”
He looked over at Trisha, and Jesse seemed to understand immediately.


    “Need me to show her around while you’re in
class?” he ventured. “No problem.”


    “Yeah, and make sure you listen well to what Jesse
says, okay, Trisha?”


    Trish’s tail dropped. “Yes, master. I will listen
to your request and learn as much as I can from your friend, Jesse.”


    “Thanks then,” Lucas said, standing up and
excusing himself. “See you guys soon, I guess.”


    “I’ll drop the girl off later,” Jesse said. “Then
we can try out a better dining hall.”


    This place has more than one? Lucas’s eyes
widened as he imagined what sort of food he was going to get from the next
place.
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    Edmund scowled at the large grandfather clock, one
of the few in existence. It was almost time for the meeting, but because of
Rowland’s new trouble-making “friends,” he had been far too preoccupied to go
over all of the paperwork with the focus it deserved.


    Lesser men. Cowards. Who does that lowborn
guttersnipe think he is? Just because he earned a title of nobility through
common means, he thinks he has the right to call himself one of us? Edmund
could only bemoan his son’s new choice of friends.


    “It’s time for my nap,” he said to the butler
waiting by the door. “I shall be retiring in my chair as per usual, if you
don’t mind. Would you be so kind as to shut the door and make sure no one
interrupts?”


    The butler looked over and then bowed his head.
“Yes, your liege. No one shall disturb you.” He then closed the door behind him
as he exited the large room, leaving the noble alone within the study.


    “We aren’t losing the war,” Edmund grumbled as he
shuffled the papers back together. “This isn’t us hiding from enemies.” He
stood up with the documents in hand and walked over to the grandfather clock.
“No, we’re just playing a game that a lesser man like that lowborn ingrate
cannot see. Ignorant of the bigger picture, that idiot might ruin everything.”


    He opened up the clock’s face to reveal both the
inner workings and a hidden lever. With a little effort, he was able to pull
the lever, and a bookshelf to the right silently popped inward. 


    “Rowland would be here to pull this if that kid
had even half the brain of the others,” Edmund sighed as he passed through into
the secret hallway. He grabbed a torch that was conveniently placed at the
entrance, lit it, and then shut the secret doorway behind him before making his
way down a hallway, a set of stairs, and then along another hallway toward a
room in the middle. The walk took around ten minutes, and he desperately wished
that his son had the wits to be included in these activities. Unfortunately, if
associations were any indication, Rowland had proved that he was an idiot. The
only thing that fool is fit for is producing a suitable heir. Although, with
that overly muscular, meat-headed wife of his, I don’t know if I’ll be getting
an heir or a brutish thug. 


    Finally, he reached his destination: the joint
room. It was directly between two of the major houses and a secret entrance
that was located just outside the city walls. The tunnels and this room served
as lowkey, secretive meeting places and shelter in times of political turmoil.


    While the hallway itself was rather cave-like,
constructed of bricks and rock with small air shafts dotted along its length,
the room was different. It was large enough to hold a banquet in, and its
floors, ceilings, and roof were solid marble. It had beautifully woven rugs,
carved oak tables, and a full kitchen attached to it. There was a larger
metallic table in the center of the space that dominated all the others.
Although its exact material was unknown, it was easily large enough to
accommodate thirty people, and every expertly crafted inch had a picture etched
into it.


    The story depicted across its surface and sides
was that of the group’s first meeting during the fourth great war of the
Imperium against the beast people and the Alfars. It told of the high price of
victory. On all sides, be it Alfar, Beast, or Human, the nobility was losing
all that mattered. Regardless of who won the war, the most likely outcome was
the destruction of all noble houses and the creation of a world where barbaric
commoners reigned supreme. Each year the war continued, soldiers gained greater
importance. They rose in level and in numbers due to prolonged fighting and
conscription, while the noble houses lost heirs and spent fortunes hiring
mercenaries to protect their estates from roaming bandits or surprise attacks
from generals seeking to cut supply lines. The nobles paid in both blood and
wealth, and without those two, the commoners wouldn’t know who their betters
were. Near the end of the war, the great and wise Were-Rat Namor, seeking to
not lose his house’s prestige and place in the world, organized a daring meetup
between his house and the other nobles across the three warring factions. They
first broke bread, discussed their common threats, and then plotted the unthinkable:
regicide.


    It took a month, but after the alliance had been
struck, Ramon and the other nobles who had signed the accord usurped the
existing leaders and coerced their replacements into signing ceasefires, thus
ending the war and bringing peace to the noble houses. There had been dozens of
wars after, but each lacked the brutality of the previous great wars and was
instead a play to consolidate power toward their own noble houses. 


    The current war was designed to shrink the
Imperium holdings, forcing rising families to give up their power base and
return to the city, paying an arm and a leg to Edmund and his four
co-conspirators as they sold the returnees the same land they used to own
before they left for the countryside. The Imperium would admit defeat, agree to
some nominal concessions, and then the land lost during the war would be
returned, at which point Edmund and his co-conspirators would use the
ridiculously high payments that the families who crawled back to the city gave
him to rebuy the land at pennies on the dollar. His family would prosper, and
the concessions the Imperium agreed to would go to the Alfar and Beast families
that started the war.


    The next war, it would be one of their turns. The
cycle would continue, and their power, the nobles’ power, would continue to
grow. It was a beautiful machine that had run like clockwork for a hundred
generations, and one that some upstart, lowborn fool could never comprehend. This
long-term planning, this ability to see that not all enemies are enemies, is
why we, the descendants of Ramon’s great alliance, are destined to prosper and
you, you idiotic guttersnipe, will fail. The image of Lucas was still fresh
in his head as he cursed the man’s success.


    “So good of you to join us,” the headmistress of
the academy said as Edmund entered. “I was wondering if you would make it or if
you might crawl in your hole after being so thoroughly embarrassed by that
whelp at court today. I didn’t even have to attend, and my little rabbits
hopped about spreading the news of it everywhere for me to hear.”


    “Is this something I should be concerned about?”
Ari, a tall Were-Bear, asked. He had silver fur and was wearing a suit of armor
with the prestigious blue and gray colors and coat of arms of his house, House
Ostreicher.


    “Nothing you need to worry yourself about, suit
boy,” Edmund answered, brushing off Ari’s question. Edmund had a lot of respect
for most of the members of the table, but Ari wasn’t one of them. He broke with
traditions that the founder had established long ago for the safety and
protection of the group, things like not wearing armor inside the meeting room
or bringing guards. While the group had stopped him from bringing his men, the
fact that Ari had tried it at all still irritated Edmund to no end--an
irritation that he did little to hide.


    “Go easy on him,” the headmistress said. “It’s not
like he’s in the wrong to worry. That boy openly criticized, mocked, and
insulted you all in front of the king, and yet he still breathes. Shouldn’t we
all feel a little concerned?”


    “He won’t be breathing for long,” Edmund answered,
sneering slightly at the woman, whom he honestly considered nothing more than a
red-dressed harlot whose mother had finagled her way into the group. “I’ve
already put plans in motion.”


    “Those outsiders you pointed toward him? The ones
you made me let into my pretty little garden? I’ve met the man; he’ll make
short work of them,” she declared confidently. “He will be like a lake,
swallowing the small stones you cast at him. You need to go about it in a more nuanced
fashion. You need to do it with more class, something I thought you had in
ample supply.”


    “Humans. Your kind is always bickering among
themselves,” a tall-eared Alfar scolded. He was dressed in the traditional long
robes of the Alfar nobility that were dyed blue and green. “If there is nothing
more, shall we get down to business? There is still land to be divided and
payments to be allocated for it.”


    “Tao is right. Edmund’s irritations and problems
are none of the larger group’s concerns, and we all have pressing issues to get
to,” Dinniman, the Were-Beaver representative sitting next to Ari and clad in
his house’s orange and black colors said, finally speaking up. He was about to
add more, except Ramon VIII raised a hand, silencing Dinniman and the other
representatives. 


    After a moment of silence, Ramon dropped his hand,
and the Were-Rat’s eyes never blinked as his gaze swept back and forth across
the group. “The divided and quarrelsome are the first to be culled. Or have you
all forgotten the lessons from history, the lessons carved across this table by
our ancestors generations ago?”


    It was a rhetorical question, but no one answered.
Ramon VIII, Ramon VII, and Ramon VI had shown up to meetings for decades, but
rarely ever opened their mouths. Edmund and the others knew that they had a lot
to say and were always thinking about something. The beady eyes shifting from
person to person, the way they lurched in their chair, the mannerisms with
their hands as their fingers rapped across the desk--it was clear they had
thoughts. Deep thoughts. It was also evident that they didn’t share them.
Unlike the Were-Bears, who were boisterous and loud with their opinions, or the
Were-Cats and Were-Beavers, who were self-serving and direct, or the
Were-Foxes, who were always weaving words to cover their interests, the
Were-Rats were guarded. They were locked vaults. So, when one of them, a
descendant of the founder, finally chose to speak, it was enough to silence
everyone and capture their attention.


    “Our blood is not special. It gives us no immunity
from a blade; it stops no spell nor fends off an army. It is, without a doubt,
the same as those lowborn whom you mock at this table. The only things that
make us greater than such are class and lessons and tradition, our adherence to
solving problems as a community; our insistence on looking five, ten, or twenty
years into the future before we even pick out what tea we will drink in the
morning; and, most importantly, that we consider all potential threats
seriously. We do not take anything lightly. A single general’s decision might
undo years of progress. A soldier’s misfired crossbow might kill the only heir
of a multi-generational estate. We cannot afford to treat a threat lightly, and
I know there is a threat. The rats of Hesse have already spread rumors of
tightening laws, stricter regulations, and culled contraband channels. The
world is getting smaller for my people as a result of what Humans are
suffering.”


    Everyone was quiet. The words were true. Edmund
had lost revenue too. Without the lecherous and idiotic Dray’s lax,
near-incompetent regulations, he had already taken a hit on his imports and
exports. The brat Lucas had only barely come to power, and he had already
somehow united Hesse and made it nearly impossible to smuggle things inside and
out of it without the tariff patrol slapping fines on his cargo.


    After pausing long enough for everyone to consider
his words, Ramon shifted his eyes from the table to the Human nobles at the
end. His eyes shifted between the Humans until it finally landed on Edmund.
“So, Edmund, why don’t you tell me about this incident? And tell me about the
threat that has my rats in Hesse finding rafts across the sea. Then, I think,
for just a moment, we can act like we did at the first meeting and come
together to solve this threat and make sure these lands stay ours--not the
king’s and certainly not the commoners’.”


    



  




  

    Chapter 5


     


     


    This is so boring, Bonnie thought as she
and Viola walked through the rather sparse and empty campus. It was nothing
like the bustling city or the packed university where she had attended school
in real life. A college campus in the real world was like a living thing with
people moving about like blood flowing through the creature’s veins. I
suppose that’s actually what I am to the school: a little blood cell that
carries money instead of oxygen to and from the different departments, my
attendance bringing funding to needy teachers.


    “Sometimes, I think that the afterlife must be
filled with angels,” Viola said out of nowhere, interrupting silence that had
thus far persisted through the walk.


    What? Bonnie thought, almost asking aloud
what she meant, but then stopping herself. With Viola, there really wasn’t any
point. The theatrical young woman spoke in nothing but riddles, and there
wasn’t a very good chance of her bothering to clarify her meaning. Annoying,
self-important, pretentious archaic riddles. Bonnie glared at Viola out of
the corner of her eye for a moment before turning her attention back to the
road ahead of her.


    “After all, this world is filled with devils, so
the angels have to be somewhere else,” Viola explained, even though Bonnie was
positive she hadn’t asked.


    “Sure,” Bonnie agreed disinterestedly. She paused
long enough to kick a stray pebble out of the road and then fell back in step.


    “You know, we’re supposed to have a conversation
here,” Viola said. “It’s required for the sisterly bonding part of our
adventure. Just think of this as some big play and pretend that we’re all
having fun if you find it difficult. You can be the charming rogue, and I’ll be
the wandering merchant that’s here to procure your conversational services.”


    “But this isn’t a play,” Bonnie scoffed. “And I’m
not an actor.”


    “Oh? You’re not?” Viola giggled as she quickly
pulled a black masquerade mask out of her bag and put it on, covering up the
top half of her face. “From how you talk to others, I had assumed you would be
rather fond of role-playing and games.”


    “I’m fond of games, but not yours,” Bonnie said.


    “My games?” Viola removed the mask in an overly
dramatic fashion, making a grand flourish of her hand for show. “Whatever do
you mean? It’s neither my stage nor my script that we’re reading, so why not
play along?”


    Those dumb wordplay games . . . that dumb way
you talk . . . It’s like this is some play from a dead man’s era. Bonnie
ground her teeth together and bit her tongue to keep from saying anything. She
didn’t feel comfortable going off on Viola like she did with Nick. He was like
a brother to her--a young, annoying, immature brother--but Viola was different.
Viola was just like her mother: always hiding behind pomp and pretense. Always
acting. Always lying. The way she switched from one personality to the next
unnerved Bonnie. But she wouldn’t say anything. Even if Bonnie couldn’t stand
her, Viola was helpful to the group.


    “Fine,” Viola sighed. “Then it isn’t a game. You
are a rogue, and I am a merchant. I have a gold coin if you can humor me with a
story. That is what you do and promise, right? Anything for the right price?”


    Bonnie looked over at the coin that Viola had
somehow produced without her noticing and saw that she was holding it in place
of the mask, which had somehow disappeared as well. “It depends what type of
story you want,” she answered carefully.


    “If yours isn’t too expensive,” Viola said,
extending the coin.


    Bonnie hesitated. She felt like she was being put
on the spot, but a few words for a coin didn’t seem like a bad trade. “Fine,”
she agreed, taking the gold. “What part of my story do you want?”


    “Hmm . . . How about we start with the easiest
part, your hobbies before this game. Were you a book nerd? A television addict?
Did you troll the movie theaters, or were you building in basements? Oh, oh,
maybe a mad scientist?”


    Bonnie looked down at the coin in her hand. “I
don’t know,” Bonnie answered. “I just . . . I just was?” She knew that it was a
cryptic answer, but she wasn’t lying. There was no secret past of hers; she
just did things so that she wouldn’t be bored. She had never had a hobby of her
own, and the only “friends” she had ever hung around with were Aaron, Lars, and
Bernadette. Even then, she felt like a little chain that was hooked on tightly
to weigh them down since they had to put up with her mom’s stupid rules just to
stay friends with her.


    Viola nodded as if she understood, and a new coin
appeared in her hand. “Driftwood, eh? I understand. I’ve been there before. It
takes a while to find your passion.”


    “When did you find theater?” Bonnie asked. She was
surprised by her own sudden interest, and her question caused Viola to clench
at her chest tightly as if she had just suffered a heart attack. “What? You do
love theater, right?” 


    “My dear!” Viola exclaimed indignantly. “This just
won’t do. How could you insult me so?”


    “Uhh . . .” Bonnie stared at Viola, unsure what to
make of the woman. “What did I say?”


    “You asked for my story. For free! I had to pay a
pretty penny, a full gold coin, for yours, but you think mine is free?”


    Bonnie shook her head at Viola’s act, but a small
smile crept across her face nonetheless. “Alright. Fine. I’ll pay you with
another piece of my story if you sell that one of yours.”


    “Deal,” Viola agreed, and the coin disappeared as
she stuck out her hand.


    Bonnie took her hand and shook it. “Looks like
we’ve struck a bargain!”


    “Alright then,” Viola began. “My side of the deal
. . . Let me think . . . I’d say I found theater during a hard time. I used to
just drift a lot. I was like a small, sailless boat afloat in the ocean until
the waves finally capsized me. And then I thought I would drown. My life
just--for lack of a better word--sucked. I won’t bore you with the details, but
I didn’t have a single friend or person I could turn to. Not even the mirror.
Then, one day, when I was trying to avoid . . . stuff . . . I ended up crashing
in a library. It was warm, quiet, empty . . . basically the perfect place to
rest. So I did. I fell asleep on the third floor of some fancy-pants school’s
illustrious library and woke up the next day with an annoying old woman
standing over me, holding a stack of books and kicking the shelf next to me.”


    Fell asleep for an entire day in a library? Bonnie
noted that detail. She could imagine how easy it would be. Libraries had
basically become barren, state-funded wastelands, museums dedicated to a medium
of storytelling that no one used anymore thanks to technology. If I ever
need to save money for a night, I could easily use a library. “So, what
happened next?” she asked.


    “Well, that angry woman slammed the books down and
demanded that I start reading the one on top, or she would call the police.”


    “She’d call the police just for you sleeping in
the library?” Bonnie asked. Maybe a library isn’t the safest place to rest.


    “I don’t think she would have, but I was a little
younger than you, and the word ‘police’ was terrifying to me. It was the type
of word that kept me walking in straight lines,” Viola explained. “Having them
find me . . . that was a fear worse than death.”


    “So . . . umm . . . So, you read the story then?”


    “Yeah. I read the story. When I got halfway
through it, she shared her lunch with me--rice cakes and sushi--and when we
finished, she got me an apple. It was nice. She didn’t even ask a single
question about my--” Viola stopped mid-sentence, like her throat had been
grabbed so tightly that she couldn’t breathe. Her face paled for a moment, and
then she smiled and continued as if nothing had happened. “She didn’t ask me
about why I was skipping school. She just made me read. By the time I finished
forty or fifty of the books, well . . . I was in love.”


    “In love with the old woman?”


    “No, you idiot,” Viola laughed. “With the stories.
Each one was a magical adventure. They were worlds that I could be transported
to, wonderlands that I grew obsessed with more and more each book. I thought
books would be the end of it, but that old lady, who actually let me stay with
her as long as I kept reading, took me to the college theater one day. I
remember that day more than any others. It was the best day of my life.
Watching those fat, sweaty women; those lanky, nervous men; those idiots, ugly
to cute, fumbling over words from my favorite story . . . It was magical.”


    “That doesn’t sound very magical,” Bonnie said,
looking up in confusion. That sounds like a train wreck if anything.


    “But it was. It cast a spell on me. That was the
moment when I realized that, no matter who I am or where I’m from or what I’m
doing, I can be like them. I can be the heroines in those adventures. I can
talk like the queens and princesses from the worlds I’ve always dreamed of, and
if I do it well enough, it won’t matter if it’s real.” Viola danced forward and
twirled around while clutching at her heart and looking to the sky. It was like
a scene straight out of a movie and a major clue that her theatrics weren’t
going anyway despite the heavy tone of the conversation.


    “So . . . umm . . . What happened with the angry
old lady at the library?”


    Viola pursed her lips. “Hmm . . . I’d love to tell
you, but you still haven’t paid for the first story.”


    “Oh. Yeah. What do you want to know next?”


    “So, no hobby. What about friends? Maybe a boy?”
Viola guessed.


    “No, none of those.” Bonnie paused for a second
and then said, “Well, actually, I used to have friends. A few of them. It’s
just . . . things got in the way. My parents kind of got between me and them.”


    “The boys or the friends?” Viola asked.


    “Friends,” Bonnie answered firmly. Even though she
and Aaron had almost been a thing, she hated his cowardly and indecisive
manner. That type of wishy-washy, go-with-the-flow, conflict-avoidant
personality was something that she could overlook in a friend, in someone like
Nick, but it didn’t suit her at all in a man. Someone like Lucas would never
have accepted her parents using college and distance to keep her from him. Even
if he had to fly a thousand miles for his wife Yu Hua, he would have, she
thought, thinking back to how dedicated the widower still seemed to be. That’s
how a man should be. He should be willing to take action for the love of his
life no matter what the cost.


    “Ha! So, they failed the damsel,” Viola concluded.
“And my life has once again failed to pass the Bechdel test. I’ll get it one of
these days. We can even have a conversation about just drinks later to skip on
through it.”


    “They didn’t fail; they just didn’t succeed,” Bonnie
griped, annoyed that Aaron hadn’t even tried.


    “Well, it’s good to know that the parents have
protected the daughter’s chastity,” Viola muttered, mostly to herself. “I’m
sure they’re very proud of it.”


    Bonnie shrugged. “They’re used to getting what they
want.”


    “Fair enough. It seems that story is short . . .
So, old lady is my payment now?”


    “Yeah, what happened to her?” Bonnie realized that
she and Viola had completely passed the lecture that they were supposed to
attend, but she wanted to know more about Viola.


    “Sad to say, but you’re going to be disappointed.
She was a nice woman, but she was old. A few years after she got me into
theater, she slipped getting up off the toilet, hit her head, and that was the
end of that. She didn’t have any kids, only a sister. The library workers
organized a nice little funeral, but other than me, her sister, and the few
people working at the library with her, no one attended.”


    “You lived with her till she died?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Didn’t your parents wonder what happened?” Bonnie
felt stupid as soon as she asked. She might not have parents. What are you
doing? Don’t be rude!


    “I’m sure he wondered. I know she did,” Viola
answered flatly. “Mother would have definitely noticed I was gone.”


    Mother? Bonnie noticed that word. Not “mom,”
not “ma,” but “mother.” It was the same word Bonnie often used for her own
mother. It was a barrier of formality the woman had insisted on. “Then, did you
ever go back?”


    “I think it’s your turn for a story again,” Viola
said instead of answering. “Maybe this time”--she produced the gold coin
again--“you can tell me why you want these so much.”


    Bonnie looked at the coin that Viola had given her
at the beginning of the conversation. “Well,” Bonnie began, frowning, “I don’t
care about the coins themselves. I don’t want to be rich or powerful or famous.
I just want to be free.”


    “I think you need the coins for that, though,
don’t you?”


    Bonnie’s fist tightened around the gold coin as if
someone were going to try and take it away. “I just . . . I hate how people use
money as a weapon against me. It’s like a chain they use to leash me to them. I
got so tired of my stupid parents tying me down with money. If you don’t do
this, we’ll cut your allowance; if you don’t do that, we won’t help with your
tuition; if you don’t stop what you’re doing and appreciate us, we’ll take
everything away. It’s so frustrating! I hate it! I hate it so much! It was so
painful just living with them, and all I wanted was to be free, so I started
chasing these stupid coins in this game. That way, I could live here in this
fantasy world forever and not have to go back.” Viola had stopped walking
without her noticing, and Bonnie turned to find her standing in the middle of
the road as she finished her rant, almost as if the woman has simply forgotten
to keep picking up one foot and putting it back down again. Viola’s eyes were a
little teary as she stared at Bonnie. “What?”


    “I’m so sorry!” Viola rushed forward with her arms
open wide.


    “What? What are you doing? Don’t make me attack
heal you!” Bonnie reeled back defensively, but she didn’t even have time to
reach for her bag before Viola had already descended upon her. However, Viola
suddenly stopped, inches away from what Bonnie could clearly tell was meant to
be a hug.


    “I-I’m sorry,” Viola stammered. “I forgot what
it’s like, not wanting to be touched after . . . I just . . . Your story . . .”
Her eyes were filled with a few tears. “I had no idea.”


    “What?” Bonnie didn’t get what was so tragic about
her story. She was just someone who wanted some independence; she didn’t
understand how that could be interpreted as tragic enough to warrant the
sympathetic waterworks threatening to flood from Viola’s eyes. “What’s going
on?”


    “Nothing. I can’t help it. I’m so sorry you had to
go through that. But don’t worry; I’m here for you now. I’ve got you covered,”
Viola insisted. Her voice was gentle, yet she was more confident and more
assuring than anyone Bonnie had ever heard.


    “What? I . . . No. I don’t need covering.” Bonnie
stepped back, trying to create some distance between Viola and herself. “I
just--”


    “Need freedom?” Viola asked. “It’s fine. I get it.
I know what it’s like. I know how hard it is after so long, but I promise you,
not everyone is like they are. Not everyone is going to hurt you. No one is
going to abuse you. You can trust other people. I promise. I’ll show
you. It took me a long time to trust that old woman, but no one has ever hurt
me since I left home,” Viola said firmly. Her eyes shook beneath pools of
water, and her expression was filled with anxiety and concern, but her voice
was firm and steady.


    “I think . . . I think you’re mistaken,” Bonnie
said hurriedly, taking another step backward. “I was fine. I just wanted
space--and choice.” She could feel her cheeks flush with embarrassment and her
heart race as she tried to figure out how to undo this situation. This was not
the outcome she had expected. Viola clearly thought that her parents were
abusing her, and the more Viola talked, the larger a lump of something
intangible, hard, impossible to swallow grew in Bonnie’s throat, stifling the
words she needed to say from coming out. “I’m fine. I promise. I’m fine.”
Unfortunately, all she could manage was to repeat the assertion she’d already
said.


    “It’s okay. I understand. You’re tough. They
couldn’t keep you down. That’s good. That’s the spirit to have. But it’s okay
to let others in. This world is filled with people who are open, caring,
devoted, loving and genuine, like . . .” She paused, and her eyes darted to the
side.


    “Lucas?” Bonnie asked.


    “Yeah. Lucas. Or Katie. Or Nick. Or--and I know
I’m a little biased in saying it--me. We’re all here for you. If you have no
place to go, even if they won’t open their doors, I’ll open mine. Someone
opened her door for me, so it’s only right I’ll open mine for you if you need
it.”


    “No, really,” Bonnie insisted. She dug in and
tried to stand against the onslaught of odd emotional pressure Viola was
pushing on her. “I’m fine. My parents weren’t like what you’re thinking. They
were just strict. That’s all.”


     


    Viola’s expression seemed to crack a little, but
it looked like the young woman had been shaken to her core. “Okay,” Viola began
quietly, “if you need to be that way, to be tough, that’s fine. But if you ever
feel like you want someone to talk to, let me know. I know a lot of places and
support groups that you can reach out to. I used to be afraid of cops. I
thought they’d throw me back into hell, but you don’t have to be. They won't
take you back if you just tell them what is happening. Honestly.”


    “Viola, I’m twenty-five years old. I’m legally
independent, okay? And I’m fine . . . Can you just . . . Can you drop it?” She
was beyond frustrated that Viola wasn’t listening to her, but there was also
more than that. She hated that Viola pitied her, even though it seemed like
Viola had it way worse. She didn’t deserve that type of pity; she couldn’t
accept it. She actually wished Viola had just stayed a liar. What Viola had let
slip about her past dwarfed Bonnie’s own issues, yet it wasn’t Bonnie who was
telling Viola how sorry she felt for her. It was the other way around. It was
like Viola was slapping her with her persistence and strength of character, as
if announcing to Bonnie, “I was strong enough to go through hell, and here I
proudly stand. Why are you pretending to be so tough? Why are you so weak?”
Being next to her now just made Bonnie feel exposed, small, and insignificant.
The unspoken accusations pierced through Bonnie’s armor and left her weak and
vulnerable. In a single word, she felt pathetic.


    “Bonnie . . .” Viola faltered, and the word
lingered in the air as Viola’s gaze penetrated through the
twenty-five-year-old's soul.


    Surprisingly, however, the stare was a
contradiction that Bonnie couldn’t read, a strange combination of hot and cold,
warm and distant. Is she upset? Does she feel lied to? Is she mad? Is she
going to cry or get angry? Is she going to chastise me, yell at me, berate me?
Is she going to call me out for being so pitiful? Is she going to tell me off
for not being clearer? Bonnie ran through various scenarios while Viola
studied her in silence. Why won’t she say anything?! Bonnie was
practically screaming inside her head while trying to understand the woman.


    “Bonnie,” Viola began, finally breaking the
silence. “It’s okay. No matter how small or big your problem, it doesn’t make
it less valid. It doesn’t mean you don’t need a hand sometimes or that you
don’t need a shoulder to lean on. Even if you’re thirty, and you’re not only
independent, but successful, it doesn’t mean you won’t need people there to
support you. I can’t promise that I’ll be the best at it, but I promise you
that I’ll try. If you ever need it, I’ll do my best to be there for you.
Running away, breaking those chains your parents used to bind you . . . Those
problems couldn’t have felt small, and those chains couldn’t have felt loose. I
can’t imagine what you’re going through, but I’m here for you.”


    Bonnie sighed. Viola’s words lifted a crushing
weight off of her chest. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just . . .” She felt like
crying. She felt letting loose and bawling like a little girl just thinking
about the chance to finally get all of it off of her shoulders. It was such a
relief. She had been afraid that Viola was going to hate her or judge her, and
here she was with arms and ears wide open. “I’m sorry. I just--”


    “Shh!” Viola cut her off, surprising Bonnie.


    What? You just said I could talk about it! she
thought, but she was too nervous to counter the order to be quiet, so
she just stood there awkwardly while Viola seamlessly resumed her regal
posture.


    “Whatever Lord Lucas says, we must do,” Viola
said, throwing her head back and holding it high. “We must carry out his orders
immediately.”


    “His orders? What? What are you talking about?”
Bonnie didn’t understand the shift in conversation. You just told me to open
up to you, and now you’re back to this? What the heck? Bonnie wanted to
smack Viola until she turned her head and saw a group of players following
them. Freaking, stupid players! She cursed internally, a slew of filthy
curses flowing through her head after the initial anger passed.


    “I know that one, and that one knows me,” Viola
whispered softly. “He used to follow me around like a puppy dog, and it seems
he’s here to free me from Lucas’s grasp, so play along.”


    You liar! Bonnie bit back her anger at both
the players and Viola. “No,” Bonnie said, answering Viola’s question. “I need
to hit something. Someone. Badly.”


    “Oh my,” Viola gasped. “I can feel it too. It’s
Lucas’s control. His enemies must be nearby! But we must fight it!” Viola shook
her head back and forth as if she were struggling to wrest it free from someone
else’s control while she spat out the terrible line. “But I have one life to
live, one heart to give for my beloved!”


    “I told you, boss: They’re under his control. Jake
just told me that they mind-controlled his girl too,” one of them said.


    “I knew it! I knew there had to be a reason that
our princess was following that evil sorcerer around. I knew that he had some
way of mind-controlling them. I just don’t know how,” Thomas said.


    “You don’t need to. Jake said that the system told
him that all he needed to do was kill Lucas to free them,” said a guy who was
wearing the most ridiculous set of thick robes, even in the middle of a hot
day.


    Kill them? Kill who?! Kill Lucas?! Bonnie’s
mind churned as she tried to figure out how she was going to end this group
just to feel better about them interrupting her conversation, but that remark
tipped her over the edge. Now, she wasn’t just going to kill them. She was
going to make them suffer. You think that I’m going to let you touch a hair
on Lucas’s head?! She pulled the Web of Deceit up over her head, activating
its spell and blurring her movements. Idiots. Stupid idiots who never
listen. I don’t stay with him because of mind control. I stay with him . . .
Her heart and mind faltered a moment despite being halfway through channeling
her first skill, Swimming Grass. Her question made her miss a moment in
concentration, and the skill, which should have been a rather easy one,
backfired instead, dealing damage and leaving her momentarily stunned.


    “Mind-controlled or not, take them down.
Especially that one. She was with Lucas when . . . She helped steal Princess
Viola!” Thomas yelled, pointing at Bonnie.


    Thomas’s two minions, each wearing an equally
ridiculous mage outfit, started channeling their attack spells. One began
casting an upgraded version of the Shadow Fall called Shadow Pillar. Bonnie had
only seen it in videos online of people fighting, but she recognized the
popular skill immediately. It created a pair of dark, ethereal pillars right in
front of the caster that were around ten feet tall. They each had a square
base, and the shaft was covered with what appeared to be moving faces. The
columns slowly began rotating around, and once they reached a certain speed,
they would start shooting out small black spikes. Unlike the noob version,
however, the pillars wouldn’t gradually shrink in size so long as the caster
continued pumping mana into them. In theory, the spell would channel forever so
long as the caster had enough Arcane Energy. Despite its flashy nature, the
spell did have a major weakness: it would only ever target a single person
despite there being two columns shooting spikes. The other mage cast a spell
that Bonnie was much more familiar with: Scorching Skull.


    Crap. Focus! Bonnie urged herself. She was
still a little shaken up and hadn’t quite pulled herself together yet after the
conversation she had just had with Viola. As a result, she was already a lot
more exposed than normal. While the Web of Deceit would give her near
invisibility, it wasn’t 100 percent. The enchanted item also wouldn’t interfere
with tracking spells if the person could target her visually at all. That was
why she needed to cast Swimming Grass.


    This time, focusing very intently, she managed to
trigger the spell before the Scorching Skull reached her. A blue flash burst
right in the path of the magical head of Fire. The flaming death’s head crashed
into the bright-blue light, and just like light reflecting from a mirror,
seamlessly streaked back toward its original caster.


    Woosh! A sea of green rose into the air as
Swimming Grass finished, and just like leaves being kicked up in a windstorm,
bits of grass materialized and fluttered upward from the formerly barren road.
Her Chi then manifested as a dozen blades, which were each about the size of a
man’s forearm. The weapons were propelled through the air by Wind in the form
of a rolling tide of grass straight toward the man channeling the two Shadow
pillars. He didn’t flinch when they streaked across his chest, leaving trails
of blood behind as they slashed through his skin, but without shaking him at
all.


    What the hell? Bonnie grumbled, realizing
the vast level difference between them. How the hell am I supposed to kill
these guys? They weren’t on Hesse anymore, and there was no telling what
level the enemies were. People with endgame levels could show up at any time,
and fighting them would be the same as going up against a one-hundred-man raid
boss to Bonnie.


    All of her attacks were designed to either let her
attack and move or attack and interfere with her opponent’s perception, and
this one was no different. Thankfully, despite her special Chi attack not even
doing enough to faze her target, her grass spell sufficiently cloaked her.


    The second man fired another Scorching Skull,
slamming it into the one careening back toward him, canceling the effect, and
the other guy’s two pillars began firing.


    “No, don’t shoot at her!” Thomas yelled, trying to
stop the mage from firing at Viola, the only target that was still visible.


    “We can wound her a little and heal her up later.
Right now, we need to subdue her,” the Shadow Mage countered.


    The crystal shards rushed toward Viola, who just
smiled nonchalantly while hefting a large smooth-worn oaken quarterstaff that
she used as a weapon. She grinned slyly as the shards approached, and then
there was a bright-blue flash of light. The staff seemed to leap forward,
reappearing midair in front of her and intercepting the two Shadow crystals.
The shards were instantly turned around and sent flying back toward their
caster, and a second later, a Force Shield sprang up in front of her, stopping
the next pair from reaching her.


    She giggled coquettishly as she taunted the mage.
“Do you truly think that you, when compared to the great and mighty sorcerer
Lucas, whom all people sho--” She suddenly choked off mid-sentence and grabbed
her head feebly. “His . . . His control . . . It’s . . . I can’t . . .” She
moaned loudly, pretending like she was struggling against Lucas’s evil powers.


    This damn liar, Bonnie thought, cursing the
actress as she slowly crept forward. Her focus was locked on the mage
controlling the Shadow pillars, and she watched as the two solid-black crystals
that Viola had reflected toward the mage prompted him to jump to the side. He
momentarily lost control of his spell as his concentration was broken, and the
two columns faded away like powdered graphite struck by a heavy gust of wind.


    Your feet! Bonnie wanted to yell when she
saw the beginning of another familiar Fire spell, Fire Wall, erupt beneath
Viola, but she held back. Any noise she made would reveal her position.


    Right before the spell engulfed Viola in the long
wall of Fire, however, the Sage collected herself from her feigned struggle
with Lucas’s mind magic and jumped into the air. She immediately cast a second
Force Shield beneath her, which she then landed on with effortless grace. The
spell ignited underneath her in a torrent of flame at the same moment her feet
found purchase on the platform, but Viola simply stood above it, completely
unfazed. She strode forward confidently and stepped down off the shield while
giving Thomas and his two goons the same wry smile she had adopted earlier.


    “You think this is enough to stop one of Lucas’s
chosen brides?” Viola asked, chuckling softly. Another blue flash erupted from
her staff, and the counterspell redirected the Fire Mage’s newly cast Scorching
Skull right back into his face. The spell was shot back from a much closer
distance this time, and he didn’t have time to avoid being burned by his own
magic. “I am soon to be one of Lucas’s--” Viola then went back into her act,
grabbing her head again. “Ahh . . . stop . . . me . . .” she pleaded before
straightening up again.


    She really loves her play. Bonnie thought
as she crept closer and closer to her first prey, the Shadow Mage, but when she
was about halfway to him, he began channeling a new spell. This time, instead
of pillars shooting up from the ground, a large, fifteen-foot dark, ethereal
haft appeared in the air, and a long glowing blade of pure Arcane Energy formed
at the end of it. The towering weapon lifted itself a foot off the ground, and
Bonnie panicked. She immediately dropped to the ground and pressed herself as
flat as possible. She never saw what came next, but she felt the scythe cut a
long horizontal slash in front of the caster, reaping the ground around her.


    Damnit, Bonnie cursed. Dropping to the
ground so quickly had given away her position. She started to push herself up,
fully intending to rush her target, but she soon found herself completely
weightless. She frantically looked from side to side, whipping her hair about
and into her face, and discovered two angelic wings on each side of her. She
had no idea where they had come from and could only assume that Viola had cast
them, but she wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.


    “Coming up on your left,” Viola called from behind
as she reflected another Fire spell back at the other guy.


    “Come on, guys! You can do this!” Thomas urged. He
pulled out a bow and aimed it straight at Bonnie, but his arrow barely took to
the air before Viola countered it by erecting a Force Shield. Then, together,
she and Bonnie closed in on the Shadow Mage.


    The Shadow Mage used a movement spell, turning
himself into a translucent shade, and then tried to back away; but, like a
psychic, Viola predicted the direction he was going to move and cast another
Force Shield behind him. Instead of escaping, the mage ran face-first into
another Force Shield. He cried out loudly and clutched at his head as he began
stumbling backward, but Viola cast yet another Force Shield. This barrier was
placed parallel to the ground so that his shin slammed into the edge of it just
as he turned around.


    Bonnie involuntary grimaced as she saw him slam
into the barely visible barrier. She knew all too well how much it stung to
slam into a coffee table, and she could only imagine how much ramming into that
magical barrier would hurt. Bonnie reached the caster in the next second,
propelled herself up and over the barrier and slammed into him as hard as she
could.


    “He has too much health still, and I lack
offense,” Viola noted. Even though they’d kept him spinning in circles, their
efforts were little more than annoying tricks meant to keep him off balance and
prevent him from casting. In truth, they really weren’t doing very much in the
way of wearing him down. Sooner or later, either he or his team was going to
recover and catch them out. When that happened, they would be upon the girls in
no time. The two players that Lucas’s group had fought after first arriving in
Kent had been the same. They were nearly impossible to kill, and Lucas had used
the environment to kill them instead, taking advantage of quick ways to let
Mother Nature end someone’s life.


    “How do we drown him?” Bonnie asked aloud. She
sprang forward and vaulted off the barrier, landing squarely on the mage’s
back. Her legs wrapped around his waist as her body weight carried him back to
the ground, and she plunged her dagger down toward his back. Just before it
made contact, however, his arms snapped up and around behind his head,
effectively absorbing the damage and preventing her from doing any critical
harm.


    “We’re about to get hit!” Viola cried. “Jump
back!”


    Bonnie followed her instructions without thinking,
and a flaming spear shot past the spot Bonnie had been. The blast was so hot
that she felt the heat on her skin as it ripped through the air in front of
her, right above the man who was now lying face down in the mud. Before the
Shadow Mage could recover and push himself up again, Viola cast yet another
Force Shield, this time directly above him, and stopped him from standing up.
The Shadow Mage was just able to get his head and torso an inch off the ground,
but not any farther.


    It’s pretty easy to break through a Force
Shield, but if all of his spells are like that reaper scythe and those Shadow
Pillars, then he won’t be able to break the shield at all, Bonnie realized.
He doesn’t have any weapons on him, and he’s not a physical combat class.
He needs that Fire Mage to break it.


    As if Viola were reading her mind, one Force
Shield after another was erected around the downed mage. By the time Viola was
finished, there was only a small crack between the shield touching his hair and
the shield pinning him in place. Bonnie was amazed that Viola was still able to
focus and erect such precise barriers so quickly despite the spells flying
around her. “I’ll finish him off,” she said. “Focus on keeping that other mage
and that brat away.”


    “That will be child’s play for a bride of Lucas!”
Viola declared, turning and spinning her staff as she faced off against Thomas
and the unknown Fire Mage.


    “Thomas,” the mage called over. “Can you do
something about that?! Save Jones! The rest of them will show up soon!”


    Bonnie wasn’t going to wait around long enough for
that to happen. She dropped her backpack onto the ground and began frantically
fishing through it. Finally, after what seemed like forever, she found what she
was looking for: two waterskins. She then snaked her hand down between two of
the Force Shields and began stabbing right into the guy’s head. Each stab was a
critical hit, but since she could only barely fit her arm through the crack,
she couldn’t get enough strength or momentum behind her attacks to really do
any damage.


    While they didn’t do much to whittle down his
health, the stab wounds did pour blood. Lots and lots of blood. The bright-red
liquid streamed down the guy’s neck and puddled in the mud around his face.
Bonnie stabbed the guy’s skull a few more times and then watched as he began
struggling to breathe. There was very little room for him to breathe based on
how tightly the box was pressed down on him. This amount of blood would be
impossible to bleed out of someone who wasn’t practically dead in real life,
but here in the game . . . He’s definitely going to drown before he dies from a
stab wound or bleeds out. She had dug her blade all the way to the hilt
into the player’s back near the bridge, yet now she could barely get an inch of
her blade into this guy’s head. This is the type of death Lucas would give
his enemies, she thought, feeling proud of herself for her creativity.


    She opened up the two wineskins from her bag with
her free hand and slowly poured them in to speed up the process. Once that was
done, she stuffed the hides she had taken from her bag into the few remaining
gaps between the Force Shields. With how quickly he was bleeding out, it was
only a matter of time before he drowned in a combination of blood and booze.
She had bought the wine for the group to celebrate with once they finally
finished establishing a new base, but this was a much more fitting use.


    “More flare,” Viola muttered under her breath. “We
have to sell the part for Lucas.”


    Bonnie frowned. She didn’t like the idea of acting
like Viola, and she disliked the fact that it made sense even more. We are
supposed to be making a quest for the boss. If he needs showmanship,
then let’s give him showmanship! She placed a foot on top of the drowning
man’s Force Shield prison, threw a hand onto her hip and boasted. “Ha! You see
this? This here is the type of fate that awaits all who try to kill the
Were-Fox bride of Lucas!”


    “Remember that you’re struggling against Lucas’s
control,” Viola whispered, throwing in another stage cue.


    Fine. If I’m getting paid for this, then I have
to play my part. Bonnie grabbed her head just as Viola had before and then
doubled over as if in pain. “Ah . . . but . . . why am I . . .” She twisted
back and forth for a moment before straightening back up. “Why am I so amazing
that I got to be one of the brides of Lucas, the great and undefeatable
sorcerer?”


    As Bonnie finished, she noticed Viola give her
“great job” look and a wink before turning back to the enemies. “Your backup
better show soon, or else they will only be greeted by corpses!” Viola said
loudly, holding her staff tightly in her hand.


    You have killed Jones. You have been awarded 2732 EXP. A
talisman of the night, a pair of fine silk breeches, and 20 gold have dropped
upon death.


    That didn’t take as long as I had imagined, Bonnie
thought, cracking her neck and smiling broadly. “Let’s do this!” she declared,
activating Swimming Grass once again.


    The Fire Mage looked over at Thomas angrily. “Will
you just do something already? I know you paid us to help, but chip in,
dangit!”


    “I can’t! I can’t hit a woman whom I know is being
mind-controlled, and all my attacks might be lethal!” Thomas complained.


    What? You can’t hit me because I’m a girl? You
sexist bastard. Bonnie completely ignored the part about being
mind-controlled as she finished her skill and unleashed the twelve grass blades
on the Fire Mage just as his spell began building up in front of him. A
spherical mass of molten lava began pooling in the air directly in front of
him, and Bonnie instantly decided she wanted nothing to do with it. Every one
of her grass blades zipped in the lava and disappeared in a small puff of
smoke.


    “I have just enough Holy left to counter that,”
Viola said. “Let’s go for him again. Get close and personal.”


    You little OP Sage, don’t miss, or we’re dead, Bonnie
thought as she charged forward. The man sent the giant ball rolling toward them
when they were about halfway to him, and sure enough, Viola’s blue flash sent
it flying back toward him. It was far brighter than before, likely indicating
that it had a good bit more Holy magic behind it, but the Fire Mage seemed to
have anticipated this. He dodged to the left, but Bonnie was on him.


    I’ve got you now, you bastard! Bonnie
prepared her first attack, but before she reached him, a hand shot up from the
ground and grasped onto her feet, rooting her in place.


    “What?!” Bonnie cried, not understanding how she
was caught. He shouldn’t be able to see me easily. I’m wearing Web of
Deceit. What did he get me with? I didn’t see him cast! She looked down to
see several ethereal, shadow-like hands clutching her ankle. She dropped down
onto one knee and slashed at them with her dagger, but they kept spawning one
after the other.


    A voice called out from behind her. “It’s no use.
You’ve been caught,” he said. A moment later, the scythe she had seen earlier
ascended into the sky, swinging down and cutting at her.


    “NO!!!” Bonnie screamed out in shock and fear, but
there was nothing that she could do to dodge it this time. The blade ripped
through her abdomen, and she felt like her soul was being torn in half. The
weapon wasn’t tangible--it was just a shade--but it hurt like hell and dropped
her health to less than a fifth of its maximum value.


    Bonnie looked over at Viola, only to see her
calmly standing in the middle of the same spell, her feet also held firmly by
the shadowy hands that were grabbing at both of them.


    “I’m sorry,” Viola whispered. “But I won’t let
them touch you. Just play along. I won’t let anyone hurt you again.” Her words
were so soft that a breeze would have covered them up, and Bonnie wasn’t
certain that she had understood correctly.


    Huh? Bonnie was confused for a moment, but
then her mind snapped back to the conversation they had before the fight.


    “STOP!” Viola yelled, grabbing her head and
falling down. “It’s . . . It’s too much. I can’t. I can’t take it. I . . . His
control . . . can only be broken . . . if you kill him. But it can be limited
if . . .” She collapsed on the ground, clutching her head and acting like
Lucas’s magic was working some sort of power on her.


    Knowing they were done for, Bonnie took a hint
from Viola and began acting the part as well. She grabbed her head and
screamed, “Let me go free! Lucas! Get out of my head! I . . . I need . . .”


    Thomas, seeing them in horrible distress, asked
quickly, “What do you need? What is it? What can suppress his control?”


    “He’s . . . He’s a demon. Only wine blessed by a
priest can free us temporari-- Ahh!! At least . . . At least one glass an . . .
AHH!!!” Viola shrieked. Bonnie was certain that they were going to be
discovered because of her overacting, but a quick peek at Thomas and the Fire
Mage’s faces proved her fears were baseless. This guy is an idiot, isn’t he?


    “An hour. One glass an hour. It’s too . . . Ahh .
. . It’s too much to bur-bur-burden you with. Just . . . Just kill us,” Bonnie
said.


    Thomas, the newly arrived Shadow Mage, and the
Fire Mage all looked horrified. “There is a priest in town. Can we bind them so
they can’t rebel? I can rush to the priest right away,” Thomas offered.


    “Dude, really? Are you this rich or this sad?” the
Fire Mage asked. “Just put them out of their misery.


    “I’ll chip in too,” the new mage said as he walked
next to Thomas. “I have wine on me already, and I’ll be more than happy to pay
for the blessing. If we can free these fair maidens, then we must. They’ve
suffered too much at the hands of this animal. Don’t you see how they’re in
pain?”


    “They’re not real; they’re NPCs . . . Ugh. Fine.
I’m not heartless. I’ll chip in as well,” the Fire Mage grumbled. “But keep
them bound. If they free themselves before his control is broken . . .” He
glanced over at his drowned buddy. “Well, that’s on you.”


    “Bind them with what? It’s not like I carry around
rope.”


    “My . . . My bag,” Bonnie said. “I have . . . in
my bag.” She stammered through each word as if it were a hard-fought struggle
to simply put together a coherent thought. Is this what Viola feels like all
the time? she wondered, thinking about how the woman usually talked in
fancy Shakespearean verse.


    “Here.” Thomas grabbed the bag and tossed it to
Bonnie.


    Thanks to the game’s unique inventory system, he
couldn’t go through it without her permission, so Bonnie reached in and began
dragging out everything that would work next to her: ropes, steel handcuffs,
pre-done knots for wrist bindings, heavy chains, giant arm locks with leather
linings so they wouldn’t chafe the arm, and more. And here we go. Bonnie
did her best not to smile as she grabbed what she was looking for: fur-wrapped
handcuffs. Handcuffs weren’t the most comfortable on the wrist, so she had specially
made ones with fur linings so that they’d do well.


    “Let . . . me . . .” Bonnie looked over at Viola.


    “Kay. Fine,” Thomas said indifferently. “Just
hurry before that mad demon Lucas gains control again.”


    Bonnie didn’t respond, but she made a show of pulling
Viola’s hands behind her back and securing the cuffs.


    “I’ll get yours,” Thomas said, and he seemed
incredibly nervous as he went to fasten Bonnie’s cuffs. Finally, after a
moment, he managed to summon up the nerve to touch her enough to lock the bindings
in place. As he did, Bonnie saw the pained look in Viola’s eyes.


    It’s just a moment. It’ll be over soon, Viola
seemed to be saying.


    You dumb woman, Bonnie wanted to snap back.
I’m playing a game where physical violence and even death are all commonplace.
Why are you trying to be overprotective now? Still, at the same time, she
couldn’t bring herself to be too annoyed. This was the first time someone had
been this concerned about her without it manifesting in emotionally distant
micromanagement, and it actually made her feel a little warm inside.


    “There. Now, they’re secure. I’ll watch over them.
One of you go get the wine,” the new Shadow Mage said.


    “It should be Thomas. He’s freaking useless in a
fight against anything with the +2 Charisma chest add-ons,” the Fire Mage said.


    “Right,” Thomas agreed without argument and then
darted toward the town at full speed.


    With her charade over for the moment, Bonnie
turned her attention to how she was going to reach Lucas. How long will it
take before he notices we’re gone? Maybe Nick will notice first, or will they
just think I ditched them? Bonnie sat down on the grass where the fight had
ended and leaned back. Her hands were bound behind her, so it was hard to do
anything, but as she looked up at the sky, she noticed that Viola apparently
already had a plan. There, in the middle of a clear sky, were a dozen Force
Shields spelling out S.O.S.


    Wait. Did she . . . While we were . . . Did she
use those as a smoke flair for Lucas?


    “Hey . . .” Bonnie looked down at the bag in front
of her. “Can . . . I’m hurt. Can I . . . Can I heal myself?”


    “Huh?” the Shadow Mage responded dumbly, but his
eyes instantly darted to the torn midriff and wound he had caused with his
Shadow Reaper spell.


    “Oh, yeah. A healing scepter shouldn’t hurt,” he
said. “Go on, but don’t try to pull anything clever out of there. I’m
watching.” Then, as if for emphasis, he hefted his own magic weapon.


    “I won’t. Don’t worry. I just . . . It still hurts
a little,” Bonnie said. 


    Viola shot her a small encouraging smile.


    The Force Shields wouldn’t last forever, but if
she was holding onto a healing scepter, it wouldn’t be an issue at all to keep
recasting them.


    “I’m going to sit,” Viola said, grimacing. “The
pain . . . ah . . . of trying to resist . . . It hurts too much.”


    “Shh . . . It’s . . . It’s okay,” Bonnie said,
sharing a sympathetic sniffle with her. Tearing up on command wasn’t a thing
she had ever attempted before--her mother had made sure she didn’t cry as a
child--but it turned out to be surprisingly easy. All she had to do was direct
her mind back to her conversation with Viola earlier, and it turned out that
thinking about how frustrating her situation in life was, how annoying and
awful it was that this woman, this annoying, lying, fake woman, was the first
person she had felt such real affection from--that was enough to help her cry. They’re
just fake tears, right? She squirmed over until she was able to rest her
head in Viola’s lap and silently let the tears stream down her face.


    “Damn,” the Shadow Mage swore. “First, they go on
spouting about being his brides, and then they’re in this much pain? I really
want to mess that dude’s face up. I don’t care what the case is. There is no
excuse for this crap.”


    I never thought I’d end up being the damsel in
distress. It’s your turn now, Prince Charming.
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    Next up on his list was physical combat, which was
held in an outdoor clearing designed much like an ancient Greek theater. The
stage was set at the center of a small bowl and covered in sand, and then the
stands rose around it on a gentle incline that sprawled outward. Small logs had
been placed for people to sit on and positioned so that no one would have an
issue seeing the center of the amphitheater.


    Lucas quickly scanned the small crowd of people
gathered around the pit, and counted over a dozen young men and women, each
with their attention fixed on the old man in the center. Patches of sand had
been stained a dark red around the instructor, indicating that this was likely
going to be more hands-on and less theoretical.


    “You’re new,” a girl said as she walked up to
Lucas.


    Lucas nodded without taking his gaze off the older
gentleman. “First time here. Just looking to fill in some of my weak points,
strengthen what I’m lacking.”


    The young woman pulled a long, curved black knife
from her bag, finally pulling Lucas’s attention away from the instructor, and
deftly wove it through the air, mimicking the same motion a fish would while
swimming. “That’s sometimes important . . .” she said craftily, almost as if
she were lecturing someone with a nuanced bit of information. “A small chink in
an otherwise sound armor can end thirty years of memories, stories, hopes, and
dreams.”


    Lucas looked her up and down appraisingly. He had
never heard someone talking about killing that way. “That’s an odd way to word
it.”


    “It’s not about how you word it; it’s about what
the end effect is. No matter how expert the armor, it only takes a tiny
mistake, one tiny opening or slip, and the man inside is gone.” She smiled
mysteriously as she pulled out a small cloth and wrapped the knife’s blade in
it before stowing it on her waist.


    “I suppose that’s true--and all the more reason to
fill those gaps,” Lucas reasoned. He studied her intently for a moment, but he
couldn’t quite place what it was that made her look familiar. I know her
from somewhere . . . but where?


    “There’s always going to be at least one gap, no
matter how great the armorsmith, and there’s always going to be a way through
it. “That’s why the other option is sometimes better.”


    Lucas thought back to his days in the company. Yu
Hua had said something incredibly similar. The CPA, CFO, and everyone else had
wanted to diversify at the time, arguing that it would protect the company in
case something went wrong, but Yu Hua had told him differently. “We didn’t get
where we are by being safe; we got where we are by attacking first. We bought
competitors, not safety nets; we bought research and development, not stocks
and bonds; and we bought marketing, not insurances in case our product never launched--so
why are you backing down now? Stay aggressive. Don’t let the other companies
catch up,” she had said. That was my Yu Hua. Her image passed through
his mind, but it wasn’t clear like it used to be. Since Liu had started wearing
her own skin instead of that creepy avatar that looked like Yu Hua, the image
of his wife had begun to blur. Memories of his time with her played like videos
on repeat, but a tiny, little piece of the memory was being edited out every
day as he slowly forgot the details.


    “Aggression.” The word left Lucas’s lips, escaping
more than being spoken.


    “That’s right,” she said, suddenly breaking into
an earnest ear-to-ear grin. “Embrace your weaknesses, take off the armor if you
must, and just be aggressive instead. If there are no stories that suit you,
make one. Make it big, beautiful, and to your liking. And if there are people
telling stories that hurt you, silence them.”


    That’s exactly what I’ve been doing. I’ve been
making my own story and erasing the ones that don’t suit me in this game. The
story of Lucas the Villain. He grinned, remembering how he had captured a
girl and rewritten her story just for the sake of his own.


    “But just remember the two truths of storytelling:
people hate it when a story doesn’t make sense, when it’s got plot holes and
contradicts itself, and people always want to tell their own story first.”


    “Is this the beginning of your story?” Lucas asked
expectantly.


    “You know, Lucas,” she said playfully, “you’re
going to give a girl the wrong idea if you keep staring like that.” She turned
her back to him then, suddenly feigning interest in what was going on in the
middle of the stage.


    Lucas chuckled, happy that the tone had lightened
after the serious conversation they had just shared. “What if it’s the right idea?”
he asked.


    She turned and glanced at him over her shoulder,
flashing a coy smile. “I’m quite the catch, you know. You should look at least
a little happier about it. You should at least smile a little--if you think you
have a chance, that is.”


    “Hmm . . .” Lucas finally took a seat on the log
that they had been standing in front of this entire time and gave up on
figuring out who she was or where he knew her from for a moment. “Maybe the
problem is that I already know that I can’t afford such a pretty girl. Looking
is free, after all, but everything that comes after is not.”


    “Oh, don’t be that guy who judges a book by its
cover,” she commented wryly. “You can’t just automatically assume that I’m out
of your league, can you? For all you know, I’ve got a ton of emotional baggage,
I’m psychotic, and the only type of guy I’ll ever be with has to be like a
pilgrim: dead set on spending three months in hell just to settle.”


    Lucas shrugged. “Maybe. But you have to start
somehow. There are more books being published in a day than anyone can possibly
read. Why not judge one by its cover? Most people work hard on them, after
all.”


    She nodded and turned away from him again. “That’s
a good point, but that’s not very uplifting to those great books with bad
covers.”


    Lucas shook his head ruefully. “I don’t think you
have to worry about that,” he said dryly. He knew that he was bordering on
creeper status, so he cut his comments short and hoped that his Charisma was
high enough to let him get away with certain obvious, cheesy lines without
being branded as a lecher. Now that he had the bonus Charisma when dealing with
women thanks to his new title, he was almost positive he could get away with
saying whatever he wanted. Some people logged into the game simply to treat it
like a romance simulator, and he was certain that they would have paid any
amount he could name just to get such a bonus.


    “I wasn’t worried about me,” she laughed. “It’s
you I was concerned about. God clearly turned his water into wine and drank it
all before drawing that cover of yours.”


    “Hey!” Lucas snapped back, but he couldn’t hide
his own laughter. “Don’t go being like that! I’m very happy with my cover.”


    “Oh, of course you are.” She nodded
sympathetically and turned to pat him on the shoulder as if she were trying to
comfort him, even though her inability to hide the mischievous smile gave her
mocking intentions away. “But . . . you may want to hit that gym and keep
working on that word count. At least beef up those page numbers a little bit.
That way, maybe, you know, you could drop your price and attract those
bargain-hunting readers, you know? The ones who might get bored and give you a
shot ‘just because’?”


    “I’ll keep that advice in mind,” Lucas said,
rolling his eyes.


    “No problem,” she replied way too cheerfully. She
stuck out her hand and said, “Name’s Lilith, by the way. In case you want to
know whom you owe when you finally get your first reader.”


    “I’m Lucas,” he answered, returning her handshake.
“In case you were interested in the title with the worst book cover.”


    “I know,” she said. “It’s why I came to meet the
talk of the town.”


    Ah, right. Of course, an NPC would have heard
about me: I have a bounty on my head, and practically everyone is after me.
Looking at her again, however, Lucas felt a little weird. He liked her. Not a
little, but a lot. Her looks were great, her quips made him laugh, and he
enjoyed the drama-free exchange. Everything just felt natural. But that made
him want to kick himself. Didn’t I just steal an NPC from some guy only an
hour ago? Haven’t I done enough already? Ugh, this game is a trap.


    “I think this is finally starting,” Lilith said.
“You’re gonna have to wait until after the show to finish this.”


    “The show?” Lucas asked.


    “Isn’t that what this is?” she asked with a note
of feigned surprise in her voice. “One person standing up, putting on a
performance and hoping to leave an impression?”


    “I suppose you could say that,” Lucas answered,
instantly thinking of Viola.


    As if on cue, the old man in the front stopped
chit-chatting with the teacher’s pets and raised his hands, quieting everyone.


    “It’s always good to see so many eager youths--and
a few new faces at that,” he added, locking on to Lucas.


    Lucas finally recognized who the instructor was:
he was the one whom Lucas had lectured in the middle of town, the man whose
student he had killed.


    “Crap . . .” Lucas muttered under his breath. The
old man’s animosity toward him was practically palpable.


    “Ah, that’s right. You already know professor
Res,” Lilith commented knowingly. “That’s good. That’s good. It’s important to
know your teachers.”


    “But,” the old man continued, his eyes still
focused on Lucas, “I’m not here to create monsters: I nurture young minds and
help them grow. I am here to teach restraint, patience, and kindness, which is
why some of our new students will not qualify for my lessons.”


    Lucas sighed and patted the top of his pet
dragon’s head. Eri was clearly not happy with waiting in the back of the class
as her master was insulted. Despite Lucas’s petting, she let out a low growl
and stared fixedly at the old man at the center of the amphitheater.


    “Welp, Lilith,” Lucas said as he turned to the
girl next to him, “it’s been a pleasure, but I think that person is talking
about me. It looks like I need to go find somewhere else to be.”


    “There won’t be another class for you. I arranged
it with the headmistress when I heard you planned on attending our little
academy. I made sure that no other instructor would have anything to do with
you. You won’t learn fighting techniques from me or anyone else here. You will
be taught patience and abstinence instead until you learn to curb your wanton
appetite for violence. Perhaps you should take this time to think about what
you do and say before you act.”


    Lilith began to laugh as the back-and-forth banter
continued. It was only a sly little giggle at first, but it grew into a full,
raucous hoot by the time the instructor finished. While Lucas simply found it
odd, it seemed to infuriate the old man.


    “What in the world is so funny, miss?” he asked,
obviously trying to contain his indignation.


    “Oh, just you,” she said after finally calming
down enough to talk. “I was just thinking about how funny you are. I love
watching you stand there and lecture him like you actually have any control
over anything--as if he can’t learn something because you said he can’t. As if
you have that type of authority! Hah!”


    “I’m an instructor at this academy. How could I
possibly not have that authority?”


    “Well, I mean . . . I guess your ‘being in charge’
does explain your dead student, doesn’t it? Trash begets trash. And no, I’m not
even just talking about his rotten personality. Although, I mean, that clearly
is your fault too because . . . Well, I mean, look at you. You acted exactly
like your student the moment you were afraid you might not get your way: you
threw your imagined authority around and tried to bully someone that you didn’t
like, and then you tried to use your status to get other people to oppress him
too. But let’s not get sidetracked. I’m talking about the fact that he was an
absolute scrub. I mean, you saw how quickly he died, right? It was like
watching a toddler try to fight with a battle-axe. Part of me felt bad for him,
but . . . Well, at least it was over quickly, right? I would have paid for an
encore, but I imagine it takes a very special, rare talent to make me
smile that much when a guy dies.”


    “How dare you speak to me that way!” Res roared.
“Have you no respect for your elders?”


    “Should I?” She blinked as if dumbfounded and
turned to Lucas. In the sincerest voice, she asked, “Should I respect him just
because he’s old? Is that a thing? Do they actually do that here? Do I need to
treat him with some sort of reverence because of his age?”


    Lucas shook his head, simultaneously expressing
his disbelief and answering her question at the same time. He automatically
slipped into his role as the villain like putting on a now-familiar glove. A
cocky grin spread across his face, and he spoke up so that everyone could hear
him clearly. “No, that beady-eyed little brat was clearly the one who had no
respect for his elders. None at all. If he did, he might have listened when
someone warned him not to disrespect his betters. It’s obvious that no one ever
bothered to teach him even a modicum of patience, restraint, or kindness.
Perhaps if he had a better teacher . . . Maybe someone other than Mister
Balding here.”


    “Don’t you pretend to lecture me! I am in charge
here!” The old man’s voice echoed around the amphitheater, and Lucas could only
assume that his commentary on the man’s lack of hair must have hit close to
home to inspire such rage.


    “Are you?” Lilith asked the incensed instructor.
“I don’t think you are. You’re certainly not qualified to be.” She carefully
maneuvered around Lucas and then swayed down toward the stage, and Lucas
realized that every pair of eyes was fixed on her as she made her way toward
the irate man. “If anything, I’d rather think that I am more qualified to teach
this subject than you are.” She slipped a second knife out from under her
skirt, where it had apparently been strapped to her thigh, and idly flipped it
around the palm of her hand as she descended the stairs.


    “Is that a challenge?” the old man demanded. He
glanced over at one of the nearby young men and opened his hand expectantly,
and one of his treasured favorites tossed him a knife almost immediately.


    “Oh, no. Don’t worry. It’s more of a . . . threat.
Yes, that would be a more accurate way to put it.” She lifted the blade to her
face and pressed it against her lips as if its long, curved edge were her
smile.


    Despite the fact that Lucas was near the back of
the amphitheater, he could practically hear the teacher’s teeth grinding
together. The veins in his neck bulged, and his whole body turned red with
anger.


    “If you think you’re qualified to threaten me,
then I think I’m going to have to teach you your first lesson,” the professor
growled. He flipped the knife around in his hand so that he was holding it like
an icepick and then brought it above his head.


    “That’s funny. I was hoping to teach you your last
one.” Her stride changed as she approached the stage, and by the time she
arrived, she was striding forward like a tigress confidently stalking her prey.
Even seeing her opponent’s stance, she didn’t bother making any adjustments to
her own.


    The instructor backed away, obviously trying to
predict what she was going to do, and when she was finally within reach, he
struck down with a fast stab. It was an odd attack but beautifully smooth to
watch. The knife streaked forward so quickly that Lucas had trouble following
the motion, but Lilith didn’t seem to have any problem at all. Her right hand
snapped forward, and she turned the blade away from her by striking his wrist
with her own. Her free hand shot forward and locked onto his parried wrist, but
even as his attack faltered, he raised up his free arm to guard against her
expected attack and stepped forward into Lilith. He shifted his hips as he came
around, driving his knee up toward her abdomen.


    In one smooth motion that was hard to follow, Lilith
used her knife to cut the teacher’s pinned wrist while shifting her own weight
forward at the same time and slid around the professor’s knee, which was driven
toward her abdomen. She followed through with her small momentum and drove her
shoulder up and into his sternum, driving him back away from her and forcing
him off balance.


    The instructor let out a small cry before falling
backwards and landing on the ground. “Aak!”


    “That’s one,” Lilith taunted. She tilted her head
to the side and held her knife to her lips again, but her sharp metal smile was
dripping red this time. “Three more to go before we’ve finished the first part
of our lesson.”


    Lucas looked at the guy. One cut? One attack?
What’s one? The old man’s knife was still lying on the ground where he had
dropped it after Lilith’s attack, and the reason why was clear as day: she had
severed the tendons connecting to his right hand. The slice had been a quick,
clean, deliberate attack, and it had effectively rendered his hand useless
until it was healed.


    “You got one lucky attack, you filthy wench. Don’t
think it’ll happen twice!” the old man spat.


    “Oh my,” Lilith giggled. “Lucas, did you hear
that? I’ve gone from a young lady to a filthy wench! Isn’t it great? Look how
he matches that little bastard you killed in town so perfectly.” She turned to
look at him, smiling proudly. She then leveled her knife out in front of her
and pointed it at the instructor. “I’m a young lady, I’m respectable, and I’m
genuine until I disagree with him. Isn’t that peachy? Now, I’m a filthy wench
and a despicable person that he wants to bully until I obey. Ah . . . isn’t
humanity great? Aren’t people just wonderful?”


    She deliberately kicked his knife to him across
the sand, and he picked it up with his left hand. Unlike before, however, he
maintained a more traditional grip. When he moved forward for an attack this
time, he had clearly abandoned his earlier aggressive method. He threw a
standard short blade cut toward Lilith’s abdomen and then held up his right arm
as a shield.


    Lilith practically laughed in his face as she held
up her own left hand and actually let the knife sink through her palm. Her
fingers wrapped around the guard and locked it into her grip. Her own blade
came around a second later, and she sliced through his left wrist just as she
had his right. The old man cried out in pain as he released his grip on the
blade, and she pushed forward with the knife still embedded in her palm, once
again shoving him backward and into the sand.


    “That’s two,” she said, glancing down. She quickly
sheathed the knife she was holding in her right hand and then carelessly ripped
the blade free from her left. “Although, I suppose it’s better if we call it
30-15. There’s really no reason to give you any love.”


    Even though the teacher had once more rolled out
of the fall, negating the damage and getting back on his feet quickly, it was
obvious that there was nothing he could do to continue the fight. His hands
both hung limp, and he stared at her through bloodshot eyes. “You’re going to
pay for this!” he growled, but he didn’t make a move. He just eyed her as if
she were a beast that was about to eat him.


    “I’m not sure you have the capacity to send me the
bill,” Lilith snickered. “But come on. Let’s see if you can deliver.”


    She beckoned him over, but he remained rooted
where he was, blood dripping down from his wrists and staining the sand red.


    Lilith sprang forward with an attack aimed
directly to his chest. The old man threw up both arms protectively, but it was
useless. Her blade slid down and around even as his arms came up, and there was
no way for him to counter her as she stepped around him and drove the knife
home into his lower back.


    His back stiffened, and he straightened up as he
cried out in pain and shock and then feebly clutched around at the wound as if
he could somehow stop the bleeding with his useless hands. Involuntary as the
action may have been, it still left him open for a second attack. Lilith pulled
back and then drove forward, burying her shoulder up into his sternum. It was
an incredibly aggressive fighting style that used her body weight and his to
send him flying back for the third time.


    She dove for him the moment he touched the sand,
but he brought up one of his legs between them and tried to kick her way.
Rather than abandoning her attack, however, Lilith shifted to the side just
slightly, throwing off his aim and allowing herself to wrap her left arm around
his leg. She drove forward, pressing his leg back, and then buried her knife
into his thigh. She plunged the knife in and out several times in rapid
succession, all the while scrambling forward. Finally, seemingly having reached
her target, she drove the knife home one last time and ripped it out the back
of his leg at a horribly awkward angle. There was an incredibly loud pop as his
hamstring was severed.


    She rolled off of him and stood up in a single
fluid motion, leaving Res to curl up and feebly clutch at his now-useless leg
with his already-useless hands. “There we go, gramps, that’s three. One more
before we’re done with the first lesson,” she taunted. Then, as if giving a
lesson, she turned to her audience and began lecturing: “Speaking of which,
since this is a class, I should probably explain what’s happening here. See?
This is what I like to call the first lesson of a knife fight: Don’t get into a
knife fight. Try to avoid them at all costs. You never know what your opponent
is going to be capable of. For instance, you could be a renowned fighter known
throughout the entire kingdom, but against a random girl flirting with a guy .
. .” She paused and smiled up at Lucas. “We were flirting, right? I didn’t
misread that, did I? Sorry to ask, but I just assumed that we were, and I’m
terrible at reading social cues . . . so . . . you know, I just thought that I
should clarify before continuing on with that assumption.”


    The entire situation was so ridiculous that Lucas
couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, I was flirting with you at least. I think you
were trying to convince me not to though.”


    “Oh, yes. That’s right. A random girl flirting
with a guy in the back of a class might end your existence in a second. It’s
impossible to know how skilled an opponent may be. Fat, thin, muscled, papery,
tall, short--none of those are good indicators of skill. So, the best way to
stay alive and live a happy life is just to not get into a fight at all. But,
if you do somehow get caught up in a fight that you couldn’t avoid, move on to
step two. Does anyone know what step two is?”


    Even from a distance, a single passing glance was
more than enough to tell Lucas that everyone gathered in the pit watching hated
her. He could see that contempt in their eyes, and he recognized it as the same
type of vitriol that he had seen in the eyes of many players trying to save
Viola. “Lilith, I don’t think you need to explain what to do if they can’t
avoid the fight. After all, dodging fights is a skill that they’ve clearly got
down pat already,” he called down.


    He didn’t know for sure what her immediate aim
was, but he felt he understood her long-term goal: to agitate the students into
attacking her. He had no idea why she would want that, but the way she mocked
them, the way she walked, talked, and taunted them, made him want to play
along. I’m the villain, after all. This is supposed to be my role, not hers,
he told himself as he joined in with the mockery. “I mean, look at them!
Their respected and venerated teacher is lying there, bleeding on the ground.
His tendons have been cut, and he couldn’t even lift up a spoon, much less a
blade, yet they haven’t moved an inch! You’re even injured already, and they
outnumber you heavily, but they are just standing there like simpering fools!”


    Lilith’s already-crooked smile grew both larger
and more wicked as it stretched across her face. “That’s right. That’s why the
next lesson is how to die quickly. They already know they’re cowards. Why
pretend otherwise? Resistance would just be torture. No amount of cowering or
flinching or squeezing their eyes shut and praying will stop the blade from
connecting.”


    “Don’t forget that they’re definitely the type to
be picked off one at a time. I’ve seen it before,” Lucas continued. “Even if
you attack them with a group, they only retaliate individually. They have no
idea how to coordinate an attack.”


    “Yes, cowardice is sadly common among people,”
Lilith said. “I’ve seen it often.”


    “It’s more than that: it’s a pathetic group
trait,” Lucas said, walking down toward the middle of the amphitheater. He had
no doubt now that if he continued down this road, he’d be in a fight side by
side with this woman against the entire class. He could feel their anger
growing. He only needed to find a spark. “It only takes one of them to attack,
then the rest of them will swarm. They’re like lemmings. Once one of them
moves, they all move. If none of them move, they all stay quiet and watch.
That’s why they haven’t done anything yet: they don’t have a leader, so they’re
just watching.”


    “It’s not that,” a male student said. “I think
you’re right is why. That teacher always gives me crappy grades because he says
I don't have manners, and those grades cause my parents to hate me. Why do my
manners matter? I can fight. I’m better than Timothy over there,” he added,
glaring at one of the students the professor had been talking to at the
beginning.


    “Yeah, what Brown said. Why would we help that old
fart? He always favors those stupid kids just ‘cause they suck up to him. If he
gets killed for that, fine by me,” a girl added.


    “Oh.” Lucas felt the student response was a little
weird. He had expected the class to all hate them for picking on their
instructor, but he hadn’t expected there to be such a divide among the
students. Some weren’t directing their animosity at Lilith as he had originally
expected, but rather at the instructor, who was still on the ground, unable to
stand since a tendon in his leg had been severed. “So, you’re okay with us
torturing this poor man because you don’t like him?” Lucas asked.


    “Well . . .” the one who spoke first began, but then
hesitated. “I don’t think you should torture anyone.”


    “What about you? Do either of you mind if I kill
him?” Lucas asked.


    “That . . . feels a bit extreme,” the other
student answered.


    “Right,” Lucas replied, nodding knowingly.


    “You see? Cowards,” Lilith said.


    “Indeed,” Lucas agreed.


    “It’s just like you said in the town square: They
see the error in the system, but they’re unwilling to do what is needed to
rectify it.”


    “If it comes down to it, they know the teacher is
wicked. He’s a nepotistic, crony-favoring goon who picks and chooses which
students pass based on his own favoritism. But they can’t and won’t do a single
thing about it,” Lucas said. “It’s like they’re consenting . . . It’s like
they’re happy with the way things are. They don’t mind if it stays the same
forever because fixing it is more morally offensive than letting it exist.”


    “Or maybe they’re just waiting for a hero to save
them,” Lilith added.


    “Well, that’s one possibility,” Lucas admitted.
“So, Brown, which of these students were the teacher’s pets?”


    Brown didn’t respond; he just gulped. Lucas
already knew three of them, but he didn’t know the rest, and Brown wasn’t
answering. Lucas knew Brown likely saw answering as an agreement to what Lucas
was going to do, and the young man clearly couldn’t do that.


    “That one,” a girl shouted, pointing at another
girl near the front. She then pointed out five more students. “Her, her, him,
him, and her. All five of them were getting easy grades, and all five of them
are bullies. She’s also getting easy grades, but she’s really nice to
everyone.”


    The girl deemed “nice” also happened to be the
best-looking person in the group. She had beautiful, flowing black hair dyed
purple at the ends that perfectly framed her thin, heart-shaped face. The
others were just average and somewhat less athletic than Lucas would have
expected. Two of the three guys were unusually lanky, and only one was wearing
clothes that fit him. The other one wore a get-up that looked like it was two
sizes too big, juxtaposing nicely with the last of the three guys, a fat giant
of a man who was wearing an outfit that was clearly two sizes too small, the
buttons popping out as the cloth struggled not to burst.


    The two girls were both thin. One was gaunt, and
the other was just under average. Each was wearing a short skirt with shorts
combo that didn't seem appropriate for a physical combat class. The one thing
Lucas could say was that at least their outfits were fashionable. The gaunt one
was wearing a purple and green color combination that paired well, and the
other, who was quite tall for a woman, was wearing a combination of black and
gold.


    “So, those five are bullies, and that one is so
nice that even the teacher was easy on her?” Lucas asked, looking to the rest
of the class to see if they would confirm what was said.


    Several of the other students nodded, but when
Lucas stared them in the eyes, they looked away.


    “Well, don’t worry,” Lucas said as he pulled out a
wand and cast a heal on Lilith. “You haven’t found a hero at all today. I’m not
that type of good guy.” He stowed the healing wand away, grabbed his mage’s
staff again, and watched as Lilith stretched out her restored appendage, moving
it around as if getting rid of pins and needles. “In fact, you could say that
I’m the bad guy. If each of these people lived for decades, can you imagine how
many years they’d torment everyone around them? How many years they’d make
everyone suffer? I’m going to do the most wicked thing because you don’t want
to.” Lucas walked up next to the professor, who seemed to have given up all
hope.


    “You’re going to kill them all?” Lilith asked. “I
don’t mind helping if you are.”


    Lucas had no doubt that it’d be the other way
around. She wouldn’t be helping him; he’d be helping her. “No need,” he
answered. He reached out and quickly plucked one of the instructor’s eyeballs
from its socket. The man let out a prolonged groan that devolved into a series
of sobs and whines. Lucas put the eye in his backpack, which he then dropped to
the ground. “I’m going to do this all on my own.” He reached down and tore out
the instructor’s other eye, and without hesitation, popped it into his mouth so
that everyone present could watch him do it. He made deliberate chomping sounds
and didn’t even bother to close his mouth as he chewed, letting little pieces
of blood and flesh stain his lips and the ground in front of him.


    An event has occurred. You have partially completed another
requirement to begin the Vampire quest chain.


    The dramatic, cannibalistic display was arguably
unnecessary, and Lucas certainly didn’t enjoy the actual act. Not only were the
taste and texture of the eyeball appalling, but the thought of what he was
doing was so much worse. However, he was banking on everyone else being just as
appalled. He wanted to come off as a devil, not a hero. If all he did was go
around and kill the bad guys, he’d be no better than a vigilante superhero who
actually solved problems, unlike the idiotic ones in the comic books he used to
read who would let the worst villains back out into the society again and again
as they played their little game of catch and release.


    Yes, this will be most effective at making people
cringe and crawl away from me if they can, he thought, hoping his plan to
build up an even higher bounty against him was working. Nothing was more
disgusting than eating an eye.


    You have killed Res the Venerable. You have been awarded
1801 EXP. A pair of leather sandals has dropped upon death.


    Ah, he bled out . . . “Sorry that I took
your prey,” Lucas said to Lilith. “You hadn’t finished your lesson with him.”


    Lilith shrugged. “It’s fine. Go have fun. I
brought popcorn.”


    Lucas looked over at the gaggle of students and
smiled. He was somewhat amazed that none of them had come at him yet, but his
taunts weren’t simply to rile them up--there was a good bit of truth behind
them as well. Despite the fact that he had expressed his desire to murder them
numerous times, they were still frozen in horror, unable and unwilling to act. The
eyeball really did the trick. They really don’t know how to process what
just happened, so . . . maybe it’s time I start things off.


    Chuckling to himself, Lucas slammed his staff into
the sand and cast one of his favorite spells, Exploding Tear, right at the tall
girl dressed in black and gold. She was standing between the two men who
couldn’t seem to get their clothing sizes right, and the spell created a huge,
compact ball of water that exploded across all three. Jets of water sprayed in
all directions from the burst ball, and it looked like the young girl had been
hit full force by a five-hundred-pound muscle man’s punch. The blue-eyed, gaunt
girl and the last remaining guy began backing away, but Lucas aimed two more
Exploding Tears at them. The first girl was struck, but the man managed to duck
underneath the attack in a rather impressive dodge. Seconds later, however, his
skillful maneuver was made all the less majestic as he stunningly tripped on
the wet sand.


    At this point, Lucas had accomplished what he
wanted--he had made most of them wet--and when he followed the attack up with
his Static Web, sending out bolts of electricity across the surface of the
ground, they seemed helpless. The girl and the large fat guy were unable to
defend themselves or even run away as the electricity crawled across the
sinking water on the sand and ripped into them. The two howled in pain as the
Lightning attack surged through them, and they both clutched at the dirt as
their muscles involuntarily seized up.


    While the Lightning net itself didn’t do as much damage
as a single target spell might, most of its damage being distributed across
multiple charges, it did seem to have an effect. Lucas had noted earlier that
the spell, which cost roughly 8 times the price of Zap, did only 200 damage per
target. If the target was wet, however, then it went from barely 200 damage to
over 600. This meant that the spell combination against a wet target would do
enough harm to one-shot a person at Level 50 if they only had 600 Hit Points
before Fortitude was factored in. It was a very potent combination, especially
since the average player generally didn’t allocate more than 20 to 50 points
into Fortitude. 


    That did the trick. Within seconds, the five
students who had been pointed out as bullies sprang into action. Unfortunately
for them, not a single one had brought a magic staff into the lecture with
them, likely because it was a physical combat class.


    You have killed April. You have been awarded 1029 EXP. A
fine leather-bound notebook, a silver unicorn hair clip, a fine silk belt, and
32 gold have dropped upon death.


    One down, Lucas thought. He estimated that
his victim’s level was probably close to 30, and since NPCs tended to value
Fortitude more than players, he shot off another round of Static Web just for
good measure. Then he noticed something: the fat guy who had also been caught
as a victim by the string of electricity wasn’t dead. In fact, he didn’t appear
to have even taken that much damage.


    The student pushed himself up--seemingly unfazed
by the massive jolts and what should have been enough damage to kill a Level
40, if not 50, player--and looked down at the girl. He slowly turned to Lucas
and said, “I don’t know who you are, but you are so dead.” He puffed out his
chest and visibly became both wider and taller.


    Lucas watched in fascination as the youth grew in
girth. He had never heard of an ability like this before, and he was instantly
curious. Maybe this is a unique class?


    “Mejia,” the lanky guy shouted. “You won’t even
have time to kill him before I do.”


    “Not on your life, Gabriel. He just killed April,
and I’m going to rip him limb from limb.” Mejia, which was apparently the large
guy’s name, continued to grow, and his button-up shirt and pants somehow
stretched to fit him while still looking as if the buttons would give way at
any moment.


    What in the hell is that ability? Not only
had the large guy not been fazed by Lightning, but he was also now standing six
and a half feet tall with at least a 60-inch chest, and he was still bulking
up. Without waiting to see the final product, Lucas sent out four Scorching
Skulls, one at each of the remaining people. He didn’t actually expect any kill
shots--the spell was quick, and the damage was nice, but it rarely killed mobs
his own level, much less higher-leveled players--but he needed to know which
one of them would scream in pain the most, or more accurately, which might be
the easiest to kill.


    Thanks to the fact the remaining students were
having an argument and ignoring the gravity of the situation as if they were
all on some Japanese fighting cartoon, Lucas was able to chain all four spells
before any of them bothered paying attention. When they saw what he was doing,
they finally began moving.


    Mejia stuck his now-massive arm out in front of
the remaining girl in purple and intercepted the Scorching Skull that was
intended for her even while taking his own on his chest. He just didn’t seem to
care at all about the attacks, taking both fiery skulls full on. “I got ya,
Rennie,” he rumbled.


    Gabriel was saved when a lanky guy in a fitted
black suit that made him look like a butler darted in front of him and let out
a series of punches. The attacks were so fast that they created a pocket of
air, effectively stopping the two Scorching Skulls from reaching either of
them. “Thanks, Venter,” Gabriel said.


    So, those are the weak links, Lucas
surmised as he watched their reactions. He also noted that even though Venter
had stopped the Scorching Skulls by using an odd Chi-based attack, he hadn’t
dared to let either of Lucas’s spells hit him. He had shut them down a foot
away from him, indicating that he likely lacked Mejia’s ridiculous
god-mode-level durability. Which means he’s vulnerable. I just have to aim
my hits right. Lucas started putting together a game plan in his head as
the information rolled in. He had originally thought that this was going to be
easy, but after Mejia had turned out to be a giant tank of a man, Lucas
regretted the decision to show off without Lilith’s assistance.


    Lucas glanced over at Lilith, doubting his choice
not to include her, but when she winked at him and mouthed what he could only
assume was “Go get ‘em, tiger,” he had no choice but to keep his mouth shut and
redouble his efforts. It was also entirely possible that she said something
else entirely, like “His pants may rip off” or “Why does she wear heels?” but
the excited and expectant gaze she fixed on him convinced him it was neither of
those.


    He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, just
short of a full sigh. He was questioning what his next move was going to be
when Mejia finally looked like he was going to take the initiative for once.
The rotund man opened his mouth wide, flashing a mouth full of what should have
been teeth, and Lucas suddenly understood why the youth had only been speaking
through partially-closed lips before: his smile was magic. Where his teeth
should have been, Lucas saw the tell-tale signs of actual magic crystals,
specifically Lightning and Fire ones, planted throughout his mouth. It was as
if someone had pried out every canine, incisor, and molar and replaced them
with spellcasting equipment.


    The “teeth” began glowing their respective crystal
colors, letting Lucas know that the big guy was channeling Arcane Energy into
them and that he was getting ready to cast a spell. Lucas wasn’t going to wait
around and figure out what the spell was just to look cool. He quickly threw up
an Earthen Wall in front of him and then dove down behind it as quickly as he
could. The wall erupted in a cloud of debris and rock fragments mere seconds
later as an explosion ripped through the barrier. The sharp fragments blasted
into his back, and he grimaced as 40 points of health disappeared.


    Gritting his teeth through the intense stinging
sensation he felt in his back, Lucas pushed himself up onto his feet and into
the cloud of dust that still hung in the air. Almost as soon as Lucas was
upright, Venter vaulted the blasted barrier with a kick that was perfectly
aimed to take off his head. Mostly on instinct, Lucas threw his staff up in
front of him and thrust it out just in time to intercept Venter’s attack. Lucas
staggered back several steps under the force of the blow and Venter’s weight
and then hastily maneuvered the large staff to block the series of punches that
arrived just after the man’s feet touched down. Lucas was pressed back as the
punches poured in, and he scrambled away from the speed-demon’s movements.


    Lucas wanted to scream in frustration. He was
supposed to be in a Level 30 to 65 zone. This was a middle-of-the-road area,
and he had the stats of over 100 levels. Theoretically, fighting five unarmed
kids should be easy. Yet, by the sixth punch, Lucas was beginning to realize
exactly how outmatched he was in physical combat. The seventh and eighth
punches had even more force behind them, and he was pressed back yet again. His
heel came down on what felt like a large rock, likely a chunk of debris from
the destroyed Earthen Wall, and then his foot went out from under him. Lucas
went flying back as he lost his footing, barely avoiding the last punch that
came flying in, as he was no longer able to defend himself. He crashed down
into a large pile of rubble and cursed as the jagged shards dug through his
spider silk armor and into his skin. Even though he had somehow managed to
avoid the onslaught of attacks, he lost another 130 health to the piercing
rubble.


    “Fickin’ hell!” Lucas spat out, quoting a
famous goblin cuss word from a book he used to read as he winced through the
pain and looked up to find Venter preparing another attack. No, I've had
enough of this! Lucas summoned up a Wind Wall, sending the currents from
Venter’s right side into the Earthen Wall on Venter’s left.


    Venter, who had only one foot on the ground, was
caught off guard, and the Wind Wall picked him up and sent him flying into the
Earthen Wall. Lucas immediately summoned a second Wind Wall and aligned it with
the first. Although he had never tested the combination before, it performed
exactly as he predicted. Venter had begun to slide down the wall after
colliding with it, but the second Wind Wall provided more than enough pressure
to keep him pinned in place, locked against the rock face.


    It won’t last, but . . . Lucas rolled
backward over the pile of debris and popped up a few feet away, taking another
4 points of damage as his body weight sank more sharp edges into his back.


    He began channeling Static Web, fully intending to
finish off Venter while he had the chance, but a strange sound pulled his
attention toward Mejia instead. The large man hadn’t taken a step, and each of
the mana crystals in his wide-open mouth was glistening with energy. Lucas had
been so focused on defending himself from Venter that he hadn’t been able to
deal with the others yet, and Mejia at least seemed like he had used the time
wisely. A giant burst of flame that was surrounded by crackling bolts of
Lightning erupted from the giant’s mouth and streaked across the stage. The
spell slammed into Lucas, and it felt like he had been struck by a car going
forty miles per hour. Lucas was thrown back by the force of the blast, his skin
and armor were scorched by the flames, and he felt his muscles contract as the
Lightning worked its way from one end of his body to the next. The 1750-damage
blast sent Lucas flying back. He skidded across the sand and crashed to a halt
at the bottom of the amphitheater’s stairs, losing his focus and dropping the
two Wind Walls he had been channeling.


    Lucas stared up from the flat of his back and
watched the Lightning fizzle out only to be replaced by a cloud of purple dust.
What now? He wondered, watching the thick mist rise from the ground. What
in the heck is going on? He covered his nose and mouth with his sleeve by
burying half of his face in the crook of his arm and slowly pushed himself up.
Even through the hazy mist, he clearly saw the brightly colored light gathering
in Mejia’s mouth as he channeled the mana for yet another attack.


    Finally fed up with being pushed around, Lucas began
preparing himself to cast Meddling Minds. Dealing with each of these guys
one-on-one would have been possible, but the relentless combination of attacks
they kept throwing at him was just too much for him to deal with. Strangely,
however, he couldn’t seem to make his mana connect with his necklace. It was
like he was reaching out for something that simply wasn’t there. Then,
something suddenly occurred to him. With a sinking feeling in the pit of his
stomach, Lucas suddenly realized what was wrong. He frantically reached into
his shirt and fished out the necklace only to discover that it was completely
shattered. No! Lucas felt like the floor had been pulled out from
underneath him, and a burst of anger welled up within him at the same time.
This was arguably his most powerful tool, his most useful spell, and it was
definitely one that he continuously used to tremendous effect to not only
navigate through dungeons, but also the overworld.


    System Notification: You are currently inside a cloud of
poisonous spores. The poison cloud’s density is causing 10 damage per second.


    His attention was momentarily pulled away from his
latest problem as the system informed him that he was standing in a noxious
gas. He shifted his gaze over to the last remaining girl, and she more or less
confirmed that she was the source of his latest annoyance. She was clutching
her two earrings between her thumbs and forefingers, and there was a faint
purple light emanating from around her fingers, a good indication that the
jewelry was the source of her spellcasting ability. He quickly scanned the
arena for Gabriel and found him clutching a necklace that very much looked like
the one he had just lost, and a burst of movement showed him that Venter was on
his way with yet another attack.


    Grinding his teeth together in annoyance, Lucas
began channeling yet another Wind Wall. This time, however, he targeted it onto
his own back and aligned it so that it would intercept Venter’s path. He felt
the violent Wind slam into his back as he finished casting the spell, and he
actually had to lean back into it in order to stop himself from being blown
forward and toppled over again. Very quickly, however, he succeeded in blowing
the cloud of noxious gas away from him, directly past Venter and right onto
Gabriel, the weak link he had discovered before.


    Turning toward Mejia, Lucas already knew that the
giant’s breath attack was nearly finished. Well, come on, Wind, give me some
help. Lucas stopped resisting the Wind and leaned into it instead, letting
it carry him forward much faster than he would have been able to move on his
own. He darted forward, chasing after the cloud of poisonous gas, but even with
the extra movement speed increase, he simply wasn’t fast enough. Mejia’s attack
blazed across the sand and crashed into him with a fury of Fire and Lightning,
dealing another 1750 damage. The effects didn’t stop there. Even after being
thrown through the air and crashing down into the stairs, Lucas couldn’t miss
what came next. The flames instantly ignited the noxious cloud of gas. Small
explosions detonated ahead of the rapidly-spreading flame as it surged toward
Gabriel. Within seconds, the young man disappeared from sight, completely
engulfed in a conflagration. 


    Unlike Lucas, Gabriel didn’t take to Fire in
silent agony. He screamed so loudly that there was no way anyone in the theater
didn’t hear him. What began as a blood-curdling wail was soon choked out by the
flames scorching his lungs.


    “GABRIEL!” all three of the others shouted in
unison.


    Venter, who was almost upon Lucas when Gabriel was
ignited, skidded to a halt, turned around, and rushed toward his friend. Even
Mejia, who had been preparing yet another attack, shut his mouth and started to
run toward the dying youth. Sensing an opportunity to stall both of the primary
threats, Lucas did his best to stand back up and cast Earthen Wall as fast as
possible. The giant barrier sprang from the floor moments later, erecting
itself directly between Venter, Mejia and the black cloud of smoke that masked
Gabriel. Lucas wasn’t certain if some gimmicky piece of jewelry existed that
might be able to heal the burning man, but he didn’t want to risk it. He was
going to make sure that they spent as much time trying to save Gabriel as
possible.


    It didn’t take long for Venter and Mejia to reach
the barrier, and Mejia broke through the Earthen Wall with his massive arms,
smashing through it like he was a giant glass jug of red sugary deliciousness
in an old commercial.


    Venter jumped up and kicked off the barrier,
flipped over, and then let his redirected momentum begin carrying him back
toward Lucas. He was no longer calm or collected like before, and his hazel
eyes were bloodshot with rage.


    “I will kill you, self-righteous fiend!” Venter
shouted as he rushed toward Lucas.


    Wasn’t that what you were trying to do already,
you idiot?


    Lucas hefted his staff and prepared to block
Venter’s attacks, but the youth was faster this time. He launched himself into
the air and flew toward Lucas with a sort of Chi-fueled flying dropkick. Lucas
pulled his staff up, hoping to turn the attack aside just as he had before, but
Venter had somehow directed way more into the kick than last time. The head of
Lucas’s staff rebounded back toward him as it made contact with Venter’s foot
and slammed straight into his head, dealing 180 points of damage.


    Lucas’s vision flashed black as pain filled his
head, and he reeled back, completely disoriented. Something smashed into his
gut a second later that he could only assume was Venter’s fist, and Lucas
doubled over in pain and watched as his health pool dropped down to 921 points.


    I am NOT going to die to a bunch of kids.


    Lucas danced back along the wall while holding his
arms up to blindly block Venter’s next attack, but there was little he could do
to stop the rain of blows from coming down on him. Venter’s rapid strikes pummeled
him in the shoulder and chest for 200 more damage, leaving him with only 721
health left. The fight’s end was beginning to look grim, and Lucas didn’t quite
know how he was going to stop the rapid string of attacks. Then, just as Lucas
was about to give up and change tactics completely, Venter stopped. He stopped
dead in his tracks, a punch half-thrown, and his eyes popped open in abject
fear. Then he plummeted straight down into the sands of the arena until his
entire lower half was buried. Almost instantly, Venter screamed out in pain,
very much like Gabriel had only a short time ago. The young man doubled forward
and began frantically clawing at the sand, almost as if he were trying to grab
hold of something that he could use to drag himself out of the pit.


    There was a small ripple in the sand that circled
around Venter’s body, and then a strange set of legs briefly broke through the
surface before disappearing just as quickly.


    Lucas grinned devilishly as he realized that an
unsuspected entity had joined the fight without anyone’s knowledge: his new pet
Ant-Dragon. It must have made its way down from the top of the arena, burrowed
into the sand, and then created a small pit-fall-type trap. When Venter fell
into it, the Ant-Dragon must have latched onto his legs.


    “You cheati-- AHH!” Venter’s attempt to accuse
Lucas of foul play was cut off by his howls of pain and agony as the bones in
his legs were cracked open and gnawed apart between dragon’s teeth. The loud
crunching sound of bones breaking beneath the sand was even audible across the
arena, and one of the bystanders not involved in the fight looked like she was
about to lose her lunch at the sounds of Venter being devoured.


    Unwilling to make the same mistake that he had
earlier and remain focused on a single target for too long, Lucas looked up and
discovered that Mejia had opened his mouth and was just about to fire his
cannon. Lucas had already experienced exactly how devastating that attack was,
and he wasn’t going to take it head-on yet again if he could help it, so he did
the only thing he could think of: he dropped to the ground just out of Venter’s
reach with every intention of using the dying man as a human shield.


    The blast spiraled across the arena and smashed
into Venter from behind, instantly putting an end to his horrid screams and
howls of pain. When Lucas looked up again after shielding his eyes from the
blast, Venter has been turned into freshly-cooked barbecue.


    Three down, two to go, Lucas thought,
turning his attention to Mejia. He scrambled up and began preparing another
attack when he noticed that Mejia had actually grown bigger. The student was
now well over eight feet tall and even rounder than he had been before. If
he’s just a cannon, what in the hell is the point of that? Lucas wondered,
but he didn’t have to wonder for long. Mejia extended his arms into the air and
then bent over and hugged his knees to his chest, turning himself into a
literal ball. His body glowed with a bright yellow as Chi enveloped it, and
then the giant human bowling ball began rolling forward and quickly started
picking up speed.


    Lucas immediately abandoned his original plan of
casting Exploding Tear from a safe distance and instead cast Earthen Wall. He
had watched Mejia effortlessly crash through the stone barrier twice now, so
rather than trying to stop the blob outright, Lucas instead cast the spell at
something resembling a forty-five-degree angle and directed it up into the air,
effectively creating a wide ramp between himself and the human wrecking ball.
He then cast two more ramps as quickly as he could, extending each off the end
of the last. With his head tucked into his body, there was no way for Mejia to
even see the need to change direction or stop, much less alter course, and his
body rocketed up the ramps at a blinding speed.


    Feeling cheeky, Lucas channeled Wind Walls as fast
as he could and directed them onto Mejia’s back, further increasing his speed
as he flew up the ramp. As soon as Mejia launched off the end of the ramp and
into the air, Lucas canceled the three Wind Walls and began chain casting even
more. This time, however, he directed them off the end of the ramp and up
underneath Mejia’s boulder-like form, propelling the rolling ball of doom even
higher.


    System Notification: You are currently inside a cloud of
poisonous spores. The poison cloud’s density is causing 10 damage per second.


    Lucas saw the notification but completely ignored the new
poison cloud as he channeled the second, third, and fourth Wind Wall spell
underneath Mejia to push him even higher. Despite the speed and momentum, the
hulk of flesh’s ascent began slowing down even as Lucas did everything that he
could to launch him higher.


    System Notification: You are currently inside a cloud of
poisonous spores. The poison cloud’s density is causing 20 damage per second.


    Lucas began feeling a little dizzy from poison as it built
up ticks of damage and stripped away his health, but he was determined to
remain focused on stacking the Wind Walls. Finally, right when he decided that
he couldn’t push Mejia any higher, he canceled every spell all at once, and
then cast one final gust of Wind designed to accelerate Mejia even faster in
his fall downward to the ground.


    System Notification: You are currently inside a cloud of
poisonous spores. The poison cloud’s density is causing 30 damage per second.


    “Rennie!” Mejia roared. The oaf slowly uncurled from his
ball as he plummeted to his doom face-first, completely helpless to save
himself. When he struck, it wasn’t with a splat, but a cracking boom. His skull
burst open and his neck, unable to hold up the weight of his body combined with
the force of gravity, snapped as his head was smashed to the side.


    You have killed Mejia. You have been awarded 999 EXP. An
elite athlete’s elixir, 8 flawless Fire crystals, and 89 gold have dropped upon
death.


    Lucas didn’t waste time celebrating the kill. Instead, he
immediately turned to the girl, who was casting her fourth poison cloud. The
damage was already stacked pretty high, and he didn’t have time to waste.


    System Notification: You are currently inside a cloud of
poisonous spores. The poison cloud’s density is causing 40 damage per second.


    Since Wind Wall had been effective last time, he
braced his feet and channeled it once more, sending the cloud of poison toward
the girl.


    “Wait!” one of the students called out from the
stands as the 40-damage-per-second cloud engulfed the woman who had summoned
it.


    “You don’t have to kill Rennie! She’s just going
along with the others! She didn’t have much choice!” one of the guys not
involved in the fight shouted.


    “Please, don’t finish her off!” the beautiful girl
argued. “You’ve already killed enough.”


    “I know I have,” Lucas said somewhat
sympathetically. “But what’s one more?” He suddenly smiled devilishly as he
channeled a Scorching Skull and sent it on its way toward his final target.
Well before it reached her, the flaming ball ignited the gas. Flames erupted
along its length as the inferno spread, and Rennie was quickly engulfed.


    He knew it was wrong, that it shouldn’t feel this
good, but he couldn’t help but feel satisfied as he watched the girl cook in
her own gas. She had threatened him; she had tried to take advantage of a
four-versus-one fight. It felt good to burn her alive. This is . . . easier
. . . better than I expected. He instantly felt guilty, but the smile
stayed planted on his face as the smell of burnt flesh graced his nostrils.
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    Lucas’s clothes were shredded, his Hit Points had
reached a meager 451, less than 10% of his total, and he was covered in burns
and blood from Venter and Mejia’s attacks, but he was in a good mood.
Adrenaline was still coursing through every inch of his body and his heart was
beating a hundred miles an hour. A few punches from Venter, another hit from
Gabriel, or a little longer in Rennie’s poison cloud, and he might actually
have bitten the dust. Even Gabriel’s uncast spell or a different attack from
Rennie could have turned deadly if he hadn’t finished her off fast enough.
There were so many factors that could have led to his death that just being alive
actually felt good.


    Clinging to life was a stark contrast from what he
used to feel while being butchered over and over again. Back then, he had
reached negative levels from the numerous deaths he suffered since he didn’t
have anything to lose. Not even the after-death tunnel or respawn process had
much effect on him, whereas some people became disoriented. Now, however,
taking a death would have destroyed everything that he had worked for. His life
was important now, it actually had meaning, and victory tasted all the sweeter
because of it.


    Lucas probably would have continued basking in the
afterglow of his win, enjoying the smell of his last victim’s charred corpse
and the looks of horror on the transfixed students’ faces, except his reverie
was interrupted by the sound of clapping from the stands.


    “That was beautiful,” Lilith called down. She had
moved back far enough to get a full view, and she actually had a bag of popcorn
in her lap and a tall bottle of mead next to her that seemed to be half drunk.
“I love how you played with them, taking all those hits and leading them on,
making them believe that they were winning only to surprise them with a quick
and horrible death from their own attacks. That was a real masterwork.”


    Does she think that I intentionally took those
hits? There was nothing intentional about those attacks. Those bastards almost
killed me, he thought, but he didn’t say it. If he did, he’d ruin the
effect that her fangirling had on the crowd. Consciously or not, they had all
taken a collective step back at her words.


    Lilith casually popped a handful of popcorn into
her mouth and talked around it. She asked, “So, do you plan on killing the two
who pleaded for that girl’s life too? Do you want me to do it?”


    “I think that’ll be okay,” Lucas answered. He had
no idea what surprises might be waiting for him amongst the other combat class
participants, and he couldn’t afford to fight again if one of them turned out
to be as strong as Mejia. He had initially assumed that he was going to score an
easy win, as long as he used magic and kept his distance, because none of them
had staves; instead, he had ended up receiving a lesson in a style of gameplay
that the NPCs used, and the players didn’t: disposable spell jewelry and
implants. Their effectiveness actually made Lucas wonder if he should carve
spells onto his own flesh in the future. The downside, and the chief reason the
tools had never caught on amongst players, was that they were just as
vulnerable as Lucas’s necklace. All it took was one lucky shot to destroy the
enchanted item. That said, the freedom of movement implants and accessories
offered was tremendous. Mejia had been easily able to swap between elemental
casting and launching Chi attacks without a second’s pause thanks to the fact that
his hands were free, even while he was casting a spell.


    Lucas was about to say something more to the
subject of what he planned to do when a loud crunch reminded him that he wasn’t
the only one responsible for the day’s victory. He looked down and discovered
that the Ant-Dragon had returned to his side and was happily gnawing on the
remainder of Venter’s skull much like a dog would a bone that was too large to
fit into its mouth. Lucas wasn’t sure if he found his new pet ridiculously cute
or terribly horrifying. Cute, we’ll just go with cute for my sanity’s sake.


    “I think that, for the moment, I need to feed this
little girl and just go back to our yard. I’ve got to get her situated,” Lucas
said. If what Jesse said was true, the little monster would want to establish
its territory now that it had already started eating people. The faster Lucas
got it into a dungeon of its own, the faster it would start growing.


    Lilith nodded as if she completely understood, but
it looked like she was pouting. “Well, I suppose good shows don’t last forever.
That’s understandable . . . but now I’m not sure what to do. Dinner usually
comes after a show, but I had my meal without you.”


    “I might not be eating”--Lucas nodded over to the
Ant-Dragon--“but someone is.”


    “Ah, I see! You brought me to the movie and her to
dinner. Go figure: playing with two women at the same time,” she giggled.
“Alright then, since we’re short a teacher, should we go somewhere else? Maybe
for a walk?”


    Lucas enjoyed the fact she was talking casually,
as if nothing had happened, while every student around them was gawking in
shock, unable to take their eyes from the scene. Their fellow peers had been
butchered, blown up, beaten, eaten, and electrocuted to death right in front of
them, and the two people responsible were simply flirting with each other like
two immature high school kids. One was even quite literally covered in
injuries, burn marks, and blood. Player. Lucas instantly jumped to that
conclusion when he realized exactly how detached she really was.


    No, she can’t be a player. She is in the
Imperium, and not as an enemy. That wouldn't make sense. She was actually here
to attend class . . . He let the thought linger in his mind. It was
confusing. Lucas was supposed to be one of the few real people in the
Imperium--if not the only one aside from a dev--so what were the odds that
another player would show up here at the same time as he did? After all, she
was in this class before he showed up, right?


    “I think a walk would be nice,” Lucas finally
answered. He pushed his doubt surrounding her identity out of his head as he
walked over and picked up his bag, taking a moment to pull the healing wand out
of it and restore his hit points. Too bad it doesn’t restore my clothes
though, he grumbled to himself.


    “Umm . . . Lucas . . .” Lilith ran her tongue
across her lips and bit her lower lip while letting her eyes travel from his
face down his chest.


    “Yeah?” Lucas asked as he slung the bag over his
back.


    “Maybe you should put on new pants,” she said.


    “Why?” Lucas looked down and made sure that his
crotch area was intact and that he wasn’t flashing everyone around him. Good.
Was worried for nothing.


    “Your butt,” she said.


    “Crud.” He twisted around to look behind him, only
to see that while his front half was perfectly fine, his back half was gone. He
might as well have been wearing nothing at all from a backward angle. “Yup.
That’s a problem.”


    “If you insist on it being one,” Lilith shot back
coyly. “I don’t mind personally, but I’ll expect you to walk ten steps in front
of me if you don’t.”


    Lucas sighed at the mention of needing to be ten
steps apart. “Right. I get it. Wouldn’t want to be caught dead with the poorly
dressed, homeless-looking hobo.”


    “Oh, no. It’s strictly a perspective issue. I
think ten steps should put it perfectly far enough ahead that I won’t have to
look down to see it comfortably,” she giggled.


    Lucas laughed as he pulled the clothes out of the
backpack that Bonnie had made for him. “Okay, for real. You’re just as bad as
Bonnie.”


    “I’ll never understand why men assume that a
sybarite woman can’t be sexually debaucherous too. Given how vocal we women can
be with our hedonistic impulses, it’s simply baffling. Desserts, alcohols, and
barely dressed men . . .” She looked fondly at the sky. “It’s the easiest key
to happiness some days.”


    “And here I thought you were just a
run-of-the-mill bookworm,” Lucas said as he walked away.


    “What do you think is in those books? Lots and
lots of barely dressed men.”


    Lucas didn’t argue. He knew that half the sales of
books over the Internet were romance novels--or, at least, it seemed that
anyway. Housewives lusting after rich, powerful, dominant men seemed to fuel
more literary purchases than anything else.


    “Well, to ensure that my chastity is safe, could
you turn around?” Lucas asked after they got a few paces from the class. “I
need to change.”


    “No problem,” Lilith said, promptly turning back
to face what was left of the interrupted lecture.


    Lucas realized that not a single person had spoken
up or dared to stop them from leaving--not that he had expected anyone to.
After all, he had been right before, when he said that they were unwilling to
act on their own. Just as he pulled his pants on, a system pop-up flashed through
his vision.


    You have killed Jones. You have been awarded 2732 EXP. A
tattoo kit, the Dark Summoner’s staff, and 20 gold have dropped upon death.


    What in the hell? This doesn’t . . . make sense.
Everyone should be busy. I could understand if they killed an NPC like I did,
but . . . that amount of experience is . . . That guy had to be a ridiculously
high-level player. This isn’t right. At all. Lucas turned around and said,
“Lilith, I just got a notification that I need to take care of something
immediately,” he said while quickly fastening his pants.


    “Wow,” Lilith said. “We just met, and you are
being way too forthright with those urges. I know I was joking around earlier
but . . . could you keep it in your pants long enough to at least finish our
walk? Kinda rude to just dart off and--”


    “No, uhh . . .” Lucas paused as he considered how
to explain a death notification to a possible NPC. “My team, my people, they’re
in trouble. We need to go.” He didn’t actually know if they were or not, but
even a single death notification was ominous. There was no way a player would
venture into Imperium territory alone, so if a fight had broken out, it very
likely meant that there was an entire group of people farming Reputation--and
that meant that he needed to help his team.


    “Ah. That type of pop-up,” she said, turning
around to face him. “Well, get that shirt on, and let’s go. Do you know the
direction?”


    “Not exactly, “Lucas answered, thinking back to
the earlier conversations in the day. I know Viola went with Bonnie, and
Nick went with Katie, and Liu logged off . . . but where were they all headed? He
searched his memory, trying to pick the information out of it, suddenly
perturbed by his lack of direction and inability to take action.


    Where the hell am I supposed to go? Lucas
finished getting dressed and then spent the next few minutes hurrying along and
searching for some type of clue that might tell him where the others were.
Finally, he caught sight of something odd. There, sitting in the sky above one
of the buildings, was a chain of Force Shields spelling out S.O.S. That has
to be Bonnie or Viola. No one else would be using skills like that around here.
Nick had gotten rid of his healing scepter altogether so that Lucas would
stop shafting him with healbot duty, and Katie had never used anything but a
bow so long as she had been part of his group. So, one of those two killed
someone. Even as he reasoned out who it must be, his feet were already
carrying him in that direction.


    “Where are we going?” Lilith asked. “What’s
happening?”


    “Well, those are clear signals for help,” Lucas
said, pointing to the Force Shields in the sky that originated across the
campus, “and we’re on our way to find out what exactly is going on over there.”


    “What do you think happened?” she asked.


    “Tough to say, but given those are Force Shields
clearly being used to indicate their location, I’d say Bonnie or Viola got into
some kind of trouble. They killed someone, and it looks like they weren’t able
to take care of the others. It may be someone trying to rescue the princess I
kidnapped.”


    “So, who is this Viola . . . and Bonnie? Which one
is the princess? Are they close friends of yours?”


    While Lucas was having a little trouble breathing,
already tired and winded from the run, Lilith was easily able to keep up with
him. He didn’t need the extra Stamina like fighters did for Chi-based moves,
but he almost regretted not dumping some points into Athletics just for the
improved physique.


    “Close friends?” Lucas repeated. He didn’t
actually know. “I don’t know. I guess?” They had done a lot together, and Lucas
felt it was only natural that they were close, but the word “yes” couldn’t
leave his mouth. One question, simple and innocent, had left him unsure of his
entire relationship with them.


    “You guess?” Lilith pressed. “I mean, it doesn’t
seem like friendship is a thing you should have to guess about. You should know
one way or the other. Maybe just . . . How do you know them? What about this
Bonnie character? How’d you meet, and why are you rushing to save her?”


    “Bonnie is a mercenary. She’s . . . someone I pay
to fight for me. She does a good job, and I enjoy her company.”


    “So, she’s for hire,” Lilith concluded. “I mean,
not just by you, but by others too, right?”


    Lucas fumbled his words, unable to immediately
refute the question. No, I pay her enough. She wouldn’t turn on me. Then
he realized the error in that thought. But would she? If someone offered to
pay her more? Would she leave me for a higher bidder? “I don’t think she would,”
he concluded out loud. “I don’t think she’d work for anyone else.”


    “Ah. I see. You think. It’s a word we use when
there isn’t a certainty, so you believe there is a chance she might. You think
to yourself, ‘Maybe, just maybe, she will leave me for some other team, or
crew, or party if they pay her enough.’ That’s really no way to think about
true friends.”


    “No, it’s . . . not like that,” Lucas argued. “I’m
certain she wouldn’t leave for a higher bidder.”


    “That’s good. I’m glad you’ve got that type of friend,
even if . . . well . . . Never mind.”


    Lilith stopped from going further, but Lucas could
guess what she was going to say: Even if you have to pay her just to help you.
Lucas didn’t know how else to respond, so he just said, “Yeah.”


    “Well, what about this other girl, Viola? She’s
your friend, right?”


    Lucas sighed. Viola was an even less certain topic
than Bonnie.


    “I hate asking, but how did you two meet?” She
moved ahead of him just a bit only to slow down again so that she was now on
his left instead of right. “I’m sure that--with how panicked you are--it isn’t
because of the mercenary whose friendship you are uncertain of. It must be
because of this girl. I bet you’re caught up in some magical, whirlwind romance
or a kinship of sorts that formed after you battled together through a thousand
fields of blood! I can’t wait to hear the story! I mean, you’re such a charming
guy, and I can only imagine the creative fun you two have been up to.”


    Lucas just sighed again--or as much as he could
while short on breath from running. “I kidnapped her.”


    “Oh,” she answered back flatly. “That’s really no
good. But if she’s out here on her own, you clearly aren’t still holding her
hostage. She has to have her own reasons for staying with you. You didn’t . . .
You didn’t hold her hostage long enough to develop Stockholm syndrome, did you?
You’re not the charming prince from all those cartoons I watched as a kid,
right? The guy who steals the princess and holds her hostage, all alone in your
castle and cut off from everyone else until she falls in love with you, right?”


    “No!” Lucas insisted. “I only took her for one
scene. I let her go immediately after, but she stayed with me.”


    “I don’t blame her,” Lilith said, beaming a huge
smile at him. “But see! You were being down on yourself. Of course she would
stay with you! You’re such a great guy. It’s not like she had some weird motive
to hang around. She’s just your friend, and that’s why we’re off to save her.
‘Cause you’re a good bad guy. The type of charismatic bad guy that doesn’t let
his minions rot in cellars or die meaninglessly under a weak hero’s blade.
You’re definitely the type that people will be drawn to.”


    No, she only stayed with me because I was
trying to save the game she loved. It wasn’t a complicated reason, but it
made sense. She was here for the story, not for Lucas. If it had been anyone
else, she likely would have stayed too. If anyone else had a better story,
would she leave to work with them? He was briefly absorbed in his thoughts,
and when he looked up again, he realized that the beacon was somehow moving
toward the center of town, away from the market.


    Where are they going? Lucas wondered as he
rushed ahead. He didn’t understand how someone could have made it into the
academy without creating a big hoopla and then made it out just as quickly. Even
if they are high level, they should still have to stop while fighting guards.
They shouldn’t be able to move so quickly.


    When he and Lilith reached the gate, his
suspicions grew even more. The giant array of Force Shields was above the gate,
yet there were the two guards just casually standing about. If the guards
are still here, shouldn’t the players be dead? Shouldn’t they be waiting to
respawn somewhere? Likewise, if the players had muscled their way through,
the NPCs shouldn’t have been there at all. He had heard of NPCs that would
respawn after an hour, potentially two or three, but never instantly. If a
player killed a village, and it wasn’t during a quest event that would create a
permanent death for villagers, that village would still usually be gone for the
rest of the day. Nothing about this made any sense at all.


    “Shianne? Pelham?” Lucas asked. They were the same
two he had met when entering the academy, and he hoped that he remembered their
names correctly. He was also hoping that they weren’t the same ones he
remembered since that would have made a lot more sense. Maybe the guards are
just cookie-cutter models . . . that look similar but aren’t. It’s been a while
since I’ve been through here.


    “Yeah? What do you want? Out with it. Some of us
still have jobs to do,” Shianne demanded impatiently with the same terse and
tense attitude that she had greeted him and Nick with before.


    Wait, they saw us last time and ignored us,
maybe . . . “Did you two see anyone go through here?”


    “No one you need to know about,” Shianne spat.


    Lucas looked up. Sure enough, there was a Force
Shield directly above them.


    “No one? Not a single person? Perhaps someone from
outside of the Imperium?”


    “No one worth mentioning to you,” Shianne said
again.


    “Look, you gave her a hard-enough time your first
go through, so could you just be on your way? We got a gate to guard,” Pelham
said. “We gotta keep this place safe.”


    Nobility. I thought it was players
because the guy’s level has to be way higher than the zone, but . . . what if
it’s someone from the nobility? Maybe . . . No, that doesn’t make sense. Lucas
sighed. He didn’t know what to make of the two guards’ reactions.


    “I think we should just kill them,” Lilith said.


    “Huh?” Lucas turned to see Lilith holding a dagger
in one hand while grinning at Shianne and Pelham like they were the main course
at a dinner party.


    “They are keeping important information from you.
They’re obstacles. It might be something small this time, but next time, who
can say that they won’t keep a secret that might cost you your life?”


    She’s not wrong. They actually could
turn into a threat. They’re not on my side, and yet they know every person who
comes and goes from campus. This is a problem that I’ll need to handle.
I need my own men at the entrance. I need people I can trust to keep the
information about who enters and leaves. This is a key chokepoint, and if they
won’t cooperate, I need to replace them. But . . . killing them without an
audience feels like a waste.


    “Hey! Easy there, girl! We’re just following
orders! Don’t go stabbing me,” Shianne screeched, awakening Lucas from his
contemplations. He looked up to see that Lilith had gotten behind her somehow
and that a dagger was hovering dangerously close to Shianne’s throat.


    “Put the blade down. We can’t help it! Duke Edmund
said he’d kill us himself if we let anyone know what was going on!” Pelham said
hastily. “It’s not her fault. We just really don’t want to die.”


    “Oh, but I don’t believe you,” Lilith said
demurely. She leaned in and pressed her cheek against Shianne’s while looking
over at Pelham from the corner of her eye. “I think that, maybe, if I just take
a little bit off the top”--she paused long enough to pull the blade around
Shianne’s neck, and a small line of blood appeared as the knife cut her skin
ever so slightly--“I’ll be able to find the information I’m looking for. You’ll
tell me the truth. The whole truth.”


    “Outsiders!” Shianne blurted. “We were told to let
some outsiders through into the academy and point them in your direction! The
headmistress and Duke Edmund organized it. It’s-- Please, don’t tell anyone.
They’ll kill my whole family. Edmund won’t even leave us with bodies to be
buried.” Shianne’s breath was coming in irregular, fast gulps. She was clearly
hyperventilating and each deep, frantic breath pushed her neck against the
blade.


    “Aww . . . Now, that I believe.” Lilith pulled the
blade away from Shianne’s throat only to replace it with a hand around her jaw.
Still white from dread, Shianne didn’t move as Lilith twisted the guard’s head
toward her, gave her cheek a kiss, and said, “Now, be a good girl and don’t
make me angry in the future. Otherwise, I’m going to have to punish you. And
you won’t like that. Do you understand?”


    “Yes . . . Y-yes, ma’am,” Shianne stammered.


    With that, Lilith released her hold on the guard,
and Shianne collapsed onto her knees almost instantly, clutching at her throat
with both hands.


    “There. We got the information you wanted. It’s
both this Edmund guy and outsiders,” Lilith explained, repeating the
information that they had only just heard. “Whatever that means. You think it’s
like a type of cult? Or a guild?”


    Or just players. It made sense that they
would have their own way of addressing players in the Imperium’s main town.
Given how insular the whole city was, “outsiders” seemed like the perfect term
to describe them.


    But why didn’t they kill the guards? Why is
this guy, Edmund, who is clearly nobility, letting them through the academy
gates? But Lucas already knew the answer. His team was an extension of
himself, and they were trying to pick him off piece by piece. They had gone for
his crew, his healing-capable members first, and were likely trying to isolate
him so that they could handle him more easily--either that or they had been
sent to grab Lucas, and the players had just grabbed the princess in hopes of
completing the quest that had been generated on Hesse instead.


    “You know, they might have a whole army waiting
for us,” Lilith warned while giving Lucas a look he couldn’t quite understand.
“This guy has the authority to open gates and bribe guards, and he has people
terrified of him. I’m assuming he actually has a real fighting force, and
you’ve just got . . .” She looked over at the Ant-Dragon that had been running
behind Lucas. “You’ve kind of only got a weird, lizardy dog with you.”


    “Eri?” Lucas turned to look at the Ant-Dragon who
had been following along this whole time. The beast had actually grown a little
bit since she had eaten the NPCs. She still wasn’t a ferocious dragon, but she
had doubled in size, and she seemed to understand her name. “She can fight an
army, I think.” Depending on how low a level they are. If this were back on
Hesse, she could easily kill a ton of Level 1s, but Lilith is right. “But .
. . Hmm . . . I do need more people.”


    “That’s the spirit!” Lilith said, patting Lucas on
the back. He enjoyed the fact she was so upbeat, but he didn’t know why she
seemed so confident even while pointing out the tribulations he would face on
this mission. “You could always go back and find the rest of your crew. I’m
sure that’d be helpful.”


    “Right,” Lucas agreed as he turned back. The only
thing he was worried about was that the academy was large, and he didn’t even
know where to check for Nick and Katie.


    “Or, if you like monsters, there was a really big
monkey-shaped one flying around the center of town. He had the prettiest blue
coat of feathers, and there were weird soldiers waiting perfectly still
underneath him,” Lilith added. “Maybe, since you get along with monsters, you
can talk that one into helping?”


    “What?” Lucas knew exactly who she was talking
about. Linnaeus was a massive six-winged, six-armed, six-tailed light-blue
flying monkey monster that had served as Lucas’s transportation many times, and
he had been tasked with bringing his maid Hanna from Hesse to the main city
once she found a suitable replacement to run his dungeon there so that he could
keep getting revenue from dead players.


    “You know who that monster is, don’t you?” Lucas
pressed suspiciously. “You know Linnaeus is a brother of sorts to me, one I
picked up on Hesse.”


    “Yes, I do,” she answered simply with a smile.


    Then why didn’t you just tell me that? Lucas
was about to ask, but then he realized that he didn’t have time to deal with
another mystery. He still had to save Bonnie and Viola, and even if this girl
had her own secrets, she was being helpful for the moment.


    “Alright, show me the way.” If there were soldiers
hanging out with Linnaeus, they must have been his as well. “I need to meet
them sooner or later anyway. If you wanna come, join up,” Lucas said, going
through the motions to invite Lilith to his group.


    “Sounds fun; count me in,” she said, accepting the
invite. “And it looks like we’re headed in that direction,” she added before
taking off and forcing him to run after her.”


    Lilith has joined your party.


    Lucas hated the fact that he was struggling to keep
his breath while chasing her. Even Eri seemed to be doing just fine. I
really need some points in Athletics, he grumbled. As they made it through
the marketplace, he noticed that there were players hanging around certain
corners. They were farming enemies, engaged in battles, or generally working on
farming Reputation with their factions. He knew to expect this, but it still
put him on edge just a bit. He was worried that one of them might give up the
fight with whomever he was facing off against and turn his attention to Lucas.
Being shot in the back was a very real concern for him at the moment since he
had a bounty on his head, but Lilith seemed able to navigate the area with
ease. She steered them past the small groups of players, random guards on
patrol, and even the crowds in the safe zones where people wouldn’t fight for
fear of losing their ability to sell the merchandise and drops they got from
farming in the region.


    Finally, they made it to a clearing in the middle
of the square where a small Alfar in a French maid’s uniform with twenty
soldiers in four groups of five surrounding her was haggling with a fruit
vendor. She was chewing out the Human in the middle of an Imperium town as if
she were the highest-class person in existence, and Lucas was actually relieved
to see that she was safe. He couldn’t see Linnaeus flying above them, but a
glance at the ground told Lucas the monster was somewhere up in the sky. Even
if he couldn’t see where the beast was thanks to the near-perfect light-blue,
sky-colored camouflage, the massive shadow gave it away.


    “Come on down!” Lucas called up to the sky. “I can
see you!”


    “Of course, you can, brother! If you, the sworn
brother of the great and noble Linnaeus, first master of the sky and last of
his kind, could not spot me, then who could? None!” The creature shouted back
as he swooped down. As he came closer, his sky-hued frame contrasted against
the multi-colored wood-hewn upper floors of buildings that littered the
marketplace skies, making him all too obvious.


    “I’m surprised you didn’t come and find me
sooner,” Lucas said as Linnaeus approached. “When you first got here.”


    “You have no home yet, no territory to call your
own. How could I deign to disgrace and embarrass my brother by visiting him
when he is homeless?” Linnaeus asked, putting a hand over his beak and holding
his head in what Lucas could only assume was shame.


    “Don’t let him fool you,” Hanna said without
turning away from whatever she was haggling over. “He’s been flying through the
skies peeping on women and then describing them to the soldiers down below. For
such a self-proclaimed noble beast, he has a very ignoble hobby.”


    “I-I NEVER!” Linnaeus shouted in indignation. He
folded all six of his arms over his chest, rocked back high on his legs,
planted his tails on the ground for balance, and spread his wings to make him
look more magnificent in comparison to his surroundings. “I am of the most
noble and pure breed of . . .” Linnaeus trailed off, and one of his six hands
reached up to scratch his head. It was amusing, but Lucas already knew that
Linnaeus didn’t have a monster type like many of the others. Unlike the
Grobendisses that evolved into monsters, he simply was. “I am a noble spirit
who would not dare defile my reputation with such debaucherous actions!”


    “You’re saying the word ‘noble’ a lot for someone
who got caught peeping by a teenage girl,” Lucas teased. “But don’t worry. I’ll
keep your secret if you can help me out.”


    “What do you need?” Linnaeus asked. “Anything for
my great brother. Our bonds are thicker than blood and circumstance!”


    “That’s good to hear because what I need will test
those bonds. I need you all to help me rescue Viola and Bonnie. They’ve been
captured, and I am worried that I’ll be outnumbered,” Lucas explained.


    “Ah, yes. Rushing into the fire for a comrade? How
predictable of you. You truly are self-sacrificing, always valuing others
before yourself,” Linnaeus said while nodding. “Alright. I’ll do what I can,
but there is a problem.”


    “What is it?” Lucas asked, causing Linnaeus to
look to the side uncomfortably.


    “He wants to help, but our contracts are clear,”
one of the soldiers explained. “When you bound us to the oaths, it was to help
you defend your dungeons from all those whom you deem an enemy. If it’s outside
of your dungeon, our hands are tied.”


    “What? Seriously?” Lucas winced. So, the game
really is going to prevent them from helping me. He looked down at Eri, who
didn’t seem bothered by these restrictions at all. Is it because we didn’t
sign a contract? Is it because she’s just my pet that I raised myself? Does
that give her advantages over other monsters? Despite his curiosity, Lucas
pushed the questions out of his mind for the moment. “Well, a dungeon is just
any place I own that has five rooms,” Lucas thought out loud, realizing there
was a very easy solution.


    “Then you just need to own the place we’re
fighting in,” Lilith said, voicing Lucas’s thoughts on the matter.


    Lucas nodded. “Right. So, let’s go play real estate
mogul and buy up some buildings.”


    “Do you have the money? I imagine they’re rather
expensive in this part of town,” Lilith said, causing Lucas to chuckle.


    Money? You might as well call me flying
mammal-man because money is my one superpower. It was the reason he’d been
able to recruit Nick and Bonnie to begin with. He had such a large fortune in
real life that he could easily convert loads into game currency whenever he
felt like it.


    “Master Lucas, the rightful Baron of Hesse, has
stolen the fortunes of every adventurer within his lands. He has murdered a
thousand adventurers and reaped all the rewards of hard work the poor fools
gained over the course of their feeble lives. His fortune is vast,” Hanna
explained without Lucas having to say anything.


    Lilith grinned from ear to ear, clearly amused by
something. “Then one small building shouldn’t be a problem. Let’s go! I can’t
wait to have some fun and see how the vile and wicked Lucas, the Villain of
Hesse, shall handle one of his own being kidnapped.”


    The title she gave him wasn't upsetting, and Lucas
knew that it was actually one of the nicer ones that had been given to him by
the players and NPCs in Hesse. That said, it prompted everyone within earshot
in the market to turn and glare at him as if she had just uttered the most
horrendous slur.


    “It is Master Lucas, the rightful Baron of Hesse,”
Hanna insisted.


    “Of course, it is, to us,” Lilith said. “He’s a
hero to us, but not to them. We’re about to take away their everything, so to
them, he will be a villain.”


    Hanna kept glaring at Lilith, but her anger seemed
to subside, the soldiers seemed to relax, and Linnaeus even seemed jolly.
“That’s right! Let’s go to battle. We must win so beautifully that everyone who
dares stand against us shall call us a villain!” He reached out with two sets
of his arms and grabbed both Lucas and Lilith at the same time. “OFF WE GO!” he
shouted as he took to the air.


    Lucas was forced into the sky like a rag doll
being snatched by an eagle. “Wait!” Lucas insisted. “We have to tell them where
to go!”


    “Oh, right.” Linnaeus paused and glided back down
to the ground. “Where are the enemies? I forgot to ask, too.”


    “Guys, meet outside of the building that has the
Force Shields above it,” Lucas said, pointing over to the magical smoke signal
he and Lilith had been following. “It’s where Bonnie and Viola are likely being
held hostage.”


    “Wonderfully delivered message. Now, to battle!”
Linnaeus pushed off the ground yet again, sending a gust in all directions as
he propelled into the sky and toward the Force Shields. It didn’t even take a
full minute before Linnaeus was resting on top of a Force Shield that was 300
feet above the top floor of a giant hotel painted in black, red, and blue. The
average building seemed to occupy at most a quarter of a block, but this
particular structure covered an entire block on its own. Additions had been
added onto each floor, constantly pushing the building wider and wider. They
were far more reaching than its base, and Lucas could only imagine that they
would have practically blotted out the sun for anyone in the street looking up.
The effect very much made the five-story building look like a layered cake
turned upside down and slapped haphazardly across the ground. The only good
thing to be said about the building was that it had great windows. They were
framed like beautiful and ornate pictures, and their frames had been designed
to look like dueling dragons, griffins, or ferrets.


    Lucas knew that this wasn’t going to be an easy
fight even before they began their descent. There were several high-leveled
players standing around in plain view, and even from their high perch, Lucas
recognized their staves based on descriptions Nick had droned on and on about.
After hearing about him go on and on about them, Lucas had actually done a
small bit of research into the more popular staves that people used. One was a
Shadowmancer staff that was a rare quest drop for defeating a Reaper in the
Western Lands and came equipped with three excellent Shadow-type spells, and
the other was an Ice staff that was only sold by one of the high-level guilds
in the central part of the world, near the area where the White-Wing and
Silver-Tailed Were-Fox racial quests were. Lowbies would have access to a
guild’s wares--not that there were a ton of true newbies these days--and that
meant that anyone equipped with either of the weapons either had a good friend
willing to drop a lot of money for a leveling staff, or the player was at least
Level 55 to 65, the average level for that zone. The player might even be a
higher level than that and just liked the staff so much he hadn’t replaced it.


    Either way, given there were already three mid- to
high-level players, and he hadn’t even entered the building yet, Lucas was
concerned. He couldn't shake off the bad feeling that settled in the pit of his
stomach. He still had 10 points to allocate from a recent level up, and if he
put those into Fortitude, he’d receive an additional 112 hit points, boosting
him to 5,152. He was certain he could take these three down with just Lilith’s
help, but it’d be a bit of a fight. Realizing that the 112 hit points, while a
lot, wouldn’t be a world of difference in this upcoming fight, he put the 10
points into Athletics.


    I need a way to actually handle this, Lucas
thought, looking at the gate. Even if Lilith and I can take down those guys,
there’s no guarantee that the inside won’t be crawling with even more players. If
he had Bonnie and the rest, he could plan out an intricate strategy and handle
this properly. He wasn’t even sure he should trust Lilith. She was way too
eager to speak and act for him, and it would be incredibly easy for her to go
against his own interests. Then again, who is to say I can trust the rest of
the party? What if Bonnie has been paid off? Or what if Viola has found a
better story to follow, one she thinks will promote the game faster?


    “It’s time for you to go to battle and prove to
the world that my brother is better than all others!” Linnaeus proudly
proclaimed before simply letting go. Lucas dropped directly toward the one
player out of the three that wasn’t a mage. The guy was holding a bow and
looking around menacingly while the two mages chatted, and as Lucas plummeted
to the ground, he could swear he heard the roguish archer actually narrating
his own thoughts aloud.


    “Joaquin looked around, his bow in hand as he waited
for trouble to arise. He knew that, at any minute, danger might-- AH!!” The
crazy archer’s monologue was cut off by Lucas’s landing butt-first onto the
man’s face.


    You have killed Joaquin. You have been awarded 1901 EXP. An
enchanted yew bow and 93 silver have dropped upon death.


    “Good job!” Linnaeus shouted from the sky.


    Unlike Lucas, Lilith kept her dignity by crashing
into one of the mages feet-first in the same way a fat plumber might kill
turtles before gracefully landing next to him.


    You have killed Tina. You have been awarded 1956 EXP. A
Jagged Snowflake staff and 7 gold have dropped upon death.


    The remaining mage looked petrified as he stared
over at Lucas. “Where did you two come from?!” he screamed.


    Lilith pounced on the man and put her knife right
through his throat before he could either act or ask another question and then
savagely ripped it free in a spray of blood.


    You have killed Dunbar. You have been awarded 1721 EXP. A
Moonlight’s Requiem staff, 1 gold, and 14 silver have dropped upon death.


    Lucas got up and dusted off bits and pieces of the
monologuing archer off his pants. While happy that the archer had broken his
fall and that Linnaeus had scored a kill despite his inability to directly
assist in combat, Lucas had taken almost 400 points of damage, forcing him to
pull out his healing scepter and patch himself up before going inside.


    “Do you want me to go ahead of you?” Lilith asked
while watching him fumble at getting the last vestiges of the man’s face off
his rear.


    “No, we need to stick together,” Lucas said. “I
almost want to wait until the soldiers show up just so that we can have the
bigger fight the moment I buy this plot of land and make it into my dungeon.”


    “Those Force Shields seem to be going up quicker
and quicker though,” Lilith observed, pointing above them. “The girls are
clearly panicked. One is just some random merc, but you said that the other was
your friend, right? Do you really have time to wait?”


    Lucas looked up and then back down at the bodies.
“Hastened steps can lead one off course.” He couldn’t overlook the fact that
they were players. Bonnie and Viola’s deaths would bother him greatly, but it
was his death that would end the whole venture. “I don’t think I have a better
option.”


    “Oh? Why’s that?” she asked.


    “Because we’ve killed three of them. Someone is
bound to notice, and that means that more are bound to show up. We should
anticipate that, and . . .” Lucas paused long enough to look around at their
surroundings. This area of the market should be bustling at this time of day,
but it had cleared out at the first signs of violence. The few people who had
stuck around despite the other players’ presence had scrammed the second Lucas
and Lilith pulled their plumber-brother combination on two of the three men. Should
I set some type of trap for anyone showing up? If I can take out a few more
before I go inside, it’s for the better. But there’s also the chance that the
guys inside will rush out. “No, I don’t have the materials to set up
anything that would be effective. Alright, let’s go in. Lead the way,” he said,
opening the door and letting her move in ahead of him.


    It wasn’t meant to be a chivalrous or a
gentlemanly act. After watching her move, he just figured that she would be
more capable of dodging a surprise attack. But she took his behavior and reason
as the former, not the latter.


    “Why, thank you, good sir,” she said with mock
grace, tipping an imaginary hat to Lucas before swaying through the door.


    Lucas was surprised to find that the lobby was
actually empty save for a man behind a large counter, another cobbling shoes,
and a third dressed in a butler’s suit, who was leaning against the wall beside
the door.


    The man behind the counter, a large scruffy fellow
with a mustache as wide as his face and a body as fat as his nose, harrumphed.
He was leaning on the counter while using his left hand to prop up his head,
and he lurched forward across the long, wide wooden barrier to bark at Lucas
and Lilith as they entered. “Rooms are all full! Take your business elsewhere!”


    “Are you the owner of this place?” Lucas asked.


    The scruffy man, in the jowliest sound possible,
shot down Lucas’s question. “Harrumph. You already want to complain to my boss?
He’s right there. He heard it all and said nothing. So, I’m going to tell you
one more time: Rooms are full. Take your business elsewhere.”


    Lucas noted that the man cobbling shoes in a far
corner was actually the manager. “I’m not here to complain. Nor do I want a
room.”


    “Then what business do you have to be bothering
me? I’m busy,” the man replied without bothering to even lift his head from his
hand. The strange posture left his cheeks wobbling as air was forced through
his mouth at a horrible angle. “I’m only here to sell rooms and offer
complaints. If you ain’t here for either, then you best leave.”


    “Well, I actually am here for rooms, just not a
room. I want to buy them all. More specifically, I want to buy this entire
hotel,” Lucas said, causing the cobbler to put down the shoe he was working on
and look up.


    “You want to buy my hotel?” he asked.


    “That would be what I said. Just let me know how
much you want for it, and I’ll pay you right now,” Lucas said.


    The middle-aged man with a receding hairline and
baggy clothes took a deep breath, put down his tools, and stood up. “I don’t
believe I said that this building was for sale.”


    “Well, just assume it is. How much would you
want?” Lucas asked. “There has to be a price you’re willing to sell it for.”


    “Not to you. Your money isn’t good here,” the man
insisted. He turned and spat onto the floor in the corner after he finished his
sentence.


    “Why?” Lucas couldn’t understand why his money
would be any different from someone else’s.


    “You think I don’t know who you are, wannabe
noble? I know. Duke Edmund told me ‘bout you alright.”


    Duke Edmund again. Lucas had to stop
himself from punching the guy. He needed the building if he was going to take
it over and make it into a dungeon for his troops. He had to acquire the deed.
“Look,” Lucas said with feigned patience. “Just tell me what the cost is. I’ll
give you that money right now, and we can all go on our merry way.”


    Lilith was watching intently, but she didn’t say
anything. She had even put away her dagger and was focused on studying Lucas’s
actions, concentrating on his every move and word.


    “I don’t think I need to say it again, you little
brat: I ain’t selling. I don’t care how much fresh, new-blood money you bring
here. I ain’t taking a copper from you.”


    “You heard him, so perhaps now you outta git,” the
fat, mustached man added.


    Lucas took a deep breath to calm his nerves, but
the situation was tense. Time was of the essence, and this guy wasn’t budging
an inch. He wasn’t even putting down a single goal post for Lucas to negotiate
with. His stance was firm, and it was one that would cost Lucas if he tolerated
it.


    I really didn’t want to have to take this by
force, but if you’re going to get in the way of me saving my friends--Lucas
wrung his staff so tightly that his knuckles started to turn white--then
you’re not leaving me with much of a choice. “Alright,” he declared. He
hated the fact that he couldn’t just use Meddling Minds to force the sale. “I
think I’m going to offer you this one more time: I’ll pay you the value of this
place, not a penny more, but you are going to sell it to me right now.”


    Lilith tilted her head to the side, and a smile
crept its way across her lips at Lucas’s declaration, but she didn’t move. She
was still the observer.


    “I think what's going to happen is that you’re
going to march your pansy butt outside and take that money down to the gutter
where you Hessians belong. I ain’t selling the property to you, so git!


    The mustached man didn’t even bother with more
than one word. “Git.”


    “Though . . .” the owner continued, giving Lucas a
little hope that reason could be had. “Maybe you can leave that little tart of
yours for me and the boy to take turns on. I bet she squeals real good.” He
winked at Lilith while openly letting his eyes roam up and down her body, even
licking his lips disgustingly.


    “Yeah, I think we’re going to have to make you
leave her here. She looks like the type of girl I could enjoy all night,” the
mustached man said. “Lock the door, slave boy. I think I’ll enjoy her more if
this would-be noble is here to watch.”


    Lucas couldn’t understand where their confidence
came from. No matter where he went or whom he was with, he kept running into
people like this: people who wanted to prey on those they thought were weak,
those they thought they could take advantage of and force themselves on. Lucas
had been intent on a peaceful negotiation before, but the only thing going
through his head now was how much he wanted to hurt these two. It was the same
as his feelings about what happened to Liu. He couldn’t stomach it then, and he
wouldn’t allow it now either. If the people who kidnapped those two laid
even a single hand on them, I’ll make them beg for death. This is what it comes
down to. I am a villain, but I’ll never be as disgusting or evil as
people like this. I should play my part more enthusiastically. Anger
coursed through his veins at the image of either of his friends suffering under
the hands of scum like this. He hoisted his staff and began channeling the
spell he wanted to see most, Scorching Skull, and he couldn’t help but grin as
he watched a trio of flaming skulls fly across the counter and consume the fat
man.


    “WHAT IN THE--?!” the owner tried to shout
defiantly, but Lucas had already leapt over the counter, cleared the distance
between them, and smashed the end of his staff into the man’s face, cutting off
his outraged reply.


    “Duke Edmund is going to kill you! You hear?!” The
owner spat out a mouthful of blood, but Lucas just ignored it as he smashed his
face yet again.


    “I might be dead one day, but if you don’t get me
the deed for this hotel, you’re going to be dead right now,” Lucas declared.
“And trust me: I’m going to take my time and enjoy killing you. I’m going to
rip off every single one of your toes and fingers separately. I’m going to cut
your hands into small pieces and force-feed them to you, and then I’m going to
keep going. There are so many fun ways to kill an uncooperative person, you
know?” Lucas barked a laugh in the old man’s face for dramatic effect. “I just
can’t make up my mind. They’ll all be so much fun. Trust me. At least one of us
is guaranteed to enjoy the coming activities.” Lucas didn’t actually want to
torture the man at all, but he was determined to play his role. Also, if it came
to a decision between this man and any of the people under him, Lucas would do
what needed to be done, but really he just wanted the owner to hand over the
deed so that he could have his new dungeon and get on with what he needed to
do.


    “You wouldn’t dare,” the man said, spitting a
mouthful of blood onto Lucas this time.


    “This is the part where you say that, put up a
tough fight, and then I relent. Okay.” He let the man think he had a victory
for a moment before smashing his face again with his staff, knocking him onto
the ground. Lucas then walked over to counter where the man had been working
and grabbed one of the tools that was next to his chair: the cobbler pliers. “I
have to be honest,” Lucas said, doing his best to sell himself as the most
twisted person possible. “I really hoped you’d be this tough. Usually, you see,
people cave at the threat alone. If you’re lucky enough to find a tough guy,
it’s always annoying. Because you break two toes, and they start crying,
begging, and their willpower just fades out the door. But you! You, I can tell,
are different.” Lucas took his staff and knocked the guy across the face before
sitting down in the chair across from him. He wanted to make sure the guy
wouldn’t resist.


    “You’re going to be the one that lasts the whole
nine yards, aren’t you? After all, you wouldn’t dare relent to a filthy
Hessian, right?” Lucas dropped his staff onto the floor next to him and then
picked up the man’s hand. “I mean, you could just give me the deed, and this
could all stop . . . but you’re not going to. Because you want this just as
badly as I do.”


    “Don’t . . . Don’t do it,” the man whimpered,
watching as Lucas clenched his left pinky between the plier’s prongs. “D-don’t
do it!”


    “I have to ask . . .” Lucas looked over at Lilith
and thought about how he had been taunted moments ago when they threatened to
take advantage of Lilith. “Are you going to enjoy this more because she’s
watching? I think I will.”


    Before the man could answer, Lucas squeezed down
as hard as he could and twisted. There was a loud crack as the cobbler’s finger
was broken right at the first digit. The man shrieked a horrible, high-pitched
squeal and started pulling away as hard as he could, trying to escape. But
Lucas refused to yield. The guy’s attempts only made things worse as he
constantly jerked his already-injured finger back and forth, exacerbating the
injury.


    Lucas just held firm, and when the pulling
stopped, he moved the plier from the pinky to the ring finger. “You can make
this all stop. I’ll even forgive you for joking about what you’d do to my
female friend over there. I don’t want you to make it stop, mind you, but you
can. A deal is a deal. If you give me the deed, this all goes away.”


    “It’s . . . It’s in the safe under the counter.
The combination is 404!” the man cried, tears streaming down his face.


    “Lilith, could you check it out?” Lucas asked.


    Lilith pouted. “I’d rather keep watching the
show,” she said regretfully. “You’re absolutely magnificent to watch work. But
fine. All good things come to an end, I suppose.”


    Lucas couldn’t help but admire how good her acting
was. He really believed she wanted to watch him torture the man. Lucas hated
him. He wanted him to suffer. However, there were some actions Lucas believed a
person just shouldn’t ever be comfortable with, and this was one of them.


    “Well?” Lucas asked as he watched the turnstile
safe with numbers on it under the counter open. “Is there a deed in there?”


    “Yeah, it’s here,” she said, passing the deed over.
“What a disappointment.”


    Dungeon Master Notification: You have inherited a territory
large enough to be qualified as a dungeon. Would you like to designate this
territory as a dungeon?


    Lucas didn't hesitate as he hit “Yes,” turning the hotel
into his own dungeon.


    Dungeon Master Notification: The territory has now
been designated as a dungeon. Monsters, soldiers, and other contracted guards
will now be obligated to fight for you, their master, within the dungeon.






    Dungeon Master Notification: Your territory was
currently occupied by enemies during the conversion process. Until rooms are
cleared of enemies, and the conversion can be completed, the rooms will be
locked. This will prevent customization, trap placement, and troop deployment.
Uncleared rooms will not appear within your dungeon master maps.






    Dungeon Master Notification: Due to the dungeon not
being fully cleared of enemies, the limiter on the number of guards and
monsters per room has been temporarily suspended. All rooms may now hold all
potential guards or monsters.


    Lucas didn’t mind that the dungeon wasn’t
considered fully his. He had what he came for, so he thankfully didn’t need to
carry on with the charade. He dropped the former hotel owner’s hand, grabbed
his staff, and stood up when a thought crossed his mind: the vampire quest
chain. Lucas wanted every advantage he could get going into this major fight,
and a unique racial bonus, one he hadn’t ever seen before on the boards--like
being a vampire--seemed like a good place to start. It says four out of five
requirements have been met to start the chain, but maybe it’s something as
simple as drinking a certain amount of blood? Lucas looked at the man at
his feet. He had slouched onto the floor and curled up in a ball, whimpering
and crying and clutching his shattered finger.


    “Lilith,” Lucas said. “You might not want to
watch.”


    “Watch what?” she asked, suddenly perking up.


    “I need to finish a quest; it’s going to be a bit
ugly,” Lucas explained. He squatted down over the man he was going to kill
soon. He expected Lilith to heed his warning and turn away, but her gaze
remained locked on him as he reached down and ripped the man’s eyeball out. He
popped it into his mouth just like he had with the others. As soon as his teeth
squished down on the little eyeball, a system message appeared in front of him.


    An event has occurred. You have completed the requirements
to begin the Vampire quest chain.


    



  




  

    Chapter 8


     


     


    Character Name: Lucas


    Level: 31


    Hit Points: 5040


    Arcane Energy: 2600


    Stamina: 200


    Holy Energy: Class Locked


     


    Current Class: Enchanter


     


    Stats:


    Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
250


    Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


    Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 10


    Fortitude [increases Hit Points by 1% per point]:
350


    Charisma: 350


    Luck: 60


    Unspent: 0


     


    Current Elemental Attunement:


    Lightning Affinity: 1.5%


    Effects: +3% Lightning Element Damage


    +6% Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    -3% Non-Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    +0.75% Lightning Element Damage Resistance


     


    Arcane Resistance: 2%


     


    Combat Proficiencies:


    None


     


    Racial Quest Chain Progress:


    Vampire: Started.


    The Heritage Racial Quest “Blood Lord of the Night”
has begun.






    One mind, One people, One land, One steeple,

Two hearts, two parts, too many for us. 






    Members of the Imperium repeated these words in
their thoughts and prayers as they broke away from the Golden City of Light and
set out into the world on what they knew might very well be an unnecessary
venture into the gates of the abyss. The founder, Rakuul, knew long ago that
his kind would not survive the cities. Thanks to the sustaining power of the
gods’ blessing granted to the racial rulers of the city, he watched for
generations as his people were bred out, pushed to the lower rungs of society,
and destroyed little by little.






    He knew it was inevitable. The gods had blessed
each of the other races, but forgotten his own. They were not faster than the
water tribes, stronger than the beastkin, smarter than the underdwellers, or
more magical than the Alfar. They had no innate ability to specialize in
anything, and when compared to the other races, they were simply an inferior
product. And he wasn’t the only one who knew it. Anyone with a set of eyes and
the patience to watch would see the inevitable: his people were destined to die
out in an age of peace. His sons and daughters, who should have been the
princes and princesses of an entire race of people, were instead treated like
jokes by even the lowliest merchants and soldiers. The age of Humanity had come
and gone. The winners of the Great War were simply waiting for extinction, and
Rakuul could take no more of it.






    Unwilling to watch his people meet their end, he
devised a plan. He began by going to the slums, the detestable warren that most
of his race was forced to call home, and preaching his plan. Day in and day
out, he labored to convince his people of his strategy and to procure what he
would need. He spent six generations’ worth of his family's fortune buying
resources, acquiring horses, and purchasing arms from blacksmiths who hadn’t
made a sword in decades. He rallied those still loyal to Humanity around him
with the cry for unity, the one advantage he believed his kind possessed above
all others. As far as he was concerned, their ability to work together, their
unerring and single-minded obsession toward victory was what had bound mankind
together for a thousand years and pushed them to sacrifice everything for one
another during the First Great War in a way no other race was capable of. But
purpose and the willingness to aid one another, that had been lost the moment
the war ended. In its place, they had been left with nothing but internal
bickering. Unity, he told them, could only be achieved again in the harsh world
outside the golden city. 






    And so, with freshly forged weapons in hand, he
prepared to lead his people out of the city. Yet they didn’t go quietly. His
forefathers were the ones who had built the temple where all the races prayed,
his kind had laid the bricks for the roads that everyone in the city walked
across, and his family had funded the construction of the public works. Before
leaving, Rakuul went to the temple to make one final appeal and demanded a
blessing from the gods that had for so long ignored his people’s prayers,
leaving them to suffer. However, the gods were silent. Angered by their
rejection, he tore down the altar of the gods. Seething with hatred and
animosity, his people destroyed the temples. They tore down the monuments
dedicated to the gods and desecrated the works of art built in their names.






    When the other races and the Humans who didn’t
agree with Rakuul realized what was happening, they raised up arms and fought
back. It was a pitched and bloody battle, as even though the other residents
greatly outnumbered Rakuul’s forces, they were ill-prepared for a long and
drawn-out conflict. They had become complacent and comfortable with their
peace, and they had no arms or training to fall back on. By the time they
forced Rakuul and his people out of the city, the damage was done. The temples
were wrecked, the priests were killed, and only rubble remained where
once-great statues stood.






    Rakuul had achieved his goal. He had made an enemy
of the world and even the heavens themselves. His people had no home to return
to, no friends to assist them, no land to farm or call their own, and they
lived under the looming threat that the other races would exact their
retribution at any day. In this forge, they were united. They were one people,
one body of men, dedicated to becoming great again. He believed that he’d
accomplished all he could hope for and that he would merely lead his people to
the sea, where they would build a new city and create a new way of life. That
was Rakuul’s vision. His master plan held no greater complexity.






    Then the one prayer he had held in his heart for
decades was finally answered: a god came down and bestowed a blessing upon his
people. Pleased by the carnage, the Blood Goddess sent her avatar to him in the
night and promised Rakuul that Humanity would rise to become the greatest of all
the races if he could concede to her one request: war. So long as his people
propagated war, so long as they created an endless cycle of conquest until they
covered the lands with strife, his people would be blessed as the greatest
among all other races, and he would be their undying leader.






    Desperate for a deity to grant his people a boon,
for his race to stand tall once more, Rakuul signed the blood pact without
hesitation and became the first and only Blood Lord.






    Now, generations later, you have been given the
chance to take up his mantle. Reject all other gods before the Blood Goddess.
Prove that your hunger is as great as Rakuul’s and that your thirst for blood
and vengeance is as great as his. Only then will the Blood Goddess name you as
his successor. Only then will you become a Vampire and be given the chance to
magnify your reign. Take your spot as the second Blood Lord and rule all until
you betray the Blood Goddess or until you perish beneath the blades of your
enemies.






    Choose now: Do you wish to accept the Blood
Goddess’s blessing? 






    [Yes / No]


    Lucas stared at the text. Great war? Golden City of
Light? He was genuinely interested in this history and lore. He wanted to
learn more about it and why the gods had ignored Humanity and what this great
city was or where it might be, but he didn’t have time to read it over or log
off and look up the game’s history. He didn’t even think he had time to
hesitate with the choice, so he instantly accepted the blessing.


    Congratulations! You have taken your first step in
becoming the chosen of the Blood Goddess. Now, you must complete the following
quest: The Fated Son. Your race shall then be upgraded from Human to Vampire. 






    Quest: The Fated Son






    Even among mankind today, the Blood Goddess is
hated by all. Her heritage is one carved from the lives of loved ones, built
upon the death of hopes and dreams and summoned from the corpses of one’s
brothers on the battlefield. No man, woman, or god can easily tolerate her
presence, for it harkens the potential end of their own, and as such, only the
most charismatic of rulers has ever managed to build a following in her name.






    Your quest, however, is not to build her
following. Instead, since all forms of men and women and all gods and devils
will know of your treacherous betrayal of peace and life in this world, your
quest is to survive. You must overcome the throngs that will be sent by even
the gods themselves to kill you. Survive until night falls and the Vampiric
transformation process is complete.






    Notification: In 15 minutes, the Quest to Kill
Lucas will be generated by all nearby non-affiliated NPCs and given to all
players in the vicinity who serve the Gods of Light.






    Notification: Each individual killed by either you
or your affiliates will increase your Reputation with the Blood Goddess.






    Warning: Death will cause this quest to fail.






    Warning: If less than a hundred individuals die
before the sun sets, the quest will automatically fail.






    Warning: If less than 250 individuals die before
the sun sets, the bonus reward will be forfeited. 






    Warning: Logging out after the system begins
generating quests will forfeit the quest and count as a death.






    Warning: This quest is not repeatable.


    What the hell? Lucas fumed as he read
through the stream of ridiculous notifications. They hit him like a blow to the
chest as he realized how much tougher the fight was about to become. He had
hoped that he might have gotten a bonus by completing the Vampiric racial
quest, which would, in turn, mean that this next fight would become easier, but
he was met with the opposite instead. He didn’t get the bonus he wanted, and he
was about to face literally hundreds of enemies even as he tried to clear out
his newly acquired tower. You just want me to die, don’t you? Kill 250
people? Clear the dungeon? Survive from a little past noon all the way into the
night as both players and NPCs are sent to kill me? Just to come out of
this alive, I’ll have to draw a literal blood bath.


    “That’s cute,” Lilith giggled from Lucas’s side.


    “What?” Lucas asked, his internal rant disrupted.


    “Your smile,” she answered. “It’s cute. I didn’t
realize you could look so happy outside of a fight.”


    Huh. Lucas wondered at the woman. “Did I
look happy?” he muttered. “Things are about to get really tense around here.
We’re going to have to kill a lot more than just the people in the building.
You still coming along for the ride?”


    “Hmm . . . Yeah, why not? I’m excited to see how
the bloodthirsty Baron of Hesse handles himself. Will you tear a slaughterhouse
line of carnage with blade and staff through a throng of people, or will you
wittingly invite them to court their own end? You kill them, or you trick them
into killing themselves . . . Surprise me. I can’t wait to see how you get out
of this.”


    Lucas paused and thought for a minute. How can
I get out of this? I have fifteen in-game minutes to put together a
plan. The entrances aren’t that large, so each door is basically a chokepoint
that won’t allow more than two people through at a time, so unless one of the
players breaks a wall . . . Lucas paused, remembering how players had
assaulted his dungeon back on Hesse. No, it’s not “unless” a player destroys
a wall, it’s “until” a player destroys a wall.


    Lucas smiled to himself at the memory. Willmarth
had become one of the richest NPCs in Hesse just selling his dungeon-wrecking
explosive, the Shadow Sun, to players eager to skip challenges or open up the
terrain for fights. The only saving grace was that, while a whole building
could collapse, Lucas’s main chamber had been heavily fortified by the system
itself, making its walls nearly indestructible. This was, after all, still a
game, and it still needed to prevent players from cheating their way through to
the end.


    But until a player breaks a wall, the choke
points shouldn’t be difficult. I can use magic, range, and good concave
formations to handle the incoming enemies. Lucas wasn’t actually sure that
he could pull off a victory, but he was already beginning to see ways in which
it might be possible, especially if he could feed his team some levels in the
process, especially his monsters and guards.


    The whole time he was thinking of the plan though,
he was thinking of one person he needed: Liu. The toughest fights he’d been in,
such as the one against the evil Dray von Maidbanger, for instance, had been
side by side with Liu. If he was going to complete some ridiculous strategy,
rescue his team, and fight off a horde of enemies coming for his bounty, then
he wanted her with him.


    “That smile is growing bigger. You’re hatching a
plan, aren’t you?” Lilith asked. “Is it going to involve a people barbecue? A
torture square? No, you know, don’t tell me. The surprise makes things more
fun! Although”--she bit her lower lip--“just barbecue a few people. One or two.
I like the way they scream when they’re on fire.”


    Lucas looked over at her and did his best to get
rid of the smile he didn’t realize he was wearing. “Well, the first part of the
plan is sadly going to involve you hanging out here without me for a while.
Make whatever kill contraptions you want. I need to go fetch someone.” He
opened up the system menu and logged out as quickly as he could without waiting
for a response. He knew that it was a bit rude of him, but he was on a tight
schedule. Those fifteen in-game minutes were only going to amount to five
real-life minutes, so he didn’t have long to grab Liu and inform her of what
was going on before logging back in.


    



  




  

    




    -----


     


     


    “You’re back sooner than I thought,” Liu said
cheerfully as Lucas’s pod opened. She was sitting in front of a laptop loading
what looked like data and reports into her GM account--reports that Lucas knew
were all about him. “Did you miss me, or did you just forget to pack enough
cheese to make it through the boring classes?”


    “I thought you set that up in the room I gave
you.” Lucas looked at her skeptically while grabbing a towel and covering
himself to block Liu’s wandering gaze. He didn’t even bother with putting on
pants since he’d have to take them back off soon enough, and trying to switch
back and forth would only cost him a few of his already-limited seconds. It was
also the reason he didn’t bother explaining to her that he had asked her to use
her own space so he wouldn’t have to deal with privacy issues hopping out of
his pod.


    “I like the kitchen table better,” Liu answered.
She clicked a few more things on her laptop and then folded it shut.
“Especially since the reception is better, and your mom likes it when I call
and update her about what’s been going on with you. You really should reach out
on your own, though, and those infrequent text messages don’t count.”


    “I don’t usually have time to give her more than a
text. I’m usually busy with a project that this weird Asian girl, Xuan Guan or
some such name, tricked me into,” Lucas grumbled. “But that’s not the point.”


    Liu shook her head. “It’s not. You’re a grown man.
You should know that family comes first, not random quests that some
woman--whom I’m sure is incredibly attractive, alluring, mysterious and
cool--gave you. You really need to take a little bit of time off and chat with
that mother of yours. She’s always worried about you,” Liu said with a
harrumph, crossing her arms and tilting her nose toward the ceiling with a smug
look on her face.


    “No, I mean that I’m pressed for time, and I need
you for something else. We can deal with the family thing later,” Lucas
explained.


    “Good. Since you’ve agreed, we can get to the task
at hand. Just know that you’re going to owe mom a dinner, and I’m tagging along
to make sure you go.”


    “Fine. Dinner tonight, and mom can choose where.
But first, we have to handle something. We’ve got a big issue in the game, and
I need you. Can you wrap this work up quickly and log back on?”


    “Sure I can. What do you need from me?” Her
spirits seeming unusually high for someone who had just spent a good bit of
time doing office work.


    “There’s a location in town, the merchants’
square. I’ll draw it for you on a map,” Lucas explained as he walked over to
the kitchen table, pulled out a piece of paper and began roughly sketching the
city, not bothering with the academy.


    “I really want to help ya, but man”--Liu shook her
head--“that map is horrible. I don’t think I can identify anything from it. Are
those buildings, or do you just really like the swiss flag?”


    Lucas frowned. “Just bear with it,” he said with a
sigh, continuing his attempt at drawing. “Look, this is where we met the creepy
old guy and his worthless student in the middle of town, and this is where the
academy is. Using these two points for directions, this is the spot you need to
reach as quickly as you can. Try to bring Nick and Katie along if you can find
them, but if you can’t, just leave them a note at our little tuft of land.”


    “Okay. I think I can make it to that spot, but are
you going to stop being evasive and tell me what’s going on?” Liu asked,
looking a little concerned.


    “Someone took Viola and Bonnie,” Lucas said. “I’m
going to try and rescue them, but while I’m doing it, there are going to be a
ton of people trying to kill me.”


    “Of course, you’re the villain. People wanting to
murder you is kind of your thing. Why are you saying it like it’s a surprise?”
Liu laughed. “I mean, even in real life, people wanted to kill you.”


    “What? We don’t have time for jokes,” Lucas
answered. He was a little taken aback, but he was unable to resist adding, “I
thought I was a likable guy. Everyone at the company liked me.”


    Liu laughed. “And here I thought you said you had
no time for jokes.”


    Lucas frowned. I was liked, right? I thought I
was charismatic . . . Whatever, Lucas grumbled to himself, not sure if she
was joking at his expense or if he just didn’t realize how many people didn’t
like him. Both were possibilities. Liu did like her jokes, and his wealth did
turn people into sycophants. “Look, just meet at this location and help keep me
from dying. I’m activating a quest that will have me working for the Blood
Goddess, which apparently turns me into a vampire and requires me to kill a
bunch of people. So, during the transformation process, everyone who wasn’t
already trying to kill me is going to come after me too. I’ll need your help
now more than ever.”


    “I don’t think there is a time you haven’t needed
my help,” Liu chuckled as she stood up, unbuttoning and beginning to take off
her shirt as she headed toward the room with her dive capsule. “But don’t
worry. I’ll be there for you as quickly as I can. Just like always. Go ahead
and log in. I’ll go fetch that goofball Nick and your Naga sharpshooter.”


    “Thanks . . .” Lucas said. He hesitated, and
something stopped him from adding the word “sis,” even though he wasn’t sure
why. She’s joking about it, but she’s right. The others . . . I don’t know
when they’ll come or go, when a better opportunity will show up or when it’ll
be too inconvenient to help me, and they’ll disappear. But with her . . . His
mind drifted to the hundreds of times where she had helped him without a second
thought. Even back when Yu Hua had been on his mind all the time, she had
always been his pillar. She listened to him blabber on and on about how great
Yu Hua was and even helped him plan their engagement and make sure that their
honeymoon was perfectly planned. Liu had always been there for him. Why did
I ever try to push her away? A pang of guilt pierced through him.


    No, I don’t have time for this. I have to get
going. Lucas let the towel drop away as he climbed back into the dive
device and logged back into the game world.
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    “Welcome back,” Lilith said from the corner of the
room as soon as Lucas logged in. “Wasn’t sure how long you’d be gone. Was
worried the fun might have started before you got back.”


    Lucas turned to see that she had taken over the
cobbler’s corner and was using the two dead men’s bodies as footrests while idly
playing with her knife. “Did anyone show up while I was gone?” he asked.


    “Well, Linnaeus barreled in to make sure that you
were okay, but then he pretended like he knew you were fine all along and went
back to lead the others here. Past that? Nope. It’s been rather quiet. I was
actually thinking about putting a spike trap on the door and rolling the dice
as to whether it would be an ally or enemy who went through it first. Wouldn’t
that be a fun game?” Lilith giggled. “It’d be like, ‘Hey, Dave! Nice to-- Splat!”


    “Who is Dave?” Lucas asked curiously. She seems
a little too enthusiastic about killing, but . . . Lucas shook his head,
expelling the unnecessary consideration. This is a bloody world we’re in,
one where people are constantly being killed in the streets and murdered for
seemingly no reason. After spending enough time here, anyone would become blasé
about it.


    “Dave’s just the name of a guy who should be
careful about walking through doors,” Lilith said in a matter-of-fact tone.
“Never know when you’ll lose a Dave to a door trap. Anyway, wanna do it? I can
help you make one. I have lots of fun tools to make traps in my backpack.”


    “That’s . . . definitely going to be needed, but
is there a way to turn them off until we get our guys on this side of the doorway?”
Lucas asked. He was all for rigging the entire area, but it seemed like a
frivolous task as long as he still had lots of people outside of it.


    “Yeah. Easy. I’ll just wait to connect the
tripwire.” With that, Lilith went to work stringing together a set of
explosives next to one of the doors. When she was done, she tied on a thin
string that Lucas could only assume was attached to the detonator.


    “Alright, that works,” Lucas said approvingly once
she had finished. Nevertheless, even with the knowledge that the trigger wasn’t
connected, he still tensed up when the door opened. Visions of the bomb going
off and guts and organs splattering everywhere flashed through his mind’s eye,
and some small part of his brain was a little disturbed at how vividly he was
able to picture the event.


    “Sorry we’re late boss,” Kent said as he walked
through the door. He was one of Lucas’s finest guards, almost capable of
killing a regular Level 30 player on his own thanks to the fact Lucas had given
him three rounds of training. Lucas had also decked him out in the best gear he
could get with the material and smithing restrictions of his previous dungeon.
“We ran here as fast as we could, but there were people in the way that kept
blocking our path. This town is much more crowded than any of those back on the
island.”


    “Did you kill them?” Lucas asked. He genuinely
hoped that the answer was “yes” since it was very likely that anyone
purposefully blocking his guards’ path was also someone who was going to
reappear as an enemy very soon.


    “No, you taught us to respect the citizens of a
town,” Steven answered as he walked in behind Kent. “We only kill outsiders,
criminals, petty thieves, migrants lacking papers, and people trying to sneak
into your home. Those were your explicit orders.”


    “Hmm . . . You all did good getting here, but next
time someone is impeding your ability to complete my orders, maybe consider
using a little more force. Or . . . No, stick with the original orders.” Lucas
was still learning the ins and outs of the command system, and he could only
imagine his guards following his word to the letter and killing random kids in
the street. Enough people hate me already without my bannermen and soldiers
taking out extra innocents, he thought, shaking his head.


    “Anyway, where is Linnaeus? How long does it take
to make sure people are here?” Lucas wondered out loud, looking at the soldiers
coming through. “And where is Eri, my little dragon?”


    “That . . . That thing? Yes. It’s in the back. It
. . . We . . . umm . . .” Steven stammered, scratching his head for a moment
before quickly stiffening up like a soldier who just saw a general on base.
“She is outside, eating a cart of fruit we were forced to buy for it . . . err
. . . her . . .”


    Lucas nodded. “Okay. I need that little monster to
get to work, so drag the cart in here. And tell Linnaeus I need to see him too.
We’ve got a fight to win and people to rescue. As for you guys, I need half of
you to come with me, and the other half will finish setting up traps and
barriers wherever you can. Consider this”--Lucas gestured to the building
around him--“your new base of operation. But don’t hesitate to retreat if
needed. I need you alive more than I need this place intact.”


    “I’m going with you,” Lilith called over from
where she was wiring a second new tripwire-detonated explosive trap. “Just so
you know.”


    “You mean to rescue the girls?”


    “No, I just mean I’m going with you,” Lilith
corrected plainly. “I came to watch you work your magic, and I plan on having a
front-row seat. I’ll be your support, not your tool.”


    The way she said it told Lucas that she wasn’t
likely to obey any order he gave her unless she wanted to. That’s fine.
He didn’t trust her to do as she was told anyway. After all, she was just
someone that he had met less than an hour ago at most--someone he didn’t even
fully understand. With Bonnie, he knew that as long as the payments were the
best around, she’d do what he said to the letter. With Nick, he knew that while
Nick wanted a few coins here and there, he’d just follow the group. So long as
the assignment put Nick with someone to talk to, he’d be reliable. He
understood how to use everyone--and their motivations--but not Lilith.


    “Well, bring one of those tripwires and some
explosives,” Lucas instructed. “I’m going to make this fun.” He had already put
together an idea of how to fight this group in his head. He had less than two
dozen soldiers from a beginner dungeon, an un-evolved monster, and a wildly
unpredictable, kill-hungry woman whom he was positive was a player despite the
fact she was clearly part of the Imperium. Linnaeus himself would be worth a
few players on Hesse, but whether or not he would be worth many here, where the
players had better Hit Point pools, armor, weapons, and spells, was hard to
say. Lucas had no way to predict how deadly things might get. Players here were
far more experienced and more likely to be combat ready, especially if they
were coming after him specifically looking for a fight. This wasn’t going to be
nearly as easy as it has been back on Hesse, and if he was going to win, Lucas
knew that he was going to have to use a little subterfuge and pull something
out of his hat.


    “As for Linnaeus and Eri . . .” Lucas explained
the rest of the orders to his crew, making sure that everything was going to go
as well as it could, before heading upstairs. He was pleased to discover that
the camped enemy group was acting just like players usually did: they had
clumped up in one room. He was tempted to try and blow the floor out from
underneath them and then strike before they could collect themselves, but the
room that they had picked--the largest in the entire establishment--was also
what corresponded to a dungeon’s master room. Thus, it had protective walls so
that it couldn’t simply be exploded from the bottom. Just like his throne room
back on Hesse, it had protections against any tampering that would allow the
player to win without directly facing the boss. Not to mention, even if Lucas
went that route, he’d likely just end up killing Viola and Bonnie in the
process. There wasn’t a quest penalty for them dying at this point, but that
didn’t mean he wanted to risk losing a couple teammates right before the horde
battle.


    I’ve got a little less than four minutes. Lucas
stared at the door intently for a moment and took several deep breaths as he
readied himself and prepared to open it. The moment he made a move, he’d come
face to face with the group of players holding his people hostage and hoping to
murder him, and that was a little unsettling. For all he knew, even the door
might end up killing him if he wasn’t careful.


    “You’re not nervous, are you?” Lilith asked. She
had propped up against the right side of the door with her back against the
wall while waiting for him to give the signal. There were four additional
soldiers on either side of the door, spaced out with about a foot or so between
them.


    “No.” Lucas shook his head. I can’t show
weakness. Not in front of my men, not in front of her, he decided,
before smiling at her and saying, “I’m excited. I can’t wait to see who is
about to die.”


    “‘How many?’ is the question I have. I can’t hear
more than a few people walking around in there. Can they hear us?” Lilith said,
lowering her voice and tilting her head. “I wonder . . . If we can hear them,
they can hear us, right?”


    “Maybe.” Lucas shrugged as he placed a hand on the
door handle and then turned it.


    The door slowly opened, and Lucas counted eight
people in front of him. There were six enemies plus Viola and Bonnie. The two
girls were seated on the floor with two creepy-looking mages flanking their
sides. Then there was another guy dressed in leather who was scowling at
everyone. Next was Jake, the ninja-wannabe whose girlfriend he had accidentally
stolen, angrily pacing back and forth. Lastly, there was a pair of men, one who
looked like a mage and another who looked like an archer, leaning against the
wall to the right of Lucas. When their eyes landed on him, they hefted their
weapons slightly as if getting ready to attack.


    “YOU!” the slowly man bellowed. His eyes darted to
Viola before immediately returning to Lucas. “YOU! This is your fault!”


    “My fault?” Lucas faltered for a moment as he
tried to understand the situation. Wait, he keeps letting his eyes wander to
Viola even though he’s really mad at me, Lucas noted mentally with a smirk.
He’s one of the idiots who was chasing the princess quest! YES! This I can
use! His eyes wandered to the ninja wannabe as he smiled from ear to ear.
“It’s not my fault that these women are drawn to me. It’s not my fault that
they fawn over my every action.” Lucas slowly stepped into the room, but not by
more than a step. He wanted to make sure that he was ready to react the moment
one of them made a move. “You act like I am to blame for the fact they love me
and that you’re not even an afterthought. It’s the gods themselves you should
be mad at, not me. You should curse your mother and father for birthing you
with such an ugly face that no woman could ever love. You should curse your
teachers for schooling you in reading and writing but not in etiquette and how
to talk to a woman. There are a hundred people in your life you should blame
before me. I am not at fault, nor are the women. How can you blame me for being
loved, or them for loving me, when it is as natural as life itself? Just ask
your dear friend”--Lucas gestured to Jake--“what price he had to pay for being
so hideous that even his betrothed looked elsewhere. And he, at least, is more
talented than you.”


    “YOU . . . !!!” The man’s words choked off with
his rage and seemed to stick in his throat.


    “Thomas, I--” Viola called out briefly before
grabbing both sides of her head. “I can’t stop myself, Thomas. I . . . I want
to go to him. Please, let me free. I have to go to him! Go on with your life!
It’ll be a good life. You’ll find someone else. There’s-- Ahh!” Viola shrieked
as if she were being mentally assaulted, tightly clutching her hair in two tiny
fists.


    Ah . . . So, you’re really hamming up the
mind-control angle, Lucas noted as Viola showed him why neither she nor
Bonnie had been hurt. Clever, clever girl. Lucas was thrilled that her
penchant for drama had managed to keep both of them safe.


    “Ha! That’s right. Just free them and go on with
your miserable, unloved existence. Suffer in solitude or find companionship
with other lonely, simpering fools. You’ll never have a hope at romance. Real
men will always steal the heart of every woman you pathetically pine after,”
Lucas taunted, laughing as he did so. He wanted to make sure he was playing the
ultimate cliché villain role perfectly.


    “You are such a bastard!”  Thomas shouted. “Don’t
think you’re going to get away with this!”


    “Damn, even I want to kill him now,” one of the
two mages guarding Bonnie and Viola said through gritted teeth. “What kind of
jackhole talks like that?”


    “Who says jackhole?” the player next to him
snickered.


    “Well, you’ll get your chance to kill him since
that's what I’ve brought you here to do! Everyone, murder this bastard and free
the princess from his control!” Thomas ordered, raising a hand and leveling it
right at Lucas.


    “HA!” Lucas barked. “Do you really want to do
that? To try and kill me? Is dying here really worth it, all so this ugly loser
can have a shot at being some ungrateful princess’s white knight? Aren’t the
lot of you ashamed to work for such a pathetic, manipulative bastard? Tell me,
princess, tell me truly: Did you even know this man existed before he tried to
rescue you?” Lucas asked, hoping that his signal would be clear for her to
follow.


    “I . . .” Viola looked up at him through two large
eyes. “His actions have now proven him of good heart! He . . . I-I’m sorry,”
she whimpered, lowering her head and pretending to cry into her hands.


    Lucas was impressed with her acting, but he had
seen it so much over the course of their fake villainy that he could tell
exactly when she started performing. “That’s right. He was nothing before me,
and after I’m finished with those who fight against me, he’ll still be nothing.
This is your chance.” He extended one of his hands to the room as if offering
them something. “If you’re here for righteousness, abandon it and hold your
lives dear. If you’re here to save her, she is already lost. She is under my control,
and if I die, she shall follow me into the grave as all my women are wont to
do. Throw down your weapons and hold your lives dearly.” Lucas pointedly looked
at one of the mages who was dressed in a red robe and seemed to have been
hanging on his words. If you’re here for money, well, no one’s fortune
surpasses my own. When the fight is over, when dawn rises and order is still
intact, I promise to pay you exactly what you deserve.”


    Both the archer and the mage in red looked
tempted. Lucas could tell that he was doing a good job at convincing at least
the mage, if not the archer too, to abandon the brat that had hired them and
was bossing them around. They’re the greedy ones, Lucas realized. He
wished dearly that he still had his necklace. It would have been an easy thing
to mind control one of them given how long his speech had gone on--almost a
full minute--and he was positive that he’d have been able to get the spell off
without anyone realizing it.


    I can’t believe that stupid, freaking noble’s
brat blew up my necklace, Lucas grumbled to himself.


    “Worth my while . . .” the mage in red, who was
standing on Bonnie’s left, muttered while looking down at her. “She’s not even
my type,” he thought aloud.


    At those words, Thomas apparently decided to take
action before the mage could make up his mind. “KILL HIM!” Thomas yelled.
“Don’t let him get to you! He’s capable of warping people’s minds! Just look at
what he did to the girls!”


    “Yeah, I saw it with Trish. He stole her right
from me even in the middle of a fight. We have to kill him before he talks even
more!”


    “Ha ha ha! Kill me? You pathetic worms think you
have what it takes to defeat me?! Well, be prepared to taste death, you scum!”
Lucas bellowed, slamming his staff on the ground like he was about to cast a
spell. The effect was immediate: everyone flinched, getting ready to duck as
they anticipated a boss-level NPC spell.


    But Lucas hadn’t cast anything. He wasn’t an NPC
boss with an amazing game-ending spell. He was just a regular player with a
very large health and mana pool from the extra levels granted to him through a
fortunate glitch. He merely laughed again as they flinched away and then turned
around and carefully jumped through the doorway before hurrying to Lilith and
the guards waiting for him.


    Lilith, who had listened to the whole thing, was
covering her mouth, and she looked like she was doing her best not to laugh
loud enough for Thomas and his people to hear.


    “COME BACK HERE, YOU BASTARD!” Thomas shouted, and
Lucas could hear them rush toward the door.


    “Why should I bother? I’ll just go steal a few
more women! THEY’RE ALL MINE!” Lucas cried, laughing loudly, baiting them to
lose their wits.


    “YOU STU--”


    BOOM! Thomas’s shout was cut off by the
sound of a loud detonation. Wooden debris, fire, some metal shrapnel, and
chunks of flesh sprayed out in all directions from the doorway.


    “What in the hell did you put in that thing?” Lucas
asked Lilith as he watched the entire doorway get shredded.


    You have killed Jaime. You have been awarded 2402 EXP. A
Forest Stalker bow, 10 armor-piercing arrows, and 11 gold have dropped upon
death.


    Lucas peeked around the corner and saw that the
bomb had worked wonders. The archer was lying here and there in barely
recognizable pieces, reducing the enemy count from six to five, and Thomas and
the robe-wearing weirdo had been knocked down.


    “They’re down!” Lucas shouted while standing up
and pointing his own staff at Thomas. “Get ‘em, men!”


    Just then, Linnaeus barreled through the window
behind Thomas’s gang in a spray of broken glass. He was protectively clutching
the new Ant-Dragon in four of his hands and using his arms to prevent any glass
from cutting the monster.


    “I see the signal was an invitation to a feast!
Now, this is a proper and gentlemanly way to extend such a greeting,” Linnaeus
called out as he put Eri down. He tilted his head from side to side, cracking
his neck, and then extended his arms and wings as wide as they would go.
Unfortunately for Linnaeus, there just wasn’t enough space for him to do anything.
The room was rather tight, and the ape beast, who relied almost exclusively on
speed and mobility, was too big. His wings were pushing against both the
ceiling and the floor, and he was left nearly immobile after stretching out. He
didn’t even appear to be able to make use of his tail effectively to attack
anyone since it would have had to maneuver all the way around him before it
could hit anything in front of him.


    Eri, however, had no such issues. Lucas’s little
would-be ground dragon ran toward the scattered body parts from the player that
had just been killed, completely ignoring everything and everyone else in the
room.


    Lucas didn’t wait for anyone else and chose that
moment to attack. He rushed out of hiding and began channeling Wind Wall,
hoping to blow the deceased archer’s mage buddy out the window.


    “Can you really afford us?” the mage next to Viola
asked immediately upon seeing Lucas.


    “I can definitely give you what you deserve,”
Lucas answered with a smile as he began concurrently channeling a second Wind
Wall. He launched both spells simultaneously a moment later, but it only served
to throw the mage back into one of Linnaeus’s waiting wings rather than out of
the building. Linnaeus took the non-physical combatant as fresh prey and
quickly grabbed the man with his three left arms, wrapped him up tightly with
his left wing, and bit down on the mage’s head. The mage screamed out in shock
and pain, but it was futile against Linnaeus’s far superior strength.


    Lucas didn’t have time to relish the fact his
double channeling had worked nor attempt to attack anyone else. One of the
other mages began casting a spell that Lucas recognized as Shadow Pillars, and
Jake rushed forward. Two monstrous columns of shadow shot out of the floor and
disappeared into the ceiling. They began spinning around in preparation for
attack, but by the time they reached their full rotation speed, Lucas was
already out of harm’s way. He had ducked behind the first intact bits of wall
he could find and scrambled to hide before the black shadow crystals started
popping out of the pillars. Seconds later, he heard the shards slam into the
wall he was hiding behind.


    “Idiot, he’s taken cover. Shoot the soldiers!”
Thomas yelled, and a second later, Lucas heard one of his own men scream.


    “I better get that money!” Lucas heard the other
mage call out. The warning was followed by a sudden shriek, and Lucas risked
poking his head out to see what was happening. The Fire Mage had ignited the
ground underneath the nearby Shadow Mage and created a large wall of Fire that
blazed in place and scorched the mage. The heat was intense enough for Lucas to
feel the temperature change instantly from where he was outside the room, and
he was immediately concerned when he saw that the attack also engulfed Linnaeus.
The monster stopped gnawing on the man’s head and howled in pain and rage,
almost dropping the man from his clutches completely.


    Lucas started channeling Exploding Tear and popped
out from behind the wall. He didn’t actually think that the Water attack would
help him fend off much for long, but he was hoping it would let him block any
attacks from the Shadow Mage and help him put out the fire around Linnaeus. As
he launched his attack, he noticed that Lilith and Jake were locked in combat.
She dodged a few of his slashes only to have her own piercing thrusts
surprisingly blocked in kind. If someone had asked him before the fight
started, Lucas would have expected the fight to swing heavily in Lilith’s
favor, given how skilled she appeared to be, but the two seemed a lot more
evenly matched than expected.


    The last remaining member of the opposing group,
Thomas, was infuriated. “What the hell?! This can’t be!” he howled at Lucas’s
troops as they filed through the shattered doorway and surrounded him. “How can
you serve that monster?!” He pulled out a sword and stepped forward, slashing
at one of the guards. The moment he made his move, Steve lunged in from the
side and slashed Thomas in the back. The wound wasn’t deep, and it barely
penetrated Thomas’s expensive-looking black leather armor, but it seemed to
enrage the man, causing him to flail around with his sword again.


    “We got this one, Baron Lucas,” Steve said. Thomas
turned toward the guard and slashed out wildly only to have two other guards
stab him in the back.


    Being surrounded is no joke, Lucas thought
as he walked into the room. He was really happy with the way the fight was
going so far. He hadn’t lost anyone, he had gained a potential--albeit
questionable--ally for the moment, he had gotten rid of another one of the
enemies with the explosive door trap, and Lilith and his men seemed more than
capable of dealing with the handful of players. The battle looked to be a
success from Lucas’s perspective, and he was glad for it since this was only
the first of dozens of battles to come before nightfall.


    He made his way around the combatants toward Viola
and Bonnie, who were still each crouched on the ground trying to make
themselves small, and then stumbled forward several steps when the building was
shook violently from an explosion from below.


    You have killed Wanda. You have been awarded 1420
EXP. A steel dagger, a lucky rabbit’s foot, and 32 silver have dropped upon
death.






    You have killed Tucker. You have been awarded 1372
EXP. A wooden round shield and 26 silver have dropped upon death.






    You have killed Byron. You have been awarded 1501
EXP. An average athlete’s elixir and 2 gold have dropped upon death.






    You have killed Chondra. You have been awarded 1499
EXP. A Shaman’s Cure staff and 13 silver have dropped upon death.


    Crap, are more people showing up already? I
don’t have much time then. Lucas darted toward Bonnie, channeling a
Scorching Skull as he ran. The room wasn’t too large, not nearly as massive as
the throne rooms he had fought in previously, and he had to weave around
obstacles as he made his way past Lilith and her opponent, around the soldiers
circling Thomas, and toward the corner of the room.


    The Shadow Mage, who was desperately trying to
avoid the Fire Mage’s continued walls of flames, finally seemed to give up. He
stopped all attempts to fight back and grabbed at Bonnie on the ground. “Screw
it!” he shouted as he manhandled the girl.


    “No! Don’t you dare!” Bonnie cried. Unlike Viola,
she had been bound with rope, and the bindings kept her from squirming free
from his grasp. Even as she struggled against him, the mage was easily able to
hoist her up.


    “If I’m going to die, one of you bastards is going
with me!” the mage laughed, dragging both himself and Bonnie through the Fire
Mage’s flames as he started pulling her toward the window. “We’re going to go
jumping!” The Shadow Mage’s health had deteriorated to the point where the Fire
was now leaving horrid burn marks across his skin and melting his clothes.


    “Cancel the Fire!” Lucas ordered, trying to save
Bonnie, and the mage did as commanded.


    Viola leapt up and slammed into the Shadow Mage in
an awkward tackle that broke Bonnie free but sent both Viola and the Shadow
Mage crashing through the window. Lucas, not more than six feet from the
incident, watched in what felt like slow motion as Viola twisted around to
flash a face full of woe while she and the Shadow Mage smashed through the
glass window panes.


    “It’s the only way I can free my mind of his curse!”
she cried as she fell away. Half of her words were barely audible as gravity
kicked in and pulled her toward a quick death on the ground below.


    You have killed Niklas. You have been awarded 2477
EXP. A silk robe, a leather bracer, and 12 gold have dropped upon death.






    Party member Viola has died.


    Lucas had never lost a party member before this
except the ones he had killed himself, and he didn’t know how to react. He
rushed to look out the window only to see her mangled corpse on the ground
below, feet and arms and knees and elbows jutting out in all directions.


    Even in the end, she still played the part, Lucas
thought, confused as to what to feel. Turning around, he realized that Viola
hadn’t been looking at him at the end, but rather at Thomas, who had also
watched the scene. She probably just did a real number on him, he
thought, seeing the young man’s eyes turn red and bloodshot as he let out a
scream.


    “YOU FILTHY FRICKING FIEND! IM GOING TO MURD--”


    The intelligible part of his screams was cut short
as Steve stabbed him in the lower back, adding yet another cut across the young
man’s body.


    You have killed Jimmy. You have been awarded 2376 EXP. An
Elemental Balance staff and 10 gold have dropped upon death.


    Upon seeing the death notification, Lucas turned to
watch as Linnaeus finally began feasting upon Human brains after crunching
through the mage’s skull.


    “This is a dish truly meant for only kings,” Linnaeus
said. “Though ‘tis a pity about your woman, brother. A noble man like yourself
will face many worse tragedies, however, as you right the wrongs of the ignoble
institutions seeking your gallant heart,” Linnaeus continued on, but his high
and mighty voice and pretentious words were soured by the fact his tongue only
managed to spit them out between slurps of the mage’s cranial cavity.


    Lucas then looked over at Bonnie who was now lying
on her side and struggling roughly against her bonds. He could see anger and
frustration, not unlike Thomas’s, on her face.


    “It’s a shame really,” Lucas said, continuing on
and pretending as if he were completely unfazed by Viola’s death as he once
again turned back to Thomas. “She was such a good chess piece. It was fun
bending her to my will--both her mind and her body.” Thomas’s rage was so
intense that Lucas could almost taste it, and he thrilled in seeing how far he
could push him.


    He found the situation somewhat amusing. Being the
bad guy by choice had forced him to put on this face, had forced Viola into
this situation, and had inevitably led to Viola’s fall. Yet, despite all
outward appearances, from an objective point of view with all facts known,
Lucas knew that Thomas was the bad guy. Even if it was just a game, Thomas had
taken two women against their will and locked them in a room. Everyone thought
that they were NPCs, so the treatment his friends had received was probably not
the best. Players were notoriously unkind to NPCs. Even if this group’s boss
was one of the ultimate white knights and kept his men in line, that didn’t
make his actions excusable by any means.


    “How could you throw away your humanity like
that!” Thomas lobbed the accusation at Lucas as he righted himself, doing his
best not to let the dozen small cuts keep him down.


    “It was easy,” Lucas answered nonchalantly. “It
was fun. That woman? She was fun. She may be gone now, but all good meals are
cleaned from the plate in time . . . and she was among the best. Her flesh was
delicious, her body soft and supple--perfect to entertain a man through a long
night.” Honestly, he must have seen Viola naked in one of the hot tub booze parties
that the team had taken on many an occasion back on Hesse, but the two of them
hadn’t even so much as hugged.


    “You . . . No, she wouldn’t . . . You couldn’t . .
. You--”


    “I think it’s time for you to die now. I’m done
wasting words on someone who won’t be alive long enough to appreciate them. Go
and meet your beloved in the afterlife. Just know what she’s done when you kiss
her and how she begged me for more.” Lucas turned to Steve and said, “Finish
the job.”


    Steve replied with a curt nod and instantly led the
group of soldiers in the merciless attack on the mentally broken and screaming
Thomas.


    You have killed Thomas. You have been awarded 1102
EXP. A poem entitled “Ode to an Alfar Goddess” and 2 silver have dropped upon
death.






    You have killed Jake. You have been awarded 1799
EXP. A fine steel wakizashi staff and 5 gold have dropped upon death.


    No sooner had Lucas’s men finished off the weak kidnapper
than Lilith had landed a death blow. Her timing made Lucas wonder whether she
had possessed the ability to do that since the start of their fight or if the
moment of the kill really was that coincidental.


    Congratulations! You have finished clearing your dungeon of
all those with hostile intentions against you. You may now access all of the
dungeon’s functions. Would you like to open up the dungeon management display
now?


    Yes, bring it up, Lucas thought and
immediately went through the series of commands to open up the map tab. Most of
the rooms were just harmless hotel suites, but some of them showed occupants.
There was a chance that they were actually residents or guests, but there was
an even greater likelihood that they had been hired by the skeezy guy from whom
Lucas had acquired the hotel in order to keep up the appearance of a legitimate
business.


    On top of the images of everyone in their rooms on
his floor and the floors below, Lucas could also see thirteen people on the
ground floor. Eleven were clearly his own people since they showed up as blue
dots on the HUD and had their combat statistics listed on a little note next to
each name. The remaining two were red, and Lucas was able to watch as his
eleven blue dots struggled against the two red ones in real time. Since he had
left twelve guards to hold that door and only eleven still remained, he could
only assume the extra guard had already died.


    “What’s he doing now?” Lucas heard Lilith asking
Bonnie as she cut her out of her bindings.


    “Don’t know. He does this on occasion,” Bonnie
answered. “He is probably just acc--” Bonnie immediately stopped herself. She
had likely just remembered that half of the purpose of what Lucas was doing was
to become an NPC boss for players. It wasn’t exactly a secret--Lucas was sure
several people knew already, or at least had a suspicion--but Bonnie and the
others were under strict orders from Liu to not “break the immersion” of those
interacting with the group. “He’s just focusing really intently on his power,
likely finding a replacement for the girl we just lost.” Bonnie stood up and
walked over to the window as if she were silently mourning at the site of
Viola’s death.


    “Ah! Neat!” Lilith chimed happily. “Usually, it
takes people years of poor education, well-placed emotional appeals, and
graphic images of the right victims being repeatedly shown to them to brainwash
someone. If everyone could just focus for a bit and instantly control another’s
mind, it’d save a lot of people a lot of money on advertising.”


    “So, one of you guys gonna pay me now?” the Fire
Mage asked, looking around at Lucas’s group.


    Lucas just ignored the mage and everything else
happening as he put his mind back to work on the dungeon. While the hotel had
no Territorial Income, likely because all the income his other territories were
earning was being channeled to the main dungeon he had built on Hesse, it did
have a fat cash supply. Each player that died had left behind some type of
coin, and even after his guards, the traps that Lilith had planted earlier, and
the people they had killed with Thomas, the dungeon had 312 gold, to be specific--quite
the respectable mount. Underneath the gold was another option tab, Blood
Goddess’s Reputation Points, with a small 17 listed beside it.


    What in the heck is that Reputation for? Lucas
hadn’t seen the number on any stat screen before. He mentally clicked on it and
tried to access whatever in-game options those points were connected to, and
when he did, he was instantly supplied with a list of items and effects that
looked like the menu at a restaurant, complete with all of the items organized
by price in descending order. The cheapest item was 5 points, and it was simply
“Blood Hound.” The description under Blood Hound was as follows:


    Spending these favor points from the Blood Goddess herself
will yield one Blood Hound that will last 6 hours. The Blood Hound is a
140-pound canine that will regenerate it’s hit points as it consumes flesh. The
Blood Hound begins at Rank 1 and may be upgraded 4 times for the price of 3, 5,
8, and 10 points. Each upgrade will increase the dog’s combat abilities,
slightly increase the dog’s size, and add 6 more hours to the duration of the
Blood Hound. The Blood Hound’s maximum summonable duration is 72 hours.


    How awesome would it be to have a giant dog at
my side during the next battle? Lucas was tempted to summon the thing immediately,
but he decided to check out the rest of the menu first before making any
decisions. After the Blood Hound, at 10 points was a “Blood Guard,” a
summonable soldier similar to the Blood Hound but that was no doubt deadlier
since the upgrade costs were double what the Blood Hound’s were. At 15 points,
there was the Blood Mage, which had upgrade prices three times as high as the
Blood Hound’s but had the same duration limits as the two previous items. The
fourth item, however, didn’t have a limited duration attached to it. For 20
points, Lucas would be able to summon “Weapon of the Blood Servant,” and
according to the description, it wasn’t upgradeable. The very succinct and
unhelpful tooltip said, “It’s a weapon that’s form and function will vary based
on the class and abilities of the purchaser.”


    There were also other items listed in the 20
Reputation Point category, mostly different articles of clothing ranging from
chest pieces to boots, but the weapon was the most tempting. If he wasn’t in
the middle of an event that was going to last hours and would revolve around
him fighting against what would likely be a giant horde of people trying to
kill him, he would have already decided to hold off and make sure he got it.
After all, his staff was one of the biggest hindrances to him at the moment. He
might not even have been able to finish off Thomas if one of their mages hadn’t
betrayed the sap and switched sides.


    No, I’ll get it in due time. Right now, I need
to make sure I stay alive. Lucas clicked on the Blood Guard and then on the
first upgrade, spending 16 points in total to acquire the Rank 2 Blood Guard.
The dot representing his summon hovered to the side of the screen, waiting to
be placed, and Lucas dragged it to the room closest to the entrance, where his
soldiers were still fighting against two enemies.


    The Blood Guard’s dot showed up as purple instead
of blue, and he watched as the purple dot immediately entered the lobby,
crossed the screen, and killed one of the two red dots with the help of four
other guards. The next red dot also died a moment later, and Lucas noticed that
the one remaining Blood Reputation Point had gone up to three after the two
kills.


    So, I get one point per kill performed by my
people . . . or maybe inside my dungeon. This really will turn me into a
raid fight. I can finally spawn minions and be properly annoying like a good
MMO boss. Lucas grinned devilishly, elated with the progress, as he opened
up the map and accessed the trap store. Since he still hadn’t acquired any new
traps, there were only two options available in the dungeon store: the Fake
Floor Spike Trap and the Fake Loot Dart Trap. They would cost him 20 and 25
gold respectively, so he could buy a few with his 312 gold, but not enough to
cover the whole dungeon with them like he wanted. He needed to make sure that
players didn’t find the journey to the final room as easy as he had. We’re
on the fifth floor, which means that anyone attacking is going to have to go
through four floors to get to me, and I don’t want them to just take the stairs
all the way to the top.


    “Lilith, how many more explosives do you have?”
Lucas asked, turning to the girl.


    “Oh, he’s back,” Lilith said. “Thought we had lost
you to that mind-control trick. The other side must have put up quite a
struggle. I’m interested to see who shows up.”


    “It isn’t worth discussing,” Lucas said shortly.
“What about the explosives?”


    “None,” Lilith sighed. “I kind of used a few of
them on some things earlier and then the last of them downstairs. I still have
some cloth-wrapped balls of pepper, lots of rope, a few different knives--you
can never have too many knives--and some other knickknacks, but no explosives.”


    “Crap,” Lucas cursed, wincing disappointedly.
“Alright, Linnaeus, can you move around? Can you free yourself?”


    “Of course, brother. I can move, but I’d rather
not. You see, I just ate, and one isn’t supposed to fly on a full stomach,” Linnaeus
said.


    “Well, you’re going to have to. I need you to go
outside and guard the gates like you usually do. If you get hurt or are
overwhelmed, just come back here.” Lucas paused when he remembered the
monster’s noble nature. If he told Linnaeus to just run away, there would be no
way the beast would. Linnaeus had pride and dignity in higher quantities than
most men, so he added, “That way, we can fight to the bitter end together when
they reach my chamber. So, until then, try to stall some of them for me.”


    “How will I know friend from foe?” Linnaeus asked.
“I would hate to kill someone who has come to aid you. It’s rude to make dinner
of those coming for dinner.”


    “If they aren’t my guards or my known friends and
if you’ve never seen them with me and they’re headed toward the door to our
place, kill them. If they’re not Human, don’t even wait for them to head toward
that door: just kill them anyway.”


    “Hoorah! That sounds delightful. I shall bring you
back some sumptuous eyeballs, brother!” Linnaeus cheerfully leapt through the
window he had come in from. A few pieces of broken glass still stuck in the
frame sliced his wing as he passed through, but they didn’t seem to faze him in
the slightest as the large, flying primate hurried to his feast.


    “Ah! So, that eating the eyeball thing”--Lilith
looked over at Lucas after Linnaeus had left--“it runs in the family, I take
it?”


    “Family . . .” Lucas sighed. He knew that she was
joking, but he wasn’t sure how comfortable he was being called Linnaeus’s
family member. “Anyway . . .” Lucas began, quickly trying to change the
subject. “Steve, I need you all to break all the stairs on each floor. Make it
so that no one can come up the same way we did. Then go to any random room
aside from this one and crush a large hole in the floor and drop some rope to
the bottom. Anchor the rope on anything solid, make it easy to go up and down
those ropes, and leave the doors open. Those will be the new floor-advancing
mechanisms.” It wasn’t the best solution, but it’d have to do. He needed to
make it so the attackers wouldn’t just go straight to the boss room he was in,
but he still had to let them advance and feel some sense of accomplishment as
they battled their way to him.


    “What if there is someone in the room we enter?”
Steve asked.


    The game said the building was cleared of all
hostile forces. Anyone in the building should be a friend unless . . .
Lucas did a little mental math in his head, trying to count the number of dots
that were neither blue, purple, nor red in each room. He knew that killing
hotel guests would give him Blood Reputation Points, but he also didn’t like
the idea of just busting into someone’s home and murdering them, even if they
were an NPC.


    “Tell them to go to a neighbor’s room,” Lucas
whispered, making sure that the Fire Mage who was still grumbling about money
wouldn’t hear. “Tell them to act like they’ve been brainwashed so that no one
will kill them. Hopefully.”


    “Will do,” Steve answered back softly before
leaving with the other seven soldiers.


    Lucas spent some of his 341 gold--his new total
after the death of the two red dots in the entrance--and bought thirteen of the
booby-trapped chests.


    “So, are we going to the entrance now?” Lilith
asked.


    Lucas nodded eagerly, excited to see his new Blood
Guard. “Yeah, let’s go find out who we’re fighting next.”
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    Character Name: Lucas


    Level: 31


    Hit Points: 5040


    Arcane Energy: 2600


    Stamina: 200


    Holy Energy: Class Locked


     


    Current Class: Enchanter


     


    Stats:


    Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
250


    Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


    Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 10
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    Lightning Affinity: 1.5%


    Effects: +3% Lightning Element Damage


    +6% Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    -3% Non-Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    +0.75% Lightning Element Damage Resistance


     


    Arcane Resistance: 2%


     


    Combat Proficiencies:


    None


     


    Racial Quest Chain Progress:


    Vampire: Started.


     


    Lucas made his way to the entrance of the building
with Lilith while the soldiers were still working to destroy the old staircases
and create the new passages that he had asked for. The two had no more than
rounded the corner into the main hallway when another explosion went off.


    Lucas looked over at Lilith expectantly. “I
thought you said you were out of explosives?” He had only seen her set two at
the entrance, and both of those were close to the main room, not at the end of
the hallway. One had already gone off, and that one remaining shouldn’t have
been armed until his troops were retreating from the lobby.


    “I am. That wasn’t mine,” she answered.


    “That could have been my bomb if you had just paid
me already,” the tag-along mage grumbled.


    Lucas gave him an exasperated look. There was a
good chance that the mage would just betray him and attempt to get both the
money and the quest kill if Lucas paid him in advance, but there was also an
equally good chance that he would end up switching sides and backstabbing Lucas
out of frustration if he didn’t give him something. After all, this was still a
game, and he was only ever going to look out for himself.


    “Fine,” Lucas grumbled, pulling out his coin
purse. He didn’t like having to pay the bastard who had messed with Bonnie and
Viola, but in times like these, he couldn’t have enough friends--especially
since he didn’t know how many enemies there were or how many high-level players
would come--and he definitely didn’t want to underestimate the value of a mage
who specialized in raising giant walls of Fire that could do area of effect
damage in tight corridors. “Here’s 30 gold now, and you can have 100 after the
sun sets.” He made a point of counting through his coins so that the mage would
see he had more than enough to pay him even twice that amount.


    Bonnie glared at Lucas when she saw the cash
exchange hands, and Lucas very clearly felt her gaze.


    He looked over and did his best to give her an
apologetic shrug. I’ll make it up to her later . . . If she’s still with me
then.


    “That’s what I like to hear,” the mage said as he
took the money with an ear-to-ear grin.


    “That is, of course, only if I come out of this
alive though,” Lucas added. “Once I die, you can consider your chance of a
paycheck dead too.”


    “Interesting,” Lilith murmured, gazing at Lucas’s
face with keen interest.


    “Don’t think too hard on it,” Lucas said as he
began walking again. After only a few steps, however, a massive explosion
rocked the building. Lucas automatically fell into a half-crouch, and when he
looked up again, he saw that the wall to one of the guest rooms had been blown
right through.


    “Crap,” he groaned, firing an Exploding Tear at
the left-hand door at the end of the hall. A second later, he unloaded another
Exploding Tear on the door.


    “What? Is the door at risk of being dry?” the mage
laughed. “Trying to wet it up with a few tears like a fresh barmaid?”


    The guy continued cackling at his own joke even as
Lucas unloaded three Static Webs in rapid succession at the same door. The
small charges slowly crept across the floor and created a net of arcing
electricity as they coursed down the tight corridor, completely covering the
ground as they went.


    “What a shocking development,” Lilith said in the
most deadpan tone possible as she watched the Lightning course toward its
target. She then fell silent as the door opened and someone stepped into the
hall.


    Lucas recognized the giant arms and the scaly skin
of an Orc, and he instantly knew that the leather-clad individual was
definitely not part of the Imperium. No sooner had he identified the creature’s
allegiance than the massive brute stepped into the waiting pool of electrically-charged
water. A loud crackling filled the hall as the amplified electricity entered
the Orc’s body. The crackle was followed by an even louder pop and a shout from
the Orc as the jolt sent him flying back into the figure behind him.


    You have killed Karla. You have been awarded 1455 EXP. An
enchanted trident, a fresh fish, and 67 silver have dropped upon death.


    There was an anguished howl of rage and anger and
pain from the other room, and then the six-and-a-half-foot-tall Orc burst from
the doorway and charged directly for Lucas, completely enraged and with no
regard for the trap he had sprung only seconds before.


    Lucas was already channeling yet another round of
Static Web, and he let it fly the moment the Orc entered the hallway. Unfortunately,
the savage giant was prepared this time. Just before the spell struck him, he
threw himself to the side and leapt up into the air before landing on the wall,
somehow clinging to the surface like a tree frog or gecko would have. Without
even waiting for the Static Web to zip past him, he continued his headlong
charge while running along the wall.


    Lucas instantly changed tactics and fired off a
Scorching Skull, a spell that he knew the Orc wouldn’t be able to dodge. The
Orc tried to jump across the hallway toward the other wall, but the Scorching
Skull homed in on him and smashed into its target a second later. The Fire
attack didn’t do as much damage as the Static Web, but thanks to Lucas’s Arcane
Energy pool and his regen, he was able to fire one every second without even
losing mana. Within ten seconds, the man had gone from a proud warrior to
freshly cooked fish.


    You have killed Julian. You have been awarded 1856 EXP. An
average athlete’s elixir, a fisherman’s hardwood cudgel, and 4 gold have
dropped upon death.


    “That’s going to be a problem,” the mage said as
the group looked at the fried player. “Can’t have dudes going in your backdoor
when you’re busy with the front.”


    Why does everything sound so inappropriate
coming out of your mouth? Lucas sighed and shook his head. “You’re right.
This back door is going to be a serious issue, but they’re after my life, so at
least we know what they want and where they are ultimately going. I guess I
just need to put on the right show and make a scene so that they’re certain to
come in through the front. If we can funnel them through the main entrance,
your wall of Fire and some other skills will come in handy.”


    “Won’t be matterin’ much at all if you take that
long just to finish off one dude,” he argued after pausing long enough to spit
on the floor.


    “Don’t worry about me,” Lucas said. “I can handle
myself.” However, he actually agreed with the pyromaniac. Pulling up his menu,
Lucas quickly checked how high his Blood Goddess Reputation Points had climbed
and saw that the total was now 8. That meant that, on top of the one he had
from the start and the 2 he just got, he had picked up an additional 5 points
from somewhere. He was tempted to buy a Blood Hound and set it to guard the
newly man-made entrance in front of him, but he decided against it. He needed
to save every point he could until he reached 20 so that he could grab that new
weapon. He didn’t know what it did, but he knew it was going to be a lot better
than the crappy magic staff he had picked up on noob island.


    As they rounded the corner into the entrance room,
Lucas spied eleven tired-looking soldiers, who were currently leaning against
the walls with their swords or spears in hand. Then, at last, he saw the new
soldier. The Blood Guard wasn’t the clichéd decked-out-in-solid-blood summon
that he had somewhat anticipated when he read the skill title. Rather, he
looked just like a regular Human. He had golden hair that spilled out of his
helmet, and he was wearing glistening silver chainmail that made him look
somewhat like a Viking. The guard’s weapon was an imposing zweihander, and the
long grooves running down the blade were already covered in blood, which had
also covered what was otherwise an immaculately clean set of gear.


    So, I’ve got this guard for 12 hours, Lucas
thought as he looked him over.


    “Boss, who’s that one?” Bonnie asked, walking up
to the blonde guy. “Did you buy him too?”


    “No, there is something off about this one,”
Lilith said, inspecting the man. “Too still.”


    “Right,” Lucas said. “He’s a summon. He’ll
disappear after half a day unless I modify the spell.”


    “Making men rise up with a spell?” The Fire Mage
said as he walked toward the Blood Guard with the girls, his eyes fixed on the
summon in a different way than Bonnie’s and Lilith’s. While the two girls were
curious, he was envious. Lucas would have recognized that greedy look anywhere.
He had seen it a hundred times in a hundred different boardrooms, and given how
quickly the little man had already switched sides just to double his payout,
Lucas didn’t doubt for a second that the look in the man’s eyes was exactly
what he thought it was.


    “Yeah, a skill I’m afraid that those outside my
employ will never have the luxury of even being introduced to,” Lucas said,
telling a half-truth. He actually didn’t even know if what he said was true or
false. He just wanted to put an extra collar on the potentially disloyal mutt.


    “I see . . .” The man fell silent as he studied
the Blood Guard for another moment, but then asked, “Well, we gonna bust out of
here and find you a hiding spot until the sun sets or something?”


    “Why would he need a hiding spot?” Bonnie asked.
“I mean, people are going to try to kill Lucas no matter where we go. It’s been
that way for almost as long as I’ve known him. What’s the point of hiding until
the sun sets?”


    “You don’t know?” He started cackling again, a
character trait that was starting to get on Lucas’s nerves. “I don’t know what
he did, but your boss managed to generate a big quest against him. I saw the
notification myself. All someone has to do is kill this bastard, and they’ll
get 25 gold plus a few thousand Reputation Points with every faction in the
game. There’s even something about an exclusive new title. I don’t know. I
wasn’t paying attention.”


    “Wait, 25 gold? And you weren’t paying attention?”
Bonnie looked at him skeptically.


    “No reason to. I mean, 25 is less than 100. And
Reputation? Who cares? This is like my seventh life. I’ve been around for years
and already got all the Rep I need. I’ve got my Reputation as a bastard, a
whoremonger, a pyromaniac, and a good for nothing layabout all maxed out. Don’t
need to be earning points toward one of those Reps with the fancy factions. And
as for titles? Those I can definitely do without. Every one of them I’ve gotten
has been nothing but a rip-off, so I’ll just take my money and enjoy the fact
that I got to watch that little brat die and stick around for the party,” the
Fire Mage explained. “If everyone else got the same quest notification I did,
this is going to be some totally BA mayhem. Delicious and easy experience from
saps that think they can stop the Fire. It’s definitely going to be more
profitable in so many ways, babe.”


    Something about the man’s words felt off to Lucas.
It was almost like the guy was somehow trying to con Lucas into letting his
guard down by convincing him that he was on his side simply and solidly for the
slaughter. Every part of the explanation made sense, but most of it sounded
like the caster was much more concerned with the actual battle and would likely
get around to disposing of Lucas for the rewards after the fight. Lucas
surreptitiously cast a sidelong glance over at Bonnie at that thought. He
couldn’t get what Lilith had said earlier out of his head. Would Bonnie
backstab me if the money were better somewhere else? He pondered the idea
for a moment and then just shook his head to clear it of those lingering doubts
and to bring his focus back to the situation at hand. He didn’t have the luxury
of doubt. He was already taking a gamble as it was, and adding in uncertainty
wasn’t the recipe for a winning roll. So, without giving it any more thought,
he made up his mind and walked to the entrance of his newly minted
hotel-turned-dungeon with his crew all trailing behind.


    Before stepping outside, he opened up his Dungeon
Menu and saw that his area of control actual ended just outside the entrance.
In a way, it made sense. Back in Hesse, he had been able to control the grounds
of his dungeons there, but those had been manors and estates. Here in Dover,
the street and market were part of the city, not his property. He hadn’t
actually expected the system to allow him to set up guards or traps there.


    Lucas glanced at the eleven remaining dots that
represented the tired and worn-out soldiers inside. I guess it’s for the
best. I can’t easily replace the guards, and I already have quite a bit
invested in them, so keeping them inside the dungeon is probably for the best.
The Blood Guard and the mage are the only ones I’m comfortable with losing, and
I still need Lilith and Bonnie. Lucas grabbed the Blood Guard and dragged
the dot until it was right on top of him. He had only intended to station the
Blood Guard next to him for dramatic effect, but when he let go of the small
icon, a new set of options appeared that he hadn’t seen before.


    Would you like to assign Unnamed Blood Guard to
follow you, guard you, assist you in killing individuals you are attacking, or
attack you?


     


    What? Why would I want the Blood Guard to attack
me? No, wait . . . that’s actually not a bad idea in the future. I can use them
for training if I ever have a ton of points just lying around. With that in
mind, Lucas selected the option to have the Blood Guard assist him in killing
individuals he was attacking. While he was sure he could use some help
defending, he had a lot more health than he had ability to deal damage, so he
didn’t want to chance the little damage he could dish out being spread over too
many targets.


    “You just heading out there?” Bonnie asked. “You
know a bunch of people wanna kill you, right, boss? We could set up some
traps.”


    “Girls looking cute while talking about traps--now
that’s a subject you don’t want,” the pyro said, chuckling obnoxiously at his
own bad joke.


    Not feeling the need to explain himself and not wanting
to stall his plan any further, Lucas ignored them as he opened the door and
strode outside with the Blood Guard and Lilith following closely behind, almost
as if the two of them were competing to be his shadow.


    As he exited the building, Lucas noticed that the
once-bustling street was completely empty right in front of his new building,
as if a small invisible semicircle that no one wanted to cross had been drawn
across the ground. It only took one look up for him to realize why. Linnaeus
had grabbed one of the players, likely the last person who tried to enter the
building, and was currently eating the hapless victim in the air more than
seventy feet above the ground, crunching and munching as he glided back and
forth on patrol.


    When he turned his attention back to the group of
people too afraid to push forward, he realized that none of them seemed to
really be fazed by the spectacle. They were gathered in groups, some with a
dozen-plus people, others with only four or five, and still more were just
sitting by themselves as they eyed the door, but they were all as casual and
unconcerned as could be. They were all in their own little worlds, chatting
amongst themselves as if nothing were wrong in the world, and body parts from
Linnaeus’s previous victims weren’t scattered across the ground.


    Then, one by one, their attention was drawn to
Lucas as they realized that someone had left the building. Their heads turned,
and their mouths stopped moving. They studied him with curiosity as if he were
a movie that had just started to play, and they were waiting for the opening
credits to finish rolling.


    Are they all players? Lucas wondered,
noticing a lot more Humans than other races. That didn’t make sense, though.
Based on the original story he had been prompted with, and all the races
offered to different players, Lucas was confident that some Human players in
the level range of the zone they were in would be present. However, he was even
more confident that Humans wouldn't naturally gravitate toward this area since
their own quests directed them to help different races in different areas, and
the Beast people had many zones around the Imperium, but non-Imperium Humans
didn’t. Lucas hadn’t noticed a single non-Imperium city when he first ventured
to Kent.


    “Lowbies . . . Beautiful, toast-worthy lowbies.
Look at that gear: not a single one is in decent stuff. They’re going to burn
really well!” the pyro cackled from behind Lucas. “Should we start the show?
I’ll burn my value into your brain . . . with their flesh!”


    “Shh . . . It’s the boss’s speech time,” Bonnie
cautioned. “He always does this.”


    “We finally get to hear a beautiful monologue
written by a beautiful man,” Lilith added. She was clearly supporting Bonnie’s
assessment, but the way she said it made Lucas’s face tighten up in a slight
cringe.


    Beautiful monologue by a beautiful man? What’s
this speech time? Do I really always give a speech? What the hell? Lucas
almost grumbled out loud at his frustration. He had indeed planned on giving a
speech, but he didn’t like the fact his supporting cast thought it was that
predictable. Fine. Forget this. Lucas closed his eyes a second, took in
a deep breath, and prepared for his apparently typical and hyper-predictable
speech. “I see that you’ve all come for my head,” Lucas began, looking around
at the crowd. “It doesn’t surprise me to see those with fur, ears, scales, and
slimy skin in the throng, those riding beasts meant for the sea, looking like
fish caught in nets coming to gather outside my home to kill me, but what of
the rest of you? What of you Humans?” Lucas asked, staring at a few of those he
was sure were NPCs.


    You know, tribalism and racism have always
worked for demagogues historically, Lucas thought. He had hoped to focus on
classism, but given that none of the players in this area looked to be
particularly wealthy, and he needed to separate them, he decided to go with the
obvious differences, one of the most easily visible being race.


    “I came to your town to save you, to help you, to
expand your territories and teach you the old ways,” Lucas continued, “yet here
you are, gathered with these stupid beasts and fishmongers to fight me? Is this
your pride as Humans? Have you sunk so low? 


    He waited for a response, but much like in the
town square when he had killed the brat trying to attack the old man, everyone
just stayed silent and watched. It was a testament to how realistic this game
was: the people were more comfortable being mere observers than participants.
Lucas smiled to himself when he realized that he had them exactly where he
wanted them--the players were waiting for the boss encounter to properly begin,
and the NPCs were too cowardly to interrupt--so he just continued ranting. He
had hours to kill, after all, so it didn’t matter if his rant lasted five
minutes or twenty. A lengthy monologue only meant that he had to fight for that
much less before the sun set. “I conquered the beastkin, fish walkers, and
underdweller tribes on Hesse, and I restored order to Human lands. But this is
my thank you? I made sure trade flowed freely from our farms to your merchants
so that they would have the materials needed to clothe you and the food needed
to feed you, and yet now you stand here ready to kill me? Is your gratitude
even lower than your pride?” He shook his head and laughed snidely in utter
disbelief, making it obvious that he was mocking everyone present, but
especially the Humans for their desire to participate in this assault against
him.


    “This is so amusing. Pathetic, but amusing. I
never expected the people of Hesse to be so civilized compared to those of
Kent. I thought they were barbarians. But when I came to them, like I come to
you now with offers to subjugate their enemies, to restore their farmlands, and
to protect their cities from the savage races that wish to destroy us, they
didn’t rally together and try to kill me. They welcomed me with open arms. Even
the Alfar and the Mere knew that it was an honor to be under my rule, yet you
remain so woefully ignorant and without honor.”


    “But . . . you kidnapped our women!” one of them
shouted angrily at Lucas.


    “Kidnapped? I did no such thing!” Lucas protested.
He turned to Bonnie and casually gestured to her. “She doesn’t wear that collar
because she’s been kidnapped; she wears it because she’s not even Human. She’s
half beast. Should I treat her just as you treat your fellow Humans? Should I
spit on her and sell her off to were-kin?” Lucas snorted derisively as if the
very idea were offensive. He didn’t actually find the subject funny.
Truthfully, it hit too close to home for him. He had seen these fears displayed
very clearly by his neighbors in the real world, which was why he knew picking
at them would work. “Would you be happier if I made her fetch for some
dog-eared master like you’ve done with your children? Is that the disgrace I
should subject her to so she feels more Human to you? Maybe when she dies by
their blades, I’ll tell them I’m sorry for accusing them of a crime.”


    “We . . . We . . .” The man’s face turned red with
anger, but his objections fell silent. Lucas watched as he saw the rage
flashing across not only his face, but a few others’ faces as well. He could
see how his words affected many of the female Humans too.


    “No, I’m not that cruel. My women, the Human ones
like her”--Lucas nodded his head back to indicate Lilith--“they live like the
queens and goddesses they are. They are treated equally and fairly, as all
Humans should be. They are given pleasures in my service that none of you could
give them and riches that none of you could show them, so they willingly rush
to my embrace. After all, I’m a Human who still has his dignity and pride
intact. I can show them the gratitude and appreciation they deserve. I’m not
like you, fighting under the leash and collar of mutts.”


    Lilith glanced over at Lucas, tilted her head, and
then turned to the crowd and smiled. “It really is pleasurable to be with him,”
she said in the most seductive way.


    “See, it just keeps going,” Bonnie whispered to
the pyro. “This is the boss at work.”


    Lucas assumed Bonnie thought he couldn’t hear her,
but when the words caught his ears, he had to stop his eyes from twitching in
anger. I have to be like this. This is my job as the evil, monologuing
villain, dangit! Lucas’s brow furrowed into a scowl as he tried to ignore what
could have been either mockery or praise.


    “This is like every big fight,” she continued.
“The boss always does this to turn one of the party’s members against the
others.”


    Fine, I’ll end it. Lucas clenched his jaw
angrily. I was trying to stall longer so the sun could get closer to
setting, but whatever. “You know what? I’m done. This is pointless. I’m
just wasting words on deaf mutes. Words only have meaning when they’re spoken
to Humans, not beasts. There is no purpose wasting them on the pets of pets.
So, go on! If you’re going to let one of these flea-ridden creatures leash you
like a dog, you may as well get on with it. Show me what little pride you have
left as Humans. Show me that they were right. Show me that you are no better
than their pets, servile and willing to obey lest they beat you or take away
your scraps.”


    He expected the fight to break out right away at
that last line, but silence persisted as they all stared at him with a dozen
emotions ranging from anger, confusion, doubt, and humiliation written across
their faces. The non-Humans were generally furious, but it seemed like the
players had decided to treat this as nothing more than a cutscene in an old
school JRPG.


    “Brother!” Linnaeus called from above as he
swooped down next to him. “Your speech has moved me. I feel great pity for you
that your own kin and kind have done you such a dishonor as to try to kill you
in service to these inferior creatures!” Linnaeus covered each of his eyes with
a hand while using his remaining four to retain his grasp on what looked like
the remaining few pieces of the large Were-Bear he had snatched earlier. “It’s
JUST SOOO HEARTBREAKING! How can a gentleman be treated so badly, like some
sort of base, roguish villain, when he’s clearly such a noble hero?!”


    “The hero indeed,” Lilith snickered. “His murders
are no different than a doctor excising an infection with a knife.”


    “Right. But as you are the hero, these can’t be
all villains. Come, brother. Don’t be so harsh.” Linnaeus floated down until he
could rest an arm around Lucas’s shoulder. “Surely, a few of these are good
people. Let us give them the opportunity to show themselves for the noble
individuals they are. I have no doubt that there at those amongst the gathered
who are only here looking like curs because they were pressured by such. After
all, we were only just forced to rescue these women behind us. Who is to say
these women don’t need rescuing too?” Linnaeus, unaware of his blatant sexism,
then spoke to the crowd. “Helpless women, easily tricked or forced to come
here, why don’t you change sides? Why not come work for my great, noble,
wondrous, and amazing brother, for my man among men, the undoubted hero of the
ages, Lucas? I know you must be concerned that his bed isn’t big enough for you
all, but trust me, it is. He has the stamina of a legend and regularly goes off
with half a dozen women. I’ve seen it!” Linnaeus nodded assuringly to the
crowd, causing some of the men to get even angrier. “Fear not! Throw off those
shackles and step forward! We’re here to free you from those pitiful,
disgusting, ugly excuses for honorless men.”


    That’s . . . There is no way anyone will step
forward after that. Lucas almost wanted to curse at Linnaeus for making
sure that all the work he had done to create at least a little division within
the mob was undone in less than twenty seconds, but before he could speak, one
of the beast girls, a Were-Wolf with silver fur and silver hair, stepped
forward.


    “Do . . . Do we get riches too?” she asked
timidly. “I’m not Human, but will I be treated well too?” Even though her voice
was fearful and her posture humble, her armor and gear were that of a knight in
full plate ready to do battle with the world.


    “Of course!” Linnaeus continued, once again
speaking yet again for Lucas. Even as his loud voice boomed out over the crowd,
Linnaeus propelled himself forward with a small flap of his wings. He glided
across the pavers until he was just in front of her, and once there, he spoke
in a comforting voice as if he could sympathize with her. “Look over there,
dear. Look at the happy face of that other girl, the sub-Human fox girl. Can’t
you tell that she’s treated well and paid well? How else could she afford all
the baubles on her clothes? Our master takes care of all his people so long as
they know the pecking order: him on top with his family like me, his most
illustrious and proud brother, next to him.”


    “What sort of mother or father spawned two
different look--” a Human peasant began, starting to question Lucas’s familial
ties with Linnaeus, but the moment after he opened his mouth, Linnaeus clawed
him down.


    Lucas had thought that Linnaeus wouldn’t hold up
well in this area because he was meant for Hesse, but when he saw how quick and
powerful the flying monkey man was, he began to see a little hope in his
situation. Looks like my proclaimed brother has gotten stronger since we
first met, Lucas thought, remembering how they had struggled with such
difficulty against a single party of six or so people upon their first meeting.
Then again, I have sunk hundreds of Evolution Points into him.


    “Just . . . Just curious who--” the man next to
the fresh corpse stammered. “The . . . uhh . . . the great parent of y’alls
is.”


    “Ah! We share no parent. Our brotherhood was
sealed with pact and blood! He sought me out himself.” Linnaeus puffed up his
chest as he shook off the dead man’s blood that had splattered across his
forearm. “And now our great Lucas trusts me above all others because he is a
gentleman who can clearly and immediately tell a person’s worth. That is why I
urge you women to throw out your riff-raff men, your terrible husbands, your
worthless boys, and come join Lucas’s service. He’ll welcome you all with open
arms. His magnanimity is that great!”


    “Boss, do you wanna stop him?” Bonnie asked in a
hushed voice. “He’s kinda ruining your image and making you sound like a
greasy, creepy playboy.”


    Lucas considered the question for a moment, but
before he could answer her, the silver-furred Were-Wolf girl started walking
straight toward him.


    “What the hell are you doing?” one of the were-kin
behind the girl asked. “He’s an NPC. Why are you even treating this seriously?
Come on back. Let’s just stick to the main quest.”


    The girl shrugged. “They look to be having fun
over there . . . I wanna have fun and be taken care of too. Is that so wrong?”
she protested. “Why I gotta stick with y’all when it’s usually a freakin’
sausage fest, and y’all just creeping on me and treat’n me like a crappy
player?”


    “What?!” a guy next to the first exclaimed. He
looked something like a blue-eared Were-Rat.


    “I play t’have fun; that look’n fun. Also, who
knows? Maybe NPCs will be better company. Later!” she said, her voice becoming
more confident. She sounded even somewhat angry at her previous group, and
after telling them off, she began walking toward Lucas and his people.


    Charisma-induced conversion of a female player
toward your goal mid-quest has triggered a special effect from your title Enemy
of Man. For the next hour, the title will provide an increase of 200% Charisma
versus women and a decrease of 100% Charisma versus men. Any additional bonuses
from items, skills, or classes to Charisma will only improve your Charisma
versus females.






    Notification: Your Charisma check versus women
within the surrounding area has exceeded the standard cap of 1000. You are the
first player to break the Charisma cap. Due to the nature in which you have
broken the cap, your title Enemy of Man has risen in rank from Enemy of Man to
Bane of Mankind.






    New Title: Bane of Mankind

Effects: 50% bonus Charisma in all interactions with women. 50% Charisma
penalty in all interactions with men.






    For the remainder of the original effect, all
Charisma checks versus women will automatically succeed, and all Charisma
checks versus men will automatically fail.






    All non-player women will automatically do their
best to ensure your survival and will receive randomized stat bonuses based on
their previous assumptions of you. All female members in your party will
receive a temporary 10% increase to Hit Points and damage while aiding you in
combat.


    Charisma checks . . . Lucas sighed as he read
through the notification. Of course. I kept thinking of this as a more
fluid system, but it is still a game. Of course, it would have to do checks to
see if a person’s dialogue succeeds, and what they say probably helps because
it just adjusts the difficulty of the check. If the AI were too realistic,
there is no way ninja-boy Jake woulda ever gotten a girlfriend.


    “Woah, boss, I don’t know what just happened, but
I’m liking this party with you even more,” Bonnie said, suddenly much perkier.
She pulled out one of her daggers and gave it a few quick swipes through the
air as if testing something.


    “I’m certain I’ll be able to keep you alive now,”
Lilith said. “I definitely feel stronger.”


    “I’m going with him too,” one of the NPC Human townswomen
said as she got up and started walking toward Lucas.


    “Same,” another woman said, and she was echoed by
a few more. In a matter of moments, Lucas had gone from gaining one extra harem
member to over forty as the women kept pouring toward his side. As expected,
with each that left the mob, another man started spouting hateful obscenities
at Lucas. What had originally been a calm, patient, and expectant crowd
silently judging him and listening to his speech was now a very riled-up and
angry mob of over 150 men who all appeared to want nothing more than to rip him
limb from limb.


    “What the hell?” someone shouted. “This is just
some lame event. What are you doing, Suzie?!”


    “Betsy, come to your senses! He’s just an NPC!”


    “Leela, WTF?! Don’t walk out on your guildies here
for some creep!”


    “CAIT?! CAIT?!”


    “Jane, seriously, will you stop this already?!”


    The cries of random players continued as a number
of their female party members left their guilds and parties to join him for
some reason--one that didn’t fully make sense to Lucas unless it was just
curiosity about what would happen if they did. He could count at least ten
non-Humans among the fifty people that had now switched sides. The almost
entirely all-male remainder of the mob angrily looked on at Lucas. Even though
he had a rather sizeable group now, he was still outnumbered three to one at
least, and the majority of his team were players. Even with the mass change of
sides, the fight didn’t look like it would be easy, and he was really thankful
for the stalling he had gotten away with so that Liu could get closer.


    “Damn,” Bonnie grumbled.


    “What? Worried about a little competition now?”
Lilith asked, looking over at the Were-Fox.


    “. . . No,” she responded, her eyes darting to the
floor. “I’ll be fine.”


    “YOU KNOW WHAT?! SCREW YOU ALL!” one of the guys
shouted as he decided he didn’t want to wait and see if any more of the female
players would decide to change sides. As his obscenity echoed over the crowd,
he used his staff to create a large boulder, one that was easily three or four
feet in diameter, and sent it careening toward the newly formed crowd. “JUST
DIE ALREADY, YOU TRAITORS!”


    Linnaeus jumped forward and intercepted the
boulder with all six arms while using both his tail and his feet to help him create
traction as he stopped it. “I think you have all outstayed your welcome at my
brother’s home!” he shouted, hoisting the boulder above his head and throwing
it right back at the mage. A new boulder that had been summoned by the same
mage smashed into the one Linnaeus returned, stopping both with a loud crash.
Seconds later, Linnaeus vaulted over the pile of rubble and landed
giant-primate-feet-first on top of the mage and crushed him into the ground.


    Whether it was the side-switching women, both
players and NPCs, or the angry mob that was now certain Lucas was somehow the
devil, both sides were starting to unload everything they had on each other. It
was hard for Lucas to see much of what was going on. He didn’t have the vantage
point to make out much of the battlefield from where he stood. The women were
not only a large obstruction to his view, but also created a wall between him
and his foes that was nearly impossible to shoot a spell through without
hitting one of them. Not having many alternatives, he started firing the only
spell that would go over their heads and didn’t require him to aim properly:
Exploding Tear.


    Since Exploding Tear could be fired like a mortar,
just like Rock Lob, Lucas began shelling the giant balls of concentrated,
exploding water at the enemies one after the other as fast as he could while
trying to keep an eye on what was happening around him.


    Bonnie seemed to be trying to figure out what to
do with herself as the ranged casters on both sides were blasting the melee
fighters who were trying to engage. She hesitated, gripping her daggers tightly
at her side as her eyes darted from player to player while looking for an
opportunity that didn’t seem to present itself. Similarly, Lilith chose to hang
back with Lucas, but she didn’t seem nervous or anxious like Bonnie did.


    The pyromaniac magician Lucas had bought pushed
his way in front of Lucas, and his staff glowed the color of a hot ember as he
lit one Fire Wall after another at the enemy lines while cackling maniacally.


    “This is what I’m talking about!” he cheerfully
cried. He was so enthralled by his work burning the field all around him that
he didn’t even flinch when a Lightning Pillar, one of the more advanced spells,
came crashing toward him. He just casually stepped to the side and allowed the
turbulent shaft of energy to consume the next closest target, a beautiful
Dokkalfar woman. She, like Bonnie, had been trying to decide when to go forward
and use the large two-handed maul on her back.


    Just as the pillar of twisting Lightning pivoted
and turned to consume another one of Lucas’s new crew, it suddenly fizzled out.
It took Lucas a second to see what had happened, but the answer was soon
obvious. The caster had been sniped. He wasn’t completely dead, likely due to
resistances and a fairly large health pool, but one of the skilled archers on
Lucas’s side had somehow managed to put three arrows in him. One shaft sprouted
from his chest, and two others had struck through the wrist of his staff hand,
causing him to drop his weapon.


    Several different animations began appearing after
that as casters started summoning mostly mid-level area-of-effect spells. Giant
spinning Shadow Pillars, walls of fire, torrential rains, and large Lightning
columns twisted through the lines of players. Bodies were thrown about,
shocked, burned, and dissolved by the dozens, and then both sides’ long-ranged
attackers began firing off salvos of arrows, each archer doing their best to
bring down the opposing mages before they completely wrecked the closely-pressed
groups. It was an incredible sight to behold, one that the melee fighters got
to watch quietly as they hesitated to even take a single step forward.


    Lucas looked over at the Blood Guard that had come
with him, and an idea struck him. He knew that the thought was rather stupid,
but he wanted to follow through with it simply because he couldn’t stand only
being able to fling Exploding Tears over a wall of friendly players like the
lowest-damage form of artillery.


    “Bonnie, if you’re not going out there, I need you
to start grabbing the injured players who have joined our side and drag them
back into the dungeon. Get them patched up as soon as you can. Don’t worry
about it if you don’t have anything to heal them with, just start moving all
the injured into a random room on the first floor and then station four of our
door sentry guards on the inside to make sure that, if anyone gets through to
them, they won’t be sitting ducks. If you can find another stealth-dependent
player in the group to help you, do so. We need a medic hut as soon as
possible, and it might give us an advantage since they’re clearly not doing
that.” Then, in a lower and hushed voice, he added, “Also, try to pick a room
that has a bed so that it will look tempting when you bring back players.” He
wanted the players to bind there so that, if they died, they’d lose experience
and potentially some gold and an item, but not too much time before returning
to the field.”


    “Got it, boss.” Bonnie immediately darted forward
and grabbed an injured caster near the front lines with five arrows in her and
then ran back into the building. A handful of other melee fighters noticed what
she was doing and began copying her. They grabbed up injured mages and archers
and then disappeared into the building with hurt magicians on their back.


    “As for you”--Lucas looked over at the Blood
Guard--“go wild.”


    He didn’t know if the Blood Guard would actually
even get a single kill, but that wasn’t the point. Linnaeus was able to create
a good bid of pressure on his own by diving into the enemy crowd, but it simply
wasn’t enough, even with the added spells. No matter how much he was enjoying
the light show, Lucas needed to break that wall of players and end the melee
stalemate. The full-blown battle had only just broken out, but it was already
obvious that his side was going to lose. A few of the mages were already dead,
and his melee line was useless. So long as neither side made a move, they would
continue to remain that way. No one wanted to stand out and get struck down
first. So, in order to end the standoff, Lucas decided to send his new guard to
do just that.


    The Blood Guard nodded witlessly and then raised
up his large zweihander and charged forward without a sound. The second he
broke past the little concave line of archers and casters, the enemy did
exactly what every melee fighter feared: they focused on him. Arrows streaked
toward him, and while one struck him in the chest, he dodged past others,
darting from side to side and zigzagging straight toward the enemy lines. Lucas
grimaced as the Blood Guard zipped past what would have been a well-placed
arrow and cringed as he watched the projectile clip a pretty bunny archer on
her side.


    No matter how effortlessly the Blood Guard moved
or how much he dodged, it was impossible to completely avoid the rain of barbs
and spells. Dozens of arrows that he couldn’t avoid careened off his armor, and
several more brought forth large red stains as they cut through what little bit
of exposed skin he had. Spells exploded around him and behind him, but the
points that Lucas had sunk into his defenses were apparently worth it. Despite
the constant storm of damage and a Lightning spell exploding in his face, the
Blood Guard didn’t seem even the slightest bit fazed. He crossed the no man’s
land completely undeterred and sliced into the first mage he reached with his
large zweihander. Unable to shy away from the attack due to the press of bodies
behind him, there was little the man could do to stop the large sword from
almost cleaving him in two. The mage’s health pool stopped the attack from
being a complete one-shot, but it wasn’t nearly large enough to withstand two
such attacks from the emotionless killing machine. The Blood Guard stepped back
a half step, ripping his sword free from the mage’s body and followed up his
first attack with an overhanded diagonal slash that tore through the mage’s
neck and into his chest. 


    The throng visibly panicked, obviously struggling
as they tried to figure out how to handle a rampaging swordsman in their midst.
Archers couldn’t get a clean line of sight on the Blood Guard due to his
positioning at the front of the crowd, and casters couldn’t risk firing off an
area-of-effect spell without wounding dozens of their own. It was only a brief
moment of hesitation, but the slight lull in attacks was all the opportunity
Lucas’s melee fighters needed to seize the opportunity. They surged forward
across the street, raising loud battle cries, rushing to engage their new
enemy.


    Likewise, fighters began pressing through the
crowd as the useless archers and casters began pushing back to create some
space between themselves and the Blood Guard. A few of the earliest to arrive
even launched themselves onto the Blood Guard in a poor attempt to subdue him,
but as far as Lucas could tell, it was little more than a suicidal gesture.


    In a moment, sword wielders, spear masters and
every other type of close-combat-classed individual was locked in combat. The
ranged combat had begun to collapse, and even Lucas’s new pyromaniac companion,
who had previously rushed to the front to try and get as many kills as he
could, was backing up rather quickly and abandoning his channeling as an angry
double-bladed-axe-wielding barbarian came straight at him.


    Since the other side outnumbered Lucas’s own, and
Lucas had already sent a few of his close-combat specialists to handle medic
duty, he knew his side wouldn’t win, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t trying to
play the good guy; he was trying to get much-needed Blood Goddess Reputation
Points. In just a few moments, he had harvested the 12 points he was missing
when the fight began. Now, he could buy the Weapon of the Blood Servant. He
didn’t know what it would be or what stats it might have, but he didn’t care.
He needed damage. He couldn’t stand around feeling inept while everyone else
battled around him. He desperately wanted to join in even if just for his own
fun, to kill and dominate his foes like he used to in Hesse.


    Weapon of the Blood Servant has been purchased. Would you
like to withdraw it now?


    “Now is when the fun really starts,” Lilith said,
suddenly popping up on his right, licking her lips as she twirled her blades
and prepared to engage in combat with a man who was rushing at them full speed,
apparently dead set on being the first one to strike Lucas down.


    “My thoughts exa--” Lucas began to agree with her,
distracted from his intention to withdraw the staff from the system store, but
he wasn’t able to finish his sentence as an arrow tore into his cheek, ripping
through the flesh and shattering several of his teeth before shooting out the
other side. His vision flashed as pain exploded through his mouth, and his
subconscious desperately hoped that the shaft somehow passed through
completely. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be that easy. The arrow’s shaft had
splintered, shattering pieces into his mouth and leaving the back half of the
arrow still firmly jutting out the side of his face.


    Lucas wanted to scream out in pain. This was one
of the most torturous feelings he had experienced since he first started living
in this fantasy world, but he could barely grunt. He didn’t have cheeks anymore
to hold in the air needed to talk, his tongue had been practically cut in half
by the arrowhead, and he couldn’t even close his mouth now due to the pooling
blood and the foreign object still present. Lucas couldn’t even so much as ask
for help. To make matters worse, as he tried to recover from the sudden shock,
he spotted a crazy man dashing toward him who was covered from head to toe in
plate mail. He weakly tried to dodge out of the way of the man’s shield as it
slammed forward, but the pain was so intense that it blocked his senses. His
dexterity had been demolished by the sudden wound, and no matter how hard he
tried to get his body back under control, he could feel the lag between any
will to act and the resulting action. Even his field of vision narrowed from
the adrenaline rush that surged through him to try and numb the agony.


    Freaking hell! Lucas tried to yell as the
inevitable happened: the large armored man crashed into him full force and sent
him flying back through the air. He thudded to the ground, and Lucas’s momentum
and weight created the necessary force to flop his body across the dirt like a
ragdoll.


    Lucas struggled to right himself even enough to
see where the next attack was going to come from when another arrow zipped past
him, flying inches in front of his face and almost clipping him right in the
nose. His head automatically turned to follow the projectile’s path to the spot
it stuck in the dirt beside him, carrying his gaze away from the armored thug
bearing down on him. Lucas didn’t even see the rim of the brute’s shield as it
crashed down hard into his stomach, driving the air from his lungs and forcing
him to double up in pain. Somewhere above him, he was dimly aware of the
six-and-a-half-foot tall man letting out a guttural roar at the same time.


    Ga damnit! Pinned to the ground, Lucas
raged as the man lifted the shield and slammed it down into him as hard as he
could for a second time. The anger Lucas felt over being rendered helpless so
easily lanced through the pain and brought a sense of clarity to his mind. He
grabbed on to the metal shield pressed down against him with his free hand and
fought back against the warrior, struggling to stop him from pulling it up and
driving it down into his midsection yet again. A dangerous idea snapped through
his frantic mind, and Lucas acted without giving it any more thought. He
pressed his staff into the ground and channeled an Exploding Tear into the dirt
directly next to him.


    There was a loud thud as the spell connected point
blank, and then a shower of wet dirt and debris blasted Lucas and his attacker.
The warrior seemed to be initially shocked by the sudden explosion, retracting
a small bit and briefly relenting in his struggle to slam his shield down into
Lucas for a third time, but a wicked smile crossed his face when he realized
that he wasn’t actually injured by the blast.


    But Lucas wasn’t done yet. He jammed the casting
end of his staff into the freshly-formed puddle and began channeling Static
Web. The electricity-infused spell struck the Water and immediately jumped back
into Lucas. He had effectively turned his soaked and sodden body into a giant
conductor aimed at directing the current back toward the metal shield and into
the enemy above him.


    Lucas was already in so much pain and filled with
so much anger that he wasn’t greatly fazed by the attack. There was nothing
that could hurt him or distract him more than the agonizing facial wound had
already managed to do, but that wasn’t the case for the would-be hero above
him. The second and third Static Webs coursed through their bodies, stripping a
few hundred Hit Points off his already diminished health pool, but the enemy
finally loosened his grip, jerking back like a child who had touched a hot
stove and away from the source of his pain.


    Finally, with a little bit of room to maneuver,
Lucas swung his staff up between them and began the agonizing process of
getting back to his feet. He rolled onto his side so that he was able to push
himself up with one arm while keeping his eye on the warrior, but it didn’t
quite work as he planned. He had no way of judging exactly how much of the
arrow’s shaft was still protruding from his mouth, and he managed to jam it
straight into the ground the moment he rolled over onto his side. The
already-splintered stick was shoved further into his gums and the roof of his
mouth, and Lucas’s vision flooded with black as pain assaulted his senses,
causing him to momentarily lose track of the escape plan he had hatched in his
head.


    Another man dressed in full studded leather and
wielding a buckler and scimitar like a makeshift scoundrel from an old CNC game
bore down on Lucas with a horizontal attack right toward his chest.


    Lucas scrambled back away from the new threat, but
there was no way for him to make a complete escape. The sword just missed its
mark, and what would have been a killing blow against anyone else with a
smaller health pool failed to claim Lucas’s life. The tip of the blade tore
across his chest, tracing a long red line from one side to the other. Lucas
howled in pain and collapsed onto his back, but before the swashbuckler could
land a second attack, Lucas watched on as a Human girl dressed in a coarse,
drab, loose-fitting outfit that instantly reminded him of a potato sack rushed
forward with a five-pronged pitchfork and pierced the scimitar wielder in the
side of his gut. Rather than driving the prongs any deeper, as Lucas had
expected, she instead leaned back and pulled upward, hoisting the man into the
air. Gravity instantly went to work on the man, driving his body down into the
weapon.


    Gritting his teeth against the pain, Lucas used
the moment of freedom to do what he had failed to do earlier: switch out his
weapon. When he selected the “withdraw” option from the Blood Point Reputation
store menu, the staff he wanted immediately manifested in his free left hand.
Without even checking the stats to confirm that it was an actual upgrade, Lucas
turned and hurled his old staff toward the shield warrior, who had remained
close by and was maneuvering around the pitchfork peasant to attack Lucas
again.


    Lucas would have loved for the opportunity to go
through the five spells available and learn what they were, but with an angry
armored tank rushing at him, it simply wasn’t possible. He shifted his grip on
the staff and picked the very first spell that he saw available: Reap the
Unworthy. He channeled his mana into it and instantly noticed that his health
started to dip just a little and slid from 48% down to 43%. Then he felt
something akin to an electric jolt course through his body, but this was
entirely different from what he had experienced thus far. Unlike the piercing
pain in his jaw and body, this was something deeper, much more primal. His
throat was suddenly parched, water formed in the corners of his eyes, and he
involuntarily sucked in his stomach. He experienced a strange, agonizing new
type of hunger within the depths of his being as if he hadn’t eaten in days.


    He pushed through the odd torment of the spell,
poured both Arcane Energy and health into it, and then turned and unleash it on
the plated predator. His body suddenly turned rigid and stiffened up of its own
accord, and he somehow knew that the spell had left him rooted in place. Over a
dozen partially visible dark-red ethereal chains shot out from his body. Each
appeared to be coated in some type of inky shadows, almost as if a black and
gray miasma had been draped over them. Ghostly, skeletal hands with a palm the
size of a man’s face were attached to the end of each chain, and they darted
toward nearby enemies at a terrifying speed. The warrior had no chance to dodge
the hand that passed through his shield and slammed into his chest, going
through the steel and wood like a ghost. The frightening appendage continued
forward, pushing the man back ten feet. The warrior wasn’t the only victim.
Each of the dozen-plus chains targeted one of the nearby enemies, and at least
two-thirds of them struck, anchoring each person to Lucas.


    Lucas’s foes started tugging on the chains, and
for a second or two, he had created a massive means area-of-effect crowd
control since none of them were able to free themselves. The chains seemed to
slack a little as the pushing stopped, and then the process suddenly reversed.
Hard. Everyone who had been snagged by the hands was suddenly pulled forward
until they were within a few feet of Lucas. He thought that might be the end of
the spell, but then he noticed that the man in front of him wasn’t looking at
either the chain holding him or even at Lucas; instead, his gaze was fixed on
something above and behind Lucas. Lucas turned and looked up to see what looked
like a female Blood Guard made out of shadows. She cackled loudly, sending
chills through him, and then raised up a scythe and reaped every enemy within
fifteen feet of Lucas in one quick swoop.


    So far, scythe attacks from Shadow spells in the
game created non-physical blades that only did magic damage, and Lucas had
expected this one to do the same. However, as the dark spell sliced through the
field, it seemed to be very much a direct physical attack despite its seemingly
immaterial nature. As the scythe swept through the seven enemies who had been
either too close to him from the start or hadn’t been able to resist the
chain’s pull and had been dragged within range, the blade rent their flesh,
creating large wounds on six and slicing clean through the weakest. Blood and
guts spilled out everywhere, instantly creating a gruesome scene.


    Holy freaking hell! Lucas was taken aback,
just as stunned as those around him at what had just happened. That one strike
had changed the battlefield. The spell might have only done enough damage to
kill one of the unlucky saps, but the chains and apparition had been more than
enough of a distraction to let others on the field clean up the threats in
front of them, including the six enemies who had survived the reaping with
severe injuries. The price of the spell was ultimately 5% of his health and
over 280 Arcane Energy, but it had been worth it.


    Lucas felt a strange pinch on the side of his
cheek, and he realized that he was able to breathe easier than before. The
wounds on his cheeks felt like they had closed up a bit, and the blood had
stopped pouring down his throat. He could still feel the splinters from the
broken arrow shaft against what remained of his tongue, and his teeth were
still missing, but his mouth was functional again. Despite the spell’s
unquestionable usefulness, however, Lucas saw that the reaping, unlike the
chains that had shot out of him, hadn’t distinguished friend from foe. One of
the women who had joined him was hurt badly from the spell too.


    So, I have to be careful where I ca-- Lucas’s
thoughts were interrupted when yet another arrow grazed his triceps. The new
attack caused him to pause and look up, and he got a good view of the battle
for the first time since the warrior had engaged him. At first glance, it
looked like over a third of his new followers were missing, likely either dead
or moved to triage, and that meant that the tide of battle was dangerously
close to tipping against him despite his flashy new spell. If he didn’t do
something soon, all of his efforts were going to be wasted. Reap the Unworthy
had done its part in turning the melee skirmish to a degree, but he was
ultimately outnumbered, and there wasn’t much that could be done to change
that.


    “Everyone! RETREAT INTO MY LAIR! Let these fools
find out my true power by challenging me in my own domain!” Lucas shouted as
loudly as he could. Then, shifting his focus to a cluster of casters, he added,
“And get some walls and obstacles up! Don’t worry about dealing damage; get our
people out of here!”


    Lucas rushed forward and grabbed the wounded
woman, hoisted her into a princess carry, and sprinted back toward the hotel.


    “Brother, I shall ensure your people do not die in
their most brave and honorable retreat!” Linnaeus declared as he streaked past.


    Lucas glanced over his shoulder long enough to see
the flying primate slam down into the ground where the original no-man’s land
had been and then start spinning around at an alarming rate. Dirt began flying
out in all directions, creating a massive cloud and making it nearly impossible
to see anything.


    “Thanks!” Lucas said as he reached the hotel,
still carrying the woman in his arms. He looked around, hoping to see that most
of his people were getting out just fine with Linnaeus’s help, but all he saw
was a crazy, barbaric-looking man with a double-bladed axe bearing down on him.
Before he could react, Lilith appeared behind the man and tackled him to the
ground by spearing his legs. The axe the guy was holding flattened out and
smashed into his face as he fell, and Lilith was on top of his back before he
could turn over. She grabbed a fist full of his hair in her left hand, ripped
his head back, and then reached around and slit his throat with a knife in her
right. Blood began pouring out of the open wound, and he made a strange choking
sound that cut off a moment later when she stabbed through the base of his
skull where it connected with his spine. She withdrew the blade and stood up
casually, as if she weren’t in a hurry at all.


    “Thanks,” Lucas said again, and this time the word
was a soft sigh of relief.


    “Don’t mention it,” Lilith said, extending her
arms.


    Huh? Lucas looked at the gesture, trying to
puzzle out what she wanted, then remembered the girl he was holding. He
immediately shifted his weight and handed the bleeding girl over to her.


    “Thanks,” Lucas repeated for the third time,
adjusting his grip on his new staff.


    “I said don’t mention it,” Lilith laughed,
disappearing into the building as she headed for what Lucas hoped was the
triage center Bonnie had established.


    Well, let’s see what I can do to save the rest
of them. Lucas turned his attention once more to the battle. This time, he
actually had a moment to look through the list of spells, and he saw one that
stood out especially well. It cost 300 Arcane Energy to cast and 7.5% of his
total health, but the effect looked amazing. Cruel Mien of the Black Death
would send out a slow-moving, heat-seeking specter that would latch on to the
closest person to the targeted area. That person would then start vacating
blood from their body at both ends, causing damage as their body continuously
attempted to resist the plague’s effects, which Lucas took to mean that the
game would generate some random number based on the person’s constitution and
current condition to see if they recovered each turn. This alone made it a
deadly spell, but not necessarily a game-changer. What really stood out was
that the disease would spread to “non-Vampiric or living characters” if they
interacted with the vacated fluids via an open wound or ingestion. Since nearly
everyone on the battlefield had open wounds, Lucas could only imagine how fast
it would spread if the person he infected evacuated blood with enough
projectile force. The spell was, true to its name, a very viscous and
fast-acting facsimile of the bacteria yersinia pestis, the Black Death.


    Lucas
started channeling the spell, and the intense hungering pain returned. It was
even stronger than before, twisting his stomach and gnawing at his insides,
making Lucas hate the three seconds needed to channel the spell. Casting it
dropped him to 35.5% of his total health, but when it finished, a large
ghostlike figure emerged out of Lucas’s chest. The apparition was identical to
him in shape, armor, and size. It sped through the air toward a leather-armored
Were-Bear with a large flail standing in a pool of blood, which was partially
his and partially that of one or two people whom he had killed. By the time he
saw the spell, it was too late. The ghost opened its mouth and howled
with a sadistic cackle as it ran
into him and disappeared.


    The
Were-Bear’s body began glowing green, and he looked over at Lucas with a
confused expression on his face. His cheeks ballooned outward until he looked
like a gerbil that had packed too much food into its mouth, and then, in the
most inglorious fashion ever, he vomited out a fountain of blood. Green vapor
fumed out of his open mouth along with the puke and formed a cloud around him,
and as he threw up more and more, the miasma began spreading to the people
around him, which included people from both sides of the fight. Those already
wounded began glowing the same sickly green color as the Were-Bear, and they
soon began vomiting out the same green-fuming blood. Within mere moments, a
host of enemies and a few allies were standing in a pool of the foul liquid.


    “Payday!”
A girl near Lucas shouted as she began to loose arrows as fast as possible,
trying to kill the stunned targets. Two more archers and a caster had turned
around to take advantage of the scenario, but Lucas could tell it wouldn’t last
forever. The first person to be struck by the bloody vomit had already managed
to recover and was trying to wipe the blood off his face and compose himself.


    “No,
don’t!” Lucas shouted as he ran ahead. “Get back in the dungeon. I need you all
alive, not out here.” Lucas knew he probably shouldn’t, but he rushed over to
one of the girls that had been infected and was spewing blood for the fifth
time. Lucas was sure at this point that each explosion of sanguine,
green-glowing, Christmas-themed fluid was draining her in a way that was sure
to either kill her or leave her near death if she ever made it out of the fray.


    “Linnaeus!”
Lucas shouted, trying to get the attention of the large monster in his employ. Linnaeus’s
sandstorm trick had indeed managed to distract most of the players, creating an
obfuscating storm for stealth, but Lucas could see that it had come at a price.
The enemies had shot into the middle of the storm, and their arrows and spells
had hit the mark, riddling Linnaeus with damage and leaving him looking like a
rather brutalized pincushion. Linnaeus had bought time, however, and he had
done what he had promised: he had ensured many of Lucas’s people wouldn’t
die--which made it harder for Lucas to ask this next favor of his brother. “Linnaeus,
I need you to pick up that guy and throw him at the enemies!” Lucas pointed to
one of the puking men as he continued to rush forward toward the puking woman.


    What happened next was disgusting, horrific, and
exactly what Lucas had hoped for when he first sent Linnaeus toward the task.
With all of the injuries that the large monster had accrued, the moment he
picked up the vomiting and diseased man, he was immediately infected by the
spell as well. The large monster roiled in pain for a moment, taking to the
sky, and then became a flying bomber of dysentery doom, spewing crimson vital
fluids out from each end, showering the crowd below as he turned into a
biological weapon. Linnaeus seemed to recover within seconds, likely due to the
fact that a monster’s constitution was much greater than the average person’s,
but the damage was already done. Over half the people, whether with Lucas or
not, were covered in the disgusting disease, and within less than a minute,
every person was either infected or recovering from the infection. No one on
the battlefield had remained unwounded, and thus no one on the battlefield was
able to escape the foul spell’s effects.


    “Linnaeus, my noble brother, throw that trashy
fool you’re holding away and help me bring these women back!” Lucas shouted as
he picked up the now-recovering girl and threw her over his shoulder. He then
quickly rushed forward and grabbed another. The weight of the women wasn’t a
great burden--the game had given him a great body with excellent muscles--but
the awkwardness of trying to carry two women without letting go of his new
staff proved a challenge. The long implement jabbed into him with every awkward
step he took, making it impossible to rush.


    “I managed to take some of them out, brother,” Linnaeus
cried out as he ran past Lucas, beating him to the door. He was carrying eleven
injured women who were covered in their own blood and filth in his six arms and
laid out across his shoulders.


    “Thank you,” Lucas said. “But you need to recover.
I’ll try to send someone to the top floor to heal you so you can go out and
have more fun, but get out of here for the moment. I don’t think I could bear
to lose my only brother to these fiendish riff-raff.”


    He didn’t need to add that explanation, but given
how helpful Linnaeus was, he wanted his sentiments to sound less like an order
and more like a plea, appealing to Linnaeus’s own desires and sentiments.


    “Thank you, brother. Take care of yourself as well.
If you fall before we meet again, I shall mourn your death by eating a hundred
eyes in your name!” Linnaeus said, flapping his wings and soaring up into the
air. Normally, he wouldn’t be noticeable at all once he took to the sky thanks
to his usual light-blue color helping him blend in, but he now stood out plain
as day since his whole figure covered in a hundred varied shades of red.


    Due to Linnaeus’s growing trust in your honor and character,
as well as his performance in battle, the monster has unlocked a new evolution
branch that may be accessed and selected after the current quest event has
ended.


    Lucas carried the girls he was holding into the
building and carefully dropped them off before being handed his old staff by a
young Dokkalfar woman who had apparently possessed the presence of mind to grab
it off the field of battle before retreating. Lucas was suddenly reminded of
the various interns his company had hired over the years and smiled at both the
familiar convenience of good staff and the girl’s thoughtfulness. Then,
suddenly getting an idea, he turned around and began channeling one Earthen
Wall after another with it as he sealed up the entrance and created as many
barriers as he could between himself and the soon-to-be-incoming foes. He
didn’t know why the mob hesitated, regrouping and licking their wounds, but he
was thankful for their caution. If they had charged in right now, he wasn’t
sure how effective he would be at holding them off.


    “What next?” one of the girls, a Were-Fox like
Bonnie, asked as she came up to Lucas.


    Right now I get a large bath and invite you
women into it since I’m filthy and hurting like hell, and you all look
beautiful, he thought, wanting to respond that way for a moment, but he
shook the thought from his mind and tried to focus on the situation at hand.
“Right now, I need everyone in the triage facility up and operational as soon
as possible. Once you guys are ready for battle, I need you to pick rooms and
guard them. The guys out there won’t push the entire force into a room at once:
they’ll split to cover as much ground as possible. Plus, not everyone out there
is going to be cooperative. They’re going to want to find the fastest route to
the top, to me, as they can.”


    “Indeed. And fractured, they can break,” Lilith
said as she returned from dropping off the girl she had taken from Lucas.


    “Right. That’s the goal. I want you all to take
advantage of those fractures. This floor is going to be overrun quickly, but
the upper floors won’t be. If you stay here on the ground level when something
happens, they’ll just flood into whatever room you’re in, and then it’s only a
matter of time before you’re killed. You’re all far too valuable to me, and I
won’t risk having you all die here. Group up into strong fighting forces of at
least five to ten people, and then pick a room on a random floor. Hang out near
the rope ladders and pick off as many people as you can while they make the
ascent, but be ready to retreat the moment they make it to the top. Get out of
there before they can see where you go, and then wait for them in that room. If
they open your door, try to kill them before they get a chance to call for
reinforcements. You are all going to be the most beautiful traps a dungeon has
ever seen.”


    “That . . . sounds strangely effective,” a
redheaded girl next to Lucas said.


    “Of course, it is,” Lilith commented with a smirk.


    “What about this entrance? It’s a good strategic
hold,” one of Lucas’s guards from his manor in Hesse asked. “Should we not try
to keep defending it?”


    You freaking moron, Lucas thought, wanting
to smack the guard. You couldn’t defend this place easily against a few
people at a time, and you expect to hold off that mob of angry men that triples
our entire force’s number? He shook his head, holding back the urge to
scorn one of his most loyal troops in front of others. “No, we’ll leave devices
to defend it, not people. I want you guys to make your way to the top floor and
wait for me in the largest room. I’m going to head up there soon. I just need
to . . .” Lucas paused, holding his head. Heal. I need to heal. Even
though his health pool was only at a third of its normal level, and he wasn’t
in critical condition, he was still light-headed. The new spells had left him
tired and slightly dizzy, a combination that was making it hard to concentrate,
and he was paying the price for it even now, minutes after casting.


    He opened up the Blood Goddess Reputation Point
store and quickly began preparing his own welcoming present for anyone who made
it to the room housing the stairs up to the second level. He knew the guys
milling around outside weren’t giving him all this downtime out of charity.
They were preparing to crush him and his dungeon in one swift, massive player
raid.


    It was going to be a daunting struggle just to
survive, but when he saw the 60-plus points in his Blood Goddess Reputation
store, he grinned. I guess I really owe Linnaeus. He couldn’t be
happier. He had hoped to scrape by through sheer willpower, clever troop
placements, and chokepoints where he could funnel enemies into unfavorable
situations, but now he wouldn’t have to rely on foolish foes and dumb luck to
even have a shot at living. Now he had a real fighting chance.


    



  




  

    Chapter 10


     


     


    Liu felt uneasy as she walked down the third empty
street in as many minutes. She had originally sped toward the location Lucas indicated
with Nick and Katie in tow, but after encountering several completely empty
streets where there should have been a bustling marketplace, she decided that
slowing down and being discrete might actually serve her better. As a result,
the small group was now creeping along, walking softly and doing their best to
hug the shadows as much as possible.


    “We can go a little faster, can’t we?” Nick whined
from behind her.


    “If you go faster, I’ll kill you,” Liu replied in
a whisper. “We’re not moving at this speed because any of us want to.”


    “But that experience we’re getting means they’re
already fighting without us,” Nick complained again, this time more softly.


    “I said be quiet,” Liu shot back. She didn’t mind
most of the people that traveled with Lucas--in fact, she normally would have
considered them all to be potential great friends--but Nick was the exception.
He was always quick to complain about things he didn't like and then equally
unobservant when it mattered. It irked her. It wasn’t just that it made him
frustrating to deal with and be around, but it also meant that he’d never have
a chance at peeling Bonnie off of Lucas for himself until he grew a spine.


    No, stop thinking like that! Liu scolded
herself as she took a few more wary steps forward, her eyes constantly scanning
for anything out of the ordinary. I’m supposed to be setting him up with
someone, not trying to steal him myself. He’s my brother in law . . . He’s my
dead sister’s husband. Damn it! I can’t have these thoughts! Yet her
thoughts betrayed her and images of Lucas kicking down the door and facing off
against Dray to save her ran through her head. It was hard to ignore that
moment. The feelings she had thought she had repressed and buried when Yu Hua
had claimed him re-emerged just as strong as they had been years ago.


    Focus, Liu! Gritting her teeth in
frustration over bother her dilemma and her lack of concentration--something
she was very much aware that she criticized Nick over--she continued to move
from one group of shadow to the next as stealthily as she could with a giant
plate-armored moron walking around behind her.


    “Are we close to being there yet?” Katie asked.


    Oh my god, are you two kids? Liu stifled a
sigh and resisted smacking her forehead. “We’re nearly there. Just be patient,”
she replied as patiently as she could. “That corner up ahead should be one of
the last turns we have to make.”


    “Nnn . . .” Katie murmured. “I made us all toys in
class. I hope everyone likes what I made.”


    Liu’s gaze flicked to Katie’s innocent and happy
face. Katie was unabashedly smiling and evidently pleased with herself, and
when she saw Liu looking at her, she smiled even wider. “I made you a decanter
for your drinks. Lucas said you like to drink.”


    Liu forgot that she was supposed to be walking
forward and just stared at her for a moment. “Thank you . . . You really are a
precious person,” Liu said finally with a small, disbelieving giggle.


    “Our creations are the purest expressions of our
feelings,” Katie mumbled, repeating one of the Church of Lee’s mantras.


    “So, what did you make Nick?” Liu was afraid of
what the answer might be.


    “Nick is always wasting time,” Katie said without
any concern that Nick was right there with them, “so I made him a watch. I hope
it motivates him to use his time more thoughtfully. I had to use the guts from
another watch, though, since I don’t know how to make those yet.”


    “I see.” Liu pressed her lips together and did her
best to stifle her laughter when she saw Nick’s face crumble at Katie’s
unintentional insult. But the Naga wasn’t wrong. Nick was Lucas’s oldest party
member, but he was also the least motivated out of anyone. He always latched
onto other group members and whatever they might be doing at the time, but he
never took the initiative to do anything himself. Even when it was his turn to
pick out what they were going to eat during the post-dungeoning spa party, Nick
would always defer to the rest of the party and let someone else choose.


    “Wait. Stop.” Liu held up a hand and signaled for
the others to stop as she rounded a corner and noticed someone lurking in the
shadows ahead of them. She remained motionless for a moment, and when she was
convinced that she hadn’t been spotted yet, she pulled out her sword and
started slowly making her way toward the figure. This was the first person they
had come across for some time now, and while there was no guarantee that it was
an enemy, its stealthy nature and placement directly in their path meant she was
better off taking precautions first and getting her blade out whether it was a
threat or not.


    The slender and diminutive figure of a woman
became more apparent as she crept forward, and Liu was just about ready to
pounce when Nick rushed by. Liu swore to herself as he brushed past her, and
loud sounds of his clunky, plated boots echoed off the pavers. Does he not
understand the words ‘wait’ and ‘here’?!


    The figure jumped as if startled and then turned
to face them.


    “Oh, it’s just you,” a female voice exclaimed with
a sigh of relief.


    “Viola?” Liu asked, surprised at the identity of
the mystery lady she had been preparing to kill. “I thought you were kidnapped
with Bonnie.” Liu phrased her statement to intentionally be leading. She had
seen the death notice earlier when Viola died, so she knew why the young woman
wasn’t with Bonnie any longer. Still, she wanted Viola to explain what had
happened and pass along any information she had.


    “Yeah, I was,” Viola began. “It’s a long story,
but it seems that the gist of it is that our poor bonbon got caught up with me
in the schemes of one of my creepy stalkers, and then I got killed. I must say,
though, my death was absolutely terrific! It was one for the ages. I think I
really played my part well and scarred that poor child with the way I was all,
‘This is the only way I will be free!’” Viola beamed with pride at her work.


    “Well, sorry you lost a life,” Liu said with a
frown. “But why are you just creeping around here and not already back with
Lucas?”


    Viola shrugged indifferently and gestured to the
corner she had been previously staring around. “Because of what’s between us.
It seems that before I can re-emerge on the stage, a shining starlet for all to
praise, I must first wait on the extras to clear out.”


    Liu stepped past the Alfar woman and saw exactly
what she was talking about. There, in the middle of the otherwise empty road,
was a squadron of forty Royal Knights. Each was seated atop a white horse and
was dressed in better plate armor than even that which Nick wore. Additionally,
their swords and shields created a dazzling display in the sunlight, looking as
if they had been crafted by the finest smith.


    It’s like Prince Charming had forty clones, Liu
thought as she stared at the handsome figures. Each was a perfect specimen of
luscious long blonde or brown hair with blue, green, or brown eyes. They looked
like every variation of her childhood fantasy of a perfect man. But why are
they here? She glanced around, looking around for any sign of leadership or
a clue that might indicate what their intentions were. What are they waiting
for?


    “No one matching the description of a stage
director has shown up yet,” Viola explained. “That’s why I’ve been waiting here
and not immediately rushing back to Lucas and Bonnie.


    “Ah . . . right.” Liu nodded in understanding.
“Good thinking. We need to know what they’re up to. Those are Royal Knights. If
they’re here, something big is happening. Lucas may be in very real trouble.”


    “Right,” Viola said. “Did you want to leave me
here to collect info while you guys go help Lucas?”


    “Or we can do something to disrupt them,” Liu
suggested. “Maybe draw them away from a potential fight with Lucas.”


    “How can you be sure they’re here to fight Lucas?
They could just be here to prevent a riot from reaching the rest of the
streets,” Nick said as he too peeked around the corner.


    “Nick”--Liu looked over at the Dark Knight, still
frustrated that he continued to compromise their two advantages, stealth and
surprise--“didn’t I tell you to wait and to stop?”


    “Yeah, you did, but wh--” Nick began to answer,
but Liu silenced his response with a quick jab of her rapier that was deft
enough to slip through a weak spot in his armor and leave a nasty wound on the
unsuspecting man’s shoulder.


    “Then you don’t have an excuse for disobeying me,”
she said coldly. “Either lead or follow, but if you can’t make up your mind and
try to do both, I’ll kill you myself.”


    “What the hell?” Nick placed a hand on the wound
and looked more hurt from the fact that a party member had done it to him than
the fact that he had just been cut.


    Nodding along, Katie added, “A loose cannon can
sink its own ship. You should take what she says to heart.”


    “It’s just a game though . . .” Nick grumbled as a
spell from Viola landed on him and healed the wound.


    “That’s only what lazy casuals say,” Katie
lamented, shaking her head at Nick’s excuse. “Whether it is building a
birdhouse or building a house for your family to live in until you all die, you
should treat every project with the same earnest effort.”


    Liu nodded at the sentiment.


    “Fine. I’ll listen more then . . . Sorry,” Nick
said. “But you didn’t have to mess up my armor. It’s a pain to get Willmarth to
fix it. He won’t even touch it unless I bring him more black powder to play
with.”


    “Deal with it yourself,” Liu shot back. “We have
pressing issues. Those horses will outrun us if the knights decide to give
chase, so there isn’t a way for us to tag them and then kite them around until
we get what we want.”


    “Kite them?” Nick asked, drawing an angry look
from Viola, Katie, and Liu.


    “You know what we mean,” Liu said impatiently. “If
we can outpace them, then we can draw their attention, get them to all try and
attack us at once, then put distance between ourselves and them as we lead them
as far away from Lucas as possible.”


    “Do we have to?” Nick asked. “Sure, there are a
lot of them, but they’re still just NPCs, right? If we bring them to Lucas with
his monsters and whatnot, shouldn't we be able to kill them?”


    This moron isn’t entirely wrong. They probably
are just NPCs. There should be a way to simply kill them. The only thing
she was worried about was that the Royal Knights weren’t just powerhouses on
the battlefield, they were also low-level nobility that the Imperium used to
lead troops into combat. Every single Knight was likely to be in charge of a
tract of land, his own tiny little army, and his own dungeon. Technically, the
character Liu was playing only had an equivalent rank to each of those men.
They were specifically designed to lead troops in combat and to target enemy
commanders whenever possible.


    “Maybe they’re not even Knights,” Viola said.
“They might not be impossibly tough to beat.”


    “They’re not Knights?” Liu asked, looking at the
group skeptically. The squadron was gathered at the end of the road, stacked
five horses wide for eight rows, so she had trouble making out all the details.


    “They all have the same crest on their shield.
Knights in this game are nobility, right? Every iteration in the family should
have its own variation of the crest. Since they have identical crests, they’re
serving someone else. They’re just well-geared soldiers, not actual Knights,”
Viola explained, giving Liu a lot more hope as she realized Viola was right.


    They are just soldiers. Well-geared, evil,
mean, tough-looking soldiers. Since they weren’t Knights, that meant they
wouldn’t have the insane abilities those of higher rank within the Imperium
had.


    “Well, if you want to kite them, we can just use
the buildings. They’re all on horses, none of them have bows, and there isn’t a
single healer visible in the entire group,” Nick observed. “That’s why I
thought there wouldn’t be a point to stalling them from reaching Lucas. If they
made it to a dungeon, wouldn’t they be easy to kill?”


    Liu sighed to herself. She hated to admit it, but
Nick was right again. “Either way, we still need to find out who sent them
before we do anything. You say no one has come to give them orders?” She turned
to Viola, wanting to make sure that she understood what the theater nerd had meant
when she said that a stage director was lacking.


    “Not a one,” Viola answered. “But I’ve been
watching for only a few minutes. I saw them clear out the streets earlier and
then post footguards on corners to keep anyone from coming in, so I decided to follow
them until my stage directions became clearer.”


    “Well, I guess now we play the waiting game. If
something doesn’t happen soon, we can start it ourselves,” Liu said, quietly
stepping back and leaning against the wall.


    “So, we just sit here and do nothing?” Nick asked.
“I mean, Lucas is fighting, so shouldn’t we join him soon?”


    Liu glared over at Nick. “Did the first cut not
teach you how to be quiet?” she asked, gripping her weapon tightly as she
stared down the weak-willed man. It didn’t take more than a few seconds before
he broke, backing up and lowering his own eyes to the ground.


    Coward, Liu thought as she watched his
actions. You need to toughen up, or you’re never going to get anything
except what’s given to you out of pity. It was a lesson she had learned the
hard way--one that had cost her dearly--but it was one that you couldn’t just
teach someone and have them understand. She could only strike the poor boy over
and over again until the metal was either shaped or broken.


    After that exchange, no one said anything. They
all just quietly waited for something to happen. Liu and Viola kept their eyes
glued on the forty-man cavalry, but Katie pulled out a knife and began to
whittle something small in her hands, and Nick simply moped against the wall where
Liu had first threatened him.


    Liu was starting to grow impatient when two men,
dressed in the type of formal regalia expected in a ballroom, not on a
battlefield, walked up to the group. Even if she hadn’t spotted the duo
immediately, Viola’s immediate tap on her back would have alerted her to the
fact their wait was over.


    “How long must we wait before we charge in? The
headmistress’s trap has already sprung, and the enemies are all in one nest, so
why don’t we go kill them and cut this diseased commoner blight from our city
at once,” one of the men, dressed in blue and purple, asked the other as they
walked in front of the line of cavalry.


    “My men are not waiting here for decoration,
Edwin,” the other said. This noble wore an entirely different set of colors,
black with orange and silver, which looked like a miserable choice under the
scorching sun. “Edmund has given us strict orders not to proceed until the
moment the peasants have nearly killed themselves off. If we charge in now, who
is to say that a stray arrow or a well-placed spell might not kill one of our
fine soldiers? If we charge in later, who is to say they will even have the
capacity to threaten us at all?”


    “This is why the headmistress and the other nobles
don’t trust your lot, Pembroke,” Edwin grumbled. 


    “The other nobles are precisely why we show
caution,” Pembroke said. “We are at the precipice of destruction, and you wish
to be cavalier with the cavalry? Think hard, Edwin. What do you think will
happen if our forces wane? The Imperium has neither the manpower nor the
momentum to handle the growing threat of the Alfar and the beasts. Our army is
the only thing that ensures the land trading continues as normal without a
pause. If either of those groups were to catch wind that we’d lost too many of
our elite mage-killing cavalry, how long do you think it would be until they
decided we weren’t necessary for their own survival? Until they decided that
they could fake a war between each other just fine and chose to finish us off?”


    Edwin seemed to agree with Pembroke. He went quiet
and cast his gaze downward as if contemplating what his fellow noble had said.


    What in the hell is this? Liu wondered as
she watched on. She had no idea that there was such a complicated scheme afoot
in the Imperium. She knew for a fact that the people mentioned, the academy
headmistress and Duke Edmund, were NPCs. They should have been following
standard quest progression, yet here they were, talking about land trading and
back-end deals with factions that should clearly be their enemies. No,
actually this makes sense, Liu thought as she watched the group. This
must be how the world itself regulates the territory of the three factions, an
explanation for them being at war for generations with never a single hint of
any involved parties properly winning. The war is fake, but the players don’t
know that. They continue fighting the good fight, when in reality, it’s only a
good fight to them.


    “If that’s really what you believe, then why are
we wasting so much of our time and effort trying to clean up this pro-Imperium,
self-important plebeian?” Edwin asked, finally breaking his moment of silent
reflection. “We could back up, let his power grow, and have him fight the Alfar
and the beasts instead of us. He’d wear them down, and they’d be in the
position you fear we might end up in.”


    “What you suggest is another option, and it’s
another reason why we’re being patient. Edmund has grown increasingly concerned
with House Ostreicher, and if we can control this Lucas and point him in the
right direction, then it’s better for us. At the moment, however, he’s still a
greater liability to us than the others. It’s our trade, our supply lines, and
our reputation he is wrecking at every given opportunity,” Pembroke explained.
“If he were not such a thorn in our side, then your plan would be an advisable
one. Unfortunately, he is, so the issue still stands. We must eliminate him to
protect our interests.”


    “And the headmistress . . . Whore, harlot, slut,”
Edwin spouted out. “The headmistress has been called so many things by so many
people, but none of them know the truth--that pride and reputation don’t exist
for us--yet it hasn’t impacted our business or our stature. Perhaps for all the
scheming Edmund does, he is protecting the wrong things. Trade and supply lines
can be replenished after the war, reputation means nothing once used up, and
the rest of what you’re describing as a liability . . . Our headmistress won’t
be affected. Her reputation can’t go any lower.”


    “What are you saying?” Pembroke asked.


    “I’m saying that, for now, I’m going to withdraw,
report the situation and your stance to the headmistress, and leave you on your
own.”


    “Y-You can’t just abandon us here!” he protested.
“What will you do if something happens to our troops? Will you be responsible
if the Human faction loses its negotiating ability and collapses?”


    Edwin looked over at the mounted soldiers. “A
handful of your finest cavalry? Who do you think educated them? Whose classes
do you think they took when they were learning how to battle? We can make more.
I will not fight simply for Edmund’s pride.” Edwin snorted and then turned and
walked away, leaving the others standing in the middle of the street watching
his back.


    Pembroke watched as Edwin left with a look of
consternation drawn across his face. “Fine,” he grumbled. “Then what do you
want us to do? Just let him continue on like it’s nothing?” Pembroke shouted at
Edwin’s back. “Do we just allow him to upend our society out of fear?”


    Edwin paused. “Ostreicher is always eager to prove
his champions are better than ours, so send one of them.” He turned to face
Pembroke, but didn’t take a single step closer. “Either he solves the problem
for us, or he pays the price for thinking my mistress is such a wanton woman
that she’d lie with a beast.”


    Pembroke glared at him in disbelief. “To give away
our honor by shucking our problems and duty onto others . . . How far we’ve
fallen . . .”


    “Honor is a chain. Discard it, or you’ll find
yourself bound to death’s door eventually,” Edwin replied with a shrug and then
continued his departure.


    Pembroke huffed for a minute and then sighed and
nodded. “Men, we’re leaving,” he said defeatedly.


    Most of the soldiers just nodded, but the one at
the front-most left side questioned him. “Sir,” he began, “are you sure it’s
wise to simply discard our plans?”

“We’re not discarding anything. Before the sun sets, we’ll have made sure
Ostreicher’s best bear-men have sieged the building that upstart is holed up
in. Edwin is right: we shouldn’t dirty our own hands,” Pembroke explained.


    “You should put more faith in us, sir,” the armed
man pleaded.


    “Quiet. The decision is made. If you have any need
to complain, do so with Edmund because I won’t hear any more of it.” Pembroke
shook his head, turned on his heel, and followed after Edwin.


    The cavalry awkwardly turned their horses around
and then cantered off as if they suddenly had somewhere else to be.


    “So, the headmistress and Edmund . . .” Nick
observed once everyone was gone. “As well as Ostreicher’s beast faction and
some Alfars . . . It seems like Lucas was successful in creating more than just
a few enemies.”


    “And at least one of them is going to try and kill
him tonight,” Liu said. She knew the name Ostreicher quite well. He was one of
the toughest bosses that a player could face. Ostreicher, the Beast King, and
two others were considered the four guardians of the Beast lands, and that
title wasn’t just for show. “We need to make it to Lucas as soon as possible.”


    “Right,” Nick agreed. “It’s what I’ve been saying
from the start. And I think this time I’m going to walk in front.”


    What? Liu looked at him confused. Are
you trying to lead now?


    “Those notifications coming in left and right are
proof that Lucas is fighting. He’s undermanned and losing that fight isn’t
worth the time we’ve wasted on this little bit of information, which is barely
more than a long list of idiots who are trying to kill him. So, I’m going on.
If you want to take another stab at me, go ahead, but you’ll be doing it from
behind. I’m going to go help my bro out and try to get to him before whatever
ridiculous monster bear attack squad of bull crap that Ostreicher guy ends up
sending.” Nick pushed past Liu and Viola and made his way around the corner
with his chest puffed out.


    Liu gave Nick a half-hearted smile. There may
be hope for you yet, she thought as she watched him pick up the pace and
start jogging toward the next turn. Liu quickly fell in behind Nick along with
the others, and the group hastily made their way toward Lucas and whatever mess
he was caught up in. It only took a short amount of time to reach the market
plaza now that they had abandoned all stealth, but when they rounded the final
turn, the group came to a collective halt when they saw what was waiting for
them.


    “What in the hell happened here?” Nick asked
incredulously. He took several tentative steps forward into a massive puddle of
fresh blood and then began wending his way around the occasional body scattered
throughout the area. Even with the number of people that died, there was no
explanation for how or why the area was filled to the brim with such an excess
of blood. The effect was almost as nauseating as the smell.


    “You guys just show up for the quest?” a Human man
holding a blue and green staff and wearing robes that said “Shoot Me First in
PvP” asked when he saw them.


    “Yeah, something like that,” Liu answered
hesitantly. Does he not recognize us? I mean, I should stick out like a sore
thumb, and so should Nick. He’s basically the only black-plated Dark Knight
that exists around this level. Liu studied the stranger’s reaction, trying
to tell if he seriously believed that they were on their way to kill Lucas with
the rest of them or if he was just saying that so that the four of them didn’t
kill him on the spot.


    “You’re in for a treat then,” another man, a large
Were-Beaver carrying a two-handed axe, said as he walked up to join the Human.
“This event has proven to be one of the most unique and insanely fun events
that we’ve had in the game in a long time. It’s been going on past an hour, and
we still don’t have a winner. I’m pretty excited to take a crack at it myself.
Anyway, are we waiting for anyone? Got more people coming, Nathan?”


    “Not enough, Thompson. Only two more. Should be
three,” Nathan grumbled.


    “Should be three?”


    “Yeah, Kristen was supposed to show up with
Grispino, but she left us to go join that stupid freaking jackhole’s side,” he cursed.


    “‘Jackhole’ is a little polite compared to the
words I’d use,” a Were-Wolf wearing leather armor and playing with two daggers
chimed in as he approached. “That traitor and the devilish fiend deserve a lot
harsher words than I’m willing to say in front of a beautiful lady.”


    “A beautiful lady?” Viola put a hand over her
mouth as she gasped. “Oh, my, I do declare. I would have thought we were all
pretty, but there is clearly only one beautiful lady, not a pair or trio,” she
teased, causing the man to turn red from embarrassment.


    “I . . .  I didn’t . . . I meant . . . I . . . No,
it’s that . . . It’s just, well . . .” He kept trying to reply, but he couldn’t
seem to get past the first few words.


    “She’s just pulling your chain,” Liu said. “Don’t
worry about it.” Truthfully, she wanted to watch the man squirm as long as she
could, but the longer he stood there stammering, the more people would show up,
and the tougher their job was going to become.


    “I’m really not trying to say you're not all
pretty. I mean, you all are, but I don’t mean to say that in a way like . . .
It’s just . . .”


    “Grispino, sometimes it’s better to just shut your
mouth and accept your losses,” a tall Alfar holding a magic staff that looked
very similar to Nathan’s said as he arrived on the scene.


    “Ha!” Swinging his axe around as if it were a toy,
Thompson laughed at his friend’s predicament. “You didn’t have to stop him,
Dan. I was just gonna let him keep running his mouth. We coulda held him up by
his toes and used him as a lawnmower with how fast he was yapping.”


    “You really should give up trying to make
metaphors into jokes. They don’t ever work. Anyway, we got a dungeon to beat,
so let’s get a move on,” Dan said. Without waiting for a reply, he turned and
started toward the entrance, seemingly uncaring as to who might follow him. The
others rushed to join him once they saw where he was headed, leaving Liu and
her group standing in place.


    “Well, you heard the man,” Liu said, seizing on
the opportunity as she walked up to join the group. She didn’t plan on
upsetting Lucas’s dungeon, but it would be much easier to kill this squad of
enemies if they had help from whoever was in the dungeon already. And, more
importantly, this was the perfect opportunity for them to get into the hotel
without causing a ruckus. Even if someone thought he recognized them at this
point, it was unlikely that anyone from Lucas’s cadre would be teamed up with a
bunch of players assaulting the very dungeon they were supposed to defend.


    “It really is a hideously ugly hotel,” Viola
whispered as she walked next to Liu, her face scrunching up into a disgusted
frown. “Do you think we could get him to paint it something prettier? And
festive? Like purple and blue with some green or gold trim?”


    Liu just cocked an eye as she looked over at the
woman.


    “Black. It has to be black with red trim,” Nick
said, joining in the whispers as the four of them reached the door. “Or red
with black trimmings.”  The partially-open doorway swayed back and forth in the
wind, creaking eerily as they approached the door.


    “This is some creepy horror movie crap,” Dan
grumbled as he grabbed the handle and pulled the heavy oak door open, causing a
half-inch-tall wave of blood to ripple toward their ankles.


    Liu had no idea how Lucas had managed to create
such an effect, but she had to agree.


    “It’s dark as hell in there,” Grispino commented,
peering through the open doorway.


    “I got a torch,” Nathan said as he took off his
backpack and began to rummage through it.


    If it were Lucas, he’d have just repeatedly
channeled spells to light up the pathway, Liu thought, watching as the man
pulled out four torches and started passing them around. After he was down to
his last torch, he then took out a flint kit and lit them.


    After the lighting situation was solved, with
Viola and Katie both holding two of the torches and Dan and Thompson holding
the other two, Dan stepped forward.


    Nick looked over at Liu as if asking the question,
“Do we kill them yet?” but Liu just shook her head. She had no idea what to
expect in this creepy, sanguine nightmare, but having four warm bodies to go
ahead of them and absorb the first blow seemed like the right decision.


    They waded into the lobby and discovered that the
large room was filled with far more corpses than they had encountered outside,
yet there was somehow far less blood.


    There was also a long counter to their left that
had been shattered from what appeared to have been a hellish set of spells and
a brutal fight. Most strikingly, the room was completely devoid of any and all
signs of life--no enemies, no goblins, no evil foes waiting to eat them. Just
death in all directions.


    When her eyes caught the face of one of the dead
men on the ground, she frowned. Damnit, Glenn. Why did you have to
die here? she snickered as she immediately recognized one of Lucas’s
personal guards. She wasn’t actually upset. Glenn somehow managed to die every
fight, and he was always one of the first to go. Seeing him on the floor, she
couldn’t help but be a little amused with how some things had failed to change.


    “Hey, what’s that?” Nathan asked, pointing to one
of the corners with his magic staff.


    “I . . . I think that’s a chest, but it’s covered
with two dead people. I’m guessing they’ve done us a pretty big service by
hiding it for us,” Thompson laughed as he moved toward the large wooden box.


    “I don’t think you should do that,” Nathan said,
reaching out to stop Thompson.


    “Why not?” Thompson asked he hoisted the two
bodies aside.


    “That chest is in the first room. There is no way
someone didn’t notice it before us. Don’t-- Look, dude, don’t!” Dan insisted,
trying to drive home Nathan’s wisdom, but it was useless. Thompson had already
started fiddling with the chest. There was a loud click as he opened the lid,
and the wall in front of him erupted as dozens of small darts came flying at
him. It was only a single burst of needles, but it was powerful enough to send
the man flying back several feet through the air.


    Even if Viola had been inclined to help the man
and had known the trap was there, it would have been too late by the time she
finished channeling a healing spell. The man died instantly, his whole front
half riddled from head to toe in small wounds. The little piercing weapons
looked like a hundred little flag poles planted across the disgusting mess that
was his body.


    “Freaking hell,” Nathan cursed as he pulled a few
stray darts out of his own flesh. He hadn’t been close to Thompson, but he had
been directly behind the Were-Beaver and had managed to catch more than a few
of the darts himself.


    Viola glanced at Liu out of the corner of her eye
and then shrugged helplessly. “I’ve got it.” Her spell landed a second later,
and the healing effects pushed the remaining darts out of Nathan’s body.


    “Thanks,” Nathan said.


    “Well, until we kill the bastard, let this be a
lesson. We look but we don’t touch any of the treasures. We haven’t even gotten
to the first fight, and we’re already down a man!” Dan barked. As if proving
his point, he marched across the lobby to the closest door and flung it open,
revealing a long two-person-wide hallway. There was a door directly across from
him, and then the hallway ran in both directions, leaving him with a choice of
which way he should go--left, right, or directly across and through the second
door.


    “Well, that’s helpful.” Nathan pointed to a
hand-written sign that had been scrawled on the wall next to the door directly
across from them. It had an arrow that pointed to the left and a message that
said, “Stairs to higher floors.”


    “Yeah, a little too helpful,” Dan muttered. But
even if he was suspicious of the advice, he turned to the left and headed down
the hallway.


    “What floor do you think he’s on?” Grispino asked,
finally talking again after his earlier tragedy. “My bet? He’s on the third.
There is no way he’s just sitting on the top floor waiting in some evil lair
for us. From what I’ve heard, this guy is wily.”


    “Yeah, I’ve heard he’s crazy-smart and
crazy-evil,” Nathan agreed with a bit of fear and awe in his voice. “He can say
things to really mess with people. I heard it only took him a minute to make
one dude go completely insane and start second-guessing his own existence. He’s
just an NPC, but I’ve heard players who fought him in Hesse say it’s like
looking into some super AI demon that can unravel your mind.”


    “Don’t make up stuff to scare the ladies,” Dan
scoffed. “He’s just a regular boss, just like any other. We’re going to kill
him just like any other boss, so don’t let his legend get under your skin.”


    Nathan shook his head ruefully. “You’re just saying
that ‘cause you didn’t see what happened earlier. I did. We had him outnumbered
and surrounded, and within a few minutes . . . All he did was make a small
speech, and everyone started to jump ship to defend him. He split parties and
guilds right down the middle. Every last female NPC joined his side, and I even
heard one dude’s girlfriend left him to die just so that she could help keep
Lucas alive instead. He’s evil, wicked smart, and he’s got a way to get under
everyone’s skin and into their minds. You think he’s another bad guy? He’s not.
He’s the devil himself.”


    “. . . How the hell do you lose your girlfriend to
an NPC?” Dan asked in shock as he opened up the door to the stairway. “I mean,
that relationship could not have been on good grounds anyway. There is no way
that happened, and if it did, then she was probably just using the NPC as an
excuse to leave a crappy lover.”


    “I was there, man. You should have seen it. He
made a few men burst into tears with just his words before the fight began,”
Nathan insisted. “Anyway, go on in, man. We gotta start climbing the floors.”


    “No can do,” Dan said, gesturing toward the open
door for Nathan to see. Liu also peeked through. There, where a large staircase
going up should have been, was five floors’ worth of rubble piled up, blocking
anyone from even entering the door labeled “stairs.” “Your crazy-smart bad guy
took out our way to the top.”


    “Him--or someone who wants the prize for
themselves,” Nathan said. “Anyway, what do we do now?”


    “We can check rooms and see if there is another
way up. Maybe we can find something to make into a rope or a ladder or
something. If nothing else, we can always try and climb up the outside of the
building,” Grispino suggested, clearly having forgotten the golden gamer rule
of always bringing a rope.


    “Not a bad idea. Let’s start there. We can also
try to find someone with a clue as to how to get up. There is no way he’d just
break the stairs without making a second route up,” Dan said, turning around
and opening the closest door. Sure enough, the room across the hall contained a
large pile of ropes coiled neatly between two massive 150-pound hounds that Liu
had never seen before, each of which was snarling at Dan.


    “This is a computer-generated dungeon, so we can
definitely use those ropes to make it to a higher level,” Grispino said. He
stepped into the room and then looked back at Nick as if expecting him to join
him. “There’s no way the game would put them here with a set of guards if they
were completely worthless. Let’s do this!”


    “He’s not really a high level yet,” Liu said,
making up a quick excuse for Nick and pulling him back before the eager Dark
Knight could rush ahead to join Grispino. “We’ll help from back here with
ranged attacks and heals, and we won’t take too much of your prize when we make
it to the top. So . . . please forgive us.” Liu gave her winningest smile and
hoped that no one saw through her lie. She had no intention of letting them
leave this fight alive and every intention to quite literally stab them in the back
the moment the fight broke out.


    “Fair enough,” Dan said with a frown. He walked
forward until he was just behind Grispino and then began channeling a spell.
Nathan joined him as well, and the trio advanced a step.


    The hounds didn’t move as the players edged
forward, and Liu wondered what was going on. Then, all of a sudden, a clicking
sound echoed off the walls of the room and the front half of the floor opened
up beneath the three players. Dan didn’t even have a chance to scream as he and
his three companions fell through the trick floor to a quick and painful death
by impalement on dozens of very thin, very sharp metal spikes.


    “What the hell was that?” Nick said as he looked
through the door into the spiked pit below.


    “That was one life you owe me,” Liu said, patting
Nick on the back. She hadn’t actually anticipated that outcome, but she was
going to take credit for it.


    Viola peered through the open doorway and down
into the trap where at least twenty other people had been impaled on the
spikes. The bodies hadn’t disappeared despite the players’ respawns, and they
were very slowly sliding further downward as if to make room for more along the
top. “You know, I really prefer being on the other side of one of these
dungeons, sitting in the boss room, comfortably waiting for the enemies. This
side is much less desirable.”


    “Well, whatever the way up is, it’s not that rope.
Let’s go check the other rooms,” Liu said, turning around and looking down the
hallway. There were at least thirty different rooms for them to check, and each
likely just as deadly an experience as the one they had just closed the door
to. She hated to admit it because she had always wanted to try the game from an
adventurer’s perspective, but Viola was right. Considering which of thirty different
avenues likely lead to death really made her miss being on the other side.


    With that in mind, Liu led the group back down the
hallway, opening doors on the left and right as they went. Some of the doors
had people on the other side of them, people minding their own business as if
Liu and her group were breaking into an apartment building and not a dungeon,
and others contained a chest. There were even two more that were almost
identical to the first, but Liu didn’t enter any of them. If there wasn’t a
clear way up, she wasn’t going to take a step forward into any one of those
rooms. That was a death she didn’t want to go through. No matter how tempting a
treasure chest was, she knew the guy who made the dungeon, and there was no
reason to risk dying over it.


    Two rooms, which Liu made sure to note, were
filled with nothing but spikes and had at least three or four bodies impaled on
them, letting Liu know that the floor above them was likely a trap like the one
that killed Dan’s crew. She knew that if she didn’t keep a clear map in her
head of which was which and a rough idea of where they were located, she still
stood a good chance of stumbling into them once they finally made it up a
floor. Finally, after exploring almost every room along the hallway, she opened
a door to reveal a large room with a massive hole in the ceiling and a rope
ladder leading up to the floor above.


    “Looks like we found our way up,” Liu said. She
was still hesitant to enter, however, and the litany of corpses on the floor
gave her more than enough reason to be wary.


    “Well then, let’s go,” Nick said. He threw his
shield on his back, pushed into the room, and grabbed the rope ladder without
hesitation. “Lucas is probably going through some tough fights at the top and
needs our help. We need to get up there quick.”


    “Wait, you’re coming up to help Lucas?” a cute and
peppy voice asked from above.


    “Of course, I am,” Nick said, looking up at the
woman, who had popped her head into the hole. “I’m his first knight. I have to
reach him and protect him.”


    Liu wasn’t one to put much stock in such a thing
as love at first sight--she had never met a man who captured her heart that
way--but as she watched Nick’s face shift from stern and serious to that of a
melted-heart, innocent goober of a puppy dog, she knew that’s exactly what she
was watching. It was love at first sight, and Nick had instantly fallen for
whatever enchantress was on the other end of that ladder.


    “First Knight? I don’t remember any ‘First
Knight,’” another voice above them said, this one likely belonging to a much
older woman by the sound of it.


    “No, that’s Nick. I recognize him. He always takes
all the damage for Lucas. He’s definitely with the lord of the dungeon. I
fought him once in Hesse. He’s . . . umm, yeah. We should just let him
through,” a third, slightly-squeaky female voice said.


    “Well, you can come up now,” the mature woman
said.


    But Nick remained where he was, halfway up the
ladder.


    Liu walked forward to see what was going on. The
hole was large enough to fit an elephant through, and as she walked deeper into
the room, she could clearly see the three women, an elder Alfar and two young
Humans. One of them was just your regular blonde-haired, blue-eyed Germanic
type, but the other was a ridiculously cute, green-eyed brunette.


    I can definitely see why he’s so smitten, but
seriously? Liu was suddenly incredibly frustrated--not just because Nick
was holding them up but because her plan to pawn Bonnie off on Nick would go to
hell if he started chasing another woman. She took out her weapon and poked
Nick in the back, prompting him to yelp in pain. “Weren’t you in a rush?” Liu
asked crossly.


    Nick jerked around, looking incredibly angry and
hurt by Liu’s action, but he calmed down almost instantly when he realized why
she had stabbed him. “Ah. Yeah. Right.”


    “You noobs aren’t going anywhere,” a voice came
from the doorway. “The bounty is ours!”


    Liu spun around and found a Were-Bear wielding a
two-handed fauchard, a weapon akin to a polearm, and a team of six others
funneling into the room. The first three through the door were the melee
fighters, a sword-and-shield-carrying Were-Rat, a dual-short sword-wielding
Dokkalfar, and a maul-wielding Orc.


    Thrust of Dignity! Liu shouted out the name
of the attack in her head and channeled the move as quickly as she could. She
was still in the habit of not only performing the attack but also chanting the
words, and it was a hard one to break after so long. The powerful thrust only
took a moment to charge, and a second later she was barreling toward the Orc.
She didn’t pick him because he looked like the most vulnerable--although he
did--but rather because he was the farthest enemy from her, and her attack’s
damage depended on her speed. The farther she was from a foe, the easier it was
to build speed and reach the move’s full potential.


    A blinding green light exploded right over the
Were-Bear’s heart as the Chi attack struck, killing him instantly. Anticipating
what was to come after she got her first kill, she rolled forward and felt a
breeze cast from the fauchard as it just missed shaving off the top of her
head. As she came out of the roll, she realized that she had thrown herself
right in the middle of three “light” enemies. One was an archer, and the other
two were both healing types, though Liu couldn’t make out their exact classes
or gear from a simple glance.


    The Were-Bear was once more upon her before she could
react and take advantage of her positioning, and a blurry motion that she
caught out of the corner of her eye let her know that the Were-Rat was
literally hurtling through the air and about to land on her. She had been
level-capped for ages due to the fact that she was constantly being killed over
and over while acting as the dungeon boss on Hesse, but thanks to the fact that
he had been able to gain some actual experience over the past few weeks, she
had also gained the accompanying leveling. She instantly activated one of the
new skills that she had acquired along with those levels and hoped that she got
the timing just perfect--a crucial part of the skill that she hadn’t really
been able to practice yet.


    It was a very difficult skill to use that required
her to time it so that an incoming attack landed within a second of her
completing the skill--something that was made even more difficult by the fact
that the move took a full half-second charge up and caused her body to glow
with a green light that warned the enemy to pull back and not strike. At the
moment, however, it was perfect. The Were-Rat was midair, unable to alter his
course, and the Were-Bear was beyond committed to his swing.


    Golden Riposte! The skill activated, and
she easily countered both of the blows with its help. With lightning speed and
preternatural deftness, she parried the Were-Rat’s blade first, a diagonal
slice aimed at the nape of her neck, by slapping the sword to the right and
then stepping to the left and counter-attacking with a quick jab that sank into
his shoulder. Her step also took her just out of the fauchard’s reach, and the
attack that had been aimed at her chest swished by, coming up short. She
instantly spun on her heel and lunged forward, this time nailing the Were-Bear
in the chest.


    Their bodies lit up with the glow of a healing
spell, and Liu backed away feeling quite frustrated. Even though she had
managed to time a difficult skill perfectly and land rather significant blows
on both of them, all of that had been undone in the blink of an eye. She began
backing through the open door while scanning the group for any potential move
someone might make against her while preparing her next Chi-based move.


    “Hans!” she yelled loudly as she used her unique
skill Summon Combat Butler. Then, in an instant, the butler she had raised and
trained over the years while playing as Lady Xun Guan appeared. A small
pool-like portal appeared in the floor, and a figure clothed in a black
three-piece butler’s uniform shot up from it. Hans was, more or less, nothing
but a large male clone of her in terms of combat potential. He possessed every
attack and skill that she did, but the key difference was that he only had 75%
of her total stats and damage capability.


    “You called, madam?” Hans asked. He tightened the
white gloves on his hands as if he didn’t like the way they fit while eyeing
the two thugs suspiciously.


    “Could you handle one of them?” Liu asked as she
backed up a step.


    “Certainly,” Hans replied with a smile as he
withdrew his own rapier. “Now, gentlemen, for the crime of pursuing my lady
against her wishes, I must sincerely ask you to expire.”


    The two beastkin overcame their initial shock
caused by the summoned butler’s sudden appearance and pressed through the
doorway. They both simultaneously unleashed their attacks, obviously trying to
catch Hans off guard from two different angles, but just before the attacks
struck, Hans activated Golden Riposte, the same skill that Liu had just used.


    Liu took the opportunity to escape down the
hallway and put even more distance between herself and the three men. She
glanced back over her shoulder once she was about thirty feet away and saw that
Hans’s left arm had been hacked off at the elbow, and a large patch of red
showing through his torn uniform on his side indicated that he had suffered
more than one grievous injury.


    Satisfied with her distance, Liu activated Thrust
of Dignity and charged back down the hallway. She watched as Hans executed
another riposte, easily parrying the Were-Rat’s sword. Unfortunately, the
Were-Bear seemed to have finally caught on, and he withdrew his thrust the
moment he noticed the green glow around Hans. You first then, Liu
thought as she adjusted her aim. She barely had enough time to correct her
course, but the point of her blade shifted from its first target, the
Were-Rat’s eye socket, and buried into the Were-Bear’s chest, just shy of
piercing his heart and killing him instantly.


    The Were-Bear howled in pain, but Liu didn’t let
up. She took a step away from the large figure, simultaneously withdrawing the
point of her rapier, and then thrust forward several more times, aiming for the
same spot again and again. The Were-Bear wielded his fauchard like a
quarterstaff and attempted to parry her blows, but it was useless. The long
weapon was designed to be used from range, and while it had given him an
advantage earlier, it was nothing but a liability now.


    Its bulky form clumsily scraped against the
ceiling, preventing him from properly blocking her attacks and leaving him all
the more vulnerable. Unable to stop Liu from attacking, it was only a matter of
time before she finally managed to finish him off. The Were-Bear released one
last great growl and plaintively looked back over his shoulder as if
questioning where his support was. The light of the healing spell washed over
him at last, but it was a moment too late to save him.


    Once he was dead, she turned to see how Hans was
doing. He wasn’t holding up well. The valiant butler had numerous wounds drawn
across his body from where the Were-Rat had struck him, but he had successfully
pulled his opponent down the hallway and even farther away from Liu. Even
better, Hans had positioned himself so that only he had a clear view of Liu and
the Were-Bear’s fight, leaving the rat’s back open to attack.


    Good job, butler, Liu thought as she took
advantage of the enemy’s turned back. She danced forward several steps, quickly
closing the distance and thrusting at the back of his head.


    “Coulson!” the Alfar healer shouted, causing the
rat-eared man to turn his head around.


    “Wha--”


    The word never passed his lips before Liu’s rapier
slid through his mouth and out the back of his skull.


    I’m guessing she was going to tell him to duck,
Liu thought wryly as she pulled her rapier free and watched the man’s body
crumple into a limp pile. “Can you carry on?” she asked Hans.


    “Death’s door is visible, but if flinging it open
might impede my Lady’s attackers so that you are spared even a single injury,
it would be my honor to carry on until the end,” he answered.


    “No need for that.” Liu shook her head and began
undoing the spell that had summoned the combat butler. The same small portal
that he had originally sprung from appeared beneath his feet, and Hans silently
disappeared back into the ether he had originally been summoned from. Even his
splattered blood began disappearing, and within seconds, all evidence pointing
to the fact that he had ever been there disappeared.


    Liu shifted her attention back to the doorway, and
her gaze locked on the Alfar healer who had caused Hans’s struggle to be so
difficult. When the Alfar’s eyes met Liu’s, they lit up with fear.


    “Wait, wait, don’t-- You don’t have to kill me. We
can all share the prize. I can heal you while you claim it!” she pleaded.


    Liu didn’t even answer her. She just started
walking quietly toward her. On her second step forward, the black ethereal
chains from Nick’s taunt spell shot out and wrapped around the Alfar woman's
waist. The healer was forced to turn away and face Nick, and the Dark Knight
was already upon her. Before she could utter so much as a word, Nick’s mace
crashed down onto her skull once and then twice more, killing her.


    “Welp,” Nick said as he looked at the corpse.
“That solves that.”


    Liu glanced around the room to see that between
Nick, the girls above, and Katie, their side had held on pretty well. With one
of their healers and three of their melee fighters gone, Liu had basically
crippled the enemy group’s ability to put up a fight. Even if she hadn’t fared
well, it was clear that Viola and the rest would have pressed through and
relieved her in due time.


    “Yeah, I suppose it does,” Liu answered, taking in
a deep breath.


    “You don’t have long to get up this ladder before
another group shows up and tries to attack you again. I can’t even begin to
tell you how many people have died right where you’re standing due to that very
thing. I’d get a move on,” the green-eyed girl at the top of the ladder
advised.


    Liu was slightly annoyed at being pressured to
hurry up, but she stepped forward and began climbing the ladder nonetheless.
Viola came after her, and Nick came up last.


    “Thanks for your help,” Liu said when she reached
the top.


    “No problem,” replied the pretty girl that had
caused Nick to act like a puppy with a tail stuck on wag mode. “Rooms 208, 313,
and 404 are the other paths up if you’re trying to see Lucas. He’s in room
511.”


    “That’s . . . very helpful. Thank you,” Liu
responded.


    “Oh, and . . .” After a pause, the girl reached
out and handed something to Nick, causing the whole party, especially him, to
look confused. Nick opened his hand long enough to see whatever it was that she
had passed to him and then clenched his fist tightly around it, a massive grin
spreading across his face.


    “I’ll . . .” Nick glanced at the object she had
handed him one more time and then blushed as his gaze traveled up and met hers.


    “See me again, right?” the girl asked. She idly
twirled a strand of her hair around her finger as she spoke, mimicking the most
obvious flirting mannerism Liu had ever seen.


    “Right.” Nick nodded once and then averted his
gaze toward the door. “We need to get going now!” Then, without waiting, he
pushed forward and ahead of Liu.


    Viola grasped onto Nick’s forearm with both hands
as soon as they were out of earshot of the girls and looked up at him with more
bright-eyed enthusiasm than Liu had ever seen in from her. “What in the heck
was that?!” she asked rather knowingly.


    “N-nothing. Nick stammered while turning an even
brighter shade of red, an irrepressible smile clinging to his face. “It was
nothing.”


    “Guess I’ll have to tell Bonnie then,” Viola
snickered, causing Nick to go from a regular shade of red to a full-on tomato
as he ducked his head and tried to hide his face from the group of girls.


    “I don’t know what she has to do with anything,”
Nick muttered as they made their way down the hallway. When they reached room
208, which was inconveniently on the far end of the hallway, they found a very
similar room to the one with the first rope ladder. It would have been exactly
identical if it weren’t for one major difference: there were dead bodies
everywhere, and the crew that Liu guessed had been guarding the rope ladder
before she arrived had been completely butchered.


    It was the same with room 313 except that the
defenders' bodies had been hacked up and strewn about. Women’s limbs had been
violently separated from their bodies, and their torsos had been slashed and
rent, making Liu feel more than a little uncomfortable as she stepped over
them. The only positive thing she could say was it seemed like the girls had
given better than they had gotten. For every one body at the top, there were at
least three dead men at the bottom.


    “All women,” Viola said as she stepped over the
last corpse into the fourth-floor hallway. “You guys noticing that too, right?
It’s like the casting director for these scenes was some lascivious, sexist
rake with too much free time.”


    “You mean like Lucas?” Nick snickered, his
bashfulness having faded.


    “Lucas isn’t like that,” Liu snapped, quickly
defending him.


    “Oh, come on! Don’t play it off like that.” Nick’s
snicker morphed into a full-on laugh as the group walked down the hallway
toward room 404, where the final rope ladder up was supposed to be. “We both
know he’s a horn dog. That’s why he’s always doing the naked parties with you
guys during breaks.”


    “You don’t know anything about him,” Liu grimaced
even as the words exited her mouth. She hated the fact that standing up for him
made her sound like a walking cliché, but it was hard not to. This idiot was
insulting Lucas and treating him like some sort of perverted old man when the
reality wasn’t that way at all. It was about as far away as it could possibly
get. Even after Yu Hua’s death, Lucas was still staying true to her sister.


    “I know enough,” Nick said. “We’re bros, after
all.” It sounded like he added that last part solely to make sure Liu and Viola
and Katie knew that he wasn’t bad-mouthing Lucas. He was just claiming to be an
authority from experience. “I know that he’s some second- or third-generation
rich guy who loves women and spending his time gaming. He’s kinda like my
hero.”


    No. Liu instantly wanted to correct the
idiot, but she held back the words out of respect for Lucas’s privacy. How
can someone look at such a broken man, such an unspirited face, day after day
and come away with that conclusion? Lucas is an extremely hardworking widower
who made so much money before his wife died that he has the luxury of
retreating into the game world.


    “Your memory is short, and your perception is
shallow,” Viola answered for Liu. “If that’s all you see in your friend, I
don’t know if you should call him ‘brother.’”


    “What do you mean?” Nick asked, his laughter
mostly gone.


    “He’s decisive, impulsive, emotional,” Viola
began. “At times, he's consumed by hatred and vengeance. An eye for an eye? No,
he takes the whole head, breaking it open and shedding layers like cabbage
under his rage, but for all that . . .” She paused, and silence drifted between
them for a moment. “But for all the rage that pours out of him in waves at the
smallest slight, what you see is just a mask, a disguise that you can see him
take off when those emotions lull. Watch him as his forlorn gaze sweeps across
a room, as it pierces through you and past you. It’s like he’s looking right at
you, but you don’t even exist to him as his mind retreats to a world you’ll
never fathom. It’s so hard to read that I can’t tell if he’s an empty glass or
a drowning man.” Viola’s voice cracked a little as her own emotions rippled
through every syllable, and when she finished speaking, silence reigned again.


    “He just needs to get laid,” Katie said, piping up
from the back, her innocent and naive comment destroying all the seriousness
that Viola’s short monologue had crafted. “My dad says that, when a man looks
like that, he just needs to get laid.”


    Liu had a hard time not laughing at that.


    “Well, if that’s what he wanted, he wouldn’t be
short of volunteers,” Viola chortled. “I just don’t think he’s ready for that,
Katie,” she added more seriously.


    “Yeah,” Liu said, nodding and pushing back the
rest of her thoughts as she began to remember how hard it was for her to deal
with Yu Hua’s loss too.


    “You guys make things too complicated,” Nick
scoffed, opening up his hand to look at whatever he had been given once more.


    This time, Liu was actually close enough and quick
enough to peek at it. There, on a gum-wrapper-sized piece of old-timey burnt
paper, the kind one might find in a medieval monastery, was something that
looked like a name and an email address.


    So, that’s where this sudden cavalier
confidence is coming from.


    When they reached room 404, they opened it up to
see three players at the rope ladder.


    “What’s the hold up?” Liu asked. “We gotta get to
the boss!” She was careful not to declare whether “boss” meant “final foe” or
“main benefactor” as she tried to feel out the room.


    “We’re short too many players now,” an Orc wearing
studded leather armor and standing closest to the rope ladder grumbled. “Those
damn girls . . . Stupid, freaking, side-switching women . . .” He then seemed
to notice that, other than Nick, the whole group he was talking to was women.
“I mean, just the traitorous ones are stupid.”


    “Right,” the Human male in the group said. He was
wearing armor very similar to Nick’s and a forced smile likely meant defrost
the suddenly tense situation. “He means just the traitors have picked us off, a
lot of us, and then there is this.” He pointed to the rope ladder.


    “Yeah, it’s a way up. What’s the problem?” Liu
asked.


    “It could be death. I don’t wanna touch it,” he
explained quickly.


    “Death?” Liu looked at the rope ladder. “It
doesn’t seem that threatening.”


    “Have you not been going through this dungeon?
Everything could be a trap. Door handle? It’s a trap. Picture frame that looks
crooked? Trap. Random piece of furniture? It’s hiding a team of assassins. I
don’t trust it,” the man said.


    “Well, then . . . how did you get up the last
one?” Liu asked. “We’re on the fourth floor, so you have to have gone through a
lot of these before.”


    “We did, but . . . they were guarded. This one
isn’t guarded. Why isn’t it guarded?!” His voice rose in timbre, belying his
paranoia. “I don’t trust a ladder up that isn’t guarded.”


    “It’s just a ladder,” Nick said, giving it a tug.
As soon as he yanked the rope, however, the group’s suspicions proved true.
There was a loud click, and a large box’s worth of tiny black spiders dropped
down from the ceiling onto Nick. “WHAT THE FREAKING HELL?!” Nick started
swatting the spiders away left and right as Viola went into overdrive to keep
him healed.


    The three men, validated in their fear and clearly
mocking Nick’s nonchalant attitude, laughed their heads off as they joined Liu
and Viola to swat, step on, and squish every spider they could. As they were
working furiously, Nick started to take off his armor and drop his pants.


    “What are you doing?” Liu asked in alarm while
backing away.


    “They got under the armor! They’re in my-- Look
away!” Nick insisted. “Don’t stop healing though! Don’t stop!”


    Liu had no problem turning around, not wanting to
see the poor kid’s half-naked dance as he crunched away the spiders close to
his important bits, and though she hated to admit it, she even took a little
pleasure in his screams.


    The problem was over after a few minutes, and Nick
soon managed to regain his composure and put his outfit back on.


    “We good?” Liu asked, already having turned around
to see that he was ready.


    “Yeah, we are, but what about the rope ladder?”


    “Not just a rope ladder anymore, is it?” the third
man, a Naga, said with a hearty laugh.


    “No, no, it is not. That ladder is indeed death,”
Nick agreed with a gulp.


    “Everything in this dungeon is death,” the Orc
commented.


    “So . . .” Viola began, grinning ear to ear, “do
you want to try and pull on the ladder again? See if the trap has more than one
charge?”


    “I think I’ll pass,” Nick said, backing away
slightly.


    “Then how are we going to get up there?” Viola
asked.


    “Same way we got down from that Alfar town when we
kidnapped you,” Nick said, rummaging through his stuff until finally pulling
out a healing scepter.


    “Ohhhhh!!!” Viola exclaimed in understanding,
already beginning her own spell.


    “What's the ‘oh’? What do you guys know?” the Orc
from the other group asked insistently.


    “Just follow us after we head up. We’ll check for
traps on the top floor,” Liu said, seeing what was going on. She didn’t have
anything but a rapier, but she knew what was going to happen.


    In just a few seconds, Viola, Katie, and Nick had
created multiple Force Shields that they were able to stack on top of one
another like giant blocky stairs. Once they were in place, the group was able
to use them to climb upward by carefully leapfrogging over one another until
they reached the higher floor.


    “Come on up,” Liu said, signaling that it was safe
for the group below.


    “Yeah, we got it,” the Naga replied as the three
eagerly followed in their footsteps. When they got to the top Force Shield,
however, Liu gave them a little surprise.


    “Destroy it,” she said to Katie, the one who had
summoned the last Force Shield.


    The Force Shield vanished underneath the trio, and
they fell back onto the floor below. The fall damage wasn’t enough to kill
them, but it was enough to leave them awkwardly scrambling to stand up. Liu had
only meant to stall them a little bit, but Viola had different ideas. The Alfar
reached out and gave the rope ladder a fierce tug, and sure enough, the trap
did have more than one charge. A second load of spiders dumped from an opening
in the ceiling and down onto the trio below. Not satisfied with only seeing it
happen once, Viola gave the trap several more tugs until the group below might
as well have been swimming in nasty arachnids.


    “That’s messed up,” Nick said as he looked down on
the soon-to-be-dead group with a note of pity in his voice. “They get under
your armor and bite absolutely everywhere.”


    “That’s the point sometimes,” Viola replied. “We’re
supposed to be villains. We’re supposed to do this type of evil stuff.”


    After that solemn note, with the screams of the
dying men still ringing in the background, Liu and the rest left down the
hallway to find Lucas.


    It wasn’t hard to spot his door. It was the
largest they had come across so far, and it stood out like a sore thumb. Liu
had no idea what to expect as she pushed the door open, but the sight that
greeted her certainly wasn’t it. Lucas, Bonnie, some crazy crimson-colored mage
along with fifteen or so women were fighting it out tooth and nail with about
thirty men. The only thing that appeared to be keeping the battle from tipping
in the invaders’ favor was a new great-dane-sized six-legged reptilian monster
with black skin, a dragon’s head, and horns, spitting out Lightning and
pouncing between one enemy and the next.


    “Hans!” Liu called, summoning up her butler as she
readied her rapier and picked a target.


    “You called, my lady?” Hans answered as he
reappeared back into the world through the mysterious portal. He still had all
of his injuries from his previous fight, but a warm glow quickly surrounded
him, and Liu knew that Viola was already at work fixing that problem.


    Liu took a deep breath and mentally prepared
herself to enter the battle. She targeted a weak-looking healer, raised her
blade, and activated her combat skill Thrust of Dignity.


    “Let’s kill some bastards.”


    



  




  

    Chapter 11


     


     


    Character Name: Lucas


    Level: 34


    Hit Points: 5175


    Arcane Energy: 2600


    Stamina: 500


    Holy Energy: Class Locked


     


    Current Class: Enchanter


     


    Stats:


    Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
250


    Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


    Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 40


    Fortitude [increases Hit Points by 1% per point]:
350


    Charisma: 350


    Luck: 60


    Unspent: 0


     


    Current Elemental Attunement:


    Lightning Affinity: 1.5%


    Effects: +3% Lightning Element Damage


    +6% Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    -3% Non-Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    +0.75% Lightning Element Damage Resistance


     


    Arcane Resistance: 2%


     


    Combat Proficiencies:


    None


     


    Racial Quest Chain Progress:


    Vampire Quest: In progress.


     


    The fight had been going on for over half an hour,
and it didn’t show any signs of reaching a conclusion. Every time Lucas managed
to kill off a few people, another team would show up and join the fray, and to
make matters worse, the continuous fighting was starting to slowly whittle down
his crew. Although he had gained quite a few supporters thanks to his earlier
speech, he didn’t have the ability to replenish his numbers like his opponents
did. They were consistently showing up in groups of threes and fours, making it
feel impossible to gain any headway or respite.


    At first, he had tried to make use of some of his
new spells. From what he could tell, the Weapon of the Blood Servant came
equipped with some pretty amazing area-of-effect magic that would have been
perfect for clearing out a large group. Indeed, he had used it earlier to great
effect outside and bought himself more than enough time to retreat into the hotel.
The problem now was that each of the attacks required mana, health, and
channeling time, and he never seemed to have all three of those on hand at the
same time. He had tried to cast Red Ice Prison earlier, but the cast was broken
when he took a heavy blow to his gut from a two-handed maul. The spell had
fizzled, and he had suffered the now-familiar pangs of unused Arcane Energy as
the spell backfired, and Arcane Energy rampaged through his body. Anything that
took longer than a split second to cast was off the table as most of the
players present were constantly targeting him.


    As a result, Lucas had spent a large majority of
the fight using his old staff to lob Exploding Tears at the enemy healers and
range builds on the other side of the fray and execute well-placed Scorching
Skulls on any melee fighters that broke through to his position at the rear of
his forces. However, his biggest contribution to the fight so far had been
acting as a distraction so that his team could do the work for him. He was constantly
able to pull the attackers’ attention away from his people, allowing them to
slip past enemy defenses and strike at vulnerable targets. All he had to do was
make a show of attempting to cast a major spell, releasing a little
unfocused Arcane Energy in a dazzling burst for some glitz, and it was more
than enough for every player on the field to focus their attention on him.
Meanwhile, he was able to act as a commander, coordinating his team while
keeping the enemy flustered.


    Finally, there was a small lull in the battle.
Lucas had moved deep into the front lines, trying to draw the attackers’ focus
away from a cluster of fighters that were being pressed too hard. Despite
having at least a single healer dedicated to him at all times, his health pool had
fallen to just under 20%, and it wasn’t until that number started climbing much
more quickly that Lucas realized something had changed.


    Lucas jumped back at the last possible second,
narrowly avoiding having his gut sliced open by a warrior using a two-handed
sword. Someone else reached in from the side and cracked the fighter over the
head with a one-handed mace, successfully drawing his attention away from Lucas
and onto the more dangerous threat.


    Is it over? Are we winning? Lucas danced
back several steps, sucked in a deep breath, and surveyed the battle. Melee
fighters on both sides were engaged in a constantly shifting front line.
Sometimes it looked like his team had the advantage, and sometimes it looked
like he was going to lose it. Just past them, there was an area on the far side
of the room that they retreated to whenever they were taking too much damage.
Someone else would rush up to take their spot in the front line while they
received healing from the rear, and then they would rejoin the fight once they
were back out of the red. Behind that, the archers, mages, and healers had
taken up position near the far end of the room. Lucas knew how hard it was for
the archers and mages to get off spells and attacks that wouldn’t harm their
own team, and he had taken advantage of that fact by constantly trying to keep
as many people in close-quarters combat as he could. The throne room was quite
large, but not so spacious that this many people could move about freely.


    Almost instantly, he spotted what was different:
the backline had been thrown into chaos. The sight of Nick casting his taunt
from within the middle of a cluster of archers, healers, and casters as unmistakable.
The long black chains flew out from his body and twisted around the nearby
players. A second later, they were drawn toward the Dark Knight and forced to
engage the tank head-on. It was an absolute nightmare, worst-case scenario for
any class that preferred to attack from range, and it was made even worse by
the fact that Liu and her butler, Hans, were waiting to massacre them in the
next moment.


    While Lucas was surveying the scene, a sneaky
player popped out of stealth mode and tried to stab him.


    “I got ya!” Bonnie shouted. She slammed into Lucas
from his left side, shoving him out of the way of the attack that he never saw
coming. There was a loud clang as she knocked a sword away and deflected a
blow, but not before he heard her suck in a deep breath and gasp in pain. He
recovered from the shock and then turned to see that she had taken a long cut
that drew a line red up her left forearm as she intercepted the hit with her
own flesh.


    “Thanks,” Lucas said earnestly and then stepped
forward again. He swung his staff around like a melee weapon and aimed a low
blow at the Were-Rat who had struck Bonnie. He caught the fighter in the back
of the legs, successfully sweeping him off his feet and sending him tumbling to
the floor. Bonnie pounced the moment the enemy hit the ground and exacted her
own vengeance by driving her sword down into a gap in his armor. The Were-Rat’s
helmet had rocked back enough to expose an opening at the base of his neck, and
her sword filled that space almost instantly.


    Lucas jumped back, expecting another fighter to
attack the moment Bonnie was occupied with finishing off the stealthy Were-Rat,
but it seemed Liu and the rest had rendered Lucas’s instinctive avoidance to
standing in the same place unwarranted. Lucas saw that his health pool had
already jumped up to 32%, and it looked like he finally might be able to go for
more than a few seconds without having to avoid being disemboweled or
decapitated.


    If I have this much time, I can finally . . .


    He slammed his staff on the floor and began
channeling Red Ice Prison for the second time. He instantly felt a crippling level
of hunger start eating away at his mind and body as he watched over 500 Hit
Points of his life bar fade away along with 400 Arcane Energy. It only took two
and a half seconds to complete the cast, but that was a painful process that
seemed to drag on for much longer. The spell required him to picture what he
wanted the blood to do, to imagine it moving, and as he did, the red pools
around him started to emit a black and purple glow, giving ample time for
someone who was paying attention to try and flee.


    Casting the spell for the first time in the
history of the game, Lucas caught basically everyone off guard. The attackers
had been wading through pools of blood that had accrued over the lengthy
battle, largely oblivious to the fact that they were even there thanks to their
constant struggle against Lucas’s defenders. When the spell went off, geysers
of blood gushed up and gathered around peoples’ bodies before hardening,
encasing them in sanguine ice pods from the neck down.


    Their expressions turned from stunned fear to
shock to outrage and then back to fear again as they realized what had happened
and struggled against their prisons.


    They likely would have been able to break free if
given enough time, as the ice was already starting to thaw, but Lucas wasn’t
going to let that happen.


    “Now, attack!” he roared. As if they had been
waiting for those orders, his team awoke from their stunned stupor and took
action. They rushed forward and targeted the perfectly exposed heads with
everything they had, rapidly eliminating targets. What had once been a tough
fight ended within moments thanks to the surplus of spilled blood and the fact
that no one had encountered the spells in Lucas’s staff before or been able to
anticipate such an outcome.


    Lucas let out a breath when the last head was
felled and felt a little glee course through him.


    “It’s so beautiful,” Lilith said as she walked up
beside him.


    “If you’re talking about all the money we’ve
earned, I couldn't agree more,” Bonnie said as she started cleaning her daggers.


    Lilith frowned at Bonnie then turned back to
Lucas. Under her breath, at barely more than a whisper, she said, “I forgot
that cash is sometimes more important than camaraderie.”


    Is she . . .? No, don’t think about it. Ignore
it. That’s just unwanted drama. Even if Bonnie didn’t care about him, she
was a part of his team, and he cared about her the same way that he cared about
everyone that had been with him from the start. That’s all that matters,
right?  Lucas shook his head, dismissing the question of Bonnie’s
loyalties, and instead turned his attention back to the surreal scene in front
of him. A gaggle of women, some of whom were incredibly beautiful if you could
look past the blood and gore they were covered in, was wading through a sea of
blood and mangled bodies.


    “Boss?” Bonnie called out, bringing Lucas back to
reality.


    “Yeah? What’s up?” Lucas asked, giving her his
attention.


    “What do we do now? I think it might be over,”
Bonnie said confidently, putting away her blades and looking at the door.” We
can throw the barricades back up, and unless they push with a large crowd
again, I think we’ve won.”


    “BONNIE!” Viola shouted from the doorway as she
rushed over, the first of the group to approach.


    “I see you’re still alive,” Liu said as she sauntered
up behind Viola.


    “I could still use a little more healing . . .”
Lucas said while looking at Viola expectantly. The spell had drained him
heavily, and unlike his mana, his health didn’t magically restore itself at 1%
per second.


    “Oh, right!” She jumped slightly, like she had
been shocked, but quickly collected herself as she fell into her role. It was
always interesting to watch her get in character. “Your wish is my command,
master. Just . . . Just please, don’t punish me. I promise not to slack in my
duties again.”


    What? Really? Lucas shook his head. The new
women who had joined his cause and were close enough to hear Viola all shot him
dirty looks.


    “By the way, where’s Linnaeus?” Liu asked. “And
what’s with the, uhh”--she gestured to the Ant-Dragon--“that.”


    “Oh, Eri?” Lucas chuckled as he walked over to the
Ant-Dragon and scratched her on the head lovingly. “She’s my newest monster.
Don’t you just love her? Isn’t she just the cutest?”


    “Is she a dog?” Liu asked.


    “Nope, an Ant-Dragon,” Lucas answered. “I made her
from an Ant-Lizard, and I’ll evolve her some more after the battling is done.”


    Lucas opened up his menu and checked the dungeon
map to see exactly how many people were still fighting inside the dungeon.
There were a few skirmishes here and there. Clusters of people were still
trying to fight their way to the boss room, and there were several places where
his traps were still getting kills, but there was no longer a large coherent
force anywhere to be seen. The largest group in the entire dungeon of his was
only eight people strong, and given that they were headed for one of his
favorite traps--a room where opening the closet door would cause blades to
shoot out of the wall--he was certain that they would be down to a group of
only four or five at most by the time they reached him. Lucas also took a
moment and counted how many Blood Goddess Reputation Points as well as how much
money his new dungeon had harvested, but he quickly went back to focusing on
his team. “Where’s Nick, by the way?” Lucas asked as he closed his dungeon
master’s HUD.


    “Oh, him?” Liu looked over to the door. “I think
he darted off when the fighting stopped to go find some girl he met on the
first floor.”


    “Good on him,” Lucas said with a shrug, not
finding it as funny as Bonnie clearly did, judging from the giggle that escaped
her. “And I hate asking this, but what was the hold up? You should have been
with me only a few minutes after I arrived.” Liu wasn’t the type to delay
issues like this, and that had Lucas concerned.


    “That’s what I need to talk to you about,” Liu
said. “While we were on our way here, we ran into a few nobles planning to kill
you.”


    Nobles trying to kill me? Isn’t that the whole
quest to begin with? Lucas thought back to the hideously harsh punishments
that would be doled out for failing that quest. “Did you get any names?” Even
if the idea of a noble trying to kill him wasn’t a surprise, the list of
possible motives ranged from his performance in court, his success in Hesse,
his direct attack on the people who formerly occupied this hotel, his murder of
a few nobles’ kids at the academy, to the vampirification quest. He needed to
know exactly which nobles were moving against him and why.


    “Duke Edmund,” Liu answered. “That’s the name of
their head honcho, but . . . there is also the academy headmistress . . . and
Ostreicher.”


    “Ostreicher?” Lucas asked, already having
suspected the headmistress was gunning for him.


    “He’s a serious deal, and apparently another noble
is going to him right now to try and get him to kill you, so you need to get
ready. If Ostreicher sends his elite Were-Bear forces, it’s going to be a
battle with the equivalent difficulty of two or three boss fights at the same
time.”


    “Are they really that strong?” Lucas asked.


    “Yes. The Were-Bear elites under Ostreicher are
supposed to be a raid challenge,” she explained. A raid challenge was a boss
that typically took twenty or more people to tackle, and some of the large
raids even required forty or more. “If they all come at once, we might not have
the numbers to fight them, especially if we’re busy fighting some of the people
trying to beat the dungeon too.”


    Lucas racked his mind as he tried to figure out
what was going to happen here. “Wait, how many elites do players usually fight
at a time in a raid?”


    “Only a handful . . . Maybe five at a time or just
one if it’s the final boss,” Liu answered.


    Lucas frowned. “The final boss? I take it that is
Ostreicher himself?”


    “Yeah. Ostreicher is practically a super mage with
how unique and powerful his prebuilt skillset is. He’s so fast that it
sometimes seems like he is warping, and his attacks all have elemental effects,
from Fire to Lightning, and he’s the type who’s always going to show up in
person unless he’s got a scheme in the works. He rarely passes up the
opportunity to fight.”


    The quest had just reached what felt like a safe
spot, but it was about to be derailed again, and he wasn’t sure how he was
going to handle it this time. He still had two or three hours until sunset, so
no matter how long it took for that Were-Bear guardian to come, he’d probably
make it in time, especially if he was as fast as they said.


    A blonde girl in blood-stained leather armor with
her hair pulled back in a single long braid walked up and stuck her thumb out
like she was approving something for an advertisement. “We can take him, boss,”
she chimed optimistically.


    Lucas looked a little surprised at her calling him
that. “Boss?” he asked curiously.


    Her expression turned to one of panic for a
moment, and her eyes flickered over to Bonnie before she recovered. “Oh, uhh .
. . I just thought . . . Never mind. I mean, we can handle it if you like, Lord
Lucas!” she said, smiling from ear to ear.


    “He’s not a Lord; he’s a Baron,” a Dokkalfar
wearing a caster’s robe that matched her silver hair added as she walked up and
put a hand on the first girl’s shoulder. “You should really pay attention if
you’re going to be taking quests from him in the future.”


    “Right, Baron, but . . . Wait, is he still a
Baron? I thought the quest notification said he was going against the nobles?”
The blonde looked over at the pale-skinned Dokkalfar, and others began
congregating around them in a small circle as they listened in on the
conversation. “He rebelled against them, right? Doesn’t that make him like a
prince, or a king, or a vagabond or something? How is his title still
unchanged?”


    “This isn’t unusual,” the Dokkalfar explained,
adopting the job of educating everyone listening. “Nobles fight each other all
the time. In fact, vassals and nobles under a ruler will often and frequently
skirmish when the reins of the actual king have loosened. If the king can’t
control his subjects, infighting is almost a guarantee. It’s much of what
happened to England before Henry VII and was a constant strain on the Holy
Roman Empire.”


    Lucas immediately recognized both of the
references, but he didn’t let on. He still had to play the role of an evil NPC
around everyone but those inside his inner circle.


    “Oh . . . then . . .”


    “Then you two should probably stop being rude and
talking about someone as if he isn’t standing right here. You should include
him in the conversation,” another woman interjected. It was the girl Lucas had
saved earlier during the fight in front of the hotel by rushing her to triage.


    “Sorry!”


    “Sorry!”


    Both girls managed to look sheepish and
embarrassed after the scolding, something that was displayed very differently
in the pale-skinned Dokkalfar and the slightly-tanned blonde as their cheeks
reddened.


    “There is nothing to apologize for,” Lucas said
while doing his best to adopt a high and noble voice. “You ladies have done an
amazing job for us today. I have to say, I am very surprised at how strong and
powerful you have proven to be. Were it not for you, I do not believe I could
have made it. Have no doubts that, as such, I plan on rewarding you handsomely
for your efforts. I will find land and titles befitting those who have risked
their lives for a humble noble such as myself instead of taking the side of
foreign forces.”


    “Wait,” Bonnie said suddenly. “Wasn’t there some
creepy mage guy making awful puns with us at the start of the fight? What
happened to him?” Given how small the room was and how bright the mage’s
outfit, it was easy to spot him after a moment of searching. He was lying face down
near the back of the room by the windows. He hadn’t just been killed: he had
been brutally eviscerated. It looked like whoever had killed him had gone out
of their way to make sure that he suffered every possible second of his death.
He had been reverse-flayed, with many of his tendons and muscles ripped out
through deep cuts while leaving the skin intact.


    “That’s messed up,” one of the girls commented,
and a few others began backing away from that corner after noticing his body
there. “How do you even do that in a fight with everything else going on?”


    “I don’t know . . .” Lucas shook his head, and as
he saw the horror on everyone’s face, he did his best not to show a smile. “But
this is the type of barbarity we should expect from those traitorous men.” He
glossed over the fact that basically all of his followers were traitors
themselves. They had abandoned their parties, friends, and lovers to join him,
but he didn’t want them to think about that. Instead, he was doing his best to
tap into his inner scummy politician as he demonized their opponents. “Us? We
fight to live. We fight for honor, for glory, for riches and wealth that have
been denied to us. But for them? They don’t have to fight. They’re only here to
kill, to butcher us, and to torture us for entertainment. They’re monsters.”


    Everyone started to look a little apprehensive,
but their eyes couldn’t be drawn away from the dead pyromaniac. Lucas had done
a lot of grotesque things in this game, but whoever had mangled this man’s body
had managed to one-up most of his attempts at butchery. Lucas paused as he
struggled to come up with the right words to demonize the people attacking him
and captivate his audience the same as the savagery did.


    “But no matter how monstrous they are,” Lucas
continued, “we can protect ourselves from this type of thing in the future if
we work as a team. Together, against these cruel heathens, we can scratch out a
sense of safety and peace that we could not earn without each other’s help.” He
paused and let his eyes wander across the room while trying to gauge their
reaction.


    “So . . . about those titles,” the blonde said.


    “Yeah, actually, titles?” Bonnie asked.


    “Obviously not for you. You’re not even Human,”
the blonde replied, looking over at the fox girl. “Wait, can he give you
titles? Can we all get them even if we’re not Human?”


    “Oh my god, I wanna be a Lady! Or a Princess!” one
of the girls in the back squealed. “This quest was totally worth it!”


    Yup, demagoguing might work sometimes, but it
never trumps the greed of a good pack of murderous video gamers. Lucas
laughed. He was easily able to tell an NPC from a player just based on their
vastly different reactions. The Human NPCs, or at least the people Lucas was
now sure were NPCs, were still aghast with their eyes fixed on the mangled
pyromaniac’s body. The actual players, regardless of their race of choice, were
eagerly staring at Lucas like dogs expecting treats. The mention of titles had
excited them immensely, and they were now frothing at the mouth as they looked
at him excitedly.


    “I don’t see why anything should matter but
loyalty,” Lucas said. “Loyalty to the Imperium and loyalty to me. You all have
proven both of these, and for that, I will do everything in my power to assure
your title reflects it.”


    Viola leaned against her staff and looked up at
him. “The Ladies of Lucas,” she said.


    “It can’t be ‘Ladies,’” the Dokkalfar said.
“‘Lady’ is a title representative of someone’s holdings. It’s not just a vague
term here like it is in”--she paused and looked at Lucas--“in other areas.”


    “Adriana, will you stop talking,” the blonde
laughed. “You’re going to talk us out of a better reward, okay?”


    Lucas thought about what she said for a moment. He
was trying to phrase his wording so that he could appease both the NPCs and the
players, and it was hard to ambiguously describe the reward he would give them
without actually knowing if it was even possible. He had no idea whether or not
the system would generate the titles, or even if he would be able to bestow
them, but he had to assume that both were possible. Thus far, it had done a
wonderful job of generating quests and titles according to his actions, so he
crossed his fingers and prayed this time would be no different.


    “A lady doesn’t have to own land. Ladies are
merely the female equivalent of knights. While most knights in this country own
land, it is not their land, wealth, or heritage that defines them. It is their
strength in character, their loyalty, and their dedication to duty that make
them stand out. It is their ability that separates them from the average
soldier, their courage that places them above commoners, and their spirit that
makes them special in the eyes of our glorious Goddess. So, yes, you can be
Ladies. To call you Ladies based on your merits alone is something no one could
question, but to assume you would be Ladies under my charge, to even give you a
title such as ‘the Ladies of Lucas,’ would require an arrogance I do not have.
So, I must ask this of you first: If you would, please be so kind as to accept
this humble man’s title and defend me and my lands not only today, but also in
the future. I am in your care.” Lucas finished his act by giving them a
gentlemanly bow, one that he was certain even Viola would be proud of.


    “Oh my god!” one of the girls cooed. “That
handsome face, that bow, that style of speech-- This quest is the best! Ever!
Whoever designed this boss was definitely a girl.”


    “Yup! And someone mentioned bubble bath parties
earlier,” another exclaimed excitedly. “I can’t wait for bubble bath parties!”


    “It would be my greatest honor.” One of the
brunette Humans said as she came forward. Unlike most of the women that had
joined him, who all wore leather armor, caster’s robes, or chainmail, this
woman was dressed like a peasant, not a combatant. She was holding a pitchfork
and wearing clothes more befitting of a barkeep, a fishwife, or a farmer than a
soldier. “To serve you as one of your esteemed Ladies and protect you from
those . . . monsters . . .” Her eyes flitted to the corpse as she borrowed his
word before quickly returning to him.


    “I think you need a sword or something, boss,”
Bonnie said. She stepped out of the ring of people that formed up the small
circle and into the center with him. “Or not.” She had the same blank-eyed look
of someone who was reading a system message that had popped up unexpectedly,
and Lucas knew that she had just learned something for her to make that
correction.


    “We shall all endeavor to prove ourselves, Baron
Lucas,” the Dokkalfar promised reverently, “and earn your trust.”


    “Thank you. I hope for great things from all of
you in the future,” Lucas responded.


    As he gazed out at the gathered fighters, Lucas
was suddenly taken back to a time and memory that he hadn’t thought about in
ages. He was no longer in a virtual world, standing in ankle-deep blood and
gore in a run-down hotel that was desperately in need of both a deep cleaning
and a construction crew, but was back in a conference room in a fancy, new,
state-of-the-art building with Yu Hua by his side and holding his hand while
they looked out over a crowd of prospective employees. He had worked with those
employees for years after that day. He knew all of their names by heart, and as
he looked over the “Ladies of Lucas,” he could see everyone in the memory
transposed clear as day over this new group. Just thinking about back then,
simply remembering that first day for a moment, was enough to rattle him.


    Yu Hua had been the perfect partner as they
celebrated that joyous day, and he had caught himself staring at her time and
time again despite everything going on around them and with so many other
people present. He had practically twisted his neck off trying to keep his eyes
on her, but now he was afraid to turn and look at the spot where she should
have been. He didn’t know how to handle her absence in times like these. He
wanted his mind’s eye to draw her perfectly, and he wanted to hold on to that
image forever, to believe that she was still there with him. He was afraid that
the moment he looked for her, she wouldn’t be there. He was afraid that the
memory would fade and that he would once more be surrounded by strangers who
all wanted something from him, whether it was a good time, a reward, or simply
his attention.


    He looked over to Liu, who was standing to his
left. She had driven two and a half hours to be with him and Yu Hua the day
they officially opened the company in that same building, and her presence here
with him now was grounding. She brought a sense of security and familiarity
with her that helped combat the painful emotions he felt within him every time
he remembered the person who wasn’t there with him any longer.


    Unable to help himself, he relented and looked
over to his right. There, smiling back at him, was Yu Hua. Her beauty was something
that grew with every recollection, but it also made his heart ache. He wanted
to hold her, to freeze time and be stuck within the memory forever, but he
couldn’t. The moment his gaze met her beautiful brown eyes, they warped and
twisted into larger purple irises slightly hidden behind long red lashes. This
new world around him had noisily interrupted his reverie, shattering his
concentration and forcing him back to reality. Liu was talking. People were
talking. Looks demanded his attention. The noisy shuffling of idle feet.
Everything was working against his remembering Yu Hua, and it infuriated him.


    “Boss, my face isn’t that bad, is it?” Bonnie
asked meekly as she averted her eyes so that Lucas couldn't see them. “What’s
with that expression?”


    “It’s nothing,” Lucas answered, brushing aside her
concerns and placing a hand on her shoulder. He took a deep breath to steady
himself and help stop the adrenaline pumping into his veins from controlling
his actions or words. “There is nothing wrong with that pretty face of yours at
all. But we still have more pressing issues from what I’ve been told.” He
turned away from Liu as he spoke and hoped that his actions justified his need
to look away from Bonnie. Truthfully, he just needed the sense of familiarity
Liu gave him. 


    “Not only that, but we also have to deal with the
headmistress,” Liu reminded him, “she is also part of the group. She was
definitely one of the--”


    Lucas was trying to listen to her, trying not to
think about the memory he hadn’t been able to hold on to, but he couldn’t. The
entire time she was talking, the words were going in one ear and out the other.
Everything around him--the noise, the chatter, Eri the Ant-Dragon making weird
noises--was stopping him from thinking, and he was becoming more and more
frustrated. If they hadn’t been talking so loudly . . . If they weren’t just
yammering nonstop . . . He ground his teeth together in frustration. It’s
their fault her face vanished. It’s their fault I can’t remember her. Every
time he came close to picturing her, something new broke his focus. He just
wanted one moment of silence.


    Enough, enough, enough . . . enough . . .
ENOUGH . . . “ENOUGH!” Lucas roared, finally letting his thoughts escape.
He slammed his staff onto the floor and a small torrent of Arcane Energy burst
forth. The unleashed energy scarred the floor underneath him in a broken circle
that looked akin to something that a child trying to draw the sun by picking a
spot on the paper and then drawing a thousand lines with yellow crayon out from
that point in all directions might have created.


    Liu and Bonnie, who had both been closest to him,
stepped back with fear in their eyes. Lucas quickly scanned the room, which had
finally fallen silent, and saw that his anger had scared almost all of them.
Everyone had gone from laughing, giggling, and enjoying the pleasant mood to
studying him as they waited to see what would happen next. Only Lilith,
watching from a distance, was smiling as she studied their reaction to his
outburst.


    Liu stepped closer and rested a hand on his arm.
“Lucas, are you . . . Are you okay?”


    “Yeah, I’m just . . .” Lucas paused as he put his
words together and tried to recall anything that Liu had said, but it was all
lost on him. He dragged a hand across his face and used it as an excuse to
think for a moment. All he could do was play it off as anger derived from a
different source, but he didn’t bother quelling the shaking bass within his
voice from the adrenaline that was still tightly squeezing his heart. “I’m just
so angry at what these so-called nobles are trying to put you all through.
Everyone has fought so hard. We barely managed to survive--and only just made
it through thanks to your timely arrival--and they’re already trying to throw
us to the wolves yet again. It’s maddening. I’ve only interacted with most
people here for just a brief moment, and many are already lost to us, yet still
more fighting is surely on the way. I cannot ask this of you. I cannot take the
thought that these elite soldiers will come and put you in grave danger yet
again; or, worse yet, that you will die willingly for some honor I cannot
deserve.”


    As he spoke, Lucas heard an “oh” here and there
from the crowd as they bought into his story that he was angry on their behalf,
not at them, and that he was angry at the prospect of their getting hurt, not
actually wanting to hurt them. He never would have fallen for the story if
someone fed it to him, so all he could do was chalk up his success to his high
Charisma score.


    He sighed and let his eyes fall to the floor in
front of him.


    “Well, is there any other option?” the brunette
farmer asked hopefully. “Either you die here, or we fight to keep you alive. If
you can’t stand the idea of us getting hurt, isn’t it selfish to not let us
hate the idea of you getting hurt? We have to do something to protect you.
There aren’t any other good nobles in this town. They’re all arrogant, pompous,
evil, and selfish. If you die and they live, there is no future for any family
I might raise, “So, for that, I beg you: don’t send us away to protect us.”


    Lucas felt a little guilty. He had turned an
outburst of uncontrolled emotion and idiotic 90s-esque emo-rage into some
cop-out plea that was working. Covering up his mistake had earned him bonus
loyalty points, at least with the NPCs.


    “I’ll never turn you away,” Lucas said, “but I
can’t let you die by staying with me either. Let me think. There must be a
solution where we aren’t pushed to the brink of desperation by this. There has
to be a way where I won’t have to risk your lives to not risk my own.”


    Bonnie, a step farther away from Lucas than usual,
still looked like he had stepped on her tail. She didn’t meet his eyes, but
meekly asked, “What ideas were you thinking, boss?” There was almost no
confidence in her voice this time.


    Crap, I really messed up, Lucas thought to
himself, grimacing. He didn’t know what to say to her to help restore her ego
without saying the wrong thing and coming off like a creep. Well, no matter
what I want to say, I’ll have to wait. Too many people are watching for me to
not embarrass her. “Hmm . . . I think what I’d really like to see is . . .
Do you know how to get in contact with Willmarth?”


    “Yeah,” Liu answered. “I saw him last when we were
in the market earlier today at one of the local merchants’ shops haggling. ”


    “Could you ask him to prepare a few of the gifts
so we can do that plan we always wanted to try back in Hesse?”


    “Uhh . . .” Liu looked away, clearly not wanting
to tell him “no.”


    “Yeah, I’m with her, boss,” Bonnie said. “I don’t
think that’s a good idea here.”


    “Do you have a better idea?” Lucas asked.


    “We can prepare Operation Fibble Found a Toy,” Liu
said slowly, “but it doesn’t really feel like . . . us.”


    “It doesn’t matter whether or not it feels like
us. It is us,” Lucas answered. “We can’t fight each and every enemy with
even odds on even ground. We might live through the first battle, but each
subsequent fight will wear us down until we’re stubs. We must be creative,
clever, cunning, and cruel to those who would harm any person in this room.”


    “I don’t know why you guys are complaining,” Viola
said. “I’m personally excited about this. It’s so . . . villainous. Who needs
the noble knight in shining armor fighting a dragon head-on? This will be much
more beautiful, and it’ll make Lucas seem so much viler to those nobles.”


    You do realize this isn’t just our inner
circle? Lucas wanted to say to Viola, but whether intended or not, her
words had an interesting effect on some of the players, or at least some of the
people that Lucas was certain were players. He even heard one or two mention
how they liked the “believable villain growth” of the questline.


    Then, before the chatter could break out any
further, or Bonnie could make it halfway to the door to begin putting Operation
Fibble Found a Toy in motion, Lilith appeared in the middle of the circle.
Lucas hadn’t even seen her walk forward. She was just suddenly there, and
everyone else seemed just as surprised as he was. “You all seem to have
mistaken something,” she said, her voice slightly deafening as it dwarfed the
volume of chatter around her. “Our Lord Lucas isn’t a villain; he’s a hero.
Villains are the noblemen and ladies who use their station to take whichever
commoners they want in whatever way they want. Villains are the type who
embezzle, steal, and force money out of others so they can hoard their
ill-gotten gains within their caves like dragons. You call him a villain for
being cunning because the world has taught you that progress and intellect are
evil. They want you to work hard, not smart, because they are afraid of how
smart you really are. They want you to sweat, not think, because they fear what
you will think about. They want you to work until you’re so tired you can’t
think, and you forget who you are so their hands can slip in your pockets, your
pants, your dreams, and rob you of all you’re worth. I don’t know what this
ominously vague and mysterious Operation Fibble Found a Toy is, and I’m sure
most of us are in the dark, but I know that it isn’t evil or villainous. I know
this because it was designed by Lucas.”


    The room was quiet. Even Lucas hung on her every
word. He didn’t know when or how he got swept up in them, but he was caught up
in what she was saying. For a moment, he actually believed he was the nice,
upstanding, intelligent, noble hero she was describing. Then, he remembered who
she was. She was the girl who had smiled at the idea of him eating flesh, who
had enjoyed every minute of him killing students, and who had slowly butchered
a teacher in front of his class.


    “But,” she continued after a moment’s pause. “You
don’t have to believe me. You don’t have to consider him as anything. He can be
a hero or a villain when you close your eyes at night. I only ask that you
remember for whom he is doing these acts society considers vile, that it’s your
protection and safety he is trading his morals for, and that it’s you all whom
he will be loyal to first. Because, if he were alone and concerned only with
himself, he could have run. If he weren’t trying to help every person in the
Imperium, Linnaeus could have flown him to safety in a moment. He only stayed
because he worried about the fate that will befall you if he didn’t.” She let
those last few words drag out as she turned to face Liu. “So, don’t question
Lucas and ask whether or not he is a villain.” She dropped the broad,
oratorical pattern she had previously been speaking with when she said this.
Her last sentence was clear, concise, and terse. It sounded like a threat.


    Liu didn’t respond. She even didn’t seem to know
how to handle what was just said.


    “Well, I think there has been enough talking about
the subject,” Lucas concluded, taking back control. “Since you all don’t know
what Operation Fibble Found a Toy is, let me explain it to you as I walk you
into position. We’ve got a lot of work to do, and I don’t know how long it’s
going to take for them to show up. Also, can I get a few of you to reinforce
the ladders up? I don’t want anyone but the Ostreicher bears to make it to the
fifth floor. I’ll double down on the traps, but you all are going to need to
work together.”


    “And you two”--Lucas pointed over at the Dokkalfar
and her friend who had spoken up earlier--“can you both help keep an eye on the
front gate. When Ostreicher’s forces show up, I need you to pretend like you
are betraying me and lead them to a certain room. I don’t want them killing
anyone on their way up, so make sure they don’t start any trouble. If they look
hostile, like they can’t be sweet-talked or like they believe you are leading
them to a trap, then just run. Your lives are more important than theirs, and
we’ll adjust the strategy.” Lucas turned to Liu and Viola. “Lastly, can you two
make sure the girls are ready for the plan, minimize the chances of their
getting hurt?”


    Liu nodded. “I got it, boss,” she said,
emphasizing the last word in a way that mocked Bonnie’s tone for a second,
almost causing Lucas to do a double-take.


    What was that? Lucas wondered. Then, as
everyone else began leaving the room, the peasant girl came up to him.


    “Umm . . . sir . . .” she began, batting her
eyelashes in a manner that even Lucas, as dense as he knew he was about these
things, could read clearly. He had seen it a hundred times in poorly directed
movies where the girl had to telegraph her emotions in such an obvious way that
even the slowest member in the audience could pick up on it. “I just . . . I
just wanted to thank you again. For, you know . . . for everything.”


    “I . . . uhh . . . It’s nothing,” Lucas said.
“Don’t mention it. We’ve got work to do.” But work wasn’t what he was thinking
about. He was thinking about how tasty she looked, how soft her supple lips
might feel, and how even that poorly fitting outfit couldn't hide her curves.
His urges were enough to almost make him take her up on her insinuated offer
right there. Then Yu Hua’s image flooded back into his mind and tore through
his heart like a hundred daggers.


    “Right,” she said, reaching out and touching his
arm. “But if there is anything that I can do for you, please don’t hesitate to
ask . . .”


    Work. I have work to do, Lucas told himself
once more, taking a deep breath. “Well, I’m about to cast some spells that
might hurt you, so if you could leave, that would be great.” He didn’t want to
sound like a jerk, but he needed her to go so he could think straight. What
type of beast have I become, Yu?


    In order to help buy his team a little relief, he
spent some of the Reputation he had earned defending the dungeon so far and
purchased a handful of Blood Guards. He had initially felt a little
apprehensive about spending so many points, so he comprised and held back 80
just in case. The more points he could save now, the better off he would be in
the future when he needed to use them for bigger, more expensive rewards. On
the other hand, he was very much aware of the fact that none of those points
would actually matter if he died. It was the constant struggle that many gamers
faced: whether to use consumables and temporary buffs now or save them for
later. Players often found themselves as either “spenders” with nothing in
their inventory when they needed it or “hoarders” with unused stacks of 99
items filling their banks and inventories.


    Lucas left the throne room and made his way to
another room on the same floor. It was just an average hotel room, although
slightly larger than those on the floors below, and it was exactly where he
needed to be for his plan to work. Once he was certain he wouldn’t be bothered
for a while, he pulled out his old beginner’s healing scepter and set to practicing
his new spells. He wanted to get a feel for them, to figure out exactly how
many seconds it would take to cast each one, how much pain it would produce,
how much concentration it would require, and exactly what the effects would be.
He was able to get a fairly good idea of how each operated and even discovered
some new tricks he could do with them, but without a real target, he was still
a little shy of fully understanding all their finer points.


    “Boss,” Bonnie said, stepping into the room.
“We’ve got company coming.”


    “Well, for once, I’m kind of glad they weren’t
punctual,” Lucas said as he realized how much time had passed.


    “Do you . . . umm . . .” Bonnie looked around. “Do
you want me here?”


    “You don’t want to go have fun with the fight
downstairs?” Lucas asked.


    With a frown, Bonnie replied, “I mean, if you die,
boss--”


    “Then you won’t get paid?” Lilith asked as she
walked in behind Bonnie. “It’s nice to see mercenaries work so hard.”


    Bonnie looked cross for a moment and began to
defend herself. “It’s not that. It’s not that I won’t get paid. It’s that--”


    “It’d be bad for your reputation? Make it harder
for you to get hired in the future?” Lilith interjected with a chuckle.


    “No, that’s not it. It’s just--” Bonnie began
again, but Lilith wasn’t letting her get a word in edgewise.


    “Look, don’t worry about him. He’ll be fine. I’m
here,” Lilith said, smiling coyly as she walked over to Lucas. “You don’t even
need to worry about summoning more of those Blood Guards. I’ve seen how much it
pains you to raise them. You won’t suffer carrying out your plan. It’s good, so
just trust in it and in me and save your power.”


    Save my power? Pains me? Lucas looked at
her blankly. Wait, does she think it physically hurts me to summon them
because of how frustrated I get having to spend my Blood Goddess Reputation
Points? Lucas almost laughed at the thought, but held it in, not wanting
her to misunderstand further. He was still not completely sure whether she was
a player or NPC, and the more time passed, the more confused he became about
it.


    “Look, I just want to make sure the plan
succeeds,” Bonnie said, finally forcing a full sentence through without Lilith
interrupting.


    “Then go wait with the others,” Lilith sternly
stated, pulling out a dagger and staring at Bonnie threateningly. “I’ve got
it.”


    Bonnie looked from the blade to Lucas and then
Lilith. After a long and tense moment of silence, she turned and left, shutting
the door behind her.


    Lilith turned to Lucas the moment the door was
closed and said, “I don’t know how you can trust people with such duplicitous
motives. You have a healer who is only interested in creating drama, a rogue
who only cares about money, a knight who follows any pretty flower blooming in
his direction, and . . .”


    “What? No comments on Liu or Katie?” Lucas asked,
wondering what accusations she would throw at Liu, his favorite person in the
entire game world--or the real world for that matter. Liu had been there for
him when no one else was. She was important to him, and she had never done anything
to justify him questioning their bond. There was no way he was going to let it
slide if Lilith badmouthed her. Truthfully, he wasn’t even sure where her
distaste of the others was coming from.


    “No, their loyalty to you is unquestionable,”
Lilith answered. “I don’t have to worry about the other side paying them off to
betray you or sending some honeypot to seduce them away from you.”


    “You don’t have to worry about it? These issues
feel like things that I would worry about, not you.” We just met. Why do you
care so much about what happens? Her over-reaching concern for him didn’t
make sense. Sure, they had spent several hours together, gone through several
trials, and when he first met her, he had found her cute, but that cute, aloof,
and observant Lilith had morphed into something altogether different rather
quickly over the course of the day, and he wasn’t sure what she was now. He
only knew that he didn’t know her, and the way she talked about others was one
of the few glimpses of her true thoughts he seemed to get.


    “Why would I worry?” Lilith tilted her head back
as she eyed Lucas. “Because you’re interesting, and I like that. Everything you
do is grand. Everything you’ve built is magnificent, and I just can’t wait to
see more. I can’t wait to see the type of villain you’ll become.”


    “I thought you said I wasn’t a villain,” Lucas
responded. “You gave a whole speech about it.”


    “Anyone who seeks to change the paradigm of
society is a villain because no change comes without a heavy price. Take it as
a compliment. You can be both a hero and a villain. Why be boring and pick just
one?”


    “You’re not always honest, are you?” Lucas asked,
finding the quick turnabout of her words amusing.


    “I’m honest to you,” she replied with a coy smile.


    “Really?” Lucas said. “Then be honest. Tell me,
why are you here? Really?” The question had been bothering him like an itch on
the back of his mind that he couldn’t scratch. She was useful, she was
intelligent, she was great in fights, and she was powerful. It made no sense at
all why she was sticking to him and hyping him up when she herself could easily
play the role she had given him.


    “Because the Imperium is a country of kings, not
queens?” She chuckled to herself at some joke that Lucas didn’t quite pick up
on and then continued. “No, that’s not the reason. There have been great
queens. Truly . . . I just wanted to be the princess that you stole from
underneath a king’s nose. I wanted to be the rebellious lady who went along
with it and fought against her given role in society, using her man like a tool
to gain freedom. You could say that I was sitting by a window, staring at the
sky when I heard stories of you, and I wanted to fly. Or maybe . . . Well,
maybe I was just tired of being the kind, naive woman that everyone wanted me
to be, but . . . I didn’t think you’d ever come for me, so I got impatient and
came for you.”


    “A captured princess? That’s quite an odd
ambition,” Lucas observed. The hardest part of playing this verbal game of
theirs was that he believed every word she said despite his better judgment. He
couldn't tell if she was lying or not, but he believed her for some reason,
even though her explanation sounded utterly ridiculous.


    Bang bang bang!


    Lilith didn’t get a chance to reply before the
anticipated guests started pounding on the door.


    “Come on in,” Lucas said, not sure of what to
expect.


    The door opened, and a five-and-a-half-foot-tall
Were-Bear that looked more like a cub than adult entered the room, flanked on
both sides by two pairs of six-and-a-half- to eight-foot-tall Were-Bears. They
were wearing uniforms of the beastkin colors, brown and blue, and the larger
Were-Bears were all holding maces of varying sizes. The short one in the
middle, however, was instead armed only with a rapier.


    “I take it you are the one we have come to deal
with,” the tiny bear said, “the troublemaker, Baron Lucas.”


    “That is my title,” Lucas answered. He strode
toward the center of the room to greet the bear, using his staff like a walking
stick. “I’m told it sounds quite nice, and the ladies seem to like it.” He
smiled pridefully at that last phrase, embracing the reputation he had gotten
since he first entered this town.


    “Hmph,” the bear grunted. “Perhaps those Human
ladies of yours might fall for a stench-ridden dog like you, but we bear of the
beast folk can smell hellspawn when they’re farted out of a wicked friar’s
rear.”


    “Ouch.” Lucas laughed loudly in the cub’s face.
“You wound me so with your words. How will I maintain my honor if you continue
to slander me?”


    “Oh, uhh . . .” the short man began, backing up a
step, “I--”


    “No! You’ve slandered me to no end! I don’t know
if I can live with this reputation you are creating for me,” Lucas continued,
ramping up the dialogue before the battle. He didn’t need a casus belli of any
sort when the party had invaded his territory, but he had grown to enjoy this
part of the boss battle, pretending like they weren’t going to fight if one of
the sides were just a little more polite.


    “Ah, I’m Blackmer, the . . . uhh . . . First
Knight of Ostreicher, and--”


    “And you have slandered me!” Lucas bellowed.
You’ve cursed me with your words, insulted my religion, and damned my very
existence to the torturous afterlife that only the cruelest and most vile of
men deserve! Blackmer, since you have come to fight, then we shall fight!”


    “Wait! No! I just-- I was told to say that so you
would get scared!” Blackmer raised up both of his hands. “I haven’t come to
fight! I just-- I came to negotiate!”


    “Negotiate?! You called me a hellspawn birthed
from a foul friar’s fart?! Is that a negotiation tactic? Do you think those are
the words someone says to a civilized man before discourse?! You wound me!”
Lucas didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as he watched the Were-Bear back up,
trying to create excuses.


    “Hey! I was told that’s how Humans talk to each
other! I just wanted to begin a dialogue about how we could work together since
Ostreicher wants to--”


    “You think this of all Humans?! You think every
Human is just some sort of monster that goes around insulting others like crass
philistines?!” Lucas pretended to be even more offended as he slammed his staff
down and began channeling a spell. The problem wasn’t that he hated the
prospect of working with the Ostreichers. He had even anticipated the
possibility of this offer. Rather, he knew that the moment he got in bed with
them, his moral high ground would be gone, and his ability to draw even larger
masses of people to his side would disappear with it. Cooperation was good, but
this sort of cooperation would just make him another pawn, like Edmund.


    “I will have you taste what Humans have to offer!
I will make you regret your offense!” Lucas said as he quickly finished
channeling Reap the Unworthy. A second later, five chains shot out from his
chest toward the five Were-Bears.


    “Fine! If you won’t listen, then so be it!”
Blackmer shouted back as he rolled to the right, easily dodging the fast-moving
chain. His title of First Knight apparently wasn’t one that had been granted to
him superfluously, and it was evident from his speed that he could likely take
on a few Level 100 players at once in a fair fight.


    His guards, however, weren’t so quick, and their
size made it even easier to snare them. They were all smashed with the chain
attack and pulled toward Lucas as the scythe began to materialize.


    Blackmer must have figured out that Lucas was
rooted in place and unable to move while summoning the spell because he dashed
forward. He lunged with a strike when he was close, aiming his rapier at the spot-on
Lucas’s chest where the chains had spawned.


    Lucas might not have been able to move, but he
could definitely defend himself. He threw his staff up between them and watched
as Blackmer’s lightweight weapon harmlessly clinked off of his own.


    “How? But you’re--”


    “The spell was already done, and their fates were
already sealed,” Lucas said ominously, throwing in a cruel laugh for good
measure. “As is yours now!” He continued cackling as the large scythe fully
materialized and then swept down, slashing them all with its ethereal blade.
None of them were killed instantly, but the effects were obvious. Each of the
ursine warriors had large patches of bright red staining their fur, and many
were coughing up blood.


    “You can’t think that will guarantee you victory,”
Blackmer spat as he wiped the blood from his mouth. Even though he hadn’t been
entwined in the chains, he had still been caught at the edge of the spell.


    “Not at all!” Lucas swapped out his staff for his
healing scepter and immediately channeled a Force Shield between the Were-Bear
and himself.


    Blackmer snorted derisively at the Force Shield
and pierced it with his rapier. The first hit sent cracks spreading out in all
directions across the surface, and the second hit broke it. The shield fell
faster than Lucas had anticipated, but it wasn’t outside of what he had
imagined possible.


    “You think you’re going to win this,” Lucas
taunted. He threw up another Force Shield, once again stalling the Were-Bear
and preventing him from advancing.


    “I know it,” Blackmer snarled. “We could have been
allies, but death is all that awaits you now that you have--!”


    Before he could finish his sentence, Operation
Fibble Found a Toy finally activated.


    BOOOOOOOM!! A large explosion rocked the
hotel, and a second series of smaller explosions started somewhere far beneath
them at almost the same time. They rapidly started growing louder. Lucas had to
concentrate on remaining upright as the floor shook underneath him, and then
the entire floor between Lucas’s shield and doorway exploded inward.


    Lucas laughed maniacally as he watched the four
Were-Bears and Blackmer all disappear. He had rigged the explosives to go off
one after the other on the floors below, effectively creating a pit that would
drop the Were-Bears all the way down to the bottom level, where a group of
women that Lucas had stationed there would rush up and surround the five
bodies, waiting for any of them to move. Four death notices appeared almost
instantly, but the fifth, Blackmer’s, was absent.


    You have killed Boswell. You have been awarded
3,999 EXP. A gold pendant of House Ostreicher, an embroidered doublet, and 50
gold have dropped upon death.






    You have killed Winifred. You have been awarded
3,999 EXP. A gold pendant of House Ostreicher, a silver pot of exquisite honey,
and 50 gold have dropped upon death.






    You have killed Theodore. You have been awarded
3,999 EXP. A gold pendant of House Ostreicher, a Bully Pugilist pair of
fighting gloves, and 50 gold have dropped upon death.






    You have killed Jogi. You have been awarded 3,999
EXP. A gold pendant of House Ostreicher, a ruby-inlaid luncheon box, and 50
gold have dropped upon death.


    Lucas panicked when he saw that Blackmer was still
alive. He rushed to the window, threw it open, and started climbing out. He had
tied a rope there that would let him climb down to the ground floor without
having to navigate through the maze he had created, making the trip much
quicker. He had already prepared for a scenario in which he would have to make
his way down, but he hadn’t expected to have to rush so quickly.


    He slipped in through a window when he reached the
bottom, instantly spying a group chain-casting Force Shields to keep Blackmer
locked in place. Even though the diminutive bear could destroy the shield in
just two quick hits from his rapier, another would instantly take its place the
moment it was broken. It was an advantage that only numbers could provide. If
there had still been five enemies, his followers’ strategy wouldn’t have
worked. There wouldn’t have been enough people in his entire crew to seal all
five of them away, but one? One person of Blackmer’s size was easy.


    “LET ME GO!” Blackmer roared when he spotted Lucas
climbing over the piles of debris and rubble.


    “I’d love to,” Lucas called back, “but I don’t
think I can do that while you’re still alive.”


    “You think you can kill me without letting those
barriers down?” Blackmer shouted. He was right, too. As long as they were up,
they acted as both protection against his escape and protection from Lucas.


    “No, no . . .I don’t think I can do that either,”
Lucas replied smugly. “But you’re not really sealed in a box. You just think
you are.”


    “What are you talking about? Let me out, Human!
Human! Let me free!”


    “Why do you keep shouting my race like it has
anything to do with the reason you’re trapped? If I were friendly or allied to
you, my race wouldn’t matter. If I was subservient, you wouldn’t care if I was
your own kind, so try being polite. You know my name after all. It’s Baron
Lucas--or, to you, it’s Master. Go ahead, try it on for size.”


    Blackmer didn’t back down. He didn’t open his
mouth an inch to apologize, much less show subservience to Lucas. Instead, gave
up on his attempts to break free and instead chose to wring the hilt of his
rapier and eye Lucas maliciously.


    “No? Oh well. It’s not going to matter. Like I
said before, you’re not in a box, and your real foe has just arrived.” Lucas
turned and looked at Bonnie, Liu, Viola, and Katie. “So, what do you all think
about painting this place something more festive? Red seems a bit clichéd.
Maybe we could use some green? Some neon green, some purples, a little black,
and some blues? I bet we could even create some optical illusions if we paint
the floors too,” Lucas continued, ignoring the trapped bear behind him.


    “Hey! DON’T YOU WALK AWAY FROM ME! I’M STILL
HERE!” Blackmer yelled furiously. “I’m going to break out soon and kill you!
They will run out of energy eventually!”


    Lucas sighed. “Sorry, there is something noisy.
Eri, could you get to it already?” Lucas then turned once more so that he could
watch what was about to happen.


    Then, on command, the now-lion-sized head of the
Ant-Dragon burst through the boards beneath Blackmer and chomped down on the
bear’s legs just above his knees. There was a loud crunch as her teeth snapped
his bones, and Blackmer roared in pain as he was dragged down into the hole.


    “Got it on the first try?” Lucas laughed. “How
lucky. I honestly expected her first and maybe second attack to miss, but it
seems like Nick is rather good at directing these things.”


    “That is so cool,” the Dokkalfar gasped in awe as
she leaned forward and looked through the hole to see Eri munching on the
now-quiet Were-Bear.


    You have killed Blackmer. You have been awarded
6,000 EXP. A gold badge of House Ostreicher, the Point of Gentlemanly Argument
rapier, and 150 gold have dropped upon death.






    NPC Blackmer will not respawn. A new NPC has been
created in the lands of House Ostreicher.






    Effect: Reputation with all beast races has dropped
by 5,000. Reputation with House Ostreicher has increased by 100. You have
earned Ari Ostreicher’s respect.


    “What a way to go,” Lucas said, also peeping
through the hole in the floor. “So . . . purple, green, some black? Maybe dark
blue? What are you girls thinking? Not to be sexist--I say before saying
something sexist--but I’ve always trusted women with this stuff.”


    “I like dark green and black,” the Dokkalfar
quickly answered.


    “Yeah, I’m with her,” Bonnie said. “It would look
really awesome and ominous.”


    “Blue seems heroic like our leader,” the peasant
girl said. “Light blue with yellow and brown.”


    “Well, we’ve got a few hours to kill before the
quest is done.” Lucas opened up his menu and began to look through Eri’s
evolution options. He was excited to see what he could do with her now that she
had farmed so many points. “Let’s take shifts and make sure that no one else
makes it to the fifth floor. Keep thinking about those colors.”


    



  




  

    Chapter 12


     


     


    Character Name: Lucas


    Level: 34


    Hit Points: 5175


    Arcane Energy: 2600


    Stamina: 500


    Holy Energy: Class Locked


     


    Current Class: Enchanter


     


    Stats:


    Arcanum [increases Arcane Energy by 10 per point]:
250


    Holy [No Effect/Class Locked]: 0


    Athletics [increases Stamina by 10 per point]: 40


    Fortitude [increases Hit Points by 1% per point]:
350


    Charisma: 350


    Luck: 60


    Unspent: 0


     


    Current Elemental Attunement:


    Lightning Affinity: 1.5%


    Effects: +3% Lightning Element Damage


    +6% Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    -3% Non-Lightning Element Channeling Speed


    +0.75% Lightning Element Damage Resistance


     


    Arcane Resistance: 2%


     


    Combat Proficiencies:


    None


     


    Racial Quest Chain Progress:


    Vampire Quest: In progress.


     


     


    Lucas stared at the list of Eri’s possible
evolutions, unable to make up his mind. He had already selected a few during
the course of the last battle as she consumed enemies and grew, and they were
all impressive. The first skill he had selected was Electrifying Halitosis, a
skill that cost 30 Evolution Points and let Eri shoot Lightning out of her
mouth. The three options that had opened up after that each cost 15 Evolution
Points and decreased the cooldown on Electrifying Halitosis, increased its
damage, or increased its range. As he had gone about selecting things, he
realized this was the first time that he had seen a monster skill displayed in
bold gold text, which likely symbolized Eri’s rare properties as a special
monster.


    He had also spent 10 Evolution Points on Fast Food
Lover, which gave Eri a larger and stronger jaw so that she could eat
people more easily, an evolution feat that proved worthwhile when she killed
Blackmer. Having picked that, there were now three additional options:


    [Grey] Order Extra Crunchy (10 Evolution Points): Further
increases Eri’s jaw strength, allowing her to break through even the sturdiest
of armors.

[Grey] Flame Broiled (20 Evolution Points): The Lightning in her mouth crackles
out when she is eating live enemies, electrocuting her foes with every bite so
that the Lightning will sear and burn the flesh of her victims.

[Grey] With a Pudding Cup (30 Evolution Points): Grants Eri a long retractable
tongue that can snap out and latch onto foes, allowing her to attack enemies in
hard-to-reach places or pull them to her so that she can more easily munch on
them.


    All three of the options were good, and Lucas actually had some
points to burn, but the one that stood out was the tongue-extending With a
Pudding Cup. It looked especially useful since it meant that she would have a
reliable grappling technique that could be used from a distance. He knew that
every choice he made would likely open up three more abilities and that they
would probably be great, but he took the time to read through the other options
available to him once more.


    [Grey] Working Ants, Tunneling Dragons (100 Evolution
Points): This ability allows Eri to grow a small brood of up to twenty worker
Ant-Dragons. These Ant-Dragons will not be intelligent, skilled in combat, or
capable of evolving, but each will be capable of assisting her in building
traps and tunnels and performing other manual tasks. They may also be
sacrificed as suicidal meat shields in the event of an emergency. 

[Grey] Still a Hoarder (25 Evolution Points): All enemies killed by Eri will
drop 50% more items and currency.

[Grey] Vegetable Courses (10 Evolution Points): Eri is capable of finding herbs
and special roots underground. Consuming items she finds will grant Eri twice
the normal effect, and the duration will last ten times longer.

[Grey] Rock Crusher (30 Evolution Points): Eri’s scales harden, and her muscles
grow stronger, allowing her to tunnel through denser, tougher soil and
increasing tunneling speed through normal soil. This effect will also increase
Eri’s speed, physical damage, and durability during combat.


    Lucas thought over the recent fights and tried to
predict which skill was going to be the most useful in the immediate future.
Based on Liu’s intel, he knew that he was going to have to deal with the
headmistress at the academy, but he had absolutely no knowledge about her skill
set, level, or how tough of a fight it was going to be. He didn’t even have a
clue as to whether or not she was technically classified as a boss. For all he
knew, she could be a grand champion intended to be fought at the end of a
forty-man raid.


    For this reason, he really wanted to grab skills like
Vegetable Courses, Rock Crusher and With a Pudding Cup. All of them would
likely be game-changers for the Ant-Dragon’s combat potential, and there was no
telling what she might dig up or what herbs and ingredients she might come up
with that could give him an advantage--not that he knew much about alchemy in
this world. Unfortunately, there was only a small chance that he would ever be
able to use Eri to help him launch offensives. She was designed to defend his
dungeon, not go out into the world and kill things for him on command. Like
Linnaeus, she might very well be restricted to acting in and around his
territory. For that reason, Lucas sighed as he decided to shoot for Working
Ants, Tunneling Dragons.


    “Eri,” Lucas said to the Ant-Dragon, “you need to
go eat more people. I need you to eat at least forty more corpses right away,
okay?”


    Eri nodded eagerly and immediately went to work
gobbling up one of the four remaining Were-Bear corpses before moving on to
other targets. Thankfully, the entire dungeon was still littered with bodies
that hadn’t yet disappeared. It didn’t take long before Lucas had all the
points needed for Eri’s evolution and picked the skill. Once Working Ants,
Tunneling Dragons was selected, twenty pint-sized versions of Eri appeared
around her. Each much more closely resembled an actual black ant than a dragon
because their six legs were larger, longer and more evenly spread out. He
immediately set the new brood to work hollowing out tunnels underneath his
hotel and had them specifically focus on burrowing toward the academy while Eri
worked on finishing off all the leftover corpses and any new victims that
happened to show up. His dungeon was apparently a huge success, and while no
one seemed eager to burst in again with the same huge numbers as before, there
was a constant stream of players showing up in small groups of twos and threes
hoping to get lucky and scale the tower. While he waited for Eri to finish
gaining all the Evolution Points he needed to grab Rock Crusher, he made his
way back to the throne room and sat down with the intention of looking through
the list of things he could buy with his Blood Goddess Reputation Points.


    Before he ever had the opportunity to bring up the
menu, however, a new notification flashed across his vision.


    Quest Completion: The Fated Son






    The goddess has watched as you have grown your
ranks, murdered the enemies pounding at your gate, and thrived despite the
hundreds that have assembled to kill you. Whether noble knights or common
peasants, all have suffered trying to upend your existence, and their deaths
have greatly pleased the goddess.






    Happy with your efforts, she has helped you
complete the racial change. 






    You have changed from Human to Vampire.






    This race has inherited a boon from the Goddess of
Blood, increasing your abilities at her most holy hours--those when her
servants first forsake their peaceful living for her.






    This race has also inherited a curse from the God
of Light, whose city the goddess’s servants desecrated, and whose monuments,
temples, and statues her servants destroyed.






    Vampire Racial Attributes: 

+25 Charisma

+25% resistance to all non-Fire-based elemental damage.

-25% resistance to Fire damage.

+25% movement speed when not in direct sunlight.

-25% movement speed when in direct sunlight.

+10% physical strength and physical damage potential when not in direct
sunlight.






    Your nature has been changed from Living to Unholy
Immortal.






    Racial Abilities have been added:

Bloodlust: Consuming or absorbing blood will rapidly regenerate lost health.

Bloodmiser: Bleeding damage-over-time effects no longer apply.






    You have managed to survive the onslaught of
enemies pounding at your gate. You do not just live in chaos, but thrive in it.
Hundreds have fallen trying to capture your banner, and all were crushed
beneath your feet.






    Bonus Condition: Over 250 people must die during
this quest. 

Status: Achieved. 

Bonus Reward: Your race has been upgraded from Vampire to Vampire Lord.






    Vampire Lord Racial Attributes:

+100 Charisma

+35% resistance to all non-Fire-based elemental damage.

-35% resistance to Fire damage.

+35% movement speed when not in direct sunlight.

-35% movement speed when in direct sunlight.

+15% physical strength and physical damage potential when not in direct
sunlight.






    Vampire Lord Racial Abilities:

Blood Brotherhood: You may vampirize other individuals by exchanging blood with
them. Individuals must consent to this process and reject all current
relationships with the other deities.






    Hidden Bonus Condition: Over 500 people must die
during this quest.

Status: Achieved.

Hidden Bonus Reward: A class upgrade choice has become available. 






    The Blood Goddess finds your current class,
Enchanter, to be too limiting after watching the full extent of your ability to
both kill and manipulate. Based on your survival techniques, the Blood Goddess
has two new classes to offer you. You must pick between the two. Your current
class is no longer available to you.






    Choice 1: Lich (Class Rank: Legendary
[Upgradable])

Choice 2: Magus (Class Rank: Legendary [Upgradable])






    You must make your choice between one of these two
classes within five minutes, or the choice will be made for you.


    Lucas took in a deep breath and read over the text
once more. The only thing he had to go by was the classes’ names. On one hand,
he knew from other games that liches often dealt with undead stuff, and he was
apparently something close to undead now, so the choice was tempting. A magus,
however, traditionally had control of multiple elements in most games. Lucas would
have relished the opportunity to log off, check the Internet, and figure out
what he wanted to do based on what others might have heard, but that just
wasn’t possible. Not only was the logout process slow, but in-game time ran
three times faster than that in the real world. There simply wasn’t enough time
to get any help that way. In addition, there was also a possibility that no one
would be willing to give up the information he wanted. He was almost certain at
this point that he wasn’t the only player to have sided with the Imperium, for
example, and that might very well be the case with the Blood Goddess and the
Vampire race, but even if someone had made this exact same choice before, that
didn’t mean they would have posted it anywhere for others to see. In the end,
he had to make a gut decision based on the names alone.


    Well . . . there are a ton of really good
elemental casters, he thought, remembering that many bosses were
essentially just specialized mages. The one thing he hadn’t seen at all, however,
was a Lich. In fact, it was the first time he had even heard of the class in
this game. You know what? Screw it, Lucas thought as he made his choice.


    Congratulations on becoming a Lich! You have been
awarded the class-based item Ring of Rivers. 






    Channeling rate for all elemental spells is now
20% of total Arcane Energy per second.

Channeling rate for all blood-based spells is now 30% of total Arcane Energy
per second.

Blood-based spells now only require 50% of their original health cost.

The effect and duration of blood-based spells have increased by 50%.

Blood-based spells may be channeled painlessly.

Elemental Affinity has become locked at 0%. You may no longer increase or
decrease your Elemental Affinity.






    The combination of your race and class has granted
you access to the following unique skill:

Endless Thirst: Allows the caster to absorb nearby blood directly into his body
using Arcane Energy. For every 1% of the caster’s total Arcane Energy expended
absorbing blood, the skill will restore 2% of his total health. The speed and
rate of conversion are based upon nearby blood availability.


    Woah. Lucas looked at the list of changes and then at
the staff he was holding. He liked the idea that the spells he would be casting
would cost fewer Hit Points, and given how absolutely agonizing the spells were
to channel, that second part about painless casting was the icing on the cake.
He had only cast a handful of spells thus far with his new staff, but each time
had felt worse than jumping off the high dive and doing a belly flop into poop
covered in fire ants. He also noticed, however, that there wasn't any mention
of his “hunger” after casting blood-based spells, so he could only assume that
meant he was stuck with it.


    Notification: You have caused multiple players to fail the
quest to kill you. Those who failed this quest will have a twenty-four
in-game-hour curse, Disappointment of the Gods, placed upon them. This curse
will lower all of their stats by 25%.


    Lucas smiled at this notification. Each and every
person who had tried to kill him was going to be penalized even more for their
failure. Not only did they die and lose experience and precious time, but now
they were going to be totally useless for the next in-game day. Death penalties
were one of the primary reasons people were reluctant to PvP at higher levels,
and now something even harsher was being imposed on them, even at such a low
level.


    Serves them right, Lucas thought, cackling to
himself over their failure.


    Notification: Those who have switched sides to join you have
had their titles, Ladies of Lucas or Knights of Lucas, upgraded. These upgrades
will increase their Arcane Energy, Holy Energy, and Stamina by 15% when within
100 meters of a dungeon controlled by you. When fighting enemies with you, they
will also receive a 10% increase to their total health pool.


    And that is handy . . . especially with
everything that still needs to be done. I wonder if that means 100 meters of a
dungeon via passable terrain, or if it’s actually a bubble that extends through
walls directly and creates a radius of effect. The ambiguity was incredibly
frustrating to Lucas, and it was something he would need to explore when he had
time. The other thing that needed investigating was the health regeneration
granted to him by his class change. Since he was about to go into a big fight,
he wanted to make sure he had a firm handle on exactly how the blood absorption
worked and exactly how fast it healed him.


    Unfortunately, Eri had been extremely effective in
cleaning up the throne room, and that included all the blood that had been
sloshing around. He glanced outside, remembering that the melee earlier had
left behind a scene of carnage and spied what he was looking for. The pools
there hadn’t faded away in the least, and he was beginning to wonder if they
would at all. To make things even more interesting, there were a few groups of
angry-looking players milling about outside the entrance.


    I guess it’s time to clean up the doorstep and
make sure that our castle is looking nice, Lucas thought as he gripped his
staff tightly and made his way toward the lower levels. On the way, he stopped
by the kitchen to task Hanna with rounding up his followers for his planned
assault on the academy, but didn’t spare more than a few words on the
logistics, hurrying on to the awaiting blood and his foremost concern at the
moment. He was excited at the prospect of clearing away the enemies and testing
out his new abilities, but by the time he arrived at the front entrance, his
followers had already killed off all the stragglers.


    “What’s going on, boss?” Bonnie asked as she
worked on cleaning her blade after her most recent kill. “Thought you were
waiting for . . . Oh, wow.”


    “What?” Lucas asked.


    “Your eyes, they’re . . . They’ve changed, boss,”
she said.


    “They have!” Viola chimed in, staring up at him in
wonder.


    With that, Nick, who was chatting with a girl, and
all the others outside began crowding around him and peering up at his eyes.


    “Woah, bro, your eyes are solid red now,” Nick
gasped.


    “Yeah, it’s a new racial thing,” Lucas said. “I’ve
forsaken my Humanity for the Blood Goddess. I’m a Vampire, and I owe it to all
your help.”


    “Vampire?!” Several of the players exclaimed,
looking incredibly excited. “Wait, how do we become one too?! What’s the . . .
uhh . . .”


    “If you wish to forsake your Humanity and whatever
scrap of racial purity you might have left and join me as an Unholy Immortal,
then the path is easy . . .” Lucas took out a knife and dragged the blade
across his arm. According to the wording of the skill Blood Brotherhood,
conferring his racial status on another only required him to pass his blood to
the individual that wished to join his ranks. This wasn’t just an opportunity
to begin converting people to his new race, however. He also needed to hurt
himself a bit in order to measure the rate that the Lich’s class skill, Endless
Thirst, would heal him. “Mix this blood with your blood, and you will become
like me.”


    Bonnie produced a bowl from her bag of endless
usefulness and started capturing the blood as it dripped from Lucas’s arm.


    Lucas watched his health drop from full to 90%,
then 80%, and then 70% as he created bowl after bowl of blood for everyone. He
finally stopped when he reached 68% of his total health and then dropped the knife
into the last bowl. “When my blood becomes your blood, you will be like me,” he
said, hoping they would take him up on the offer.


    Since he was about to raid the academy, and it was
night, the advantages they’d get from their race and upgraded titles would be
enough to make most people incredibly envious.


    There were small gasps of shock and pain as the
girls began cutting themselves as he had, and then hands shot out and fingers
dabbed in the bowls of blood as they began mixing his blood into their open
wounds. Within seconds, he was able to watch their transformations take place.
Their skin turned pale, and all traces of exposure to the sun faded away until
they were lily-white, and their brightly colored eyes, whether green or blue or
brown, turned completely red, just like his own, before returning to their
original color.


    “I trust I’m allowed to take some as well,” a
voice said as a young woman appeared from the doorway. “Or would you like to
keep me as is?”


    Lucas turned slightly to see Hanna. She was
sporting an annoyed look as she took in everything.


    “We guards and servants who have been with you
longest would also like the opportunity,” she insisted when he didn’t
immediately answer.


    “Everyone can,” Lucas replied, grabbing one of the
bowls and handing it to her. “Especially some of my favorite people.”


    “Of course. Your favorites,” she said with a
smirk. “Here I’d thought you’d completely forgotten me.”


    “Never,” Lucas answered assuringly.


    “Right. Who would prepare the hors d’oeuvres for
you and your people after you go on your little killing sprees? Shall I assume
that every lady here is coming for the post-battle party after you attack the
academy?”


    Lucas looked out over everyone. “Yeah, just make
enough for them all.”


    “Lucas,” Linnaeus began seriously, “I can only
carry a few of you at a time, but are you ready to begin your assault and kill
that woman?”


    “Wait, why are you so bent on her first? What
about Edmund?” Liu asked.


    “Edmund is going to take a while,” Lucas answered.
“He’s well-guarded, probably by a league of incredibly powerful knights that we
won’t be able to kill without a decent advantage, but there are actually a few
reasons we’re going to kill her next and why she must die tonight. First, she
is in charge of educating and training new soldiers. If we take her position,
the academy will not only be added to our dungeon, but we’ll also get our hands
on a multitude of potential new recruits. If we attack anyone else, we’re just
losing people. We don't gain anything in the long term.”


    “That makes sense,” Viola agreed sagely. “Hearts
and minds. Start with the homes and classrooms first.”


    “Right. The next factor is the amount of space the
academy has. Remember how many large manors and mansions were set up there?”
Lucas waved his hands, gesturing at everyone present. “These people will need
somewhere to sleep. He probably has the most land of anyone in the city, but
I’m sure Edmund has a manor, and that’s it. I don’t think we’d have enough
space for everyone here to get a room if that’s the case, and my death-trap
hotel . . . Well, the extra rooms are all being used for something at the
moment.”


    “Wait, so we’re really getting our own places?!
BEST QUEST CHAIN EV--” one of the girls squeed, only to have another one throw
a hand over her mouth.


    “Shh! Don’t interrupt him. We might get more,” the
other one said quickly.


    “Lastly, and this is the most important reason,”
Lucas continued, much more angrily, looking over at Viola and Bonnie rather
pointedly. “The wench organized the breach of security that let my people get
kidnapped. It was her compound and her guards, and thus it is her head that
must roll.”


    “Oh,” Bonnie and Viola gasped at the same time,
each exchanging a glance with the other while looking surprised.


    “What?” Lucas looked at them like they should have
known that would be his answer. “You two are important to me. You’re more than
just my people, and the fact that someone threatened you or made you go through
such an awful experience . . . It hurts me to even think about it. I will kill
her for what she did to you. I’ll kill everyone involved, and that is the
retribution they deserve.”


    “Thanks,” Viola said, giving him a big ear-to-ear
smile and edging a little closer to him.


    “Uhh . . .” Bonnie looked at him with a confused
expression like she wasn’t sure how to respond, and her cheeks flushed a little
red.


    “Bonnie, I will avenge what happened to you, and I
will make sure you’re protected in the future,” Lucas promised. “With me, you
will be safe. I’ll do my best to make sure of it.” He normally wouldn’t talk
like this, but all of the discussions with Lilith about his people made him
want to make sure they understood exactly what his take on their relationship
was. He couldn’t control how they thought about him, but he could at least
communicate how he thought of them.


    “Thanks . . .” she replied at last. Her gaze
dipped toward the ground, but her cheeks maintained the same red color.


    “Don’t mention it. You’re one of us,” Lucas said.
He then turned away and gazed out at all the remaining spilled blood. He wasn’t
exactly sure he wanted to absorb it, but he needed to. This was the same blood
that had been afflicted by his spell and turned into a noxious carrier for the
disease, and that didn’t just turn his stomach: it made him more than a little
uneasy. The spell description stated that the disease would spread to
“non-Vampiric or living characters” if they interacted with the vacated fluids
via an open wound or ingestion, but be that as it may, he needed to know if
absorbing the diseased blood would cause him any issues or if it would
successfully heal him.


    As he thought about the skill, the knowledge of
how to use it suddenly came to him. Unlike the staff, which required him to
funnel his Arcane Energy through control mechanisms to cast, this required him
to control his heart in a very specific way. Since the Arcane Energy didn't
have to extend outside of his body, loop through several circuits, or run
through any form of resistance, the process of casting the spell was instant.
He did as he was instructed, and the blood all around him began pulling toward
him like it was being drawn to him by some form of irresistible magnetism.


    It only took a few seconds, most of which was the
time required for the blood to be pulled through the air and actually reach him
before he was fully healed. When his health reached its max, the blood stopped
where it was and then fell in place with a loud splash. It was like the
magnetism that drew it toward him had been turned off and then somehow arrested
the blood’s momentum with it. By his calculations, every 2% of his total health
was restored for every 1% of his mana consumed, just as the notification had
stated.


    Handy, Lucas thought. Although, I do
have to admit that I still feel a little queasy. He wasn’t sure if it was
the fact he had just absorbed blood or the fact that the disease within it
actually had an impact on him, but either way, he knew that he was going to
have to test the skill out again in the future to get a firm handle on what was
happening. For all he knew, his discomfort was simply due to a psychological
factor making him feel nauseous, but not something wrong physically.


    “Alright,” Lucas said. “We’ve had our fun, but the
celebration can wait until after the next fight. I’m going to need you all to
help me out, too. I can’t do this without you.”


    “What are we going to do?” Liu asked. “Do you
already have a plan?”


    “Yeah. I do, and it’s going to be one more tough
fight. If you don’t want to come, I understand. Honestly. Just thinking that I
have to ask you all to risk your lives yet again is hard. But this is a must.
We must defeat her. So, if you’re on board, follow me. Or rather her.” Lucas
pointed at Eri who, despite supposedly being a dragon, barked excitedly before
showing the group where to go.


    Lucas wasn’t surprised when every single person
present volunteered. He also wasn’t surprised that Hanna looked incredibly
annoyed when Lucas suggested that she stay with the guards, who had all
respawned after the event, and cover their rear. With Linnaeus helping her, he
had full faith that Hanna would be able to easily manage the dungeon without
him--especially since he still had traps everywhere like an amateur
strategy-game player overbuilding static defenses instead of considering how to
attack or be aggressive. The difference was that he didn’t have to worry about
being sieged, doubly so now that he was positive everyone who might be a
potential threat while he was away was currently afflicted with a debilitating
curse.


    After a little over half an hour of walking
through awkwardly dug tunnels lit only by torches that one of the girls
produced and passed around, the small group finally reached its destination.
One of the really great things about the dungeon map was that it let Lucas
build tunnels with absolute precision and ease. All he had to do was make sure
that the tunnel was designed with sufficient ventilation and methods to make
sure that water would drain away and have somewhere to go before flooding, and
then the game handled all of that for him via Eri’s twenty worker Ant-Dragons,
which acted with incredible efficiency.


    The final part of the tunnel opened up in two
areas. The first was right in front of the headmistress’s building, where he
had first met her, and the second was right behind it. The exits weren’t very
strategic or hidden, and they were functionally nothing more than giant holes
which let him and his people come out immediately, but they worked, and Lucas’s
people didn’t hold back.


    Lucas had all of the women attack the front of the
building while he spent his Blood Goddess Reputation Points on four Blood
Guards, which he then upgraded three times each, and on one Blood Mage. He had
more than enough Reputation Points thanks to all the deaths within his building
and around it during the event, but he was still worried that he might have
been overdoing it a little and that he should have saved some of the points.
But, just like before, he didn’t want to take any chances. Since he could call
the summons anytime he wanted if things went south, he ordered the five to
defend the back entrance for the time being. Just as he had left Hanna and
Linnaeus behind to guard the entrance at the dungeon, he didn’t want to worry about
being flanked while engaged in battle. They were close enough that they could
be used offensively if needed, but they would serve another purpose in the
meantime.


    There were at least two guard stations in the
academy that he knew of, and he was positive that, the moment the fight began,
the place would come alive with enemies. He appointed Liu in charge of making
sure that the Ladies of Lucas and the one Knight of Lucas, Nick, would be able
to stop anyone from interfering with his fight, and then he grabbed Viola and
began hunting down the headmistress. While he was certain that a larger group
would have a greater chance of success, he needed to make sure he actually
found the headmistress before the guards could rally around her. Bringing just
Viola meant that he’d have a source of heals and be able to move quickly
without being detected as easily as a large group.


    The division of labor seemed solid, and his plan
seemed perfect. He was very happy with the way everything was set up, and
that’s why, as he opened the door to the large three-story building, he felt
nervous. Things seemed too perfect. Am I underestimating her? he
wondered as he walked down the university-like, clean-cut halls. Is she so
strong that she doesn’t need more guards? Is that why they weren’t already
swarming as soon as my people began to unload on both sides of her building? He
looked over at Viola beside him and wondered if it would be okay to talk about
his concerns with her. No, if I discuss my fears, I’ll just come off as
weak. At this point, I’m already committed. Being seen as weak and nervous
won’t accomplish anything. I’ve already put my chips on the table. Time to see
where the cards fall. He hated the fact that he felt nervous, especially
when the whole world going against him before hadn’t even made him bat an eye,
but that was just how things were.


    “It’s wild, isn’t it?” Viola asked, breaking the
silence.


    “The race change?” Lucas looked over at her,
unsure of what she meant.


    “No, this. The dungeon. The story. It feels like .
. . like you’ve gone from being the humble princess-nabbing
big-fish-in-a-small-pond to being the leader of some rebellion, every person
blindly following you into the same hole for their own reasons. We’re caught
somewhere between being both the good guys and the worst guys in history.”


    “I wouldn’t say the worst guys,” Lucas laughed. “I
mean, the worst guys might be all for the same amount of bloodshed, but they
wouldn’t offer cheese and wine to their own people.”


    “Those small things aren’t what will show up in
the history books--if one is ever written about this game. When usurping
rebellions are successful and take power, most people only note how many people
were killed, why they were killed, and how the leaders of the winning side treated
the survivors of the losing one. Your beautiful story won’t be about a man
trying to survive a harsh political climate. It won’t mention the way you took
care of your own, and it won’t humanize you with your struggles, pains, and
motivations. It’ll just paint you as Lucas, the murderer of men, slaughterer of
common folk, and butcher of academic figureheads. The man who took no prisoners
as he killed his way to power. Or it’ll talk about the hero who finally stopped
you. That’s how bloody changes in power are talked about.”


    “I don’t think that’s how every revolution is
remembered,” Lucas said, thinking back to the American one.


    “Those were proper revolutions, though, and you’re
just a usurper,” Viola said, sticking her tongue out at him.


    “Ah, right. I need to not forget that fact,” he
laughed. “I’m not trying to give power to the masses; I’m trying to keep it for
myself.”


    “Right. And the best way to start that type of
venture is by going into a school and trying to stop people from learning. I
can just see it now! ‘Lucas began his venture into evil by seizing control of
the educational facilities so that he could suppress the nobility by
controlling what they learned.’ It’ll be glorious!” She giggled at her own
imagined headlines and then added, “I can’t wait to see how it’s written.”


    “Are you glad you’re a part of it?” Lucas asked.
His earlier conversation with Lilith crept back into his mind, and he was
suddenly glad that he had put her with Liu. He didn’t need that extra
distraction.


    Viola shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. They say
hindsight is 20-20, but I feel like they should add something about how the
present is blind--or at least it feels that way most of the time.”


    “Viola,” Lucas said, looking over at her. “I’m
glad you’re here.” He didn’t feel the need to be as cheesy with his
straightforwardness as he had been with Bonnie, but he felt the need to say it
all the same. “It’s been nice having you guys with me.”


    “Even Nick?” She pursed her lips, stopping another
laugh from escaping.


    “Yes, even Nick,” Lucas said. “Especially Nick.
Someone has to take the beatings, both physically and verbally. If it weren’t
for him, you guys would pick on me instead.”


    “We would not,” Viola said. “You wouldn’t put up
with it.”


    Lucas’s eyes zeroed in on the door he had been
searching for. He felt like something would pop out of it and try to attack
them at any minute, but the hall remained eerily silent.


    “So, not to ask something like this out of the
blue, but what do--”


    Lucas held up a finger, shushing her before she
could finish. “Shh. You can ask me later. I promise,” he said in a hushed
whisper. “Let’s focus for a second.”


    Viola nodded, replying in an even quieter voice
than Lucas’s. “Oh, okay . . .”


    I don’t know why I’m being paranoid, he
thought as he turned the doorknob and pushed the door open.


    The headmistress was sitting at a table, having a
cup of tea and looking as non-threatening as any person he had ever seen.


    “I assume you’re here to kill me,” she said before
taking another sip. “Judging from the fight that’s going on outside.”


    “That would be the gist of it,” Lucas answered
flatly. How do you know a fight is going on outside? I can’t even tell
whether or not that’s the case. He briefly wondered if she had access to
the same type of dungeon map he did and if she was just watching through the
HUD. It wouldn’t surprise him at the moment even if he found out that she, like
Dray, was also a player--or, more specifically, a GM, not that he’d ever find
out.


    “No chance I can talk you out of it?” she asked.
“I’ve been told those opposing you are currently at a disadvantage, and you’re
much better looking and more reasonable than they are.”


    “Probably not,” Lucas answered. He knew he
probably couldn’t trust her, so letting her switch sides wasn’t logical, and
even if recruiting her were actually the smart move, he didn’t care. After the
fiasco with Viola and Bonnie, he really did want her dead. That hadn’t been
just a mere talking point that he had used to try and impress the NPCs and a
few of the players who were actually into role-playing.


    “That is such a shame. Can’t even talk to you
about it over tea?”


    Lucas looked at the cup that had been set aside
for him. “I kind of have a thing about drinking beverages and eating foods
offered by enemies before fights. Just feels like bad taste.”


    “Oh, it’s not poison I’ll try to kill you with. I
promise. The tea is perfectly safe,” she said, seeming entirely unfazed by
everything. “And, honestly, I think I could please you much better than the
girl you brought with you. Are you sure that I can’t get you to hear me out? I
won’t bite--unless you want me to.” She adjusted her dress, which was the same
one she wore earlier, by pulling it down to show even more skin and cleavage.


    “Lucas, is she wearing perfume?” Viola asked
quietly from behind. “It smells weird.”


    “Huh?” Lucas took a big sniff. Is she . . .? Is
she trying to mind control me? Lucas thought, looking around the room. He
was all too familiar with the fact that mental manipulation was a part of this
game, and given her seductive appearance and smooth and sultry voice, he had
every right to be on guard against the possibility she had a class that used it
as a primary attack method. “I thought you said you weren’t going to poison me!
What is this?” Lucas asked, noticing that the smell was getting even stronger.


    “Oh, but I’m not going to poison you,” she said,
raising a hand. She was wearing a large red ring that contained a gem so big
the piece of jewelry required two fingers, both the middle and ring finger, to
be worn, and as she lifted her hand, the ring glowed brightly. “I thought you
would have realized it by now, the fact that I always try to make sure people
think I’m absolutely . . . hot.” She punctuated the last word by creating Fire
from her ring. It was the focal point of her casting, much like Lucas’s old
necklace had been, and when it went off, a string of flames sizzled directly
toward the space between Lucas and Viola. But the attack never reached them.
The boss-sized room ignited with an incredibly powerful flame that engulfed
everything from the doorway to within just a few feet of the headmistress.
Every bit of space, from the ceiling to the floor, was consumed in the
conflagration.


    Lucas screamed in extreme agony as over 50% of his
massive health pool was instantly stripped from him. It felt like his very skin
was being melted away.


    “It’s a shame you noticed before the concentration
of gas in this room got a little denser,” the headmistress said, putting down
her teacup and standing up. “Given a few more minutes, the entire place would
have been completely flooded. I really went through a lot of trouble setting up
that trap, and I do hate wasting well-laid traps.”


    Viola! Lucas quickly turned to make sure
she was okay. He had a lot of health, but she didn’t. Fortunately, she was
perfectly fine. She had erected a bubble around herself in the form of a small
magical field that encircled her and protected her from the scorching heat. The
barrier wasn’t nearly as thick or as solid-looking as a regular Force Shield,
but Lucas could only assume the omnidirectional aspect made it better.


    “I’m okay,” she said, holding her staff in front
of her. “I’ll heal you up in a second.”


    “Yeah, that’s fine,” Lucas wheezed. He suddenly
realized how hard it was just to draw in enough breath to gasp out those few
words due to the pain he was experiencing. Now that he knew she was okay and
that heals were on the way, he began concentrating on an attack. The
headmistress didn’t show any sign of moving, so he guessed that Reap the
Unworthy was the best choice.


    “You think you can finish that?” the headmistress
laughed, and a dozen flaming tendrils shot out of her ring and spiraled toward
Lucas. Just as they were about to hit, a Force Shield appeared in front of him,
blocking them in their path.


    “It’s not happening,” Viola said, beginning to
cast her healing on Lucas.


    Lucas was relieved when he began casting the
spell, and the Arcane Energy and necessary life simply moved into the staff
without prompting the agonizing hunger that typically came with it. The
information accompanying his class change hadn’t mentioned it at all, and he
was silently thrilled that aspect of vampirism seemed to be missing now. The
health sacrifice also wasn’t much, and it only began moving his life bar down a
little. Given the headmistress was still only walking calmly over to the smoke-
and soot-covered side of the room she had just exploded, Lucas was certain the
spell would hit her.


    “Here you go!” Viola’s heal finished as Lucas was
channeling.


    The glow that accompanied healing appeared, but
instead of the warm, pleasant, and wonderful sensation that accompanied a
healing spell, Lucas felt a horrible agony tear through his body, one that made
being blown up and burned alive feel like nothing more than a dull throb.


    Lucas screamed unintelligibly as the heal wrecked
not only his body but also interrupted his casting. The Arcane Energy that
should have been used up in the spell to attack the headmistress backlashed and
roiled through his body.


    “What’s going on?” Viola asked.


    “The heal!” Lucas shouted, unable to lower his
volume as he tried to control himself. “Don’t do it again!” He hadn’t even
managed to cast a spell yet, and already this fight was going horribly wrong.
First, he had fallen in her trap, and now, he was down to barely over 20% of
his total health.


    Lucas looked down at his staff as a realization
struck him. Even if his spell hit, it wouldn’t kill her. Even if he unloaded
every skill in his arsenal, she’d still be alive. There was no way for him to
kill her without dedicating the remainder of his health pool to casting spells.
Even if she were not to land a single blow on him again, he wouldn’t even come
close to outlasting the life requirement on his skills. The only possible
method would be to bludgeon her to death with his staff and use it like a melee
weapon rather than an instrument for casting, and that just wasn’t feasible.


    “Don’t run!” the headmistress called out to him as
if reading his thoughts. “The lecture isn’t over yet!” She cast another spell,
and five python-sized Fire snakes exploded out from her, headed in all
directions. One came flying directly at him, one began slithering its way
across the floor, two moved along the walls, and one flew up to the ceiling
before making its way in his direction.


    Viola erected two more Force Shields that stopped
the ones on the walls from reaching him, but the one on the ceiling passed over
the first Force Shield without an issue and then slammed down on top of him.
Lucas grimaced as the flaming coil burned through his robes, dropping his
health down 11% almost instantly, and he swung his arms wildly, flinging the
Fire snake off of him. The curse that came with his vampirification was no
joke, and taking 35% more damage from an already-deadly spell was tough.


    “Run,” Lucas said through gritted teeth. “I can’t
beat her here.” Then, before Viola could react, Lucas grabbed her hand and
pulled her behind him as he turned and ran. While the vampirification had left
him much more vulnerable to the headmistress’s attacks, it had also sped him
up. His racial upgrade combined with the fact he had sunk some points into
Athletics left him with a speed advantage over any other non-combat class.


    Viola erected a large Force Shield in the doorway
as he dragged her away. “I can chain cast that,” she offered around a ragged
breath. “Seal her inside the room.”


    “I don’t think it’ll help,” Lucas responded,
thinking about how violent and deadly the Fire attacks she had thrown had been.
It wasn’t more than a second later until his assumption was proven correct when
the wall next to the door literally melted away under an intense ray of heat.


    “Never mind! Shields! Now!” Lucas urged. Thanks to
the fact it was night, and he was a Vampire, he was able to easily put distance
between himself and the headmistress as he was running for the door and lining
up commands for when he got outside.


    Lucas turned down a hallway and bolted toward the
back door. The burning snakes he had been struck by were an extremely fast
channel for how much damage they had dealt, and every single person in his
party was a Vampire. If he went out the front, he would be dragging her right
in the middle of the fight there and exposing his entire group to her deadly
flames. As each of them had all the same resistances and weakness to Fire, it
would likely be a slaughter. There was no doubt more than enough blood there
for him to heal himself, but it wasn’t worth risking everyone's lives to get to
it.


    “I haven’t dismissed you yet!” the headmistress
taunted as she flung out another one of the long snakes of flame in his
direction.


    Viola erected a shield in time to block the snake,
but just barely. “I can’t . . . I can’t cast--”


    “Can’t cast and run?” Lucas asked.


    “Yeah,” she said.


    Lucas planted his foot, turned, and scooped her up
into a princess carry. “Now, don’t let me down.”


    “You got it!” she replied much more confidently.
Then, just as Lucas had hoped, her casting speed practically quadrupled as
Force Shields began appearing one after the other, blocking the headmistress
and her infernal onslaught.


    Lucas kicked open the door and disappeared outside
the next moment, turning to the left to break the headmistress’s line of sight.


    “When you get a shield blocking the door, add two
to the walls flanking it as well,” Lucas ordered.


    “I’m running out of mana,” Viola said. “I’m not a
battery, and I’ve already thrown up like thirty. You’re going to be on your own
if I have to do that too.”


    “That’s fine. Throw them up and run,” Lucas said,
setting her down. He glanced over at the four upgraded Blood Guards and the
single Blood Mage he had stationed here to protect his flank and decided that
he was going to get a chance to use them offensively after all. “I can handle
the rest of this.”


    Viola normally would have been a godsend in most
battles, but at the moment, her inability to heal him meant that her most
useful skill was Force Shield--and if she was already reaching her limits
casting those, she was soon going to be a liability more than an asset. She was
better off pulling back and resting up enough to help those around front or
withdrawing from the battle completely before she became totally helpless and
unable to defend herself.


    “As for you five,” Lucas said to the blood men.
“Cut yourself.”


    Like the good summons they were, they moved
without hesitation and used their swords to cut into the gaps of their armor
and began bleeding everywhere.


    “That’s enough,” Lucas said, casting Endless
Thirst and absorbing the blood around him to begin restoring his health.”


    “Baron, where are you? You left without a hall
pass,” the headmistress called out as several explosions slammed against the
Force Shield that was blocking the doorway. Then, all three shields shattered
at the same time as a massive hole was blown open in the side of the building.


    Lucas turned and ran away from the building. He
didn’t think putting distance between them would give him much of an advantage,
but he just wanted to make sure she was drawn toward him and away from the
academy.


    “Lucas, Lucas, Lucas. You know what your problem
is? You’re a mage, but you don’t understand magical combat,” she taunted,
stalking toward him through the burning mess she had created. “You really
should come back and let me teach you.”


    Lucas hadn’t seen it earlier, but now it was clear
as day. She wasn’t just avoiding the fire; she was completely ignoring it. With
her ring, class, and abilities, she didn’t just have a little control over
fire; she had dominance over it. The flames didn’t touch her, and the smoke
blew away from her as if clearing a path ahead of her.


    “For instance,” she continued, “I’ve heard you
have these long, drawn-out, complicated blood spells involving illusionary
scythes like something only an idiot would use. Those like you can’t even grasp
that Fire is, after all, the weakest element of the group. It takes too much of
it to evaporate water, at best it can only melt rock not penetrate it, and air
can suffocate it in seconds. Ice cancels it out rather quickly, and electricity
goes right through it. Fire has no advantages at all against any of those
elements. It’s weak. Incredibly so. But it’s still the most preferred by many
combat mages. Do you know why that is?”


    “Nope,” Lucas responded, readying his staff as he
began preparing his own spell. He didn’t want it to finish too soon, so he was
channeling it very slowly, but he needed to have it ready, and like she had
pointed out, his spells took a while.


    “It’s because it’s quick, precise, and deadly.
Like an arrow can be deadlier than a steel maul in the right archer’s hand,
even though it’s fragile and wooden, Fire is better for dealing death under the
right circumstances.” She flung out her hand, and two more fiery pythons sprang
forth at Lucas. He hated the fact that she had actually taken the time to shape
their heads to look like those of a snake as if to assert her dominance once
more over him as a caster.


    He had no choice but to take advantage of his
Vampiric speed and dodge her attacks. He threw himself to the side and rolled
out of the way, which he was easily able to do given how far away from him she
was.


    “You know, here is where I’d say you can’t run
forever,” she laughed, throwing out a third, fourth, fifth, and sixth attack.


    The snakes slithered toward him one after the
other, and Lucas actually had to concentrate to dodge around all of the flaming
serpents while holding his spell in check and waiting for the right time. He
constantly danced back whenever he could, moving farther and farther away from
the building.


    “But that’s not entirely true, is it? You’re very
fast. I’m sure you could easily run forever, so why don’t you? Just scamper
off. It’ll be my second lesson: Since you can’t pick good allies, you should
learn when to fold. When you’re beaten, cut tail and run.” She finally appeared
out of the wreckage she had created when blowing open the side of the building
and then continued toward him like a cat patiently stalking its prey.


    “You’re not wrong,” Lucas conceded. “If I thought
that I was going to lose, I would run.” He finally cast the spell he had been
holding on the edge of completion. Cruel Mien of the Black Death summoned the ghostlike apparition that sped out of
Lucas’s chest and soared toward the headmistress, and its sinister laughter
echoed around them as it locked onto its target.


    “You think that’s going to hit me?” She moved away
from it, taking a step toward her right as she dodged the spell that was
veering toward her left.


    “Not you,” Lucas laughed. “I wasn’t aiming for
you.”


    Thus far, she had failed to notice his five
summons, but his comment prompted her to turn and follow the ghost’s direction
with her eyes. All five of his golems had gone into motion the moment she
stepped out of the flames and charged directly toward her. The first to reach
her swung with its weapon, forcing her to jump back out of the trajectory of
its blade, and the second repeated the attack, forcing her to dodge in a
different direction. They were fast, but Lucas had no illusions of their
capabilities. By the time the third one was about to swing at her, she had
already created a scorching inferno and turned one of his Blood Guards into
ash.


    The plague ghost struck the fourth guard, bringing
his attack to an abrupt halt. He slowed rapidly and then began stumbling
forward, vomiting blood. Knowing exactly what Lucas wanted him to do, the
summon cupped his hands out in front of him and caught as much of the sickness
as he could stand and then turned and flung out in front of him in a diseased
spray. The projectile sickness coated the other two Blood Guards and the
headmistress, and then the two infected guards also turned to attack her with
their foul blood-based oral ejections.


    “You . . . You son of a--” she managed to shout
before succumbing to the illness and vomiting everywhere herself. She braced
herself on her knees and joined the Blood Guards in throwing up everywhere.
“What the-- BLERGG!!”


    Lucas began channeling his second spell while she
was busy vomiting uncontrollably, not wanting to take the fact his initial trap
had been successful for granted. He had basically decided that she was flagged
as a boss, which meant that she would have mechanics in place to stop her from
being rendered completely useless in such a fashion.


    “In the name of the Blood Goddess!” the Blood Mage
cried out as he completed a spell. Some of the blood that had been spilled from
the golems was suddenly pulled up into the air and began coalescing in the
shape of two swords. The two bloody weapons hung suspended for a brief instant
as the spell finished and then stabbed down toward the headmistress, leaving long
horizontal slashes across her back.


    The pain seemed to break her from her nausea, and
after retching up one last massive load of vomit, she straightened back up.
Lucas got a good look at her face then, and she looked miserable. Her face was
even paler than his, tears were running from the corner of her sunken eyes, and
she looked absolutely livid. A long twirling snake that spun from her ring
wound itself around her body once and then plunged headfirst into the closest
guard’s chest. It seared straight through the guard and then dove into the
second and third in the same fashion, scorching its way through flesh and bone
and armor alike with ease. There was a slight pause after it exited the third
man, and then all three exploded as if a bomb had gone off inside of them.
Blood and guts and gore rained down around her as the flaming snake made its
way to the Blood Mage and finished off the last of Lucas’s assistants.


    “Is that the best you can do?” she asked, wiping
the bloody vomit away from her mouth.


    “Not even close,” Lucas said as he finished Red
Ice Prison.


    She hadn’t noticed, likely due to the fact she was
busy emptying the contents of her stomach onto the ground and then retaliating
in a fit of rage, but the fluids spilled around her had begun glowing green.
Whether it was the remains of the summons she had detonated, their vomit or her
own, the trap took shape and wrapped around her, covering her from the neck
down in hard red ice. The remainder of the bloody bits shot up high into the
air, where they took the form of ten giant bloody icicles.


    “Let me go!” she shouted, struggling inside her
prison. “You think it’s over?!” I’m not dead yet!”


    Lucas began channeling Reap the Unworthy in
earnest. While experimenting with his spells, one of the things he had learned
was that he could control where the chains were shot if he tried really hard.
One of the other things he had learned was that he could use Red Ice Prison to
support other objects, much the way he did with Force Shield. The deadly
icicles weren’t really floating but were being supported by thin pillars of
ice--and those are exactly what he targeted. Chains shot out from his chest,
and the skeletal claws attached to their ends smashed through the frozen
supports, freeing the icy knives and dropping them toward his encased enemy.


    Although he had frozen her in a thick block, the
ice was melting at a rapid rate, giving her a small bit of room to move. Lucas
would have loved to have cast something else, possibly even recasting Red Ice
Prison to make sure that she was held in place, but he was stuck channeling the
scythe attack.


    In the short period of time it took for the
icicles to reach their target, the headmistress finally freed herself enough so
that she could rock forward while still confined within the Red Ice Prison. She
managed to avoid what might have been a fatal blow by getting her head out of
the way, but four of the frozen daggers stabbed into her back and pierced
through her.


    “Freaking delinquent!” she screamed. As if fueled
by her anger, the flames surrounding her body began growing, and the blood
imprisoning her actually began to boil as it melted away.


    The final part of the spell went off, but it was
too late, and the giant scythe only cut a horizontal line through the air.


    “You honestly think you’ve got what it takes to
kill me?!” the headmistress shouted at him.


    No, at the moment, I don’t. He furtively
looked around, quickly taking in his surroundings. Time to run again, I
guess, Lucas thought, planning out his next attack. But before I go . .
. He turned his focus to the remainder of blood that she was currently
evaporating by expelling large blue flames from her body and channeled Endless
Thirst, pulling it toward him. She had already cauterized her own wounds with
her flames, so there wouldn’t be any more blood coming from her, and he had to
make sure he could take advantage of what had already been spilled. His health
surged back to over 80% of his bar, and then he took off sprinting toward a
copse of trees situated along the edge of the building.


    “So, now you run? Don’t you think it’s too late
for that? Do you think I’m going to let you live now?! When a student
misbehaves, he gets expelled. When a man misbehaves, he gets executed. You
should know that better than anyone, Mr. Public Executioner!”


    She cast yet another spell, and this time a
massive serpent roiled after him. Unlike the smaller pythons she had used
before, this one was shaped like an Eastern dragon, something that he might
have seen at a Chinese New Year’s celebration, and it was coming straight for
him.


    “You messed with my people! You should have known
your death was imminent!” Lucas taunted, acting like he wasn’t currently the
one running and looking for options. He had the health to kill her with direct
spell damage since she was already injured, but as her magic attacks built up
without any end to them in sight, he didn’t want to risk trying to go toe to
toe with the Arcanum juggernaut. He taunted her because he now knew for certain
he couldn’t risk her stopping his people. They would be like lambs to the
slaughter under the might of her spells. She was, without a doubt, an
endgame-level boss. She had already taken more damage than would ever be needed
to kill a Level 100 player.


    “You cocky little hoodlum,” the headmistress snarled.


    Lucas began channeling another Reap the Unworthy
as he ran and activated it the moment that he passed between the first set of
trees, only allowing himself to be rooted into place once he was out of her
direct line of sight. He repeated the spell two more times as he moved deeper
and deeper into the grove and then ducked behind the trunk of a massive tree.
His racial speed had given him the time needed to reach the spot and hide, but
he didn’t think it was going to be enough. If she was a dungeon master like he
suspected she was--based on how easily she appeared to track him when he
entered her building with Viola--then she already knew exactly where he was
hidden. Truthfully, he was only relying on the tree blocking whatever new
scorching doom she would send at him.


    “So, this is where you want to die? In the middle
of some trees next to the political science and social studies building?” She
scoffed as she rounded the corner and flung another dragon made of orange
flames at him. “I couldn’t think of a more appropriate impromptu grave for
you.”


    Lucas pushed away from the tree just before the
flaming reptile transformed the tree that he had hidden behind into a large
chunk of standing firewood. “Yeah, no. This is where you die.” He smiled at her
as he finished channeling yet another Reap the Unworthy.


    “Try me,” she snidely remarked. “Let me show you
why not a single one of the nobles in the Imperium has ever taken what is
mine.” Two more flaming dragons shot out of her hand and began circling around
her in anticipation of his next attack. He could tell she knew that he had
something up his sleeve; he was just hoping she didn’t know what.


    Thirty boney-clawed chains suddenly erupted from
his chest and shot out in all directions.


    “That attack? Are you seriously using the same
trick?” she said with a derisive laugh as she dodged the claw headed straight
for her.


    “It’s not about the spell; it’s about how you use
it,” Lucas replied as he patiently waited for the spell to progress. Over
twenty of the claws had buried themselves in the stonework of the academy
building and the surrounding trees, and once they reach their full length, they
began pulling. The sudden force violently yanked Lucas straight toward the
headmistress and then toppled over seven large trees chained behind him. As he
had run into the copse earlier, he had used the giant horizontal slash to
partially cut through various trees, leaving them just on the edge of collapse,
but still upright. Now, when the ethereal chains activated, it provided the last
bit of force needed to completely fell the already-teetering trees.


    The headmistress threw out her Fire Dragons toward
the large trees, desperately turning them to embers and ashes, but even the
near-volcanic flames weren't enough to stop them completely. Burnt husks of
charred wood and fiery brands rained down upon her until even she couldn’t keep
up and several massive logs slipped through her defenses and crashed into her.
The headmistress went flying through the air past Lucas toward the building and
then tumbled to the ground several feet away from him. Finally allowing himself
to be rooted in place by the unfinished spell, Lucas watch as the ghost of a
massive female Blood Guard appeared. Her haunting laughter filled his ears as
she lifted the scythe and swung it around.


    There was a loud, shrill scream as the ghastly
blade connected, but the blow still wasn’t enough to finish the headmistress.


    “Stop!” she pleaded desperately, reaching up
toward him as if begging him for mercy.  “Please . . . Please spare me!”


    Lucas brought his staff around and used it like a
club, slapping her hand away from him. There was no way he was going to be
fooled into letting her attack him again. He stepped forward, brought his staff
around and slammed it down onto the Fire ring she had been using to channel her
spells, shattering both it and her fingers and ending her ability to cast.
Lucas then summoned a Blood Guard.


    “I can’t,” he replied with an indifferent shrug.


    She finally seemed to realize that the fight was
over, and her body deflated just slightly. “Why not? We could . . . We could
work together! You’ve seen how powerful I am. I’ll sign contracts. I’ll expose
Edmund. I’ll work for you, so please, please don’t!”


    “Wait . . . the academy. Where is its deed?” Lucas
asked, realizing that with her help he could save himself a lot of time.


    “It’s in a safe right under the floor where I
usually sit for tea. My stuff, my spells, everything--it’s all down there.”


    Lucas nodding approvingly. “Good. That makes this
easier.” He looked over at the Blood Guard he had just summoned and said, “Chop
off her head.”


    “WHAT?!” she yelled. “NO!! You--!”


    “I didn’t say I’d spare you,” Lucas said, shaking
his head at the pitiful woman. He began channeling Red Ice Prison as he
crouched down next to her while the Blood Guard pulled out his sword and lined
up the swing. “And besides, you might not know this . . . but I can’t be the
nice guy. I’m the villain of this story.” He gave a nod to the Blood Guard, and
a prison of her own blood formed around the headmistress and held her in place
as the summoned swordsman swung his heavy blade down, chopping into her neck.
Unfortunately for her, while the first cut was enough to stop her from
screaming, it took him five or six more swings to end her life and fully remove
her head from her body.


    Once the decapitated head rolled free, Lucas
grabbed it by her long blonde braid and used it to carry her severed head back
toward the front of the academy and his people. He imagined that the group
there might be struggling if they had been counting on help from healers as he
had, but that didn’t turn out to be the case at all. He arrived to a scene
straight out of a grotesque horror flick, but one which brought a large smile
to his face, and he suddenly understood why most people in this fantasy world
would have rejected the Blood Goddess’s blessing. Nick and dozens of beautiful
women were drinking the blood of their enemies while it dripped out of
lopped-off limbs and directly into their mouths, and others still were
funneling it into containers for later.


    “That is just messed up,” he thought aloud.


    



  




  

    Epilogue


     


     


    Even though a few people logged off after the
fight with the headmistress and her guards, most of the players joined the NPCs
for the generally naked post-victory hot tub party that Lucas’s original crew,
Nick, Viola, Bonnie, Liu, and Katie, had grown accustomed to.


    Thankfully, it took Eri’s brood of mini
Ant-Dragons less than ten minutes to clear out a large area on a flat spot of
land right next to the building they had just fought around and to fill it with
water by rapidly carrying little buckets with their mouths.


    “It’s so pristine,” the peasant girl Lucas had
come to recognize gasped as she eyed the large pool of chest-high water. “You
would never think it was made by those, uh . . . things . . .” She was
referring to Eri’s brood of minion workers, clearly unsure of what to call
them. “They even managed to build a seat just underneath the edge of the water
for us to use.”


    “You wouldn’t even think it was dirt just by
looking at it,” a Dokkalfar commented. 


    Lucas wasn’t sure how, but the brood had somehow
used saliva or fire breath or some other means to make the surface of the dirt
pool very smooth and glass-like, but it retained just enough traction that
walking across it wouldn’t result in a slippery, skull-cracking escapade.


    “But I, uhh . . . don’t have a swimsuit,” a
Were-Rabbit said as she looked at the pool. Turning to Lucas, she asked, “Lord
Lucas, do you have any extra outfits?”


    Bonnie just laughed loudly enough that Lucas
didn’t even feel like talking over it. “Swimsuits? Didn’t God give you one?”
She stripped down where she stood and walked toward one of the four stairwells
that had been built into the corners of the pool. “Come on, we’re all girls
here.” She glanced at Nick, who had been ignoring her all night to talk to the
girl he met in the dungeon, and then glanced at Lucas. “Well, except for one
person.”


    “If any of you had a reason to feel ashamed, Lucas
wouldn’t have picked you,” Viola said nobly as she disrobed and walked in
behind Bonnie.


    The peasant girl stripped next. She was slightly
curvier than the rest of the women and had more defined muscles as well. “Welp,
plow my garden, those ladies are right. Sometimes, you just gotta let go and
have a fun time.” Completely naked, she bent down, picked up her pitchfork, and
walked into the pool too.


    “Wait, why are you bringing a pitchfork?” the
Were-Rabbit asked.


    “A girl shouldn’t let go of her favorite weapon,”
the peasant girl replied, “and this wooden shaft is used to getting wet. It’s
been with me in the wet fields more times than I can count.”


    “Whatever,” another woman said as she and her
friend both started taking off their clothes.


    Seeing the momentum, Lucas decided that he’d come
off as shy if he didn’t do something himself, so he took off his armor and
clothes too, leaving Hanna to put everything in his backpack while he climbed
into the pool and took a seat in the middle of one of the shorter sides as if
he were sitting at the head of a table. When he looked up, he saw that most of
the girls had already started taking off their garments and joining the rest, a
sight that made it certain Lucas wouldn’t be standing up for a minute without
feeling like a kid in eighth grade.


    “Sir, I’ve brought the hor d’oeuvres you usually
request,” Hanna said as she came up behind Lucas. He looked up to see that the
petite Alfar was still in the same maid outfit as always, but on her tray were
some delicious smoked salmon canapes with handmade cream cheese, extra-fat Greek
yogurt, and a touch of avocado over the smoked salmon, making him think the
cook was an NPC based on someone from California.


    He also noticed that more women in maid outfits
were filing out of the tunnels and heading toward them--far more than he ever
remembered hiring.


    “What’s with them?” Lucas asked. When did Hanna
manage to find the time to train and equip a whole crew of maids?


    “Ah. They’re the women I trained and brought from
Hesse. I had suspected for a while that such a great and magnificent lord such
as yourself would be in need of additional help after you trounced around and
allowed your naturally superior lascivious eyes to acquire new targets. It was
a project that Linnaeus himself assisted with, as he also knew this day would come.”


    “But why are they all women?” Bonnie asked as she
looked over at the new maids disappointedly. “Hanna, why are you always on
Lucas’s side? You need to hire some beefy-looking guys for us girls to look at
too! The eye candy can’t always be one way!”


    “I’m dreadfully sorry, Ms. Fox-tailed Pretty in
Chains,” Hanna began, “but I must always put the master’s needs first. I’m sure
that, as a fellow employee, you understand this rule. Also”--she paused,
glaring at Nick, who was now the only person still in his underwear as he
continued to chat with the same girl--“it sickens me to know that some of the
master’s valued ladies are being eyed by the help. I can’t imagine furthering
my nausea by potentially recruiting another fiendishly incompetent layabout to ogle
the master’s harem.”


    “Hey!” Lucas said, stopping her. “Nick’s done a
good job, but . . . Well, thanks, Hanna. You’ve done a great job as well.” He
meant it too. He knew that she was cunning and that she was always working an
angle, but her cunning had benefited him ever since he first hired her. He
couldn’t help thinking that he would have to give her a raise if she stayed on
point in the future. After all, thanks to her and the ten women now handing out
hors d’oeuvres, this first large-scale party would be much more successful.


    “Your pleasure is my pleasure, my lord,” Hanna
said, performing a nearly 90-degree bow and then turning around to go. Before
she could take two steps, however, Liu stopped her.


    “Hey! Don’t even think of leaving!” Liu shouted.
“Get that prim and proper butt in here! You’re one of us too!”


    Hanna paused, staring at Liu. Then her eyes darted
between Liu and Lucas as she stood frozen in shock, uncertain of what to do.


    “She doesn’t need to--” Lucas began, but he also
was cut off, this time by Katie.


    “Nnn . . . One of us.” With the help of her Naga
tail, Kate shot over to the pool’s side and grabbed the still fully-clothed
Hanna before returning to the pool. “Baptism by bath time!” She cried, dunking
the tiny Alfar maid.


    Lucas couldn’t help but laugh as he watched
Hanna’s perfect emotionless facade crack and her agitation come to the surface.
Then she also started laughing. “Mistress Liu, Lady Katie, how could you two?”
Hanna said between giggles as she started pulling off her wet outfit. “Do you
know how long it takes to wash this thing?”


    “Hey, don’t throw this on me. I’m not the one who
picked you up.” Liu shrugged as she leaned in against Lucas’s arm. “I’m just
the empress, and your fate is”--she held up her hand like a Roman ruler judging
a gladiator match with her thumb extended and her hand held horizontally for a
few moments before finally giving a thumbs-down--“TO BE DUNKED!” 


    “Nnn . . . in the name of the empress!” Katie said
with a bit of mockery before dunking Hanna again.


    “Sometimes, it’s days like these that I can’t
really tell when it started or ended,” Liu commented. “It feels like everything
happened so fast, but it also feels like it took forever.”


    “You mean the fights? The change?” Lucas asked,
looking over at her.


    “Little of A, little of B. Little of me having to
go an entire day without us splitting a few bottles of wine between killing
adventurers,” Liu laughed.


    “Yeah, this must be your longest period without an
in-game glass,” Bonnie said. “I haven’t even seen you bust out a single wheel
of cheese in twelve hours. Is he . . .? Is Lucas giving you some sort of denial
play? Is this a new type of torture for you?”


    “I just haven’t lost enough health to justify
eating four wheels of cheese in two seconds while sword fighting,” Liu said.
“Don’t worry: That day will come again.”


    “Right,” Bonnie replied. 


    “Bacon and beer,” Katie said as she moved up and
sat next to the others, dragging Hanna along with her. “We haven’t had a bacon
and beer break. In my family, we have one every four hours. My dad says you
even have to shout and let the world know when your beer is good.”


    “Drunken shouts,” Lucas sighed quietly to himself.
She really was a member of the Church of Lee.


    “But look on the bright side,” Bonnie advised
cheerfully. “We’ve gotten more words out of Katie today than in a week.”


    “Oh, that’s true,” Liu noted. “We have. Ever since
she had to craft! So, now I have to know: You have to tell me all about your
hobbies before you started playing the game and what your favorite stuff to
make is! Come on! Dish!” Liu demanded.


    Lucas just leaned back, enjoyed some of the smoked
salmon, and took a glass of merlot from one of the new maids as he watched
everything going on.


    



  




  

    




    -----


     


     


    The night carried on, and Liu got tired and left
first, and Bonnie retired shortly after. Katie mumbled something about wanting
to wake up early for tomorrow’s religious sermons since she apparently wanted
to brush up on certain crafting skills, and then it was just Lucas, sitting
with his back against the walls with Viola next to him.


    The pool was still filled to the brim with Ladies
of Lucas, but on a few of the girls ever rarely took the initiative to come
talk to him, leaving him to sit there like a wallflower next to a quiet Viola
as he thought about the loot he had just gotten and what he would do with the
dungeon.


    The headmistress had left behind quite a nice
stash of gold, a journal, and detailed maps of the town from what appeared to
be only thirty years ago. Lucas wasn’t going to bring them out at the moment
for fear water might ruin them, but he was mulling over the mechanics of
dungeon building, specifically how he planned to handle the city, as he soaked
and let his eyes roam the gaggle of gals while his brain continued to work on
schemes and ideas.


    “You need to get out of your head,” Viola said as
she scooted in, her shoulder pressing against his and knocking him out of his
planning mode. “I don’t know what you’ve been thinking about, but you can’t
keep doing it. You need to focus.”


    “I thought I was focusing,” Lucas said, looking
over at her. “We may have beaten one power in this town, but there is still a
long way to go before the city is fully ours.”


    “Not on that. On the story” Viola sighed softly,
and there was a small slash as she swung her leg over his lap to straddle him.
She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and leaned in so closely that her
beautiful Alfar face filled his vision and he could see nothing but her large
violet eyes. “You’ve been so worried about the how, the what, and the who-to-kill
that you’ve forgotten about the story.”


    Lucas raised his hands to move her off of him but
he stopped when he felt her flesh underneath his palms, resting them on the
tops of her thighs instead. “And what is the story I need to focus on?” he
asked. 


    “It’s the story you’ve written, Lucas,” she said.
“You’ve spent all day crafting it. Every speech, every action, every person you
invited into our fold--it’s all been to craft a single story, to build a single
character, and that character isn’t one you can lose sight of.”


    “And what character would that be?” he asked,
sliding his hands a little further up her legs. He felt like he should push her
off, that it wasn’t right. When he thought about being with anyone in this way,
when he thought about how close she was, his throat locked up and his brain
panicked, even as his body reacted. It wasn’t that he was afraid he wouldn’t
know what to do, or they would say no, or even that he’d be bad at it. No, he
was confident in his abilities. He was afraid it would be one more chip away at
a set of memories he wasn’t willing to forget. That if he did it, if he was
with anyone else, he would be sinning in some way, tarnishing something
precious he had only shared with one person.


    “Don’t play coy, Lucas,” Viola said reproachfully.
She rocked her hips forward, shifting more weight onto them. “You and I, we
formed an unspoken pact. We were to be part of a team as we crafted a story.
We’ve been in this together from the start, the group of us. I was your first
declaration to the world that you were the villain who steals princesses for
his own desires. Now, you keep making more and more promises and telling all
the players you’re going to be this evil man, this take-control bad guy, this
hedonistic pleasure fountain that will satisfy their wicked curiosities.”


    “And this bad guy can’t think about work for a
bit?” Lucas asked. He shifted just a little, but his situation only got worse
since his body was listening to her more than him.


    “No, you can’t. The strong and silent type?” She
giggled quietly. “That’s not the story you’ve been telling. You have to commit
to your role; you have to keep your character consistent. Real people can
falter. Real people fluctuate in their opinions as they break and rebuild
because they’re liars and hypocrites, but you’re not a real person anymore.
Now, you’re the provocative villain of an epic story. You’re the cunning,
immoral, wounded antihero, unleashing his twisted varieties of anger,
retribution, greed, and lust upon the world. That’s the person you have to be
every second, every minute, every hour and day of this play until the curtain
closes.”


    Lucas sighed. He knew she was right. He knew that
was the character he had created and sold. From the moment he stole her to the
time he tricked that poor ninja’s girlfriend away and then recruited a mass
harem right outside his dungeon, he had consistently told the same story: he
was a hedon. He was the angry, violent, hedon who drowned himself in blood and
pleasure. But sex was different. It was something special, personal, and even
if he wanted it, and every part of his body was constantly craving it, it
wasn’t necessarily something he was sure he could do for a game--especially
since every bit of his desire was tainted by the thought of losing something he
had forged with Yu Hua.


    “Lucas, stay with me,” she warned as if realizing
he was slipping back into his thoughts. “This is a play; you’re a character.
You need to use that. I’ve been where you are--from a different angle at least.
I know what you’re feeling. Intimacy, especially physical, can be scary.
Memories of the past can make it hard to want to go forward. They can be chains
that our characters wear, holding us from progress, but they don’t have to be.
You can take control of this moment, own it, make the experience yours, and get
exactly what you want out of it.”


    Lucas let the words resonate in his head for a
moment as his gaze stayed fixated on her blazing purple eyes, which were filled
with a determination he hadn’t seen before in her. Even if his mind faltered
and desperately tried to cling to the past, every other part of him was just as
determined as she was. His hands moving up and grasped her waist, pulling her
tighter against him as he slowly started to take initiative. 


    “I want it. I want to be the character,” he said,
thinking about how easy it would be. If he was the villain, he was making
himself out to be, he wouldn’t be chained by guilt. If he could just be that
demonic, lecherous bastard, then all the feelings of iniquity, the feelings of
failing Yu Hua, would melt away. He could just enjoy himself. If it wasn’t just
spitting out lines but really role-playing, if he could really convince himself
that he was the person she said he was making, if he was that character he had
promised, then everything would be so much easier. “I want to tell that story,
and I want you. I want to just have fun and lose myself in that feeling for a
bit, but I won’t take it if you’re just here for the story.” He needed to know
that she wasn’t just doing this out of some moral obligation to a role she
thought she had to play. 


    “It’s not. This is what I want. This is my play
too. My fantasy, for my needs.” Her eyes focused on his as she lowered her
weight again, and her mouth opened slightly as she let out a small breath. 


    Lucas said as he watched her with fascination. The
way her chest moved as her breath shortened, the way her hair danced across her
face, the way her eyes stayed perfectly fixated on his even as the rest of her
head kept moving. It was all beautiful, but it was her strength that made those
words escape his lips as soft moans left hers. He could only imagine what type
of strength it took to be so in control of her actions, her character, and her
life.


    When she finished taking what she wanted,
collapsing onto his shoulder while her hair fell across his back, Lucas saw
that their little activity had drawn an audience. The women who had previously
just been chatting, relaxing, and taking snacks when Viola and Lucas started
were now all staring in fascination at the two.


    Lucas was momentarily confused until Viola slid
off of him, softly whispering in his ear, “I’ve set the stage. Now, go be the
villain.”


    Lucas couldn’t help but chuckle when he heard that,
and a wry smile pulled the corners of his lips upward. It’s time I take what
I want. “Now,” he said, looking at his beautiful audience, “which one of
you has what it takes to conquer the boss of this dungeon?”


    Warning: The quest The Unconquerable Lord has been created.
Specific qualifying players have been assigned the quest to best you in a
carnal competition. Losing before defeating at least two will provide you with
a permanent Charisma debuff. Bringing at least five to failure will provide you
with a permanent Charisma stat improvement.


    



  




  

    




    Stay tuned for The Heroic Villain 3 after the release of War
Aeternus 5! 
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    The Bathrobe Knight:


    Darwin, a video game addict, was sitting in his bathrobe and
slippers playing his favorite MMO on a Christmas night when an uninvited guest
breaks into his house to steal his belongings. After the scuffle is over, he
finds himself transported into one of the sword-and-magic RPG-style MMOs that
he has always loved to play, albeit one he has never heard of, where he has to
overcome trials and tribulations at every turn as he fights for his life
alongside new companions.


    Available
on Amazon


    The Bathrobe Knight Volume II:


    Having gone from a simple video game addict to the leader of
a band of refugees, Darwin continues to cut his way across the world of Tiqpa
searching for a home. Be it his home in real life, or one for his people in the
game, the sleepless warrior presses forward. Unfortunately for him, each step
he makes changes the fate of Tiqpa, a fact that is not welcomed by those who
inhabit the lands.


    Available
on Amazon


    The Bathrobe Knight Volume III:


    Our hero carries on down the path that has been laid out
before him. He must wrestle with the task of leading a new race of Demons and
grapple with a madness that threatens to completely consume him–all while
working with a bounty on his head and thousands seeking to kill him.


    Available
on Amazon


    The Merchant of Tiqpa


    Tiqpa, the first VRMMO to hit the markets, has become a
world in and of itself with its own burgeoning political structure and growing
strife between kingdoms and players. This unknown terrain, ripe with
opportunities, becomes a new frontier which Locke, a blacksmith, tries to use
to pay off real-world debts. But when he is betrayed by one of his business
partners, he finds himself caught between his growing lust for revenge and his
very real need for capital.


    Available
on Amazon


    The Merchant of Tiqpa 2


    When a diplomatic mission goes off the rails, Locke quickly finds
himself between a rock and a hard place as old urges and new desires clash to
shape the life and death decisions that he is forced to make. He soon realized
that a mysterious new organization is pulling everyone’s strings and calling
the shots from the shadows, and it seems to have the uncanny ability to
anticipate his every move. Ultimately, he must choose between saving a friend’s
life or a kingdom from the brink of corruption


    Available on
Amazon


    War Aeternus: The Beginning


    Lee is a quiet and unassuming office worker who leads a life
of solitude, comfort, and routine. Day in and day out, he shuts off his brain,
keeps his head down, and goes about doing his job and minding his own business.
That is, he does until a drunken god shows up randomly one day and whisks him
off into another world, demanding that Lee serve as his pawn in a game between
the gods. Now, trapped in a completely different world full of danger, magic,
and creatures he's never imagined outside of fairy tales and video games, Lee
has to figure out how to stay alive long enough to make it back home.


    Available on
Amazon


    War Aeternus 2: Sacrifices


    Desperate to save as many people as he can from a horrible
fate in the cruel game of the gods, Lee and his small group of friends abandon
the relative safety of Satterfield for the great city of Kirshtein. Tensions
within the city have reached a breaking point after the arrival of an enemy
Herald, and Lee is soon caught up in the struggle for power. Captured,
imprisoned, and forced to fight for his life on the blood-soaked sands of the
Kirshtein arena, Lee has to figure out how to survive long enough to mend the
rifts in the broken city before it falls apart completely. Armed with new
skills, joined by new allies, and up against his most dangerous enemy yet,
Lee's bid for survival in the War of Eternity takes on even higher stakes as he
learns the what true leadership requires. Now, with an ominous new threat
looming in the distance and an army on the horizon, Lee has to answer one
question: Can he pay the price of victory?


    Available on
Amazon


    War Aeternus 3: The Culling


    Struggling to
recover from his losses in Kirshtein, Lee is swept back into the fray when a
dangerous new Herald sets her sights on him. Hell-bent on reshaping the world
in her own image and with her own ideals, she is willing to commit even the
most immoral acts in her pursuit of righteousness. At risk of losing everything
he has worked so hard to create, Lee has to find a way to defend the weak
against a madwoman whose deranged sense of justice has twisted the limits of
the game.


    To make matters
even more difficult, Lee is forced to face these problems while dealing with an
increasingly erratic system he doesn't understand and the Goddess of Blood's
own strong-willed Herald.


    Available on
Amazon


    War Aeternus 4: Harbinger of Ash


    Lee has managed
to survive encounters with the Heralds of three different gods, but the price
he that has paid has been tremendous. Every step he takes leads him closer to
victory in the cruel game that he had been forced to play, but it also takes
him further down a dark path and away from the man he used to be.


    After receiving a
request for aid from a beautiful and mysterious messenger, Lee and his inner
circle travel to nearby Birnefeld, a large and prosperous city ruled by the
Dragon King. Before he ever arrives, however, Lee encounters a group of
marauders ransacking the countryside, meets a strange new Herald who has set up
camp in the region, and receives the dire news that the hero Brigid of Kildare
has gone missing. To make things worse, a powerful new enemy is stalking him
from the shadows, toying with his dreams and striking at his closest
relationships. With the seeds of doubt sown, Lee has to choose whom he can
trust before his nightmares become reality and everything he has worked so hard
for goes up in flames.


    Available on
Amazon


    The Heroic Villain


    Although he was once the promising young CEO of a successful
corporation, Lucas abandoned everything he knew and retreated from both the
real world and his demanding life following a horrific accident. In order to
cope with tragic loss, he began spending his time in virtual reality, lazing
about in the sun and living a carefree life.


    When he learns that his escapist paradise is being
threatened and is about to disappear, however, Lucas is once again forced to
take action and do what he does best: take charge. With newfound purpose, Lucas
desperately begins making plans that will not only save the world that he has
come to love but also propel him back into the spotlight once again—only this
time as the villain.


    In this GameLit LitRPG adventure, Lucas overthrows local
lords, assumes command of the evil Imperium’s forces, and begins designing a
dungeon that no player would ever want to miss out on. As he struggles to
evolve his monsters and create an entourage of minions in order to become the
greatest villain ever, however, Lucas realizes that things aren’t going to be
as easy as they initially seemed.


    Available on
Amazon


     


     


    



  




  

    




    Books by Richard Haygood


    Death Flag


    Madison spends his days lugging around boxes in a warehouse
while dreaming of adventure and longing to see the world. He keeps his head
down, goes to work, and does his job to earn a living, but he can't help but
feel that his life is passing him by with nothing that he can do to change it.
Then, on the way home from work one day, he is confronted by a beautiful but
vengeful woman who accuses him of crimes he doesn't remember committing and
banishes him to another world as punishment.


    Now, trapped in a mysterious world he didn't think existed
outside of fairy tales, pursued by angry slavers and vengeful pirates, and in
the company of killers and assassins, he has to figure out how to survive long
enough to get revenge and make it home. The only problem is that he might not
be as innocent as he thinks he is, and everyone else seems to know more about
his past than he does.


    Available on
Amazon


    



  




  

    




     


    Interested in finding more books to read? Exploring the exciting
new genre of literature based on roleplaying and tabletop games? Dying to dish
on the latest new release? Check out Spoiled Rotten Readers
on Facebook!


    Spoiled Rotten Readers promotes GameLit authors, relevant gamelit
topics, and provides a place for readers to discuss their thoughts and opinions
on books they've just read.


    



  




  

    




    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors, and connect with
other readers, please visit the LitRPG Group on
Facebook.


    



  




  

    




    Interested in reading more Gamelit? Exploring new worlds and
stories that take place in video, board, or tabletop games? The Gamelit Society on Facebook
is a place for likeminded people, creators and beholders alike, to come
together and discuss an exciting new genre!


    



  




  

    




    We would also like to give a big shout-out to the guys at LitRPGSociety. This
group revolves around the exciting new subgenre of Fantasy and Sci Fi, LitRPG!
LitRPG incorporates aspects of video games or RPGs into stories; this can be
through setting, clearly defined character progression, or even familiar gaming
tropes.
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