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Prologue


 


 


“Augustus, this is a meeting of the gods. Can you
please treat it with the respect it deserves and assume your true form for
once?” Siegman asked, exasperation evident in his tone.


He was supposedly the largest and most powerful
deity at the table, and it was a recurring complaint. The start of every
meeting had become so routine and predictable that Augustus only acknowledged
it in the same way that runners in a track event might that of the sound of a
gunshot: as a way to know that the race had started.


Mary, the self-proclaimed God of Blood, harrumphed
loudly. “Do you have any sense of shame?” she asked disdainfully. “If my
religion was in half as bad a shape as yours, I wouldn’t be trying to bring
attention to myself—and especially not in such a rude way.”


You’re just upset that I’m the only man at this
table to have turned you down. Augustus, currently using the form of a
chimpanzee, grinned broadly as he rocked back and forth on his stool and winked
at her.


Augustus enjoyed messing with people. It wasn’t
something he had always liked, but as the years droned on, and decades turned
into centuries which turned into millennia, it became one of the few hobbies he
consistently enjoyed. Food was nice, especially cheese, and alcohols were
important as well, especially good wines, but getting a rise out of someone was
almost always a guaranteed form of entertainment. In fact, it was one of the
few reasons he had attended this ‘meeting of the gods.’ It was a term and a
label that Siegman had first used, and the other pretentious, self-declared
idiots had adopted.


Gods indeed. Augustus laughed at the
notion. These people certainly had power—they could change and alter the shape
of a world or someone’s life—but they were far from being true gods. In a
sense, he understood why they misunderstood the concept of what a god was and
why they deemed themselves to be divine. A path to immortality technically did
exist, but plenty had died pursuing it, and no one present had ever reached it.
The fact that their character sheets all read ‘god’ didn’t help their egos,
either.


But Augustus knew better. He knew that the justly
earned title of god, and the absolute and unquestionable power that came hand
in hand with its true meaning, required more than the simple ability to
manipulate and recreate. It meant that one had the ability to break and shape
the cosmos, to create solar systems with a thought, to have thoughts that
transcended both the beginning and the end of all things, and to possess wisdom
that grasped the infinite.


None of these so-called deities possessed any such
power or intellect. These clowns could do no more than follow the rules, play
the game, and, every now and then, change the shape of a civilization—not that
it really mattered given how quickly religion became perverted or the
civilization inevitably died out.


Augustus stopped rocking back and forth after a
long, drawn-out pause and only after the tension in the room had grown to the
point he felt most suitable for his games. “Please, I thought this form was the
only one that was supposed to fling nonsensical crap as a form of argument.” He
cocked his head to the side and dropped his smile as he looked at Mary. “I’m
keeping this form no matter what you say, and there is nothing in the rules
that prevents it. So, can we just get the formalities over with?”


Siegman glowered at Augustus for a few moments
then leaned back in his chair. “Fine,” he answered in a measured tone. “We
can’t force you under any existing rules, so you may keep that grotesque form
if you insist.”


“Thank you.” Augustus’s smile returned even larger
when he realized just how irritated Siegman was at his behavior. Thank you
very much, you pompous jerk. As Augustus looked around the table, he
realized that title was applicable to anyone at this particular meeting. “It’s
always nice to know that the great and wonderful and benevolent Siegman
strictly follows the rules. It’d be a shame if that ever changed.” Augustus
worked hard to suppress the mirth in his voice and a laugh as he watched
Siegman’s face almost turn the same color of red as Mary’s.


“Troll God,” a voice droned. Augustus swiveled
around to look at a bored- and tired-looking man who was slouched forward over
the table, resting his head on top of his arms, which were folded in front of
him to act as a mini pillow. “Can you stop pestering the class president so we
can move along? I need to get home soon and take a nap. I’m so tired.”


“I swear, I’m innocent this time!” Augustus
insisted defensively.


Sord, the Loot God of Rising Numbers, cared less
about people and meetings than any other deity Augustus had ever met. If it
wasn’t for his use of spot-on nicknames, such as the recently used examples of
Troll God and Class President, it would be easy to assume that he didn’t even
know anyone else in the room. By outward appearances, all he ever did was nap
until the meeting was over and then return to playing his old-fashioned,
item-dependent RPGs.


But Augustus knew better. Augustus knew that those
eyes weren’t really closed and only appeared that way. In reality, Sord was
constantly analyzing every item in the room and every action that occurred. He
was probably trying to figure out how a piece like Augustus’s changing gourd of
endless drink, the one that had earned Augustus his nickname of the God of
Alcohol, worked, or how much it might be worth.


And his Herald is even worse than he is, Augustus
lamented.


“First order of business, I recall there being a
dispute between Angelica and Augustus over who has rights to use a chosen one
as their Herald,” Siegman began.


“Okay, so this one is kinda my fault,” Augustus
admitted. He spared a last glance at Sord, who was already faking a snore from
atop of his arm-pillow, before turning back to Siegman. “My apologies to you as
well, Siegman. I was hoping this wouldn’t be an issue since Angelica has
hundreds of potential Heralds, and I only have one.”


“And for the sake of clarifying the issue to the
council so that the vote may be fair, would you mind explaining the
circumstances of this problem?” Siegman asked Augustus.


“Well, your honor”—Augustus shifted into a black
cat sporting a classy, little, white suit as he hopped up on top of the table
to make his case—“it is a long story. However, I’ll try to do it justice
quickly if you all will forgive me a few minutes of your time.” He gave a
gentle bow of his head before rising onto his hind legs and pulling on the
front part of his suit jacket like he had seen so many TV stars do in trials
before speaking. “I, the humble god of less than a few hundred followers, am
about to take part in the next god war. My number was drawn with Mary’s and
Sord’s not too long ago, and I have been scouring the many worlds I have
traveled in search of an heir. So far, I have only found one compatible Herald.”


“That can’t be right. You have to have hundreds of
descendants on my planet alone,” Mary grumbled as she glared at Augustus.


Still pretending to pine over me? Augustus
smirked back. Mary was likely only trying to hook up with Augustus so that she
could see his real form, and he knew it. His true appearance was a topic of
conversation that she had nagged him about for the last nine centuries, and off
and on for thousands of years before that. At this point, he didn’t know if it
was curiosity or the fact that he kept saying no that drove her to continue
flirting.


“Mmm . . . Your charisma score on my planet is
certainly higher than at this meeting,” Sord grumbled sardonically.


“Even mine, I must lament. Dare you claim that,
out of myriad descendants you’ve managed to produce on the planets we watch over,
you only have one potential Herald?” Siegman asked skeptically.


Augustus manifested a tiny podium to lean on as he
adjusted his feline balance, finding it somewhat difficult to stand for long
periods of time on two legs as a cat. “Siegman, for all of our squabbles, have
I ever broken the rules?”


“Never,” Siegman answered reluctantly.


“And do the rules not state that one must submit a
list of all potential Heralds for evaluation by the council? Furthermore, does
it not also state that said list must be both thorough and complete to the best
knowledge of the deity submitting the list?” Augustus asked. “With the
punishment of not doing so being death?”


“Yes . . .” Siegman’s eyes bounced between a piece
of paper in front of him and then Augustus.


“Well, that’s the summation of the list, and yet
here I stay, still breathing. Even I wouldn’t dare lie about something that
could get me killed by the Creator,” Augustus said. “So, since my name has been
chosen by the Creator for this war, I humbly submit that I need a Herald—and
there is only one possible option. Therefore, it must be him. I have no other
alternatives.”


“BUT HE’S MY GRANDSON!” Angelica shouted out in
anger as she stood and slammed the large circular stone table. The God of
Regrets had remained silent until now, simply smiling from one god to another
throughout the prologue to the meeting, but she was now livid and irate. “I
don’t care if you make a baby tomorrow and drag the fresh abominable beast into
being as your Herald, but I will not let you take my precious grandson to that
place!”


“That . . . isn’t for you to decide.” Showing
unusual restraint, Siegman tried to sound soothing while still reminding
Angelica that her word wasn’t the last word in this decision.


“I’d really love to, Angy,” Augustus began without
lying at all. While he didn’t know the potential Herald that well, he liked the
guy well enough from the times the mother described him to Augustus, and he
wasn’t a fan of doing anything that would hurt Angelica. “I promise you: I’d
rather risk anyone else as my Herald than someone so close to you, but the
rules are the rules.”


“Indeed. As you’ve hidden behind them several
times, you are aware that, while we may veto up to two Herald selections in a
unanimous vote as your regional deity council, this veto power only applies in
the case that at least ten options remain,” Siegman recited, laying out the
rules for the rest of the council before settling his gaze on Angelica.


“So, there isn’t really an issue, just Angelica
complaining,” Mary said snobbishly. There was almost always a conflict between
the two women, and Mary was almost always on the lower end of it. Given how
amiably Augustus and everyone else treated Angelica, and how coldly they often
treated Mary, the envy and disdain were understandable.


“If it’s done, then can I go back to bed?” Sord
groaned sleepily.


“Not until the rest of the meeting wraps up. But,
as far as this issue is concerned, you have my deepest apologies, Angelica.
Your descendant will inevitably be ruled as the Herald of Augustus, and the
rules forbid us from contesting this point.”


“Great! I mean . . . I’m truly sorry for
celebrating that I have a Herald when it’s at your expense.” Augustus pursed
his lips as he tried to think of something to ease the anger of his once-close
friend. It’s not like I knew that was her daughter at the time. He
genuinely felt bad about the whole situation. The fact that their descendant
had been such a close match to both him and Angelica only made it worse, as the
offspring was now almost guaranteed a spot as a Herald.


“This isn’t over!” Angelica slammed her fist on
the table. “If you let that boy die, I will personally hunt you down and kill
you myself!”


“It is over, and it shall remain so!” Siegman's
voice echoed with even more gravitas than usual. Then, after a brief pause, he
added, “May you take comfort in the fact that it shall be his fate whether you
wish that curse on him or not. As this is the first time Augustus has been
called to the war, then your wish shall be fulfilled if the Herald dies. He
will share the boy’s fate whether he wants to or not.”


This statement spread some obviously-mixed
emotions through Angelica, as her face twisted back and forth between worry and
doubt.


“Well that concludes one item of the agenda. Next,
let us discuss—" Siegman attempted to shift topics before he was
interrupted.


A skinny man with scruffy, black hair who had been
silent so far suddenly broke into the conversation. “He could be lying— it
would be trying at something we can’t see. For all you know, it’s just through
show that this Herald came to be,” he theorized, bringing up what should have
been a finished topic before anything could be settled.


“What do you mean, Cadwe?” Siegman turned to the
God of Poetry, or as most people called him, the God of Ambiguity and
Awkwardness.


“I mean, the mean of men these days is nothing
short of great. The ones that won the title and stood on the Herald plate. Yet,
here I hear this Herald is in such a shoddy state, that even in his yard he’s
short a yard and then a plait.”


“Please speak plainly,” Nevir demanded in as
forceful a voice as he was ever wont to do. He was the region’s closest thing
to a God of Fashion, and both he and his title always seemed unsure of who or
what they were at any given time.


“He means the boy doesn’t seem to be a Herald. His
stats are terrible, his loot is wanting, his experience is nonexistent,” Sord
translated as he snuggled down into his own arms once again.


Keep lying, Augustus thought angrily at
Sord. We all know you aren’t going to go home and sleep. You’re going to
look at the bed, look at your computer and then spend the next three days
without sleep leveling together with those mortals of yours on old school
games! Since Sord had helped Cadwe try to call his hand a bluff, he wanted
to call Sord on Sord’s actual bluff. “I can’t help the cards I was dealt.
Perhaps it’s only that those made in my image are just as weak and pathetic as
I am.”


“Are you saying I’m pathetic, too?” Angelica’s ire
had died down, but even her sweet words sounded like venom and anger as they
passed over Augustus’s ears.


“No, not at all. If anything, that’s clearly where
he got his good looks from,” Augustus replied, biting back the trollish
instinct in his heart to add the word ‘mom’ to the end of the sentence. She was
technically higher up on the boy’s family tree, after all.


“You shift your personality more than you shift
your shape,” a snide voice sounded out from Angelica’s side of the table. “How
are we to even trust this list you gave us? Perhaps you wore the skin of a liar
when you wrote it?”


So, even Erik, the God of Spices and Smells, is
chiming in against me? Why must everyone hate me? Augustus took a deep
breath to calm himself. He wanted to shapeshift again to something like a rat
or a mouse and find more entertaining things to do than bicker back and forth
with these people, but he knew the importance of this meeting, so he responded,
“You say I wear many different skins to hide both my personality and my
physical appearance, but it’s not like that at all. I’ve never broken a rule.
I’ve never stepped out of bounds. I’ve done everything according to the book,
and what appears to you as a shifting personality is only my attempt at
becoming a better paragon of divine justice for both my peers and those of my
faith to believe in.”


“You’ll never get better. Your clever is fetter,
and cheeks no shade redder. It speaks to your shame. It reeks and proclaims of
a foolish endeavor—the same,” Cadwe chanted, finishing with a mocking laugh.


“Translation?” Navir looked over at Sord, but the
lazy deity feigned being asleep.


“He means Augustus’s wit and lack of shame prevent
him from ever improving as a person,” Erik offered.


“At least he has wit,” Chmilenko, the God of
Uncomfortable Silences, said with a straight face.


“And so does Lee. He is not the potential Herald
of two deities for nothing,” Augustus insisted, breaking the uncomfortable
silence that persisted after Chmilenko spoke.


“This debate is meaningless. Augustus has followed
the rules despite how slippery and unscrupulous he has behaved in using one of
Angelica’s descendants, so the topic is done. There is nothing further to add.
Let’s move on to the next item—” Before Siegman could restore order, Mary
raised a hand and opened her mouth.


“You know,” she began, “the rules still allow us
to punish Augustus for sniping one of Angelica’s potential Heralds. She might
have been able to use Lee in her own war during her next draft if he hadn’t
picked him first. I say we enforce a delay on his Herald’s entry as a reprimand
for his disreputable actions.”


At this point, everyone but Angelica seemed to
nod.


“That is true, but the maximum amount of time
allowed as a punishment is no more than two months. This would also have to
pass with a unanimous vote from all non-involved party members.”


“Call for the vote,” Mary said, leaning back in
her chair and looking over at Augustus with a smug, self-satisfied smile.


Show me your true form tonight, and I’ll vote
against my own motion, a telepathic message came to Augustus. If not,
you’ll be stuck with the weakest Herald imaginable—unleveled and unprepared in
one of the cruelest wars we’ve had.


While Augustus was weighing his options, debating
whether or not it was worth it to reveal his identity to get Mary off his back,
Lenfers snickered loud enough to quiet the others and draw attention to
himself. The old and wise God of Architecture never said anything unless it was
to crush the dreams of a plotter. He leaned forward for a moment, making sure
he had everyone’s attention, and said, “But Mary and Sord can’t vote,” before
leaning back. It was as if he knew Mary’s plan and could see the struggle in
Augustus as he tried to decide before leaping on the bandwagon and shooting
them both down instantly.


“That’s right. Since this war has both Mary and
Sord in it as well, neither can take part in this vote as they would be
involved or interested parties,” Siegman said. “In that case, since it needs a
unanimous vote, if anyone objects, speak now. Otherwise, we will assume the
motion to punish Augustus by delaying entry to his Herald has passed.”


For her part, Mary seemed to be more horrified
than Angelica when the vote actually went through without a hitch. Augustus
just winced, knowing nothing could be done about it.


The rest of the meeting was uneventful for the
most part, but the brooding Angelica darted over to Augustus as soon as it was
adjourned.


She made him promise and swear to do his best to
keep Lee safe before storming over to Mary and yelling so many choice words at
the unsuspecting woman that the God of Blood fled in the most dignified way
possible before drinks were even served.


No one stood up for her, either, even though they
had all been in on the vote—a fact that Angelica had not ignored during the
meeting as she went out of her way to crush any motion attempted by another god
and continued to treat them colder than frozen liquor afterward.


Well, at least she’s no longer mad at me. Augustus
tried to take the small victory where he could as he sipped from his bottomless
beverage and followed Mary’s example in leaving early.












Chapter 1


 


 


Lee’s brain slowly shut itself off as he sat at
his desk typing out code like a copy-paste machine. After all, much to his
disappointment, thought wasn’t needed for this part of his job. He had needed
the squishy stuff between his ears to get his degree, to get his internship,
and to subsequently land himself a job as a paid employee at the company, but
after that, it felt more like an accessory than an actual requirement. His
dormant brain would occasionally turn on during a heated online debate, and he
could feel the familiar old cogs in his head dust themselves off when he was
trying to figure out why a particular line of code didn’t work, but past that,
it never saw much action.


The problem was that he just didn’t have much use
for it these days. He had worked tirelessly during his university courses,
learning all the necessary and seemingly unnecessary bits of higher-level
mathematics, and he had proven to be rather adept when it came to parsing out
the necessary logic needed to construct algorithms and functional programs.
After he secured his position with the firm, however, he found that he rarely
had the need to push himself. He wasn’t creating any new, ground-breaking
methods, and most of his work revolved around maintaining systems that he had
already put into place and keeping them updated as necessary. Random quirks and
unusual errors occasionally showed up, but most of those were easily solved. In
short, he wasn’t being challenged, and he wasn’t going to challenge himself by
recreating the wheel or by giving up a lucrative and secure position.


The mind-atrophying banality of his repetitive
existence wasn’t just limited to work, either. There was so little change or
variation in his day-to-day routine that there were times when Lee felt like he
had more in common with the computer in front of him than any person around
him. Whether it was his job, his home life, his socializing with his friends,
playing MMOs where all he had to do was hit the same four keys over and over
again in the same order or the calls he made to his parents, Lee could pretty
much predict what was going to happen and how things would play out. As
mechanical as his life was, however, he just didn’t see that there was anything
to gain by changing things up. There wasn’t any profit to be had or friends to
be made by shaking the system. Things were familiar; things were comfortable.


He managed to autopilot every annoying part in his
life, whether it was dealing with his overbearing manager or filing eight TPS
reports on Mondays, and the good parts were magnified time and time again as
his nest egg continued to grow, and he expanded his creature comforts. He
didn’t just play video games on a computer, he played them on the fastest
computer money could buy—one he built himself. His bed felt like a sculpted
cloud, his TV was large enough to almost entirely cover one of the walls in his
apartment, and his food was almost exclusively takeout from a great
hole-in-the-wall Chinese restaurant he had found. Even his favorite chair was
perfectly contoured to his every facet. As someone who spent most of the day
sitting in a chair, whether at home or at work, he had researched the perfect
one for almost half of a year before finally pulling the trigger. Its soft
memory foam coddled him into an almost trance-like state as soon as he plopped
down on it. It was amazing, and it was the perfect end to each day.


With all of these things to look forward to, it
simply didn’t make sense to try and rock the boat or change things up. His life
was perfect the way it was, and perfection wasn’t something someone changed
just because it was repetitive.


He was so used to his routine and the fact that
nothing ever changed that he didn’t notice any of the small, exotic and unusual
behaviors that a few animals began to exhibit around him one morning. He was
blissfully unaware of the statue-still crow perched on his windowsill that
stared at him as he slowly munched on his breakfast and read the news on his
smartphone. He was oblivious to the leashless dog that followed him onto the
subway during his trek to work, and he didn’t even catch sight of the squirrel
that chased him onto the elevator and stood quietly between his feet as they
went up a dozen floors together. Taking notice of any of these abnormal
behaviors would have required that he turn on his brain, and his higher mental
functions were already comfortably on hold as he began yet another day on
autopilot.


That’s why, with his brain snoring through the
day, he didn’t notice a small mouse as it crawled up the wall of his cubicle
and scrambled across his desk to stand in front of his computer as he continued
to click and clack away on his mechanical keyboard.


“I still can’t believe it. Level zero?” The white,
beady-eyed mouse squeaked and put one of its tiny paws in front of its face as
if to suppress a laugh.


“Hahaha, noob,” Lee responded by reflex upon
hearing that someone was level zero. Slowly, a gear began to turn upstairs as
he realized he had just responded to someone; yet, no one was around, and he
wasn’t wearing a headset or even playing a game. He looked away from his screen
in search of whoever had spoken as he gradually processed what he had heard.


Huh? Who? Level zero? His brain slowly but
surely started to shake off the rust as his autopilot failed to handle the all
unexpected data points. Who in the heck is level zero? Who said that?
His eyes searched the room around him before finally finding the anomaly and
resting on the small white mouse.


Lee stared at the tiny creature blankly and
without blinking as he waited for all the gears to warm up. He simply couldn’t
come to grips with what was in front of him, and his mental functions failed to
register the connection between what he was seeing and what he had heard. Both
were so unexpected and out of place that his senses and his conscious refused
to associate the two things. “Mouse,” he said finally, uttering the one word
like it was the most foreign concept he had ever come across.


“You’re very perceptive, aren’t you? Yes, I’m a
mouse. At least, I am for now, anyway,” the mouse answered in a squeaky voice,
his tiny laughter piping through Lee’s ears. “Would it help if I were something
else?”


Lee took a deep breath and tried to say something
smart or witty in response, but all that came out was: “Mouse.” He wanted to
say more. His brain had warmed up enough that it had reached a point where he
knew something was out of place. He wanted to shout for people to come and look
so that he could confirm that it wasn’t all entirely in his head. He wanted to
ask what a mouse was doing talking to him. He wanted to ask what was level
zero. There were hundreds of thoughts, questions and words bouncing through
Lee’s head as his once dulled-out-of-existence gray matter came back full
force, but the only thing that managed to escape his chamber of thoughts was
that one word yet again for a third time: “Mouse.”


“Oh, dear me.” The mouse released a tiny sigh
before jumping straight at Lee.


Lee flinched, raising his hands and bracing for
the inevitable rodent impact only to have nothing happen.


“Will you quit monkeying around and pay attention
to me?” a Japanese macaque asked with a hearty chuckle as it spun Lee’s chair
around to face him.


“Monkey . . .” Lee muttered. His eyes spread open
even wider, and his mouth hung agape as the macaque’s head tilted from side to
side, inspecting and examining Lee’s now-stiff body.


“Seriously? Is this thing broken?” the macaque
asked. “Do humans come with reset buttons? You work in some sort of primitive
IT job, right? You should know how to reset yourself. Maybe your internal cache
is stuck, and you can’t hold more than one word in the memory box at a time . .
. No, that can’t be right,” the monkey asserted, grabbing a handful of Lee’s
hair and pulling.


Lee’s shock and confusion were outweighed by the
sharp pain and the adrenaline that shot through his veins. He snapped out of
his confusion-induced torpor the moment the macaque’s hands pulled on Lee’s
ruddy locks, causing him to instantly jerk back and swat the hand away.


“Oh! We’ve uncovered a new ability!” the primate
chuckled, withdrawing its slapped hand.


Lee toppled over his chair as he stood up and
pointed at the primate. “Someone! Help! There’s a . . . a monkey! Hey, someone
help! There’s a monkey loose in the building!”


“You can keep yelling and throwing your arms
around like a wild ape, but it’s not going to help you, you know. If you
haven’t noticed, you’re the only one in here working at the moment.” The
macaque shifted shape again, changing form like liquid poured from one glass
and into another. It morphed into a sloth and climbed up into the chair in the
cubicle next to Lee’s and then sat back and reclined leisurely. “There really
is just no way to get comfortable in these, is there? I don’t know how you sit
in one for so long. It’s like some specialized form of torture to keep an
employee awake.”


“S-sloth!” Lee gasped this time, his eyes darting
around the room. This can’t just be me. There has to be someone else who can
see this besides me. I’m not going nuts, am I? Lee’s brain scrambled as he
tried to find another witness to the madness that was going on in front of him.


“It’s really only you here . . .” the sloth
taunted derisively. “Everyone else is in the break room. They’re taking the
time to enjoy themselves while you pick up the slack—not that you would even
realize it. I can’t imagine someone like you would have a very high intelligence
stat at level zero, would they?” The sloth smiled snidely. It reached up with
one of its clawed paws, and a gourd-shaped vessel materialized out of the thin
air within its grasp. The small creature took a large swig from the gourd as if
it were a flask and made it vanish again.


“W-what the . . . No way. Th-this can’t be happening!”
Lee’s voice elevated as he refuted what every sensory organ on his body assured
him was real. “This isn’t happening. This is a joke, right? This is a prank.
This . . . This is a trick. Mice and sloths don’t even have human voice boxes.
How could they talk even if they knew how? This has to be—”


“An elaborate prank?” the sloth cackled. “That’s
rich. That’s really rich! Do you really think any of these miserable cretins
are going to waste their time on anyone besides themselves? Much less you?
Look. This isn’t going anywhere. If we’re going to ever get around to a
productive conversation, we need to raise your level to at least one.
Otherwise, there’s no way you’re ever going to have the intelligence score
needed for meaningful discourse.”


Everything around Lee went quiet—deathly quiet—as
if Lee had put on soundproof headphones over earplugs.


“Wh . . . what’s going on?! What in the heck is
this?! What did you do?!” Lee was practically shouting at the top of his lungs,
but the words felt strange and eerie as they left his mouth. It was as if he
were underwater, and the sounds were almost entirely muted before they ever
reached his ears. “Hello?! Can anybody hear me?!” he screamed again.


Darkness began creeping in at the edges of his
vision until everything turned black, and he was blind. Then, the floor beneath
his feet disappeared and numbness set in. No matter how hard he tried, he
couldn’t see, hear or feel anything. Even his heartbeat was gone. It was as if
he were dead, his senses had failed, and the reaper had forgotten to take his
consciousness along with the rest of him.


“Yes, I can hear your stupid whining, you idiotic
human, but it’s taking me a minute to convert you over to the system. Will you
just shut up and let me finish executing the program?” a disjointed voice
answered, sounding like a disappointed parent scolding a small child. “I swear,
you humans always scream and shout like that’s somehow going to be helpful.
Every. Freaking. Time. Has screaming ever helped you? Ever? Any time? No? That’s
right. I didn’t think so. Hmm . . . It seems that I can’t get your stat screen
to display correctly until you level up. It keeps rejecting the full conversion
. . . This system just isn’t built with the proper parameters to handle someone
like you.”


“You know, it’s really kind of hard to gain levels
in a game you’ve never even heard of, much less bought! And what is all this?!”
Lee was growing increasingly annoyed with his smack-talking captor, and despite
his condition and seeming out-of-body experience, his natural instincts began
taking over once the word ‘game’ was mentioned.


“You really should stop talking until I figure
this out,” the voiced cautioned. “I can hear you, and I understand you, but you
sound super dumb right now. Another primitive quality you humans all share: as
soon as you forget how to hear, you suddenly forget how to speak. I mean,
seriously, this is you.” The voice was replaced with a sound that was clearly
Lee’s voice but garbled and all over the place.


Lee cringed when he heard himself yelling
incoherently. No one ever enjoyed hearing a recording of their own voice, and
the garbled noises he had made it even more embarrassing.


“Yeah, that’s right. That’s the appropriate face
to make when you realize that you sound worse than a talking dog. But! No
reason to exist as muffled data any longer. The conversion just isn’t going to
work until we level you, so . . . here we go!”


The world around Lee began to be restored even as
his tormentor sloth finished insulting him. Everything began to fade in around
him, one tiny blocked pixel at a time, until Lee was able to make out that he
was standing in an arena—a giant coliseum, actually—just like the one in Rome.
It had to be at least three hundred feet long and two hundred feet wide, and it
felt empty and barren without a single soul in sight across the wide red sands.


“Where . . . Where am I?” Lee asked in alarm. Even
though he had been in reasonable control of himself only seconds ago, this was
just a little too much for him to handle. His heart started pounding in his
chest, and he felt like he couldn’t get a solid breath of air. Unable to
understand what was going on, Lee began hyperventilating. This was just too
much for anyone to comprehend, much less accept. One minute he had been dutifully
working away in his office, following his normal routine, and now he was in
some foreign place holding conversations with a talking animal.


After a few minutes passed without anything
happening, however, a nascent sense of curiosity started to override all of his
confusion and fear. He began to calm down and control his breathing once more.


“What’s going on?” Lee called out around him. “Is
anyone out there?” His heart was still beating a mile a minute, and he was
gulping down air as fast as he could, but at least he had some kind of control
now. He looked around him warily, hoping to find some sort of escape path.


“I’m out here,” the voice returned. “And don’t
worry, I’m going to send you some company soon enough . . . Someone with a
level and intelligence score almost as low as yours,” the sloth’s voice
responded and started to chuckle again.


“Huh? Send me someone smarter?” Lee looked around,
nervously turning his head from side to side. What’s coming? What’s going to
happen to me? Is the person he is sending going to kill me? There was no
way Lee was going to trust that this shape-shifting thing, whoever or whatever
it was, was friendly. He felt like he was in the third act of a horror movie
and something was going to pop out of the sand at any moment—probably something
like a giant sandworm from one of his favorite movies, Dune—and eat him.


“Yeah, with how obtuse you are, that just isn’t
very specific, is it? Someone smarter could be anyone,” the voice laughed.
“Well, here we go. This should do it,” the voice said with finality.


Then, no more than ten feet in front of Lee, a
hand began to materialize out of thin air. The pale, grayish flesh continued to
extend backward to create an arm, a torso, and a body, and after a few seconds,
an entire zombie stood in front of him. It wasn’t an overdone zombie from a
B-rated flick, where the makeup artist had more fun with the costumes than the
writer had with the script, but rather just a gray-skinned corpse with patchy
hair, decaying flesh, a funny smell, white eyes and a partially-missing nose.


The zombie cracked his neck as soon as he was
fully materialized and began pulling at his clothes—a disheveled blue suit with
a dirt-covered tie, loafers and shirt—like he wasn’t sure what they were.


“Brains . . .” the zombie moaned, dragging the
syllable out as he stared wide-eyed at Lee. “Braiiinssss . . .”


“No! Don’t even try it!” Lee shouted, scrambling
backward. He had watched enough B-rated zombie movies to have a good sense of
fear about the direction this was heading. “Don’t even think about eating my
brains!”


“Eat your brains? No, no I’m saying you need them.
You don’t have any brains! How in the world do you living folks consider us to
be mindless? Look at you fumbling and stumbling and bumbling around like some
uncoordinated idiot. Do you want me to go kill the morose halfwit now?” the
zombie asked, twisting his head around at an awkward angle to address the sky.


A blue status window exactly like the ones from the
games he played popped up in front of Lee.


You have received Every Noob’s Starting Sword.


“You gave him a weapon? So, what, you want this to
be a fair fight? Do I get a weapon too?” the zombie asked.


“No. Well then, we have the coliseum, we have the
participants, and I have my drink. I say, let’s begin this! Round one! Fight!”
the voice called out.


The zombie didn’t hesitate. He ran across the
field, open-jawed and teeth ready as he came for Lee. He wasn’t exactly a
full-on speed demon, but he definitely wasn’t a walker, either.


Grotesque scenes of a zombie tearing into flesh
flashed through Lee’s mind, and he silently cursed himself for watching so many
zombie shows over the years. He hadn’t even been in a fight since his dad made
him take martial arts lessons after being beaten up a lot in his younger days,
so he could only remember the most basic technique: he turned and ran the other
way.


“Seriously? You’re going to run? You have a
sword!” the god called down. “And why do you think that’s going to help? He’s a
zombie! He doesn’t need stamina! You do! I don’t care if good cardio is one of
the rules of surviving a zombie apocalypse. By the time he inevitably catches
up to you, you’ll be out of breath, tired and defeated. He’ll be still just as
fine as he was when he started, you freaking imbecile!”


“How was I supposed to know that?” Lee shouted
back defensively as he ran. “Dead bodies are supposed to decompose and turn to
crap after thirty days, not run around! Who the hell thought that zombies
having endless stamina made sense? Aren’t dead people just bodies that don’t
work? Hence the dead part? So how is it that they now have qualities far
surpassing living bodies that never shut down in the first place?”


Realizing that the deity obviously knew more about
the zombie than he did, however, Lee heeded the god’s advice and turned around
to face the monster.


“Oh, for Pete— The sword. Get the sword out. It’s
in the leather pouch fixed to your waist. Just, seriously . . . Ugh.” The voice
sighed impatiently and in frustration. “Just look in the pouch and pull it
out.”


Slowly comprehending what was expected of him, Lee
slowed his run and did just that: he reached for the brown pouch that had
appeared on his waist without him even noticing it. The small leather satchel
didn’t appear to be large enough to hold more than a wallet and loose change,
but as he opened it, a window with a grid popped up. In the upper left corner,
he saw a short sword taking up three of the little squares of the grid. He
reached his hand out and tried to grab the sword, but his hand just harmlessly
passed through it.


“Oh, wow. Just put your hand into the pouch while
looking at the sword, grab, and pull up,” the voice instructed him. “Please,
tell me you can do at least that much.”


Lee did as he was told, and as he pulled, a
full-length short sword slid out of the pouch. Despite himself, Lee was
actually amazed—not just that it had worked, but that it seemed so natural. He
slowed to a halt and turned to face the undead creature. He felt somewhat
powerful as he held the weapon in his hands—like he was somehow safe and right
with the world. That was until he saw the zombie’s expression.


“Just keep running,” the zombie groaned as it
approached.


Thankfully, there was still some small space
between them. Lee took a deep breath, raised his sword, and charged the zombie.
He swung as hard as he could at the zombie’s outstretched hands as they reached
to latch onto him. The blow connected, knocking the hands to the side and
causing the zombie to growl irritably.


“Ugh!! Don’t do that,” it complained in a gruff voice.
“That’s not cool. I don’t know how long it’s going to take to regenerate from
those scars!”


Lee ignored the zombie and struck out again,
taking another swipe at its hands and then stepping back as they once more
reached out for him. Again, and again, they repeated the same scenario. The
zombie would reach for him, and Lee would swat away his grasping hands and back
away safely before the undead creature could reach him. It wasn’t a very
effective technique, but it was sufficient to keep him alive for the time being—and
that was by far the best outcome he could hope for at the moment.


“This is not fair and equal representation! Give
me a weapon so that I can show this noob how to fight!” the zombie growled, its
continuous attempts to grab and latch onto Lee met with a flurry of sword
swipes.


Lee’s brain kicked into overdrive as he tried to
figure out a way to kill the thing in front of him. He’s moaning and
complaining about the blade, but it’s not doing much other than keeping him
away. I’m barely even hurting him!


“Fine, fine. I’ll even this up,” the voice called
down. “It was getting boring watching anyway,” he said. “You know, I watched a
dude with a spoon slaughter a fully-armed barbarian this one time, and you
can’t even kill an unarmed zombie with a sword? For shame.”


Crap! Lee’s eyes shot open in fear as he
heard the voice and watched a sword appear in the air above them. They grew
even wider again when it fell between the two combatants and landed blade-first
in the ground, penetrating the earth by a good foot. The zombie reached for it
as soon as it struck the dirt, his decayed hand clasping onto the sword’s
pommel.


Lee reacted on instinct and quickly swung downward
as hard as he could. He was rewarded for his effort by cleanly slicing through
the zombie’s wrist. The walking corpse’s dismembered hand was left in place,
firmly clasped onto the hilt of the buried sword.


“I’m going to have to teach you manners,” the
zombie grumbled as he lurched forward shoulder-first into Lee. Stunned as he
was from the success of his swing, Lee was unprepared for the abrupt change in
tactics. He took the attack on his chest and was forced to stumble backward in
an awkward attempt to keep his balance for a brief moment before losing the
fight against gravity and collapsing onto the ground. Taking advantage of the
space provided, the zombie grabbed the sword using his remaining hand, pulled
it free and began using his teeth to pry the amputated appendage off the blade
so that he could get a better grip on his new weapon.


“There.” The zombie smiled, showing pieces of his
own flesh in his teeth. “Time to kill you now and see just how little brains
you have.”


Lee hesitantly backed away as the zombie edged
closer, flashing his creepy grin and giving the sword a few practice swings.
“Die!” Lee shouted as the zombie came in striking range, hoping the word would
give him courage. He stabbed out toward the undead creature, but the monster
used his own blade to neatly parry the attack to the side.


The zombie laughed, his jaw opening slightly wider
each time as it slowly unhinged a little. “Wow, you really are bad at this!
Have you never used one before?” The zombie then swung again horizontally,
knocking Lee’s sword to the side.


Lee tried to reposition his blade back in front of
him, but the zombie’s handless right arm swatted the blade away almost as soon
he did. The zombie then lurched forward and slammed his shoulder into Lee for a
second time, sending Lee back onto the ground.


“Don’t worry. All that experience in the dirt will
prepare you for what’s next,” the zombie taunted as he lunged toward Lee in a
chopping motion. Lee rolled to the side, spinning in what he believed was the
most athletically-impressive moment of his life before raising his sword and
thrusting it right between two ribs. Rather than showing any signs of pain or
fatigue, however, the zombie simply grabbed onto Lee’s hand, held it firmly,
raised his own weapon, and struck down.


“Here. Got one more function fixed!” the voice
called out right before the zombie’s sword returned the favor and stabbed Lee
in the stomach.


Lee felt the cold blade slide in accompanied by a
wave of sharp pain and a dull throb that emanated up his side.


A notification popped up to in his vision:


You have been stabbed and are now bleeding. You have taken
51 points of damage from the stab and are losing 1 point of health per second
from the wound.


Holy son of a—! Lee’s mind drifted into a
string of profanities as the blade sank in. He felt the cold steel puncture
into his abdomen, and he involuntarily clenched his stomach muscles and doubled
over, grasping at the wound as soon as the blade was withdrawn. The world spun
around him as his vision swam, and his entire focus seemed to shift down to
that singular spot on his body. He gasped for air, drawing in several quick,
shallow breaths, afraid of rupturing the wound and making it worse. He
collapsed forward into the dirt and curled up into a ball, visions of death
prancing through his head.


Some small part of his brain, however, refused to
give in to the flood of emotions and instead latched onto the flashing blue box
that had appeared and what the text it contained actually said. 51 points of
damage. Health. Hit points. The idea slowly wormed its way through to his
higher conscious, and he suddenly became aware of the fact that the spot in his
stomach felt more like a pinch now than a gaping wound.


The initial shock of being stabbed began to wear
off when he realized that he wasn’t going to bleed out and die, and reason
began to take over as his overexcited brain began to cool down and function
logically again. How many health points do I even have? How come I’m not
freaking out more over being stabbed? Shouldn’t that hurt more? No sooner
did he think the questions than a bar became visible, letting him know at least
one answer: 37. He had 37 out of 100 hit points left, and they were bleeding
off quickly. He only remembered seeing the one prompt from the stab wound, but
he guessed that the earlier knockdowns had actually done damage too.


“Ahh . . . That was a fair bit of fun,” the zombie
gasped in satisfaction. He had already turned and backed away as if the fight
was over and done with.


Lee gritted his teeth and watched the decaying
creature as it shambled away. He clutched the wound in his stomach as if it
would somehow stop the bleeding and slowly pushed himself back to his feet,
using his sword for support.


He had to do something, or he was going to die. He
didn’t have the faintest clue what that might mean, but he knew that wasn’t something
he wanted to experience or figure out firsthand. He clearly had absolutely no
experience fighting with a sword, and his one successful blow had been as much
luck as skill. So, he did the only real move he actually still remembered from
years of martial arts classes that cost him hours and hours of his life for a
hypothetical fight that never occurred: he stumbled forward, grabbed ahold of
the zombie’s crusty suit, and used his head, literally smashing the zombie in
the face with a headbutt right on his decaying nose.


The prompt appeared again, letting him know that
he had taken a point of damage in the process of headbutting the zombie, but
that only increased his sense of urgency. He didn’t care that every time he
moved the wound in his stomach hurt enough to make him want to die. He watched
his health drain two more hit points, one from bleeding, one from smashing his
forehead into the zombie.


“What the—” The zombie tried to say something, but
Lee cut him off before he could.


“You. Are. Not. Eating. My. Brains! Dangit!” Lee
shouted, his words punctuated by the sound of his forehead repeatedly smashing
against the zombie’s skull. It took a half a minute, and he knew that he was on
the verge of death, but after ten or twelve hits, he felt the zombie’s skull
cave in.


A lifetime of forced after-school activities finally
came in handy for something other than filler on a college application.


You have killed the zombie priest,
Brian. You have been awarded 59 Experience. You have reached Level 1! Your
level increase has boosted all primary stats by 1. Your current Power, Toughness
and Spirit have been adjusted to 11. You are 91 Experience away from Level 2.


“Huh, now isn’t that funny?” the voice chortled.
“He was only worth 59 EXP? I thought he would have been worth way more, given
your level difference. Oh well. Here, I will even heal you as a reward since .
. . Well, we got you past level zero! Hooray for that, right? Let’s check out
your stats! Maybe now they won’t share the common denominator of nothing with
your online dating inbox.”


“What? My level?! You think healing me is just
going to make this alright? I ALMOST DIED, YOU FREAKING JERK! What the hell
were you thinking?! I don’t know who you are or what sort of ‘god’ you must
think yourself to be, but you have no right to just grab random people and—”
Lee shut up as the massive wound in his abdomen instantly faded away.


“You know, if you keep up that yelling, I’m going
to summon five or six more zombies. The big, evil, mean, super-fast kind that
can kill entire squads of knights. You know, like zombie bunnies?”


“Zombie bunnies? Are you kidding me with this?!
Not zombie bears, not giant zombie dragons? Zombie bunnies are what you’re
threatening me with?” Lee yelled back, his frustration growing. “Look, man . .
. woman . . . sloth, monkey, mouse or whatever you are, just send me back
already! I lived through your stupid trial, didn’t I?”


“You don’t think zombie bunnies are scary? They
have teeth like . . . they can leap like . . . Look at the bones!” the voice
said in a Scottish accent.


“Huh?” Lee looked around for bones but didn’t find
any.


“That you don’t get my reference makes me want to
kill you with a horde of zombie bunnies even more. Or, at the least, manifest a
centurion or two to throw you to the floor. Well, unless . . . You don’t happen
to have a holy hand grenade on you? No, of course not. I’d have noticed,” the
god finished, laughing at its own joke.


“Just send me ba—” Lee was cut off when another
blue screen popped up in front of him.


“There we go, your stat screen. Here, take a look
at it,” the being said.


Lee glanced at the giant stat screen, his
consternation at being ignored growing by the second. The pop-up had all his
attributes listed—a much larger list than he could quickly go through—his level,
his EXP, his inventory and even a special note about his lineage. But what
caught his eye, however, was his name. ‘Lee the NPC.’


Lee looked at the insulting moniker with a
combination of annoyed curiosity and outrage. What? I’m not an NPC! I am a
player if anything. I’ve been playing games for decades. How can I suddenly be
an NPC?


“Yeah, you’re noticing the NPC part, aren’t you?
Well, about that . . . You see, when I was trying to convert you over to War of
Eternity, I kind of had to register you as an NPC since your stats were too low
to just manually register you as a player. It’s the first time I’ve ever run
into this problem, but I figured you’re about as smart as the NPCs are, so no
big deal, right? I mean, the only minor downside is . . . Well, if you die in
the game, then, you know, you’ll be dead in real life too.”


“What the heck? How is that only a minor downside?
And not a giant downside? And what the heck is War of Eternity? I’ve never even
heard of that game. Just freaking send me back already! I’m pretty sure my boss
won’t accept the ‘Well, I was kidnapped by a mysterious voice claiming to be a
god that made me fight zombies in a Roman coliseum’ excuse as just cause for
being absent from work!”


“What? Your boss wouldn’t even know you were missing
if I returned you after what appeared to be three weeks or three years for you.
Since we’re not in the same universe or on the same space-time continuum at the
moment, all I have to do is just return you back to your own later. I can even
get it down to the exact moment I took you away.” The shape-shifting creature
suddenly appeared, taking shape as a bear this time, its voice now sounding
like the announcer in every movie trailer.


“How would that even work? What are you talking
about? We’re not on the same space-time continuum? You still haven’t answered
me about the game. What is War of Eternity?”


“Oh, come on. How do you spend all day on
computers and not know how this works. Alright, moving on . . .”


“No, tell me!” Lee insisted, talking at the bear
as loudly as possible without yelling. “Where am I? And what have you done to
me?”


“The real question is: What makes you think you
have the right to talk to a giant with that tone? What makes you think I won’t
eat you right here and now?” the bear asked, standing on his two hind legs. A
giant wooden mug the size of Lee’s head appeared in one of its paws, complete
with foam spilling over the sides, and he took a swig before setting it down on
the ground in front of him.


“You keep talking big, but I don’t get why. This
is how you are acting . . .” The bear shifted into a giant dragon from western
mythology and extended its Brobdingnagian wings. “And this is how you should be
acting . . .” The dragon, whose voice had echoed through the coliseum with even
more bass than it had when he was intimidating the zombie earlier, shrunk into
a tiny, white mouse with beady, red eyes.


“You get the picture?” the mouse squeaked out as
it climbed up the side of the cup that he had set down as a bear and dove into
the drink. “Ahh, swimming in beer. Nothing beats it.”


“You’re not answering my questions. What’s with
these stats?” Lee looked back through the list. “It says I have zero
intelligence. How do I have zero intelligence if I am capable of knowing
something? Anything? That doesn’t make sense! And what does spirit do?” Lee
berated the mouse with questions.


“You don’t have any intelligence because you
haven’t learned a single skill. Every skill you learn goes towards improving
that stat, which goes toward improving your ability to learn skills. Leveling
up skills also improves this, but . . . You know what? Forget this. What type
of gamer needs a tutorial? Didn’t your father ever teach you that real men
don’t use tutorials? They just press buttons until something good happens and
then figure the rest.” The mouse wiggled its tiny arms inside the beer, diving
under so Lee couldn’t see it.


“What?! I’m not through with you! Don’t just
ignore me!” Lee shouted at the giant mug of beer. “If you’re not going to
answer me, then the least you could do is send me home!”


“Dear Lord,” the mouse piped as it popped back up.
“Or dear me, depending on who you used to worship. Do you ever shut up?”


“I’ll shut up if you just explain what’s going on
and why you brought me here!” Lee huffed.


“Well, I brought you here, to this coliseum
specifically, to see if you were worth keeping alive,” the mouse squeaked.
“What’s going on is that I am a god, I’m about to forcibly inject you into War
of Eternity, and you’re going to do what I want if you ever want to go home and
see that loving family of yours or those two sad friends you spend Friday night
playing video games with. That’s not a threat. Well, I mean, it is, but it’s
also a promise. Do you understand?”


“You’re kidnapping me, and I have to do what you
say in order to go home. Is that about the sum of it?” Lee spat, his anger
boiling over the top. He was about as close to lashing out and stomping on an
animal as he had ever been in his entire life, but he somehow knew that it was
a horrible idea. Even if he was successful, it would mean that he was just
stuck wherever he was without a way home.


“Yeah, that sums it up.”


“Well, if you’re a god, then why do you need me to
help you out?” Lee asked indignantly.


“You want to know why? You want to know why?!” the
mouse roared out in tiny squeaks as he crawled out of the cup, looking rather
menacing as his body transformed back into a bear without causing a single
pause in the conversation. “Because, thanks to War of Eternity, I’m almost out
of followers! Every, single, stupid teenager gave up on the real world! All
they do is spend their days playing games instead of going to church! They
forsook me for those stupid games! You know, I barely have even six or seven
churches left. And they’re completely occupied by skeletons!”


“That’s . . .” Lee wanted to sympathize, but the
god didn’t even give him a single moment to speak.


“The youngest member to show up to church in the
last year was a hundred and ninety-two! The oldest member sleeps in a coffin
just to make the job easier for the undertaker.” The bear’s voice grew louder
and louder as it lumbered closer to Lee. “That’s how bad it is! And that’s for
me! The god of freaking alcohol and crafts! I am the god that made their drinks
delicious and their hands skillful, and yet they all forgot me! That’s why!”


The bear growled, a low rumbling noise that
sounded of irritation and annoyance. “You don’t get it, do you? Of course not.
You’re too stupid to possibly understand. People used to worship me. They
attended church and services because they knew what was good for them. Oh, of
course they thought it was just another form of entertainment, but they have
forgotten all about that now. The play their little games, and they pass their
time on the Internet sharing every facet their lives with strangers, but they
never stop to say a word of praise or thanks anymore.”


“Uhh . . .” Lee took a step back from the bear,
suddenly uncomfortable with how close he had become.


“Let me spell this out simply,” the bear growled.
He pawed at the ground once, tearing up a large chunk of red dirt, and the
alcohol-filled mug appeared in its place. The bear plunged his snout into the
cup and raised his head, guzzling the contents down its throat. “When people’s
lives are good, they forget the gods. They have no use for a god in their
lives. They think they are responsible for their own fortunes, so they stop
bothering to even believe.”


“So . . .” Lee still didn’t understand how he fit
into any of this, or how it was his problem. Whatever problems this god was
having were his own, not Lee’s. But the bear continued his tirade over him
before he could get more than a single word out.


“So, you’ll do what I say, or you’ll never see the
light of your Earth again,” the bear shouted. “And if you ask me too many
stupid, annoying, inane and asinine questions, I’m going to bring you back here
from wherever you are in the game and then leave you here to rot with zombie
Brian until your corpse and his are indistinguishable.”


“Fine. I get it. I’ll do what you say,” Lee
answered exasperatedly. “Just tell me what you need already so that I can go
home.” Lee had a dozen more questions, but the god’s angry tone made it clear
that he wasn’t going to put up with any more of them.


“I thought I already did? Don’t you understand? I
need followers! In fact, that’s your first mission. You need to go out into the
world and convert one person, any person, to be a follower of mine. Do this,
and I’ll let you know what I need of you next. Heck, I might even send you home
for a day or two if you get me a good enough believer—preferably a really hot
woman.”


Lee’s jaw dropped at the last line. He’s a
lecher, too?! “So, any believer? An NPC believer counts for you?”


“Yep.” The bear patted himself on the chest
proudly with a massive clawed paw. “I think I’m the first god to really figure
it out. The way War of Eternity is designed, even though it’s sometimes
questionable as to whether or not NPCs would pass a good Turing test, they
count as beings and add up to a god’s faith marker,” he said, lips curling back
into a sly smile.


“And that’s why you’re kidnapping people, forcing
them to fight to the death and then throwing them into War of Eternity?” Lee
asked the bear.


“Look, I’m tired of the questions, and the loading
process is about to be done, so I suggest you take a drink of this.” The bear
tossed him a small wooden keg, the barrel of which was as large as Lee’s chest,
and he stumbled backward a few steps under the load as he caught the heavy
container. “And get ready for War of Eternity because this conversation is done
as far as I’m concerned. Have fun, and don’t die!”


The god took another swig of his beer and was just
about to leave when Lee thought of something important he had forgotten.
“Wait!”


“What is it now?”


“Your name! What’s your name? How do I convert
people to you?” Lee asked in a panic, still holding onto the keg.


“Oh, yeah! Wait, crud, I forgot that with the last
guy. With so few followers, my memory is already fading. Looks like I have to
make a trip, but here you go. You remember how to access your inventory,
right?”


You have received the Book of Augustus, holy text of the God
of Alcohol and Crafts.


He noticed that the book took up only one space as
he opened his inventory, but the weight marker next to it read out 11 lbs. That
was well over twice the weight of any previous textbook he had owned in high
school or college.”


“Do I actually have to—” Lee began to ask if he
was really required to read the book, but he once more found himself unable to
hear his own words as the world began fading to black. Well, this stinks, Lee
grumbled to himself as he watched his surroundings completely disappear. The
bear sat back on its rear haunches and waved goodbye as it took a long swig of
beer before finally fading from his vision along with everything else.


What the hell?


















——-


 


The world slowly came back into existence, and his
senses began returning to him. It was slightly disorienting being engulfed by a
pitch-black void completely devoid of sound, feeling, or vision, but he adapted
just as quickly as he had before. He felt a sinking feeling in his stomach that
was accompanied by a slight lurch, and he found himself standing on a wooden
bridge in the middle of a shoddy dirt road that connected what appeared to be
two small Scottish-styled hamlets. There were small stone buildings with thatch
roofs, a few of which had signs hanging in front, but little else he could see
aside from small homes and farms.


Where in Hades am I?


Right as the thought left his head, another prompt
popped up:


You are in the town Satterfield within the southern kingdom
of Spicy Noodle Chicken Surprise. Spicy Noodle Chicken Surprise is a kingdom
founded and still being currently ruled by King Red Ramen of the guild ‘Heroes
of Eternity.’


He stood there, completely puzzled by the prompt,
while trying to take in the sights and figure out where he was at the same
time. His office career in a major city had never afforded him a visit to the
countryside, so everything around him was both foreign and curious to him. As
he stood gawking at the rustic scenery with all its quaint charm and idyllic
imagery, someone suddenly bumped into him. It wasn’t just a tiny graze, but a
meaty shoulder straight to the face as a massive, seven-foot-tall
something-not-human passed by him.


What the hell was that? That’s not a human.
That’s not anything I’ve ever even seen before! Lee was too shocked by the
appearance of the giant, slightly-orange-skinned humanoid to even register
outrage at being shouldered in the face and shoved out of the way.


That is a Firbolg. Their race is indigenous to the
northwestern kingdoms. They receive a bonus toward the rate at which they gain
nature-related skills and skills related to the use of two-handed melee
weapons. They receive a bonus to power but receive penalties to Coordination
and Reflex.


Wait, is this thing just going to prompt me
every time I ask a question about what’s around me? Lee noticed that his
internal monologue had spawned two separate prompt answers. He half-expected
another prompt to appear to answer that question as well.


Guess not. He sighed. He was still shaken
from the experience at the coliseum. The pain might have left his gut, but the
memory of it was still incredibly fresh. Even thinking about it now made him
feel a phantom pain where the wound had been. Part of him wanted nothing more
than to just curl up where he was and quit—to find some way to hide away—and
yet another wanted to do anything and everything he could to get back at the
self-proclaimed god who had forced him into servitude. Most of all, however, he
just wanted to find a way back to the office—back to his comfort zone—where he
could sit back down, click away at his computer and go about the dull but
comfortable existence he was used to.


As he stood there, staring at the road in front of
him, unsure of what to do, another prompt appeared.


Your language translator is now on. You will be
able to understand and respond in all written and auditory communications using
common languages within War of Eternity. War of Eternity’s Language Databases
have also now been updated to include the exotic language: English. For
contributing a unique and exotic language to War of Eternity, you have been
awarded 5 Intelligence. Your new Intelligence stat is 10.






Intelligence increases the rate at which new skills
are learned, and patterns are recognized by 1% per level.


Wait, ten? Shouldn’t it only be five now? It
literally just told me that it was zero when Augustus showed it to me. Lee
wanted to bring up his status screen once more to investigate, but he was
distracted by two girls passing by as soon as he finished reading the prompt.


“Do you think there is something wrong with that
NPC?”


“I don’t know. I did the quest, but the reward was
terrible.”


“Yeah, the quest rewards in this town are the
worst. There’s not a single good quest anywhere. It’s so annoying!” The girls
continued to complain as they walked out of earshot of Lee.


Lee blinked. So, this really happened . . . No,
this is really happening. Don’t shrink, he told himself, taking slow steady
breaths. Don’t shrink. You can do this. I will find a way home. He took
another deep breath. Just think of this like a game. You’re level
one, you’re in a village you don’t know, you’re surrounded by people and races
you don’t know, and you have a quest. What do you do? Lee thought for a
minute about how to approach the problem. He was certain that he’d forget about
how surreal this death trap was if he could just focus on the task. At the
moment, his stomach felt like it had twisted and turned in on itself, his heart
was beating far faster than it should, and his chest felt like someone had
dropped a fifty-pound weight on it.


I’d try to stack quests! he thought after a
moment. Every RPG I play, I try to stack as many quests as I can so that my
rewards build up like crazy for each trip back to town! Of course, that’s how I
always tackle my MMOs. Lee was strangely comforted by the idea. Some bit of
normalcy, no matter how small, was probably the best thing for him at the
moment. Are there any easy quests around here?


There are several attainable quests within this vicinity.
Many of the quests are restricted based on level and occupation. Currently,
lacking a primary damage profession or a secondary crafting profession, only
three quests in the town are accessible to you. None are recommended for your
level.


Okay, so I have a game index in my head. Lee was now
more certain than ever of how the prompts worked. He took out the Book of Augustus
and was greeted by his first decision prompt as he opened the massive book:


This book contains detailed knowledge about the God
Augustus, his history, and many special and unique skills relating to crafting
and drinking. Would you like to absorb the contents of this book?


Absorb the contents of this book? Lee blinked. You’ve got to
be kidding me. This can’t be that easy, can it? He blinked a few more times as
he stared dumbfoundedly at the prompt. Yes, I would like to absorb the
contents, he thought at the book, hoping it would work. Sure enough, he felt a
sharp pain in his head followed by sudden clarity. Where before he had no idea
about anything related to Augustus, he could now list off the dates and times
of the founding of his church, the feats of Augustus, and even the ceremonies
needed to show worship for Augustus—all of which essentially revolved around
getting drunk with other people and talking about cool ideas for stuff to make.
Augustus was essentially the god that everyone at Lee’s old college had
worshiped without even knowing it.


You have absorbed all the knowledge you are capable
of understanding from the Book of Augustus. In doing so, you attempted to learn
many skills but were unable due to lacking proficiencies in crafting skills. 






You have learned the skill Golem Sculpting. This
is a hidden skill only accessible by Heralds from the Church of Augustus.






Due to learning it through a manual, Golem
Sculpting has been promoted to Initiate Level 2. Golems created by Golem
Sculpting are now 5% more effective in combat. Current Combat bonus: 15.00%
Future golems created by Golem Sculpting may now take up an additional 5% more
space. Current Max Space: 2.2 fluid ounces. 






You have learned the hidden skill Appreciative
Drunk. This is a hidden skill only accessible by members of the Church of
Augustus.






Due to learning it through a manual, Appreciative
Drunk has been promoted to Initiate Level 2.






You have been awarded 4 Intelligence for learning 4
skill ranks. Your current Intelligence: 14.


Golem Sculpting? OK, so I’ve learned it, but how—
Lee was about to ask how to make the golem or access the skill, but then he
just felt stupid. He didn’t have much confidence in his abilities, but so long
as clay was available, and he had time to imbue it with his spirit, he was
positive he could sculpt a golem. He suddenly realized that it wasn’t only a
skill that he had only just learned: it was like the knowledge had existed in
his head all along.


I might be able to handle some of these quests
with a golem, he reasoned, still trying to focus on the game mechanics of
this world rather than dwell on his own circumstances. Looking around him to
see if there was any usable clay or dirt, he was able to spot several places on
the side of the road with some good, soft earth. He took a few lumps of it,
walked over to the nearby stream, did his best to make something close to a
fist or two worth of clay out of it, and then sat down to try his hand at Golem
Sculpting.


So, if I have this right, I’m just supposed to
let my spirit flow into the dirt and then channel that into shaping my Golem. As
he continued to shape the golem, his mind was unconsciously drawn back to the
image of the talking mouse that had started this whole venture. Before the
mouse had interrupted him earlier, he was just a regular office worker. Now,
less than an hour later, he was a zombie hunter shaping a handful of dirt into
a hopefully magical piece of clay that would do his bidding. By the time he was
able to shake the image out of his head, he was done, and there, sitting in his
hands, was a tiny clay mouse.


The dirt that had been barely passable as clay
before was now a solid, shiny brown substance that would have made any potter
jealous. The mouse, no more than two and a half inches long, silently tilted
its head to face its creator. Then, as it opened its tiny argil eyes, Lee’s
world split in two. At once, he knew the details of his own face and the world
behind him as the mouse saw it. He could see everything the mouse saw. He knew
everything the mouse knew. So, this is Golem Sculpting, Lee marveled. And
just what am I going to name you? he asked the little mouse in his hands.


The tiny creature didn’t make a noise, but Lee
would have sworn that it had squeaked at him in response. Then, Lee realized
that he had heard the golem with his mind, not his ears. Miraculously, he knew
that this was another aspect of the relationship between a golem and its
creator.


Well, how about Minsc? he thought as he
looked at it. No, that won’t do. You’re not a gerbil. How about . . . Hmm. .
. How about Ethan? The mouse squeaked appreciatively, even if no sound was
actually made. It was a strange feeling, like listening to an inner monologue
that wasn’t his own.


After that was settled, he only had one more
pressing question: What exactly is Appreciative Drunk? he asked, hoping
that the command prompt would fill in the blank.


 


Query cannot be answered. Appreciative Drunk can only be
understood while under the influence of alcohol.


What the . . .? I can’t even know what my own skill does
unless I’m sloshed? Lee blinked. That can’t be right, he grumbled.
But he knew that it was. It was a special skill learned from the God of
Alcohol’s book, but that didn’t make it any less frustrating. How am I
supposed to even get a drink, anyway?


There are seventeen establishments selling alcohol within
the Satterfield area, none of which contain a beverage which you can afford
with your: 0 copper.


Well, I guess that answers that. Lee frowned. Do any of the
three quests give me money too?


Of the three quests, two of them reward an appropriate
amount of money upon completion for efforts rendered. One has no tangible reward.


One has no reward? Then what is the point of doing it?


Quests without tangible reward often boost one’s Fame, one’s
reputation with the town, one’s influence over the denizens of a region, and,
on rare occasions, there is a chance to permanently boost one of the secondary
stats.


Influence over the denizens of a region . . . Lee got caught
up on those words. That would be really helpful with my quest. Wait, what are
secondary stats?


Secondary stats like Intelligence, Charisma, Faith, Honor,
Courage, Fame . . . are non-combat-related stats. These stats improve one’s
ability to learn or execute skills, perform secondary professions, interact
with other fellow NPCs, improve status effects, or assist in travel and
exploration of the world. These stats can be leveled up through non-EXP related
activities and are not directly tied to, reflected, or impacted by one’s level
or race.


Oh. Having just entered this game world,
there was so much to do, so much to learn, and so much to contemplate. He
wanted to spend time studying the system so that he could find a solid place to
start from, such as choosing a profession or class or whatever he was supposed
to be, but he was suddenly overwhelmed with a sense of panic. Only, it wasn’t
his own: it was fear flooding into him from the little mouse he had created. It
was strange to think of a golem as anything other than an unfeeling automaton,
much less as a sentient creature capable of being afraid, but thanks to the
effects of the book he had read, he knew that it was.


A cat. Thanks to the bond between him and
the mouse, Lee instantly knew what the small golem was afraid of. Even if it
wasn’t currently in his view, he knew that there was a cat stalking toward the
mouse that had perched itself on his shoulder. Ethan slid off of Lee’s shoulder
and into his breast pocket, curling up into a tiny ball.


Lee quickly turned around and grabbed the cat,
catching it midair and stopping it from destroying his fresh creation. Its
claws dug into his arm as his hands wrapped around the leaping feline, tearing
away far more flesh than any normal house cat could have managed.


What the hell? Lee thought as he
instinctively threw the cat down. The persistent Grimalkin rebounded quickly,
launching another offensive against Lee’s poor little Ethan. The golem darted
off Lee’s shoulder and into his pocket as Lee, much more aware of the cat’s
hostility now, did his best to grab the little lunging leopard of a housecat
and restrain it so that it couldn’t attack again. When he finally had his hands
wrapped around the devilish creature, he also made sure to hold the pesky pet
at arm’s length and as far away from him as he possibly could. The feisty
creature continued trying to swipe at him with its claws, scratching and
tearing at his arms, but there was no way for it to deal any serious damage.
The prompt popped up to display that some of the furball’s scratches were
dealing between one and two hit point each, but it wasn’t anything to worry
about.


“Hey! Stop it!” Lee yelled at the giant, evil
kitten while looking around for the owner. “Quit it!” he grumbled. I do not
need to lose all my hit points to some undomesticated rat exterminator
chasing after dirt. Should I just let Ethan die and avoid taking any extra
damage? I can’t kill it, can I? I mean, people worship cats back home on the
Internet, so it stands to reason that it’s probably similar here too, right?


Just as he was about to give up and let the cat
take his precious little golem, he heard someone shout out to him. “Hey! You’ve
got to be kidding me?! How did you find that little bugger? I’ve been going all
around town looking for him! Do you mind letting me have him, please? I’ve been
looking forever, and I really want to just be done with this.”


“Huh?” Lee turned, still firmly gripping the cat,
to see a tall, lanky, dark-skinned man clad in leather running up to him. His
first instinct was to get rid of the annoying, far-from-domesticated feline,
but as he went over the words that the man used, he realized it wasn’t actually
his cat. Wait, why does he want him?


“What do you want him for?” Lee asked instead,
deciding not to be generous even as the cat stripped another hit point off of
him.


“For the turn in, of course. I’m still wondering
how you caught the cat. I’ve been searching all day since the quest was first
made available. It was a level ten quest that seemed ridiculously simple, but
it’s already eaten up like six hours of my time. I don’t know how a quest this
difficult got ranked at such a low level,” the man grumbled. “I’m usually the best
at finding things—I can always locate anything—so this really shouldn't have
taken as long.” His accent was an incredibly odd mix between a British talk
show host and a northeastern American news anchor, and it startled Lee just as
much as finding out that the cat was related to a quest.


He doesn’t know that the cat is trying to kill
the mouse in my breast pocket. But if he’s the one holding him and not me . . .
Lee scratched at his chin. He wanted to help this guy out, and he wanted to
get rid of the cat, but he also was still painfully aware of the fact he had no
idea where he was—and that wasn’t the only unanswered question he still had.
There were several others like how he would get food, if he even needed food
and water, where would he stay for the night, and how he was going to ever find
someone to be a follower. That was why, even despite the fact that the small,
damage-over-time-dealing disease of what should have just been a ridiculously
cute furball was causing him no small amount of pain, he wasn’t ready to just
hand it over.


This cat is my first opportunity! “Can you
share the quest?” he asked, honestly not knowing if that was possible. When he
asked, he could see mixed emotions spread through the lanky man’s face. Ah,
so it’s not without a cost. Completing a quest with someone else reduces the
individual’s reward. I wonder if it’s a straight split.


“Yeah, I guess I can,” the lanky man answered.
“Here, join the party, and we’ll split the reward.”


Donovan Miller would like to invite you to his party. Do you
want to accept?


“That seems fair,” Lee said, immediately replying yes.


‘Donovan Miller has shared the quest: ‘Cattywampus Catch.’


“Lee, eh? That’s a good name. I’m Donovan Miller,
but call me Miller,” the lanky man said, extending a hand.


Lee looked at the hand, curious if Miller wanted
him to attempt shaking it or if he wanted him to hand over the cat. Should I
hold onto the cat just so he doesn’t ditch me? “Nice to meet you. I’m Lee,
but . . . I can’t really shake hands with you. You know, holding the cat and
all.”


“Ah, yeah, sorry.” Miller pulled back his hand and
awkwardly scratched his head with it. “Well, let’s go turn this in.”


Lee was thankful that the cat stopped scratching
him less than a minute after he accepted the quest, and he was able to carry it
without much effort. He still didn’t hold it next to his chest, though, since
he was worried that it might change its mind on being peaceful and go for the
little morsel sitting in his breast pocket. That said, he also didn’t want to hand
it over to Miller, so he just started following the guy down the dirt road with
his arms held out, fully aware of how ridiculous he must look.


“You know, if you don’t like cats, I can hold it
for you,” Miller offered.


“No, that’s okay. I just don’t want to squish . .
.” Lee paused for a moment. He didn’t want to tell Miller about his golem
because he still didn’t know if he should fully trust him. He had also started
the sentence on reflex since he was used to living in a world where death
wasn’t a likelihood around every corner. “I didn’t want him to squish my little
statue. I spent a bit of time crafting it, and I’m afraid he’ll break it.”


“Oh, okay,” Miller nodded. “That makes sense.”


“So, leather armor,” Lee noted, switching the
topic as quickly as he could. “I’m taking it you’re a rogue of some sort?”


“Well, actually”—Miller reached into a brown
satchel that was almost identical to Lee’s and pulled out a long spear,
probably a few inches taller than the six-foot-eight-inch man. “I’m training to
be a knight. I’m going to be the greatest knight in existence!”


“Training to be a knight?” Lee blinked. “So, you
don’t have the profession yet? What are you now?”


“Oh, I’m only level three. I need another seven
levels before I can unlock profession choices. Though, I’ve already picked up
my secondary profession,” he bragged. Every additional word that flowed out of
his mouth seemed to be filled with more pride than the last.


As Lee studied the other man’s features, he realized
he had a lot in common with the previous Firbolg that had bumped into him. That
sloped forehead, the narrow ridge at the top with a fat bottom on his nose,
those low cheekbones, those long and lanky arms and large torso . . . He’s just
like the guy who bumped into me. Is he a Firbolg?


That is correct. He is a Firbolg. A Firbolg is a race
indigenous to the north-western kingdoms. They receive a bonus toward the rate
at which they gain nature-related skills and skills related to the use of
two-handed melee weapons. They receive a bonus to power, but they also receive
penalties to Coordination and Reflex.


The prompt verified his assumption, albeit with
unnecessary and repetitive detail.


“So, is that why you picked a Firbolg?” Lee asked,
trying to get a better understanding of how the game worked.


“Picked? No, I’ve been a Firbolg since I was born.
Honestly, when I’m a much higher level, I might try to quest for one of the
blood-fused hybrid races like the Dragon-Donk or something, but that’s too far
in the future to worry about right now . . .” Miller trailed off and thought
for a minute. “Why? Did you find a way to change your natural race to a
different starting one?”


“Oh.” Lee didn’t want to let Miller in on his
secret, the fact he wasn’t from the world that invented the game or the game
world. It’s my secret to keep, and I don’t know what negative effects can
come from letting others know. Accordingly, he just made an excuse. “No,
but I heard you could.” He thought about adding ‘on the forums’ since that was
how he often learned stuff too, but he bit his tongue on the detail instead.


“Ah, well, if you’re doing quests, you must be one
of the soldiers leveling up to become a knight too!” Miller said excitedly.
“Are you going to join the royal army? Work your way up the ranks to serve in
Red Ramen’s Royal Guard?”


“Something like that. I . . .” Lee paused. This
is awkward. My parents used to tell me never to talk about religion outside of
a church. How am I supposed to just bring it up?


“You . . .?” Miller pressed.


“I’m trying to grow stronger so that I can help
rebuild the great Church of Augustus.” He just went with it. What’s the harm
in telling him this much? If he joins right now, that means I’ll have completed
my first quota, right? Lee didn’t see any risks at first, but then his
brain quickly reminded him of a very real possibility. Wait, will I be
killed as a pagan for not being part of the local religion?


“Oh, that’s cool.” Miller pursed his lips and
looked away for a moment. “You do you, man. You do you. But, hey, at least you
helped me get the cat.”


Clearly not interested in religions. Lee
sighed. He had kind of hoped that Miller might take joining the religion as a
quest if the Firbolg viewed him as an NPC and thus a quest-giver. I still
have to find a way to get a convert, but I’ve never done anything like that
before. They walked in silence for a moment, and Lee started going over
some of the questions he still needed to answer, specifically about lodging and
food. He asked the AI several questions, but while the AI would confirm that
there were ‘places one could purchase food,’ it wouldn’t actually tell him
where or offer a map. He asked for more detail about the three quests, and the
prompt assured him that the quests existed but wouldn’t lead him to them or
tell him anything beyond that. After frustratingly trying to get a single piece
of specific information from the prompts, he finally gave in and decided to try
asking the braggart.


“Well, I don’t mean to be rude, but where is a
great place to get food and supplies? Or a cheap place to stay?” Lee asked.


“Wait, don’t all of you, err, people”—Miller was
clearly avoiding using the word NPC to describe Lee— “have knowledge of local
town events and stuff?”


“You people?” Lee asked, pretending to show mock
outrage.


“I mean, you know, humans,” he clarified. “I just
. . . Umm . . . humans are generally really well informed is all.”


You meant NPCs, you liar. Lee chided him
internally as a grin appeared across his face. This guy is so polite. I bet
he is the perfect stooge to bring around and show me places. “So, where are
some of the good places in town? I just got here, and I was . . .”—What’s an
appropriate truth—“I was kinda taken away from all the money I had.” There
we go. No one can say I’m a liar since I really was ripped away from my
comfortable life and, subsequently, all my bank accounts.


Miller showed what looked like genuine shock at
the news, raising his giant, red unibrow as both eyes shot open. “Really? You .
. . you were kidnapped and robbed? That’s awful! I’m so sorry that happened to you.
That must have been a dreadfully terrifying experience. How did you ever manage
to get free?”


“I’m not sure I have,” Lee answered. After all, he
was still a prisoner in the game world thanks to that annoying deity.


“No wonder you’re so religious.” Miller paused.
“Well, how about, I’ll buy you a beer at the cheapest tavern in town after we
turn this quest in. I know exactly where it is since I’m staying there. Their
lodging is so cheap that I can’t imagine the split income off this quest
wouldn’t be enough to cover it.”


Excellent. Lee smiled. Free sustenance
and a guide to where I can get lodging. His happiness flickered as he
thought about the fact that it meant he would be sleeping here in this strange
world and not in his own comfortable bed with his perfect down feather pillow
and 1200-thread-count sheets. No matter what, he was stuck in an unfamiliar
land with no real timeframe of when he could return home. That thought stifled
whatever little joy he got from the prospect of not going hungry and sleeping
outside.


“Thanks a lot, man,” he answered. “I appreciate
it.”


“No problem. It’s the least I could do. If it got
dark before I found the cat, my quest would have failed,” Miller said.


So, there are time limits to the quest. That’s
odd. Would they not want the cat back tomorrow? He didn’t have much time to
think about it or use the information to puzzle out how other quests might work
since Miller took an abrupt right turn into one of the houses, and they came
face to face with a man who was obviously the original quest giver. He was a
small, bald, attenuated man with hollow cheeks under a scraggly black beard.


“Oh, oh, thank Heavens! You’re back! I was worried
sick!” the man said as soon as he saw them holding the cat. When he came over
and took the cat from Lee’s hands, the friendly prompt appeared.


You have completed the quest: ‘Cattywampus Catch.’
Your party has been awarded 35 coppers and 350 Experience, of which your share
is 18 coppers and 175 Experience. Townsfolk in Satterfield have a slightly better
opinion of you.






Your Charisma has also improved by 1 for helping
out an old man in need. Charisma improves how positive others will naturally
view an individual and improves prices when buying or selling by .25% where
applicable [Will not allow the other person to take a loss from the
transaction]. Current Total: 1






You are now Level 2. You need 66 Experience to reach
Level 3. Your level increase has boosted all primary stats by 1. Your current Power,
Toughness, and Spirit have been adjusted to 12.


Thank go— Lee was about to silently express
his relief, but the turn of phrase sent a chill down his spine as he remembered
what deity he was currently being forced to serve. No, don’t thank him. This
is his fault to begin with. “It was no problem at all. I’m just glad I
could help,” Lee said as he stepped back away from the cat. Even though some
distance had been put between the two, the feline continued to follow him with
its sharp, amber-yellow eyes.


“It seems he likes you. That’s good! He only likes
good people, and he always scratches the bad ones far too much. I can’t even
have friends over if they aren’t good people,” the man said, causing Lee to
twitch as he realized that meant the cat thought he was evil. I’m down to
less than seventy-five health thanks to your cat!


“Well, we were just happy to be of service,” Lee
said, and both he and Miller turned around when the man stopped them.


“Wait, before you go, you didn’t happen to see my
daughter out there, did you?” the man asked. “She was devastated by the disappearance
of our cat, so . . . Well, she went out to find him, and I haven’t seen her
since. There’s no chance you saw her when you were out, did you?”


“The one who was with you when you asked for help
this morning?” Miller asked.


“Yeah, that’s the one,” the old man replied. “Have
you seen her?”


As the old man pleaded with them for information,
the familiar blue box once more was in front of Lee with new text:


Mr. Ying’s daughter Ling has disappeared. Will you help find
her and let her know that the cat has already been returned safely home? It
would mean a lot to Mr. Ying. This quest will provide no monetary compensation.
Quest Level: 10.


“No, we haven’t, but we absolutely will go out and let her
know the cat is home safely. You have our word! We’ll get on that right now!”
Miller emphatically agreed before Lee could even finish reading the text.


A member of your party’s word has been given for the success
of this mission. It will generate additional Experience and stat compensation
when completed, but you will suffer a penalty if the quest fails or completes
without your assistance.


What the . . .?! How could you just sign us both
up like that? Lee so badly wanted to yell at Miller for just putting his
neck out there too, but given the client was right in front of them, he was
forced to just bite his tongue and smile as they left the building.


“I can’t believe you—” Lee was getting ready to
chew him out, but Miller just interrupted him, assuming he was going in another
direction.


“Got us a chain quest? I can’t either! How great
is that? All we have to do is find one girl in a tiny, little town. How hard
can that be? This is great!” Miller’s wide grin was grating to look at.


Well, since we’re already stuck on the quest,
and I still need to stay in this guy’s good graces until he shows me that cheap
tavern to stay at . . . Lee decided to just roll with it.


“Well, do you want to split up? I can take the
east side of town? You can take the left?” Lee offered.


“No,” Miller said, shaking his head. “If one of us
finds her, there won’t be a way to let the other know that it happened. We need
to both be there during the turn in.”


So, there isn’t an in-game message system? How
do party members meet up for questing without one? Maybe there is, but it just
doesn’t work for NPCs. He felt assured that was a much more reasonable
explanation than there simply not being one.


“Well, you want to start asking random people?”
Lee tried a different route. “Surely someone has seen her?”


“Sounds good to me.” Miller nodded his agreement,
and the two of them started to do just that. They asked every person they could
find on the street where Ling might be, but no one knew. Finally, after half an
hour, they even started asking people who were in their homes, knocking on
doors to see if anyone had seen which way she might have gone earlier in the
day.


Lee was ready to give up hope when someone finally gave
the answer he needed: “She went into the fields east of town, where the tall,
yellow flowers grow, hoping to find her cat among them.” It wasn’t much to go
on, but at least it was a definite starting point for their second quest.
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Lee became painfully aware of the fact that his
only combat instrument was incredibly inadequate as soon as they left the town
and began walking through the field of yellow flowers. He knew well enough that
if there was one situation in which people got attacked in games it was walking
through tall grass near well-occupied towns. He half-expected to be jumped by
either a band of roaming insects twice the size of a man or some random kid who
was way too into watching beetles fight and had decided to tame some of the
larger beasts as a step up in his pet abuse future.


“Erm . . . Miller,” Lee began, “if you don’t mind
my asking, how much damage does your spear do?”


“Well, it only does fourteen damage, but it’s
still only a level one weapon. It doesn’t have any magical properties or
additional stats either. Why do you ask?”


Fourteen damage versus the three that mine does?
That’s ridiculous. If a level one starting weapon does fourteen damage, I might
as well call this stupid sword the Blade of Failure.


Would you like to rename Every Noob’s Starting Sword?


No, Lee answered the prompt. Then he sighed
and said, “No reason. I was just curious, that’s all.”


The duo spent almost a full half hour combing
through the field trying to find the girl without much luck. Lee used his
little pet Ethan to try and cover ground as quickly as possible, but even with
the additional pair of eyes, it wasn’t much use. The tall grass was more of a
hindrance than he had anticipated, but after a while, they were fairly certain
that the girl wasn’t going to be found in the field. Lee was just about to give
up and suggest they change their search tactic when something unexpected
happened.


Due to prolonged use of Golem Sculpting, Golem
Sculpting has been promoted to Initiate Level 3. Golems created by Golem
Sculpting are now 5% more effective in combat. Current Combat bonus: 15.75%.
Future golems created by Golem Sculpting may now take up an additional 5% more
space. Current Max Space: 2.315 fluid ounces. 






Due to improving Golem Sculpting, you have received
+1 Intelligence. Current Intelligence: 15.


So, did it level up because I was actively sending
commands back and forth with my golem, or did it just level up because the
golem is still active? Lee wondered, but no helpful prompt answered his query.
He also wondered what the biggest animal he could make with his Golem Sculpting
would be.


As if showing off after his level up, Ethan
squeaked twice into Lee’s mind and alerted him to the fact that it smelled
blood—human blood. Lee used his connection to see what the mouse saw, and was
surprised to find that it was more than just a little. There was a patch of
torn red fabric on the ground, about the size of a man’s fist, and both it and
the ground around it were swathed in dark red blood. The trampled grasses and
copious bloodstains made it evident that there had been a struggle.


“Hey, Miller, over here,” Lee called over to his
companion. He still hadn’t told the other man about Ethan, and he had no
intentions of doing so until he was sure that he could trust him, so he had to
walk around aimlessly for a moment in order to make it look like he had just
stumbled upon the fabric on his own.


“What is it?” Miller asked.


“Was the daughter wearing a red dress?”


“Uhm. . . Yeah, I think so. I just remember that
her clothing didn’t fit that well . . . like she was wearing hand-me-downs that
were too large for her. Why do you ask?” Miller queried as he started looking
for what Lee had spotted.


“Oh, just . . .” Lee reached down and carefully
picked up the red fabric. “I think we might be dealing with more than just a
simple ‘your cat has been found.’”


Hey, Ethan, Lee thought at the mouse. Do you think
you can find the trail of the blood? He didn’t know if the mouse could
understand him one hundred percent, or if it could even take orders, but the
mouse emphatically chirped out a string of high-pitched noises in response as
soon as Lee asked, so he figured it somehow received the message. Alright, go
take care of that.


“Seriously, how did you spot that?” Miller asked,
wide-eyed and clearly amazed. “First the cat, and now this? I would have had to
have been crawling around on my hands and knees to spot this. It’s like you’ve
got eagle eyes and a canine nose or something.”


Lee just nodded without explaining anything. “Or
something,” he said. “If she’s been taken, then we need to alert the people in
the village and let them know what direction they went. I’m sure someone in
town can help us out”


“What are you talking about? You were kidnapped
yourself! Can you imagine what they’ll do to a girl? We have to save her! We
can’t let her be in their clutches when night comes. A good and righteous man
would never wait to take action when a life is on the line!”


Yeah, but what happens if we die? Then no one will
even know what happened to her. Lee resisted the frown that was trying to cover
his face with disappointment. What are you, like five? Come on, man. We can’t
pull something off just because it’s the right thing to do. Don’t you have
public service announcements where you’re from? ‘Contact authorities first. Do
not act on your own’ and stuff?


“I just . . . I just don’t think we’re combat
ready enough to take this task on,” Lee said again. “I mean, my weapon is kinda
poor, and I’m only level two—”


He started to list out excuses, but the Firbolg
slapped him on the back and pointed toward the forest bordering the field. “I
have an extra starting sword that you can use, but does she have an extra life?
Will justice even remember her name as they ravage and abuse her? We cannot let
this happen! Do you not want to spread the name of your god across the great
and wondrous kingdom of Spicy Chicken Noodle Surprise? This is where your story
begins!” Miller’s tone was clearly trying to add gravitas to the situation and
inspire Lee, but all it did was make him want to shrink away from the challenge
even more.


What are you talking about?! I’m a freaking office
worker! At best! I haven’t done martial arts in years, and I almost died to a
stupid zombie! My health still hasn’t even recovered from that damnable cat!


Truthfully, his health had slowly risen back up
and was now sitting at a comfortable 104 out of 120, but with the prospect of
death looming around the corner, he wasn’t eager to risk an encounter with
anything worse than that furball. Instead of yelling out all those complaints,
however, all that left his mouth was his last logical argument against the
option. “But what if we die before we save her?”


“Have faith! If anything happens, your god will
surely protect us and her,” he said, his giant baseball-mitt-sized hand still
resting on Lee’s back.


Why did I have to live such a yes-man life? Lee
grumbled. In order to avoid pointless confrontations that often did little more
than waste time and energy, he had grown accustomed to simply nodding his head
and agreeing with people no matter what his internal dialogue said. Thus, when
it came down to it, he simply had no experience in properly rejecting someone’s
proposal or idea—a trait he really wished he had right now. Why couldn’t I be
more like my buddy Wolfe? He could talk people out of anything.


“Look, I just . . .”


“Don’t worry. Shake that fear off and walk the
righteous path. I’ll be with you the whole way, and nothing will keep us from
success,” Miller continued, refusing to budge even an inch from his crazy plan
and completely ignoring the fact that it was a level ten quest and most likely
way above their ability at the moment. “I can’t do this without you, and if we
don’t do this . . . What the bandits might do to her . . . I’m going with or
without you, but I could use your help and your faith.”


Lee sighed. There are probably a bunch of level
ten bandits—or worse—there is definitely a fight to the death, and I’m being
dragged around by a guy just to save some NPC. I don’t want to take a penalty
as a result of dropping a quest midway through, but . . . Lee cringed. Ugh.
“Fine. Let’s go,” Lee agreed, finally acquiescing to Miller’s need to do the
right and knightly thing.


“Excellent!” Miller cheered triumphantly. “‘Cause I
had no idea which way to go once we got into the forest, and that place is
huge. Do you have any ideas?” Miller asked. “I mean, you’re good at finding
stuff, right? Oh, and before I forget, here’s that sword I promised.”


You have received Adventurer’s Starting Sword.


So, that’s why you pushed so hard to bring me with you. Lee
just shook his head as he opened up his inventory to look at the sword. Wait,
this sword is only four damage. What the hell? Do I need a two-handed weapon?
At least I have two weapons now, and this one does more damage than the other,
but still! Lee pondered his weapon choice, Prompt thing, can you tell me how
damage even works?


Damage is calculated by adding the base damage of the weapon
with one’s total Power, then subtracting armor effects. Depending on where one
strikes an opponent, this damage may be multiplied or reduced and come with
unique status effects.


“Yeah, I got an idea of which way to go,” he
answered. He didn’t personally have any talent or experience tracking, but
Ethan was already proving himself to be a better bloodhound than the real
thing. The mouse had picked up the scent left behind by the blood and was
scurrying after it as fast as his tiny mouse feet would carry him.


Lee grumbled to himself for a moment before just
giving up and following after the mouse, following the blood trail into the
forest. The trees in the forest were large, and there wasn’t much space between
them, so he was worried about what he would find as he ran past each one. He
briefly hoped that the mobs wouldn’t randomly spawn out of nowhere like the
JRPGs he loved as a child, but that optimism was quickly dashed. Almost as soon
as they entered the woods, he once more found himself being overridden with a
wave of fear from Ethan.


Crap, Lee thought as he used his connection
with the rodent to understand what was causing the intense emotions.


Oh no, he groaned. I thought I avoided
this when the tall grass didn’t have anything in it.


“Hey, Miller, how good are you at fighting
beasts?” Lee asked as he readied both swords.


Miller slammed the butt of his spear into the
ground and proudly proclaimed, “I will, of course, be excellent! I have the
power of my spear and the protection of a holy man!”


You have got to be kidding me. Did you drag me
around on this quest because you didn’t care if you got an NPC killed? No, of
course he doesn’t care if an NPC gets killed. Would I? I’ve played dozens of
games where I led NPCs to their death just to complete an objective. I just
never even considered bad luck or karma or the fact that I might actually be in
their position one day.


“How ‘bout you go in front of me,” Lee offered.
Gauging by his efforts against the zombie, he knew that he wasn’t in any
position to go charging off head-first into battle, and he was already trying
to figure out how to go about this fight as defensively as possible.


Little Ethan came scurrying back a moment later,
squeaking in fear, and no sooner had he crawled up Lee’s pants leg and into his
pocket than three wolves burst out from around the trees in front of them. Two
of the beasts immediately circled around the two men from either side, and the
third planted itself in front of them, baring its long canine fangs in a
menacing gesture.


“Wolves! This is great! They’ll be a great way for
us to sharpen our blades and test our mettle!” Miller shouted cheerfully.


Miller’s spear struck out in a blur as he lunged
forward, charging the lead wolf before it even had a chance to try and attack
them. His first strike stabbed the creature between its shoulder blades, and he
quickly yanked his weapon back in preparation for a second attack. As soon as
he withdrew his weapon, however, the other two dogs leapt forward, gnashing at
his arms.


Lee felt a fleeting sense of panic surge through
him as he watched the wolves attack, but he quickly realized that they weren’t
actually able to draw blood. Despite the fact that it had appeared rather
shabby, Miller’s leather armor was apparently sturdier than Lee had suspected
at first glance. Indeed, it seemed to hold up fairly well under the repeated
attacks from two canines.


The lead dog recovered from its wound and leapt
forward as well, forcing Miller to use the haft of his spear as a makeshift
barricade in order to halt its advance. He had effectively found a way stopped
the canines from reaching him, but with the dogs positioned as they were, there
was no opportunity for Miller to find an opening for an attack. The Firbolg was
doing his best to both bludgeon the wolves and push them away at the same time,
but despite his moderate ability, there was never enough room between his
opponents to turn his spear and use it the way it was intended. Rather than
being able to use his spear as an offensive weapon, he was instead forced to
use it defensively.


To make things worse, Lee could tell just from
watching that Miller was having trouble keeping his balance. The three wolves
weren’t just doing everything they could to rip him apart: they were also
throwing their bodies up against him in obvious attempts to topple over the
massive Firbolg. Lee knew that wolves often brought down large animals before
actually killing it in such a fashion, and Miller apparently fell under the
classification of big game. Two of the wolves had risen up on their hind legs,
and every surge forward threatened to send the massive fighter to the ground.
He had widened his stance and dug his feet into the ground in response, but it
was clearly only a matter of time until he made a mistake and the mongrels won.


Seeing the predicament, Lee darted over with as
much speed as he could. He sliced downward with both blades into a wolf’s back
as soon as he was within striking distance and was rewarded by the sound of the
wolf yelping out in pain and releasing its hold on Miller.


Lee felt a surge of excitement run through him for
a moment, thinking his attack was a stunning success that had killed the beast,
but his elation was quickly dashed as the injured wolf jumped back and switched
targets. The beast lowered itself until its snout was almost touching the
ground and pounced toward Lee. He stabbed forward blindly, sinking his Blade of
Failure into the wolf’s gut as it bounded through the air, but that didn’t stop
the beast from landing square on his chest and knocking him over onto the flat
of his back.


He lost his grip on the Sword of Slight Stabbing
as the wolf collided with him, so he used the Adventurer’s Starting Sword to
try and stab at the beast. Without much mobility, however, he was only able to
weakly jab at the wolf’s ribs with his sword hilt. Its jaws snapped toward his
face, and Lee narrowly escaped a bite that would have torn his face off as he
shifted to the left. He pushed against the wolf with his left hand and twisted
his body around, and with a good bit of effort, he was able to roll the wolf
off of him.


He wildly struck out at the wolf before it could
respond, but the problem was that the slash had no power in it. Without being
able to squarely plant his feet on the ground and push through his attack, and
the cut didn't even draw blood, and within seconds, the canine was back on its
feet. Lee tried to get back up as well, but the wolf made it impossible by
lurching toward his legs and snapping at his ankles. He kicked the mutt in the
snout a few times as it tried to sink its teeth into his skin, but the weak
blows did little to actually deter the animal.


He could feel adrenaline kick in as he realized
what was about to happen. It pushed him through the pain and helped him ignore
the scraping on his back as he shifted his body over and over again, kicking
and backing up at the same time. Finally, after fending off the ninth attempt
from the mongrel, he decided to try something new. When the wolf came in for
another attack on his feet, he pulled his leg back all the way to his chest
instead of trying to kick it again. The wolf came even closer, and Lee used all
of his effort to do one of his most dreaded exercises as swiftly as he could: a
sit up. He pulled his whole upper body off the ground, reached forward with his
free arm, and grabbed its head just as it started to sink its teeth into his
thigh.


“Ahh!” He screamed in pain as the wolf’s long teeth
sank into his leg. Still, Lee had the animal in a headlock, and he wasn’t going
to let go. Almost immediately, the dog switched from biting his leg to trying
to free itself from the trap it was suddenly caught in. It scrambled backward
and fought to turn itself about, but Lee refused to let the dog’s head leave
his grasp. He held on as tightly as he could with one arm and smashed at the
dog’s face with the pommel of his sword. It wasn’t exactly headbutting a
zombie, but smashing things in the head had proven effective before, so he
continued with gusto until things got gooey.


You have killed the ravenous wolf. Your party has been
awarded 9 copper, one wolf hide and 42 Experience. Your share of this is 4
copper, one wolf hide and 21 Experience.


Finally. Lee took a deep breath as he stood
up, grabbing the sword that had been knocked out of his hand earlier and
looking over at Miller.


The Firbolg was doing his best to fight off the
two remaining wolves, but for the most part, it seemed like he was just taking
the biting from one wolf on his arm and twisting the spear so that other, the
one he had injured with his first and only attack, couldn’t bite anything but
the wooden shaft. Lee came in to help, this time going for the injured one.


Rather than repeat his mistake of simply slashing
it, he put away his Blade of Failure and switched his Adventurer’s Starter
Sword to his right hand. Then, when he approached, he leapt forward and grabbed
onto the scruff of the dog’s neck with his free hand. He yanked the wolf off
balance and away from Miller, and without ever letting go of the animal, he
stabbed his sword into the wolf’s soft belly. At first, it felt like the wolf
was going to break free from his grasp. It bucked and writhed around,
simultaneously trying to break free and swing its head around to tear at Lee’s
wrists, but gradually, Lee felt the wolf’s life slowly give away. At last, the
prompt let him know the kill was successful.


You have killed the ravenous wolf. Your party has been
awarded 8 copper, one wolf hide and 42 Experience. Your share of this is 4
copper and 21 Experience.


One more to go, Lee thought, turning to see that he
didn’t actually have to work on this one. Miller had taken advantage of the
fact he now had a free arm and simply reached out and, rather than using his
spear to stab the wolf, used his brute strength to lift the dog and repeatedly
thwack it into the ground over and over again. Lee watched the feat in
captivated horror.


Your party has killed the ravenous wolf. Your party
has been awarded 9 copper, one wolf hide and 42 Experience. Your share of this
is 5 copper and 21 Experience.






You have learned the proficiency skill Unarmed
Combat. This skill is currently at Initiate Level 1. This skill improves one’s
reasoning and execution of unarmed abilities in combat.






You have been awarded 2 Intelligence for discovering
a new skill without the assistance of class trainers or a manual. Current Intelligence:
17.


Alive. Lee bent over and braced himself on
his legs and panted. The pain and fatigue that had been suppressed during the
battle washed over him all at once. He had been aware of the sharp, deep pain
in his thigh from the bite when it happened, but now, it felt ten times worse.
He had seen the prompts pop up during the fray, letting him know how much his
fall, the bites, the nips and cuts from the wolf’s advances had done to him
during the engagement. It was all plainly visible, but the adrenaline from the
near-death experience had stopped it from entering his stream of consciousness
until post-conflict.


“See! We’ve done it! Success is ours!” Miller
grinned as he looked up, using one of the dead beasts as a prop for his foot
while he posed and inflated his chest. “Justice has prevailed, and victory is
ours! I told you we could do it so long as we had faith!”


Vomit. I want to vomit. Lee blinked several
times as he looked up at the overly-confident warrior in front of him. Who
the heck even talks like that? he caviled internally, but he couldn’t argue
with the results: they had won. Sure, his thigh still had the wolf’s last
dental mold fresh in it, and his chest felt like it had been partially caved
in, and he was down to 64 health, but they had won.


“Don’t look so glum. We must celebrate our
victory! Unless . . .” Miller bit his lip as he looked down at Lee, who was
looking at one of the animals that had almost killed him. “Unless you, as a man
of the cloth, need to say a prayer for the enemies you have defeated? Do you
need to make sure their souls go to the proper place?”


Huh? Lee looked back up at the Firbolg and
then down at the wolf. No. Lee forced himself to take a deep breath.
“This is just my first time killing something that wasn’t already dead,” he
said, realizing how dumb the sentence sounded as it left his mouth. “I mean,
I’ve killed a zombie before, but not something that was technically still
alive.”


“Oh, did you not have to kill anything for food in
the re—” Miller bit his tongue, clearly stopping himself from saying ‘real
world.’ “I mean, did you not have to hunt or kill animals as a child? I
figured, in this harsh environment, there must have been at least one time you
had to kill a chicken?”


“No . . .” because Chinese takeout comes ready
to eat. “I never had that experience.” And even if I did, it’s a dog! I
mean, it’s a wolf, but it’s pretty much just a wild dog! Who could ever be okay
with killing a dog? Lee stared at the pooch’s corpse in horror. I did
that. I murdered a dog. I’m going to hell. War and killing were never
justified—not even in the movies. The one exception, however, was if some
random kid killed a dog. At that point, any character, and especially the main
character, was free to go on a seventy-plus kill streak and be completely
vindicated in his behavior by every moviegoer. That was the strength of the
dog-loving culture that had infected Lee’s bones since he was a child, and that
was the pull on his conscience as he stared at the dead animal in front of him.


“Wow, you really must have been very poor or very
dedicated to the cloth to forsake the taste of meat.” Miller misunderstood what
he meant as he reached over and picked up one of the animals and put it over
his shoulder like the one-hundred-and-fifty-pound animal didn’t weigh more than
a regular school backpack. “I’ll tell you what: Tonight, after we rescue Mr.
Ying’s daughter, I’ll cook us up a hearty meal of dog meat so good any man in Satterfield
would die for just a bite of it.”


“I’m not sure that’s a good idea . . .” Lee’s
frown deepened. Can you at least keep calling it wolf meat? I know they look
similar, but please don’t call it dog meat!


“Nonsense! It will taste like nothing you’ve ever
eaten before. Trust me, people kill for flavors this delicious. We can even cut
aside some of the fat for you to offer to your god,” Miller insisted.


“Seeing as Augustus is the god of Alcohol and
Crafts, I’m fairly certain he would rather you pour out an offering of booze
for him, but . . . let’s just get on with the quest.” Lee was tempted to turn
the offer down outright, but then he remembered that he had, in fact, killed
the animal. More importantly, he also remembered that he didn’t have a clue as
to what he was actually going to do for dinner. Food was still a big concern,
and he was just waiting to see how long he could get away with not eating in
this game world.


Once that was settled, Lee set Ethan back on the
trail of the missing daughter. The small mouse had scurried out of his pocket
without him noticing during the fight, and it was ready waiting next to a tree
a small distance away.


They tracked the girl for a mile and a half before
they finally found the bandit camp. From what he could tell, the encampment
wasn’t heavily occupied. There were four men sitting on logs around a campfire
joking around, and although two were decked out in leather armor, none of them
was holding a weapon. Each one had some type of armament nearby, but from Lee’s
estimate, he’d have two or three seconds at the minimum before they reached it—and
he was already trying to figure out a way to get to the weapons before they
did.


“This has to be the place,” Lee said as he studied
the men. The mouse says the trail of blood ends here.


“Ah, and there is Ying’s daughter!” Miller
motioned, pointing behind the bandits while pulling on Lee’s shoulder.


Lee followed the finger toward a rock just a
little distance away from the bandits, where, instead of the young child Lee
had expected to see with all the talk of ‘daughter,’ he found himself staring
at an incredibly beautiful, full-figured, young, human woman with ivory skin
and black hair. Compared to how bland the father had looked, Lee had serious
doubts as to whether or not this particular woman was the right one.


Wow. His brain stopped for a moment as he
stared at the gagged woman in a red dress and watched as she struggled against
her restraints. No, no don’t lose focus. Deal with the bandits first. He
had to actually pinch himself to get his attention back to where it needed to
be. He had lived in a city with millions of people for a long time, but this
was the first time he had seen a lady like her.


“Okay, I think we need to find a way to get their
weapons from them before the fight starts,” Lee whispered to Miller, trying to
formulate a plan.


“What? No, we need to charge in there and show
them the fury and power of justice. Only when defeated head-on by the
righteousness of those who do good will they be able to learn the errors of
their ways!”


“But . . .” Lee could feel Miller’s irritating
optimism drawing cringe-wrinkles across his face as he tried to deal with it.
“No. Look, just no, man,” Lee blurted out, finally putting his foot down on
something. I am not going to get myself killed because you need to act like
the hero. “What we’re going to do is this: We’re going to do our best to
sneak up on them. If we can stab two of them before the fight begins and get to
the weapons before the other two can react in time, we’ll have a quick and easy
victory. How about we go with that?”


“But sneaking around, stabbing people in the back,
stealing their weapons and fighting with an unfair advantage . . .” Miller’s
face crumpled up and turned sour like he had just drunk a bottle of lemon
juice. “How does that not make us the bad guys?”


“Miller, look at me,” Lee said, then pointed
toward the girl “That’s how. We’re not kidnapping young women and carrying them
away for god-only-knows-what unspeakable acts. We’re killing people who do that
and rescuing young women. Now, look at her,” Lee said, firmly pointing at the
girl yet again. “Tell me, do you think she wants us to fail to save her the
right way, or just save her any way possible?”


“Well . . .” Miller looked like a child who had
just been scolded by a parent. “Umm . . . I suppose . . . I would . . .” He bit
his lip again. “I think she just wants to be saved and doesn’t care how.”


“Good. Now, what do you think the chances are that
you can take one of them by yourself before they realize you’re there?” Lee
asked.


“These tactics will besmirch our reputation and
dignity as knights!” Miller protested again.


“Miller, do we have to go over the importance of
making sure that girl gets home to see her father?” Lee expertly wielded the
guilt card to keep his gung-ho knight friend in check.


“Fine, I can do it. I’ll kill . . .” Miller
paused, squinting to make the figures out more clearly. “I’ll kill them using
your dishonorable method.”


“Good. So, when we jump them, we need to make sure
to stop the other two from getting their weapons,” Lee reiterated.


“I’m still not okay with this plan,” Miller
protested quietly once more, but he gripped his spear anyway.


“But you’ll do it?” Lee pressed. He needed to know
that Miller wouldn’t mess it up at the last minute due to some belief in a
higher sense of honor or moral conduct.


“But I’ll do it,” Miller grumbled.


The four men in front of them were split into two
groups. Their tents and supplies were on one side of the campfire, the girl was
on another side of the campfire on a rock, and the kidnappers occupied the
remaining two sides in pairs, each sitting on a log. Of the two closest to
them, one of them was wearing a long, black robe, and the other one was wearing
brown leather armor very similar to Miller’s. The robed guy had a quarterstaff
near him, and the man in leather had two swords like Lee’s nearby.


On the log adjacent to them, to Lee’s left, were
the other two men. They were both just wearing regular clothes. Their garb
wasn’t even the type of tight-fitting clothing that one might expect someone to
wear for battle, just loose, brown garments like they had taken potato sacks
and decided that wearing them was a good fashion choice. In front of those two
lay a couple bows and two pairs of daggers that looked as if they had been
being cleaned.


Okay, so those two must be the more roguish
types of the group . . . That means the ones directly in front of us are
probably the brutes meant to absorb damage, Lee reasoned. He wasn’t used to
battle, but after his two short skirmishes, the reality of his situation had
begun to set in. Although some small part of his brain still refused to accept
what was going on, another even larger portion had been ruminating on how he
might handle another battle with a zombie like Brian. His aimless slashing had
been completely ineffective, his attempts to stab the zombie had resulted in his
weapon being knocked away, and smashing into his opponent had required him to
absorb a heavy amount of damage while pinning his opponent to the ground.
Knowing that, it was hard to decide what he should do. Quick, piercing attacks
seemed like the best option, but those were going to be even harder to pull off
than simple slashing cuts with his sword.      


“Let’s get that pair.” Lee pointed to the two
closest to them as he readied his weapons. He reasoned that, even though he’d
likely be able to kill the unarmored ones much faster, it’d be much easier to
deal with daggers and bows than swords and a quarterstaff in melee combat if he
could take out the armored ones earlier.


Miller’s eyes regained their earlier zeal, causing
Lee to worry about whether or not he understood the point of a sneak attack.
“Excellent! I’ll get the robed one and then proceed to educate those other two
hellions on why they shouldn’t behave in such an atrocious manner.”


And if you have the fourteen-damage weapon, why
am I the one attacking the guy in leather? Lee frowned. He had already won
one argument, though, and it was clear from the battle with the wolves that
Miller was much better at defense than offense, so he didn’t press the point.


Maybe his armor will protect him against the daggers
if things don’t go smoothly, and I can peel one of them off after?


“Alright, follow my lead.” Lee crept forward as
silently as possible, encroaching on his first target. He thought they were
doing a good job at masking their steps, but as they rounded one tree after
another and made it halfway to the enemies, the daughter made direct eye
contact with Lee and started to scream as loudly as she could with the cloth
gag tied into her mouth.


Are you . . .? You idiot, you’re going to get
us caught! He did his best to hasten his steps toward his target, weaving
between the trees one after another.


All four of them turned to face the young girl,
and one of the men in leather stood up and shouted, “You can yell all you want,
wench, but no one is going to save you out here! We’re over a mile away from
the road! Who is going to hear you?”


So, you were useful after all! Lee thought
appreciatively when he realized that his sneak attack would be flawless now
that the noise from his final steps was being masked by her muffled cries. He
rushed in and stabbed both of his blades into the man’s back. He wanted a clean
kill, but neither of his swords fully penetrated. The man shouted a warning,
but blood gurgled out of his mouth and cut off his scream before the words could
form. Without a prompt showing up with experience and loot, however, Lee knew
that his foe was still alive and breathing.


Strangely, after piercing through the leather and
digging into the man’s back, both blades seemed to get stuck. It felt like he
had stabbed a tree, and his swords had stuck deep into the wood to a point
where he couldn’t pull them free. He could see the other two already reaching
down and readying themselves to join the fight in his peripheral vision, and he
knew that things were going to turn bad rather quickly if he allowed the fight
to draw out any longer than he absolutely had to.


With his weapons buried in the man’s body, Lee
took a cue from zombie Brian and used his shoulder to slam the man, knocking
him to the ground face-first. The man yelled and tried to turn over, and Lee
took the initiative and placed one foot firmly on the man’s back. Not only did
it stop the man from turning over, it also gave him the extra bit of leverage
he needed to wrench his swords free. As soon as his blades came loose, he
stabbed the man in the neck. He expected the bandit to turn complacent, unable
to move after the attack, but he began thrashing about instead, all four limbs
twitching and flailing about. Lee pulled back with one sword and began rapidly
stabbing the downed man in the back of his neck.


Why the heck isn’t this going through and killing
him? As soon as he thought of the question, he realized the answer was
probably something incredibly intuitive to most gamers: because he still had
hit points left. It was just like when Lee played first-person shooters. He
could shoot his opponent square in the face with a shotgun, but he’d live
because he had enough hit points to take the bullet. Luckily for Lee, even
though the opponent had enough health to be stabbed in the back twice, and then
repeatedly have his neck poked at, he still couldn’t help the fact Lee had him
solidly pinned to the ground and was attacking as viciously and quickly as
possible so that he wouldn’t have a chance to retaliate.


Your party has killed the Bandit. Your party has
been awarded 38 copper, one quarterstaff and 62 Experience. Your share of the
loot is 19 copper and 31 Experience.






You are now Level 3. You need 222 Experience to
reach Level 4. Your level increase has boosted all primary stats by 1. Your
current Power, Toughness, and Spirit have been adjusted to 13.






As you are currently in combat, health bonuses from
leveling will not take effect until after the battle has ended.


That’s right! Die, you slimy piece of— Lee’s inner
monolog was interrupted by a loud thunking sound. Pain instantly shot through
his leg, and the AI notified him that he had just lost 27 health and received
his second status effect:


Due to the injury sustained by your knee, your left leg has
been crippled. All movement involving your left leg will be retarded 50% until
the wound is healed. Use of this limb may cause further damage, the rate of
which will vary based on the activity.


An arrow to the knee?! Lee ignored it momentarily,
dropping two more slashes into the man under him. His assumption that he was
close to getting the kill shot paid off as the final attack bit deeply into the
man’s neck, nearly decapitating him.


You have killed the Bandit Leader. Your party has been
awarded 62 copper, one piece of leather armor, one bronze sword and 90 Experience.
Your share of the loot is 31 copper, one bronze sword and 45 Experience.


After the kill shot landed, Lee looked over at the
archer just in time to see that he was about to be struck again. He jumped to
the side and dodged the arrow, but that seemed to only agitate the arrow lodged
in his knee and cause him an additional point of damage.


I need to get rid of this thing. He stowed
one of the swords and gripped the shaft of the arrow in his leg. He had every
intention of pulling it out, but he was having trouble summoning the courage he
needed to deal with the pain. Removing the excruciating dart from his knee
became a secondary concern as he looked up to see the archer taking aim at him
a third time. You have got to be kidding me. Lee groaned in a
combination of frustration and pain. There was little he could do but watch as
the archer nocked the arrow for what would most likely be a fatal shot. He
doubted that he would be able to dodge out of the way again, and every instinct
told him to rush the guy and close the distance between them. There was always
a chance that the archer would panic and spoil the shot, but there was no way
he could cover that much ground while hobbling around on one good leg.


Just as the bowstring begin to slip off the
archer’s two fingers, the butt of Miller’s spear swung around and cracked the
bowman across the face. The well-aimed blow struck the man across his
cheekbone, causing him to pull slightly up and to the side just as his arrow
left the bow. The errant missile whizzed past Lee’s ear harmlessly, making him
grateful for the fact that he was rooted in place. Lee released a tensely-held
breath and decided that he had better just rip the arrow out of his knee.


“Break it! Don’t pull it out!” Miller shouted.


Lee heard him just in time, right before he
actually tried yanking the arrow out of his leg. Fine. He held the shaft
steady with one hand and sliced it in half with his sword. It wouldn’t do
anything to improve his movement, but he took comfort in the fact that at least
it wouldn’t wreck his entire leg if he fell down face-first.


For his part, Miller had apparently finished his
first target much quicker than Lee and had made it to the last bandit before he
could grab his bow. The enemy had apparently grabbed a pair of daggers instead,
and the two were engaged in a strange sort of combat where neither could strike
the other. Every time Miller pushed forward for an attack, the man jumped back,
and every time the man tried to slip past the spear, Miller pulled back. As a
result, neither side was doing much in terms of actually landing a blow and was
always dancing backward and staying out of reach of the other. The way they
were going back and forth and circling around, it had probably been a complete
accident that Miller had saved Lee by smacking the archer in the face.


“A hand?” Lee shouted as the archer smoothed out
the arrow and aimed another shot at him. He was certain that the archer
wouldn’t miss a second shot from less than eight feet away.


“I have you, brother!” Miller broke away from his
back-and-forth with the dagger wielder long enough turn and to swing his spear
in a wide horizontal arc that slammed the archer in the back. The bandit was
pushed off balanced and shoved forward a few steps, giving Lee the opportunity
he needed. Lee staggered forward as best as he could, taking four more points
of damage and dropping him to 33 health.


Lee didn’t manage to completely reach the archer,
but when he got within arm’s reach, he pulled out his second sword and tried to
stab him. The other man twisted to the side and parried the blade away with his
bow. Lee regrouped and went in again, this time stabbing from both sides in a
pincer attack. The archer responded by quickly swinging his bow down between
Lee’s two swords and striking him across the forehead. The sudden blow left Lee
momentarily stunned as well as taking off another 5 health, and his attack lost
a good bit of its impetus. Still, he felt both swords connect and dig into the
archer’s sides.


The archer swung again, trying to strike him on
the head a second time from a diagonal angle, but Lee was prepared this time.
He turned the bow to the side using one sword before stabbing forward with the
other. With his bow already occupied, the archer was unable to parry the
attack. Lee’s sword pierced upward and into the archer’s armpit, drawing forth
a string of blood that resembled flung paint.


“Fie! You son of a fishmonger!” the archer cursed at
Lee as he turned and went for a thrust with the end of his bow. Lee twisted his
body, letting the bow’s upper limb jab past him, and instinctively responded by
delivering a roundhouse blow up and into the archer’s chin. He took a single
point of damage as the bow slid across his gut, but his punch, weighted with
the blade, knocked the archer clean over and sent him to the ground. Lee
immediately plunged both swords down through the man’s flimsy brown robes and
into his heart.


You have killed the Bandit. Your party has been awarded 38
copper, one piece of cloth armor and 62 Experience. Your share of the loot is
19 copper, one piece of cloth armor and 31 Experience.


Miller’s assistance hadn’t come without a price. As
soon as he turned his attention away from his own target, Miller’s left arm was
exposed. The dagger wielder lunged forward and used a rapid succession of
attacks to slice up the Firbolg’s forearm, and he was forced to carry his spear
with only one hand and in a rather ungainly fashion as he turned back to face
the other man. It was clear from the pained expression on his face and the
awkward stance he assumed that Miller wasn’t doing well.


“Rapscallion scum,” Miller grunted through gritted
teeth and used a quick series of jabs to push away the bandit once again.


“Hey! Your buddy is dead,” Lee called over to the
dagger user as he readied his weapons for one final attack. It turned out to be
unnecessary, however, as the moment the dagger-wielding scoundrel turned to
face him, Miller took the opportunity to land a thrust right under the man’s
sternum. He heaved back on his long weapon and showed off his impressive
strength a second time, lifting the bandit into the air. The man screamed and
shouted in mortal agony as he was lanced through, but there was nothing he
could do to save himself as his body was slowly pulled down the spear by
gravity. Little by little, the point dug further into his gut until it exited
through his spine.


Your party has killed the Bandit. Your party has
been awarded 38 copper, one piece of leather armor and 62 Experience. Your
share of the loot is 19 copper and 31 Experience. 






You have learned the proficiency skill ‘Swordplay.’
This skill is currently at Initiate Level 1. This skill improves one’s
reasoning and execution of sword-related abilities in combat. 






You have been awarded 2 Intelligence for
discovering a new skill without the assistance of class trainers or a manual.
Current Intelligence: 19.






You have learned the proficiency skill Sneak. This
skill is currently at Initiate Level 1. This skill improves one’s ability to
stay hidden, move silently and act 

undetected.


 


You have been awarded 2 Intelligence for
discovering a new skill without the assistance of class trainers or a manual.
Current Intelligence: 21.






For your bravery at challenging and defeating a
group of significantly higher enemies, you have been awarded 5 Courage. Your
current Courage is: 5.


What does Courage do? Lee asked as soon as he saw the
skill.


Each point of Courage improves pain tolerance by 1% and
reduces the likelihood of being influenced by a fear-based attack by 1%.


“Victory is ours!” Miller shouted triumphantly as
he lowered the corpse and kicked the man’s dead body off of it. “I told you
that justice would give us mastery over these wicked cretins! I knew we could
do it!”


“You’re not upset about the method?” Lee asked.


Miller’s triumphant expression dimmed, but he
didn’t disparage Lee further for using an irreputable method like a sneak
attack.


The two of them looked at the corpses one more
time before exchanging a look and sharing a laugh. For Lee’s part, at least, he
wasn’t chuckling because he thought anything was funny. On the contrary, he
felt closer to death than he had yet, his knee was in agonizing pain despite
the new bonus to Courage, his heart was racing a mile a minute from the stress
and exertion, and he hated the fact he was trapped in some game in some random
world in the middle of nowhere, where a crazy Firbolg kept signing him up for
things just because they were in the same party. Yet, for some reason, the
relief from not dying was so thorough and satisfying that it felt like a weight
had been picked up off of his chest. So, Lee couldn’t help but chuckle. This
was even better than living through the wolf attacks. What if I’m actually a
closeted adrenaline junkie? Am I going to end up climbing mountains and jumping
out of planes just so that I can get as close to death as possible without
actually dying?


Even Ethan seemed pretty pleased with the
situation, and Lee could tell through the psychic bond that they shared that
the little mouse was standing on his hind legs and clapping from the sidelines.


Lee and Miller had been so caught up in the
post-battle high that they had a momentary memory lapse on the issue that
brought them out in the first place: Ling. Realizing their mistake, they
quickly darted over to the rock where she was gagged and bound.


Lee knelt down in front of her, took out his sword
and slowly cut her ropes. He was a little worried she would either cut herself
on his sword trying to run away or dart off as soon as the ropes were removed,
but she remained still after she was freed. She stared at him fiercely until
her hands were free and then pulled out the gag while Lee cut the ropes binding
her legs. She stood up slowly when he was done, obviously being cautious, and
immediately stepped back to put some distance between herself and the two men.


“Relax, we’re not here to hurt you,” Lee said,
putting away his sword and backing up.


“Who are you?” Ling asked in a high English
accent.


Lee did his best to talk as softly and calmly as
possible, not knowing what was going through the woman’s head. “I’m Lee, this
is my—”


“I’m Donovan Miller!” Miller shouted and jumped
forward with exuberance, thumping his chest with pride as he introduced
himself.


She jumped a little at Miller’s outburst and eyed
them both suspiciously. “Why are you here?” she asked apprehensively, slowly
beginning to edge around them toward the recently deceased.


“Your father, Mr. Ying, sent us to find you when
your cat didn’t show up,” Lee answered immediately. He wanted to reference her
father’s name to build trust with her so she would know they weren’t just
random, murderous adventurers. There’s no telling how people from this world
normally act toward one another. For all I know, she might think she’s in an
even worse situation than before—despite us freeing her from her captivity.
After all, we did just kill four people in front of her.


“Why would he ask you two to save me?” She made it
to the body of an archer and carefully picked up the bow and a few arrows, her
face still deadpan as she watched Lee and Miller.


“Wait, that was your weapon?” Miller asked as she
did that. “You’re an archer?”


“Huh?” Lee looked at Miller.


“You can’t just pick up other people’s stuff. The
uhh . . .” Miller clearly stumbled over the use of the word game, pausing as he
tried to think of a correction before giving up. “It will disappear if you do.”


Lee just ignored Miller’s explanation and
continued the dialogue with Ling. “He didn’t think you were kidnapped,
actually. I’m sorry to say this, but no one knew. We were only looking for you
to tell you that we found your cat and that you could come home,” Lee
explained, keeping both his hands raised as she held the bow above her legs,
her fingers tightening around the riser.


“My cat. You found Weiser?” Ling exclaimed
excitedly. Her beautiful face lit up for the first time since they had freed
her at the news. “Show me! Where is he?”


“Yeah, we found your little bud.” Lee grimaced at
the memory of the flesh-tearing cat ripping up his arm when he first ‘found’
the Grimalkin. “He’s just not with us right now.”


“Oh.” Her expression soured.


“Yeah, we left him with your dad, who is probably
very worried about you,” Lee added. “You should probably be heading back.”


“Ah, yeah.” Ling pursed her lips. “Do you think it
is safe?” she asked.


“How about we escort you? Neither of us is that
familiar with Satterfield”—a statement that might have been true before they
spent all day meeting every single person in the small town during their quest
to find Ling—“so how about you lead the way back?”


“Of course.” Ling nodded her agreement. “Just
follow me.”

















——-


 


What were the chances of things feeling so
close to home? Lee stuck his hand out and let it brush over the
all-too-similar vegetation as they walked back through the fields. The sun was
starting to set, and a familiar orange sky covered the vast expanse above them
as they walked back. He found it oddly comforting to stare up at the sky,
knowing that, even out here in this random gaming world of another random
universe that he had been pulled to by some attention-seeking deity, some
things hadn’t changed. The sky was still blue, the sunset was still a myriad of
orange hues cascading across the sky, and the grass was still green.


When they arrived back at town, Ling’s father was
waiting for them at the edge of the village. “Thank you so much!” he said to
Lee and Miller, not even asking about the situation, why his daughter’s hair
was ruffled, her dress was torn and covered and dirty, or why her hands shook
as she held the bow like it was her last lifeline. All he said was, “Thank you,
thank you, thank you.” He repeated the two words several more times and hugged
his daughter as if the sight of her and the fact that she was in the shape she
was in was explanation enough. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you!”


You have completed the quest: ‘Cattywampus Catch
Part Two.’ Your party has been awarded 1 silver, 19 coppers, two pairs of fine
leather boots and 1100 Experience, of which your share is 59 coppers, one pair
of fine leather boots and 550 Experience. Your Charisma has also improved by 4
for helping out an old man in need. Your Honor has improved by 1 for honoring
your word and completing the quest as you promised. Honor increases the rate at
which one’s reputation is improved in foreign towns.






Townsfolk in Satterfield have a better opinion of
you.






You are now Level 4. You need 65 Experience to reach
Level 5. Your level increase has boosted all primary stats by 1. Your current Power,
Toughness, and Spirit have been adjusted to 14.


Miller enthusiastically spoke up for both of them
and said, “It was our pleasure! With Lee’s god leading the way and my trusty
spear in my hand, we were able to easily hunt down the wicked men who had taken
her and bring them to justice!”


“Well, thank you. I cannot tell you how grateful
we are to have Ling back safe and sound."


“Your god led the way?” Ling asked when her father
stopped embracing her to shake hands with Miller as he thanked the man.


“Uhh . . .” Lee froze. Wait, should I try my
hand at proselytizing again? If she converts, I
might be able to finally go home. Lee’s
eyes shot open. A chance to see my parents again sooner than expected! “Well, yeah. My god, the great god
Augustus.” He felt sick complimenting the deity that had thrown him into the
awful situation to begin with and claiming his as his own, but he pressed on
regardless. “He, in his benevolence, told me where to find you.”


Little
Ethan, who had climbed back into Lee’s chest pocket as they started to walk
back to town, gave Lee a swift and exceptionally tiny kick at the mention that
the god had been the one to find her.


I
know, little guy. I’m sorry. I had to lie, though, Lee apologized to his little Golem
Sculpture mentally. If there is a chance I can convert her, I have to take
it.


“He’s
not kidding, either,” Miller said assuredly. “He was able to just head straight
to you as if his god was right in front of us showing the way. He even knew
exactly when we were about to be beset by wolves and gave us plenty of time to
prepare!”


Yep,
I forgive you for putting me in two near-death situations just because I’m an
NPC. Lee had a newfound
respect for his knightly friend, though Ethan wasn’t happy that the god had
once again been given credit for his actions.


“Wow,
your god did all that?” Ling asked in awe.


“Yes,
as I’m sure your god often helps you . . .” Lee said, awkwardly trying to probe
her about her religion with the same tactic he had used in the past to find out
if a girl was single or not.


“Umm,
well, actually . . .”


“We
don’t believe in any god, but if yours saved my little Ling Ying”—Mr. Ying took
Ling’s hand in his own—“then I’m willing to consider hearing about him
sometime.”


Yes!
YES! SUCCESS! Lee did
his best to not burst with exuberance right there.


“I’d
be more than happy to teach you too about Augustus.” Lee went into his best
full-on salesman mode. “He is the God of Alcohol and Crafts, and as such, his
teachings are useful in all facets of everyday life.”


“That
does sound interesting, but let’s talk about it more tomorrow,” the old man
responded, beginning to brush Lee off.


Lee
couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy at the old man’s words. After all, this
was the second time someone had that same reaction as he began talking about
religion.


“For
now,” Mr. Ying continued, “my daughter has been returned to me safe and sound,
so I’d like to take her back to the house, get some food in her and let her
have a good night’s rest. Does that sound good, Ling? Weiser is waiting for
you.”


“Yes,
that sounds wonderful!” Ling’s expression had brightened a bit when she saw her
father, but the mention of her cat made her flash a dazzling smile.


Ugh.
If everyone keeps ditching the second religion is mentioned, how am I ever
going to find a convert?


“That
doesn’t sound like a bad idea for us, either,” Miller said, patting Lee on the
back and turning to him. “I promised to show you the cheapest tavern in town
and buy you a round of beer, but after today’s harvest, we can stay at any inn
in town!”


“The
cheapest one is fine,” Lee quickly insisted. No matter where they stayed, he
was sure he would be preoccupied with his life back home and how he had ended
up in this situation. There was no point in wasting his hard-earned money on
what would likely be a lugubrious night.


“Are
you sure? We should celebrate! We should go to the nicest restaurant in town
and eat like the kings we are! For, today, we saved a life and ended four men
who had no problem enslaving one!”


Miller’s
personality and good mood were somewhat infectious—but only somewhat. “I’m fine
with the cheapest,” Lee assured him. “We should save our money for something
worthwhile, something that can help the community.” And why am I talking
like I’m going to be adventuring with him often?


“Spoken
like a true man of the cloth. I knew we could get along from the moment we
met,” Miller stated.


No,
you didn’t. You were hesitant about even splitting the original quest reward
with me. Lee grimaced
at the memory, but he nodded to Miller and offered a small, differential laugh.
“Of course, it was certain to happen. Now, about that tavern?”


“Are
you sure you don’t want to do another delivery quest first? There is still
sunlight,” Miller pressed. He was likely close to level six by now and probably
wanted to knock that out before he logged off.


Lee
was about to try his hand at arguing with him again, but then he remembered he
didn’t have to. “I’m pretty sure you said you’d show me the tavern and get me a
beer after we finished returning the cat. Now, we’ve finished another quest,
and you’re pushing for one more? Don’t tell me you’re the type of man to go
back on your word?” Lee smiled as he delivered the fatal shot to Miller’s hopes
of further questing.


“But
. . .” Miller stared open-mouthed at Lee. “No, my bad. You, umm . . . Humans
just usually don’t take me up on these things.”


There
is the word ‘humans’ again, his go-to substitute for NPCs, Lee thought to himself, mentally taking
notes of what Miller was saying. He was very interested in how and what made
NPCs so different in this world, aside from the fact they could die, and
players would likely just respawn. So, now it’s just a question if the
‘things’ he was referring to was whether NPCs had a good long-term memory or
not, whether they normally acted disagreeable with players, and whether or not
they pushed to cash in on player-promised gifts and rewards. Lee scratched
his chin as he noted the details.


“How
long have you been . . .” Lee trailed off as he realized that he couldn’t just
ask ‘How long have you been in this world?’ He knew that he was registered as
an NPC, and that’s what Miller saw him as, so until he learned how he was
supposed to interact, he had to play it safe. Instead, he asked, “How long have
you been in Satterfield? Is this your first time to the Spicy Chicken Noodle
Kingdom?”


“Oh,
yeah. I just arrived this morning.”


“So,
have you had many dealings with, uhh . . . Humans before? How long have you
been in the kingdom?”


“No,
I suppose I haven’t. Not that any of us, umm . . . Firbolgs have.” Miller
stepped around the word ‘player’ again. “A lot of us just started in the last
few weeks, perhaps two months at the most?”


This
news caught Lee’s interest. Considering how dire Augustus had made the
situation out to be, he had taken it for granted that the game had been around
for a long time. If nothing else, he had imagined that this was at the least a
finished game. Given the fact that the kingdom was named Spicy Noodle Chicken
Surprise, and the king’s name was Red Ramen, basically another random food
item, it was only logical to assume that this game had been around long enough
for players to take control of various different aspects. He never would have
imagined that it was still a fresh release or names like those had been chosen
by the developers.


“I
see,” Lee answered. “But”—Lee decided to mess with Miller and see if he could
get more information on NPCs at the same time—“if not a lot of people know
about how to deal with us . . . umm, Humans, then how is it that you were so
sure I wouldn't hold you to a promise? Or is it just that you break a lot of
promises?”


“What?
No, of course not! I’d never break a promise without the other party being okay
with it!” Miller protested.


“Like
the first time we did a quest, you mean? When you accepted the quest for both
of us instead of taking us right to the tavern as promised?” Lee’s grin would
have been ear to ear as he watched the giant, lanky man squirm under pressure
if he hadn’t put every bit of effort he could into suppressing his amusement.


“So, the
tavern is just down this way . . .” Miller sidestepped both Lee and the
conversation, jaunting off in front of him as he led the way.
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Golem Sculpting: Initiate Level 3


Appreciative Drunk: Initiate Level 2


 


 


Although they had spent a large part of the day
searching through the small town, Lee hadn’t really taken the time to explore
many of the buildings. He had a fair sense of the town’s layout at this point,
but he was still clueless as to the function of many of the edifices. Every
structure was almost identical in construction and appearance, and he had a bit
of trouble understanding exactly what the signs out front were meant to depict.


As it turned out, the tavern was no exception to
the rule: it was nothing more than a two-story building comprised of grey stone
walls on the base floor, a wood-built second story and capped with the same
thatch roof as every other structure in town. It also became clear why Miller
had described this as the cheapest place in town as soon as he stepped foot
inside. The windows had been boarded over from the inside, so there was
absolutely no form of natural light streaming in, and there were so many
candles placed around the room that Lee was actually impressed the place hadn’t
burned down yet. Further, there wasn't a single proper piece of furniture
anywhere to be seen. Instead of traditional wooden round or long tables, there
were giant, waist-height stone slabs with flat-cut surfaces designed to
function as tables and smaller stones placed around them to serve as seating.


The only familiar sight in the entire room was
that of the actual bar—a long wooden counter set on the side of the room with a
single man behind it who was cleaning a stone mug and whistling an unfamiliar
tune. Other than the fact that he was wearing the most dapper outfit Lee had
seen since arriving in this world, he could have fit in almost anywhere.


Did they save on costs by getting rid of actual
furniture? Is this why this place is so cheap? “Why aren’t there any proper
chairs or tables?” Lee pondered aloud, voicing his curiosity.


“Hellions and hooligans are why!” The barkeeper's
loud voice answered back. “Before those rapscallion upstarts began coming to
town, this whole place was furnished with the finest chairs, tables and mugs a
man could carve! But those rascals kept starting fights and breaking
everything, so I sold it all and replaced it with a bunch of rocks. The stone
chairs end fights much faster than wooden ones, so if anyone gets out of hand
and starts tossing things around at each other now, they’ll be left in the
hospital, and I won’t be left with the bill!”


“How often do fights happen?” Lee asked.


“One or two a week,” the bartender answered,
pulling out two new mugs and pouring drinks. “They used to be much more common
back before we started getting the occasional bard with a proper lyre. Seems
that music does soothe the savage beast—even if he’s drunk.”


“Well, hopefully, no one starts anything tonight.
I really just need to relax,” Lee said, taking the beer as it was put in front
of him.


“Well, consider your first drink on the house. Mr.
Ying told me what you did for that girl of his, and this is the least I can do
to thank you. My name is Ramon, by the way.”


“You know Mr. Ying and Ling?” Lee asked. Of
course he does. This town isn’t very big, so everyone probably knows everyone
else. Still . . . we came straight here. How does he already know what we did?
That just doesn’t make any sense. Why do NPCs in every RPG always have super-fast
telepathic communication methods . . . Wait, I’m an NPC now, right? Do I at
least get that too?


“Ramon knows everyone in town,” Miller said as he
grabbed his beer and drank half of it in one go. “No, let me rephrase that:
Ramon knows everything that happens in town. He’s the best bartender in the
best tavern in Satterfield, so how could he not?”


“The best, you say?” Lee figured he’d go along
with Miller’s assumption. He had just met the guy, and Miller had promised to
buy him a beer, so Lee wasn’t going to rock the boat by challenging him too
soon. Not to mention, Lee’s ears had perked up the second he heard Miller use
the phrase ‘knows everything.’ If there was one thing Lee knew for certain, it
was that characters like bartenders or rumormongers were priceless tools when
it came to navigating a game world and finishing every quest with the least
amount of effort.


“Well, actually, I would give Copper Lane the
prize if you asked me,” Ramon answered, shrugging off the compliment. “Their
service is a solid eight out of ten, and that’s not even accounting for the
affordability of their high-class dining. There is also—”


“It’s okay. We don’t need another place. This one
is perfect,” Miller said, cutting him off before his list could go any further.
“But you see what I mean, Lee? He knows everything. Not to mention, he’s the
most modest person you’ll ever meet. That’s part of what makes his place the
best.”


“It’s a good thing he has you to brag for him,”
Lee said with a laugh as he clinked glasses with Miller and chugged down the
beer. He normally wasn’t one to drink. He had learned the hard way that
drinking dulled his reflexes, slowed his thoughts and often cost him money that
he’d rather be spending on something more permanent. But today was an exception.
Today, he wanted it.


“No bragging is needed,” Ramon said as he took
Lee’s glass and started to refill it. “Your continued patronage in the future
will be sufficient. Although, I really do suggest that you try the food at
Haikai’s Pastry Sh—.”


Ah, so it’s like that. “There’s need,” Lee
said, cutting Ramon off before he could talk about another establishment’s
food. “I’m sure the food here is just fine.” Lee smiled politely as he
watched Ramon pour the beverage. He does nice things for me now, talks
honestly and acts like a friend, and in return, he hopes to receive an equal if
not greater monetary reward through my continued patronage. Sly man, Mister
Ramon. Sly man. Lee naturally assumed the worst of his magnanimous host. He
had seen far too many ‘friendly’ waiters, waitresses, and bartenders in his
time not to. For now, however, he was going to lean into the man’s play since
he was a fountain of honest information about the rest of the town.


“If that’s how you feel, then our establishment
will have to do its best to live up to your expectations. What can I get for
you?” Ramon asked. “I highly recommend the mutton kebab with some bread and
cheese.”


“Yeah, sure, we’ll go with that.” Lee nodded his
agreement and started working on his second beer. He had only expected the
usual piss water that was typically found in rundown bars or back alleys, but
this was far better. He was pleasantly surprised at how good it actually was.


Surprisingly, though it shouldn’t have been at this
point, one of the fancy blue windows popped up in front of him to let him know
he was intoxicated.


You are now inebriated. Due to your Initiate Level 2 Appreciative
Drunk skill, stat adjustment has been reduced. Your inebriation penalty has
been changed from -50% Intelligence, -30% Coordination, -30% Reflex to -48% Intelligence,
-28% Coordination, -28% Reflex. You also have received an additional +2 to
Courage and +1 to Charisma from Appreciative Drunk until your inebriation
fades.


Wait, is that what Appreciative Drunk skill does? It
lowers how badly alcohol tampers with my stats? He had never realized that
alcohol was so detrimental to a player’s stats. He had been so caught up in
trying to stay alive during all the fights earlier that he had completely
forgotten about the ‘locked’ skill that even the game prompt wouldn’t describe
for him.


Appreciative Drunk also has the property of
changing all combat proficiency skills while under its influence. The following
skills have been changed to their Appreciative Drunk counterparts and will
remain in their changed form until you are sober:






Unarmed Combat has been changed to Drunk Fu.






Swordplay has been changed to Tipsy Blade.






Sneak has been changed to No Squeaky Floorboards,
Please.


Woah, so Augustus being the God of Alcohol and
Crafts was no joke. I wonder if any of those are going to be useful, given the
low Coordination and Reflex stats I’d have while under the influence.


“This Intelligence hit from drinking sure is
something,” Lee said as he read over the stats again. It normally drops you
-50% Intelligence? That’s realistic, I guess, but still such a huge hit. What
happened to games where drinking different liquors made everyone awesome at
stuff? Isn’t there supposed to be a buff for consuming bottles of concoctions,
not a penalty?


“Well, it’s not like it matters at this level,”
Miller laughed. “I mean, half your Intelligence is only one or two points,
right? Who cares about losing one or two points. It’s only for those people who
master their arts and really stack intelligence that it matters.”


“One or two points?” Lee frowned. My intelligence
has been reduced to 52% of what it was . . . I’ve lost at least 10 freaking
points of Int! “So, you only lost one point of Intelligence?”


“Well, yeah?” Miller suddenly seemed to have no
problem metagaming with an NPC. “I was pretty smart in real life, so my
starting Intelligence was incredibly high at 1. Then I got another one-point
boost for unlocking the Initiate Spear Level 1 without even having a trainer.
Justice was my teacher during training and battles!”


Wait, what? He only got one point for unlocking a
skill without a trainer? And he only started at one point, even though he was
really smart? Lee smiled at Miller and placed a hand on his shoulder in an
attempt to put on a display of camaraderie as the Firbolg prattled on and on
about how smart he was—which Lee seriously doubted. Still, Lee couldn’t help
but feel grateful. The man had unintentionally given him the first clue to a
question he had been asking himself since he had first been taken: Why me? As
soon as Miller started talking about how high his Intelligence was when he
‘started,’ Lee remembered that Augustus had made fun of his own intelligence
stat. The condescending deity had said it was ‘zero’ and that he was an
‘idiot.’


Lee had been so overwhelmed with everything that
he just took Augustus’ statement at face value. When he made it into the world,
however, the game had somehow pulled the ‘exotic language of English’ from his
head and had boosted his intelligence by five to a total of ten. That meant
that his Intelligence had actually been at a base of five, even at level zero.
Despite Miller’s over-the-top confidence, if the Firbolg felt like a starting Intelligence
level of one was something to brag about, five was astronomical. There was also
the fact that Lee had received two points of Intelligence from learning a skill
without a trainer when Miller only received one. That was definitely something
worth taking note of.


I knew it. I knew that all those years I spent
studying in college, playing games and reading books had left me with
better-than-average smarts. Lee grinned. This was a big reveal. The question
now was why Augustus had lied about it. It was a question he likely wouldn’t
answer before he got a chance to see Augustus again, but one that he would be
sure to remember to ask.


“Here, have another one on the house,” Ramon said,
interjecting himself back into the conversation as he refilled Miller and Lee’s
glasses again.


“That’s . . .” Lee appreciated the first one, but
he began to feel a little uncomfortable accepting this man’s generosity as they
kept piling on. He hadn’t even been the one to volunteer to save the girl—that
had been his overly-zealous companion. “That’s really not necessary,” Lee
finished.


“No, no I insist,” Ramon said and continued
filling the glass despite Lee’s protest. “Ling often works here when we get too
many tourists, so she’s like a daughter to me in a way. If she had gone missing
like those other villagers, I don’t know what I would have done.”


“Those other villagers?” Miller suddenly seemed
much more interested in the conversation than he had been a second before.
“Have other villagers gone missing too?”


“Yeah . . .” Ramon frowned. “They’ve been plaguing
our village for weeks. We’ve tried to hunt them down when someone goes missing,
but each time we send out a militia or brave new adventurers, they always come
back without a single clue as to where the bandits are taking their victims. At
this rate, we’re worried we’ll never be free of them. Around this town, you’re
a hero. You’re the first one to stop one of their little kidnapping parties.”


“But there can’t be more than one bandit party,
can there? We killed them, so it should be fine now, right?” Miller asked
anxiously.


Lee felt his heart begin to race as he realized
the trap that Miller was going to walk straight into if this barkeeper offered
them a quest.


I know it’ll seem rude, but . . . Quick! How do I
get out of the party? Lee asked his AI prompt-generating assistant. Get me out
of this party before he accepts another quest! Lee’s heart started beating even
faster.


Error: As a non-party-leading NPC, you are not allowed to
generate new party invite requests. You cannot leave the existing party until
you reject a quest that the party leader accepts.


So, I’ve uncovered another penalty to being an NPC.
Lee sighed. But at least this means I’ll be fine if I reject the quest as Ramon
gives it out.


“We estimate there are dozens more holed up in
some secret base that none of us have been able to locate. Unless someone can
track them down, find their camp and clear it out, we’re going to be dealing
with them for a long time to come. It’s just a shame no one can sniff them out.”


Lee braced himself for Miller’s inevitable reply,
and he wasn’t the least bit disappointed.


“That’s no problem at all! Our friend here, his
god can find anything! Isn’t that right, Lee?” Miller asked, turning to look at
him.


Lee stared mutely at his burdensome groupmate.


“We’ll take on the challenge! We’ll find their
base and let you guys know where it is in no time. With Lee and his god,
Augustus, this won’t be difficult at all!”


‘Well, actually, I’m afraid I’m going to have to
turn down your request this time,’ is what Lee wanted to say in reply. In fact,
that’s what he thought he was saying as soon as his mouth opened. But no sooner
did he try to push the words out than an entirely different string of words
exited his mouth and a new prompt let him know why.


Your Courage has prevented you from turning down a quest due
to cowardice.


“I could not, in good faith, stand idly by and
watch more people get killed without helping” were the words that left Lee’s
mouth instead. I’ve been had! Lee cursed as he felt the constraints of
being an NPC weigh on him even more. The fact he could feel Ethan, who probably
knew his thoughts as well as he knew the tiny, clay mouse’s, giggling away at
his suffering didn’t help matters either.


Wait, it failed to let me reject it out of
cowardice, but that doesn’t mean I can’t turn it down for other reasons.


“There’s just one problem,” Lee began. “I’m afraid
that I don’t have the power to help you right now even if I wanted to lend a
hand.”


Your continuous manipulation of words to bend the truth has
increased your skill in Deceit by 1. Deceit improves the likelihood of
successfully lying to others. Current total: 1.


“What do you mean? Are you worried they’ll be too
powerful and kill us? After our last fight, don’t you have faith that justice
will carry us through to victory?”


Miller’s confidence clearly bordered on the level
of being a mental handicap. Lee put a hand on the other man’s large shoulder
and said, “I have no doubt that we can, through wit”—he felt the need to stress
the possibility of using underhanded methods so Miller didn’t get the wrong
idea—“overcome any obstacle. I’m just afraid that I have already burdened my
god to help out those not of his faith in this town twice already, and he might
not hear my request a third time.”


Ramon and Miller’s faces both fell flat as Lee
finished. Lee was positive that they were both cursing this ‘silly
superstition’ and grumbling at Lee’s overt push to gain extra followers.


“So, you’re saying we need to pray as well, or you
might not help us?” Miller asked.


“I’m saying you need to pray, or he might
not help us,” Lee corrected. “Through faith, all things are made.” Lee did his
best impression of a priest, remembering the sermons he had heard when he was
dragged to church as a child.


“I . . . umm . . . I’ll get around to that,” Ramon
said hesitantly, clearly brushing it off.


Miller, however, wasn’t so quick to dismiss it
all. “Do I have to worship him? If not, then I’ll pray with you if you’re
positive it will help us find the bandits,” Miller readily agreed. “I just . .
. I don’t know anything about your god, so I don’t think I can worship with
you, but can I pray with you?”


“Hmm . . .” Lee was happy with his proselytizing
success—emotional blackmail over potential harm to the villagers seemed to be
way more effective than just kindly asking people to join his religion—but he
also didn’t want to have to get into the nitty-gritty of Augustus’ doctrine.
“How about you just give the religion a starting try and read this book tonight
when we’re done drinking,” Lee suggested, handing him the text. “Just remember
to return it to me in the morning.”


“Okay.” Miller nodded as he looked at the book
solemnly. “I’ll consider your church if it means we can save those villagers.”


You have accepted the quest: Save the Villagers from the Kidnapping
Threat. In order to complete this quest, the originating point of the threat
must be eliminated. Due to villager expectations, a reputation penalty will
occur if the quest is not completed within one week.


“That’s rather noble of you,” Ramon said, passing
yet another beer over to Miller. “The Herald that came in here two months back
didn’t leave anything for anyone but a few good stories.”


As Lee and Miller talked, which mostly involved
Miller bragging about courageous and valorous achievements of other people
whose names Miller seemed to expect Lee to know, Lee couldn’t help but overhear
conversations around the room. It wasn’t like he was trying to eavesdrop and
invade the privacy of other tables, it was just that their conversations were
infinitely more interesting than Miller’s rather dry recounting of the time
‘the noble Blaise, Scottie and Travis’ conquered some other world.


However, he was rather glad he was listening in on
those around him as his ears caught more and more information about the world
from players who weren’t aware an NPC would be paying attention to them. One
conversation was particularly edifying.


“I’m so glad this new server came up just a month
before I died on the other one. I would hate to restart from level one again
while even the noobs were over fifty,” the voice, belonging to a short, thin,
pointy-eared man the AI identified as belonging to the Leprechaun race.


“Yeah,
but that’s why they establish a new world every year for new players and us
rerolls,” his buddy, another Firbolg like Miller responded.


So,
it’s not a brand-new game. It’s just a brand-new server, and death isn’t just
as simple as respawning. If you die, you start over. That’s good to know. He felt somewhat relieved. He didn’t
like the idea that death had penalties in a video game, but if he had to suffer
an awful death penalty, they needed to as well. Lee hated the idea that he
might get in a feud with a player and kill him only to have to spend the rest
of his life in this game worrying about the player coming back and seeking
vengeance. At least now he could take comfort in the fact that every level he
gained would be that much greater of a distance between him and any player he
loosed from his mortal coil. Still, why does it work like that? Who would
sink months into a game when a single death could put them back at square one?
Most MMO players and RPG fanboys avoided hardcore games at all cost.


Lee
continued listening, hoping to find an answer, but the rest of the information
was about where to buy weapons, great places to shop for armors, and the
continuous griping about shows and stories from a real world that Lee had no
idea about. Other than the fact that wherever the players came from was leagues
ahead of Lee’s own home world in technology, it didn’t seem like the people
were that different culturally.


Miller’s
notice of departure snapped Lee back to his own conversation. “Alright,” he
said with a yawn, “let’s get some sleep and tackle this bandit quest first thing
in the morning.”


“Yeah,
sounds good,” Lee agreed.


Ramon
popped by with perfect timing, handing Lee an old-fashioned bronze key. “Here,”
he said, passing him the key. “Room number four is open.”


There
couldn’t have possibly been more than ten rooms in the entire building, and Lee
was easily able to find the room on the second floor. The room was quiet
despite the noise below, but it felt cold and damp compared to the central
room, and there were only two lit candles giving off illumination. He half-expected
there to be either a stone slab or a coarse straw bed for him to sleep on, so
he was pleasantly surprised to find a nice queen-sized mattress. It lacked any
spring or bounce, and it definitely wasn’t made of foam, but it was heaven
after walking around all day in leather office shoes. Shoes. That’s exactly
what I need to get first thing in the morning: shoes for walking, Lee
thought as he slid his loafers off of his feet and laid back on the bed.


He
had thought that, given his circumstances, all that he had gone through and the
fact that he was so far away from his actual home, he wouldn’t get any sleep.
Whether it was the beers he had managed to consume during his evening with
Miller or the three life-or-death encounters he had managed to endure in the
last twenty-four hours, something had racked his nerves to exhaustion, and
sleep seemed to come easily. Now that he was finally alone, feeling safe with
no pressure at all, relief washed over him like a cold wave and he found
himself entering sand land faster than he ever had in his real bed.

















——-


 


Lee awoke in the
middle of the night to a loud, insistent, mouse squeaking inside his head. The
incessant series of chips and shrills pulled him to consciousness with a sense
of urgency, and it took Lee a moment to figure out where he was and what was
going on as he pushed away the thick fog of confusion caused by sleep and too
much alcohol. Little Ethan sounded off again, and Lee picked up the gist of
what the small mouse was trying to tell him: danger.


What the hell is
going on? Lee immediately sat up in
bed as quietly as he could and clutched one hand to his head. He was a little
slow coming to his senses, but he urged the mouse to tell him more anyway.
Rather quickly, he learned that there were two men outside of his room working
on picking the lock. Ethan’s ears were sharp enough to hear their conversation
on the other side of the door with such clarity that Lee might as well have
been wearing headphones and listening to a tape of their discussion.


“You sure this is
his room?” one of them said in a hushed tone.


“Yeah, positive,” a
second voice replied quietly. “The guy got his drinks for free all night, the
NPCs were talking about him, and he apparently cleared out some bandits.”


“So, you think he
got a fat reward and hasn’t spent any of it?”


“Exactly. Are you
sure you can pick that? Come on, man, this is supposed to be in and out. I
don’t want to get caught and have our faces flagged.”


“Relax. Everyone is
asleep. He’s probably asleep too. We can just throw a pillow over his head, get
the EXP, take the loot and be out of here in no time. Hold on. Almost got it.”


You can’t kill
people with the pillow. It’s too . . . Never mind. Lee wanted to correct the idiot on the other side of
the door, but at least the guy’s mistake let him know the fool was a player.
Anyone who actually tried using a pillow to suffocate someone would figure out
that it was made from far too breathable a material to stop someone from
breathing. Even if it were usable for the purpose, it would take a lot longer
than most people realized.


Lee shook his head
and tried to clear away the last bit of fog that was still hanging on. He was
at a bit of a loss as for what to do. The penalty for being inebriated was
still in effect, and the reduced coordination and reflex were going to be a
serious hindrance in a fight. He looked around the room for anything that he
could use and noticed that the two candles burned down to about a quarter left
and came up with an idea.


I hope a mouse’s
night vision is good. Lee quietly
stepped out of bed blew out both candles. Once the room was plunged into total
darkness, he hurriedly stuffed a pillow under the bed covers so that it looked
like someone was still sleeping there—a cheesy tricked he had always wanted to
try after watching equally cheesy 90’s movies. After that, he spread out one of
the large wolf hides on the floor in front of the door and then positioned
himself against the wall so that when the door opened he would be hidden behind
it.


Is there a way
to communicate with my party members without being right next to them? He was hoping that the AI assistant would give him a
response, but there was only a total lack of silence in return. Ugh. I guess
the only point of having a party is to share experience and loot . . . and so
that I can be forced into accepting awkward quests by a goodie two shoes with a
hero complex.


“Got it!” one of
the two men on the other side of the door exclaimed.


The door edged open
a few very tense few seconds later, and a bit of light flickered into the room
from a dimly lit candle that one of them must have been carrying. Lee was
immediately thankful for the small bit of illumination. Even though he now
instinctively knew that Ethan needed far less light than a normal mouse to see
by, that small bit let him know exactly where they were without using his
golem’s eyes.


The two men quietly
crept into the room and then stopped just inside the doorway. Because of the
way he had positioned himself behind the door, there was no way that either of
the two could see him where he was hidden unless they turned around and looked
directly at him.


“I don’t see him.
Is he under the bed?” the human asked his companion, a Firbolg holding the
candle. Lee’s pillow trick apparently hadn’t fooled anyone.


“Could be. He mi—”
the Firbolg started to answer, but Lee was already in motion. He yanked back on
the wolf hide as hard as he could and tried to pull it out from underneath
them. Unfortunately, his little trick didn’t work exactly as planned. Even
though they were both caught off guard and thrown off balance, neither of them
actually fell to the floor like he had hoped. Instead, they both kept their
balance and turned to face Lee.


Lee instantly gave
up on reattempting his plan a second time and moved straight to the backup. He
pulled out his sword and swiped it at the Firbolg’s candle as quickly as he
could. Despite the fact that his coordination was terrible from drinking, he
was still at least partially successful. Rather than catching the candle and knocking
it away as he intended, he managed to cut into the Firbolg’s arm and cause him
to drop the candle. It hit the floor with a muffled clang, and the wax that had
been collecting on the tray splashed over the flame and snuffed out the wick.


“Light!” one of
them shouted.


Without any real
source of light, both of the two men were at a serious disadvantage. Even
though there was only a small sliver of light leaking into the room from a
crack in one of the shuttered windows, Lee was able to see what was going on
through the mouse’s eyes because of his telepathic link to Ethan and the innate
bond they shared through the Golem Sculpting skill.


Lee quickly lashed
out again with a second horizontal slash and felt his blade cut into what he
assumed was the Firbolg’s abdomen. The Firbolg screamed out in pain as Lee’s
blade bit into his midsection and began to wildly wave a club through the air.
Lee stepped back a half-step and easily avoided the series of blind attacks. It
was obvious the Firbolg was blind from how badly the blows had been aimed, and
he had clearly been taking wild swipes hoping to get lucky.


As soon as he saw
an opening in the Firbolg’s attacks, Lee lunged forward and simultaneously
jammed his shoulder into the Firbolg’s ribs and his blade into the man’s
stomach. The sword refused to penetrate all the way into the man’s gut due to
the robber’s hit points, but the blade dug in far enough to do some serious
damage.


“Are you okay?
Where are you? Just tackle him! Grab him! If we can’t see in the dark, then he
can’t either!” the human opponent barked over at his Firbolg buddy.


The desperate Firbolg
took the other man’s advice tried to grab onto Lee. Two massive arms swung
around to grab ahold of Lee, but with Lee’s sword between them, the larger man
couldn’t get a good grip. Lee pushed forward for the second time and the two
toppled onto the floor. Propelled forward by his body weight, Lee’s blade
plunged even deeper into Firbolg’s gut, and at last, he finally saw the prompt
he had been hoping for:


Your party has killed the player NoobSlayer. Your party has
been awarded 92 copper, one pair of leather pants and 105 Experience. Your
share of this is 46 copper, one pair of leather pants and 53 Experience.


One down, one to
go, Lee thought as he rolled off his
first victim.


“Where are you?
Come on!” the human growled, slashing at the air randomly with a dagger as he
slowly edged back toward the door. “Come and get me, you bastard!”


You break into
my room and try to kill me for my crap? There is no way you’re getting away
scot-free! Lee cursed the man under
his breath as he tried to tug his sword free. Crap! Lee was forced to
roll sideways and slide off the corpse as the midnight assassin’s wild knife
attacks came too close to his head for comfort. He landed on the floor with a
thud and immediately began scrambling to his feet, but he knew from Ethan’s
eyes that the human had turned toward the sword of the noise. The man jumped
forward and lashed out with low horizontal slashes, narrowly missing Lee.
Now-unarmed, Lee scrambled back toward the bed and ducked behind one of the
short, chest-high bedposts.


After jumping on
the bed and rolling over to the other side, Lee did his best to remain as quiet
as he could, hoping the madman with the knife wouldn’t hear him while he strafed
away from the spot he landed. He used Ethan's eyes to try and find something he
could grab in self-defense. Unfortunately, only thing nearby was a chamber pot;
he grabbed it reluctantly and heard a swishing sound as he lifted it up into
the air. Well, I did have a few . . . Maybe I don’t remember going. Lee
could only hope he wasn’t holding someone else’s used chamber pot as he hoisted
it up and held it out in front of him. Though it wasn’t much, it could
potentially stop the man’s blade if he happened to lash out in the right
direction.


“LEE!!” Miller’s
voice rang from down the hall, and Lee turned to see light beginning to trickle
in from the doorway.


Lee turned back to
find his attacker just in front of him and looking at the doorway as well.
Fearing the worst, Lee knew that he had to act quickly before the place was
properly illuminated and he became an easy target. He hefted the chamber pot
with both hands and struck the thief across the head with it, the vile contents
inside splashing over the man’s face and into his eyes. It wasn’t much, but it
would likely stop him from being able to see before he was able to wipe away
the stinking liquid. Lee kicked out and caught the man in the gut, forcing him
to stumble backward, but before he could follow it up, Miller burst through the
door. The larger Firbolg rushed forward and punched the man in the face with so
much force that the human spun around he plummeted to the floor.


“Don’t hurt my
friends!” Miller shouted as he set the candle down and grabbed the downed man
by the neck and yanked him to his feet with enough force to let the whole world
know: Miller actually does lift. He swung the man into the wall like a heavy
pillow, let him drop, and then repeated the action a second time. “You don’t
hurt my friends!” he shouted, banging the man again. Lee just stood on the
sidelines, holding onto the chamber pot and watching the scene unfold. Miller
repeated the action once more, and Lee heard the man’s neck make a loud
cracking sound.


Your party has killed the player DrZaus. Your party
has been awarded 2 silver, 15 copper, one pair of leather gloves and 105 Experience.
Your share of this is 46 copper, one pair of leather gloves and 53 Experience.






You are now Level 5. You need 709 Experience to
reach Level 6. Your level increase has boosted all primary stats by 1. Your
current Tower, Toughness and Spirit have been adjusted to 15.






Due to prolonged use of Sneak, Sneak has been
promoted to Initiate Level 2. This skill
improves one’s ability to stay hidden, move silently and act undetected.






Due to improving Sneak, you have received +1 Intelligence.
Current Intelligence: 22.






Due to prolonged use of Golem Sculpting, Golem
Sculpting has been promoted to Initiate Level 4. 






Golems created by Golem Sculpting are now 5% more
effective in combat. Current Combat bonus: 21.55%. Future golems created by Golem
Sculpting may now take up an additional 5% more space. Current Max Space: 2.43
fluid ounces. 






 


Due to improving Golem Sculpting, you have received
+1 Intelligence. Current Intelligence: 23.


Miller continued to
bang the man against the wall while yelling cringe-worthy phrases over and
over, spewing blood everywhere while various other guests shuffled into the
doorway one at a time to see what was happening. After a minute or two of
savaging the wall with the corpse, he finally let it slide to the ground and
turned to face Lee.


“Thanks, man,” Lee
said to Miller. He looked around the room awkwardly, his eyes darting between
people in the doorway, his bed, the two dead men, and the lumbering oaf that
had run over to help him in his midnight fight.


“No problem. I had
to come help when I found out you were in a fight,” Miller gasped between deep
breaths. Smashing a human being against a wall had apparently taken a lot out
of him. “If something happened to you, I’d never find those bandits,” he added,
as if this were the comforting part.


Well, I guess I
have to give you points for honesty.
“You found out I was in a fight?”


“Yeah, I got a, umm
. . .” Miller paused, his brain clearly trying to decipher whether it would be
appropriate to say ‘notification prompt’ to an NPC or not. “I just heard you
and rushed right over.”


You can talk to
me about stats and levels and stuff, but you can’t just say you got a
notification? Lee wanted to laugh at
the idiot who couldn’t make up his mind on what was or wasn’t metagaming.
“Well, I appreciate it either way.”


“What happened
here?” Ramon’s voice came from the hallway as people made way to let him into
the room. “Did someone get hurt?”


“Well, no, aside
from them,” Lee answered, pointing to the two corpses.


“Why are you
holding that?” Ramon asked, bringing attention to the fact that Lee still
hadn’t let go of his final choice of a weapon.


“Oh. Uhh . . . my
sword . . . Sorry, it’s just . . .” Lee put down the pot, walked over to the
dead Firbolg, and wiped his hands on a dry portion of his clothes. When he was
finished, he wrenched his sword free from the man’s stomach. “Yeah, sorry about
that. I didn’t mean to make a mess. I just . . .” Lee began to explain, and his
overly-polite nature kicked into full swing before his rational brain reminded
him: This isn’t your fault, you were almost assassinated. Don’t apologize.
“I was attacked and had to defend myself,” he finished.


“Well”—Ramon
frowned at the bodies—“I’d normally comp the customer for their room if this
happened, but it’s hard to do that when you didn’t pay to begin with. How about
I treat you to breakfast in the morning as an apology for this happening to you
under my roof.”


Back home, I’d
probably get enough money to retire if someone’s lapse in security almost cost
me my life, but sure, breakfast sounds fair. Lee just took in a deep breath and chuckled. “Will there be bacon?”


“Bacon?” the man
looked at him inquisitively. “I’ve never had bacon. Is it something easy to
prepare?”


Lee’s eyes stared
at the man in horror. A world without bacon?! His heart stopped at the
thought. Wait, Miller knows what bacon is at least, right? He looked to
Miller only to see the same blank and confused expression that Ramon had. Is
this a translator error? Is the word ‘bacon’ just not transferring properly? “You
know, cured and smoked pork belly?”


“Never heard of
curing and smoking meat,” Miller answered this time.


“We have pork
belly, though,” Ramon offered.


Lee realized that
the rest of the crowd was still bunched up in the doorway, eying him with
increasingly confused looks with each new word that exited his mouth. The two
self-defense killings in the inn they were staying at were common happenstance,
but someone talking about different foods was apparently just plain strange.


“What about pizza?
Or ramen, I mean, noodles?” Lee was beginning to think that this world was
quickly turning into a dietary hell for a gamer like himself.


“Oh, we have
noodles, but those aren’t really breakfast foods. You sure that’s what you
want?” Ramon asked.


“Umm . . . How
about we just go with pork and eggs?” Lee sighed.


“Sounds fine. Sorry
again about this incident. I wish I could say it doesn’t happen all the time,
but you know how these lands have been these last few months.” Ramon apologized
one last time and then excused himself out of the room, shooing the rest of the
mute onlookers out with him.


After a few questions
from Miller about why one would ever smoke their foods instead of just cooking
them, Lee returned to his bed and tried his best to go back to sleep. He didn’t
realize it until he laid down, but his heart was beating a mile a minute, and
he must have felt like every nerve in his body was perked up and at full
attention. Maybe it was because he was so hyped up and alert, but everything
seemed . . . off.


Your actions and deeds have
successfully converted one person to your religion. Faith has increased by 1.
Current Faith: 1.


What does Faith do? Lee asked naturally, starting to become used to
handling the game information system.


Each point of Faith the user
has increases the ability of their deity to affect the world and increases the
chance of their deity interfering on their behalf. As the Faith stat increases,
physical characteristics and appearance may change. Faith also increases the
chance for the user to resist curses.


Huh? May change?
Like, do I get a halo or wings or something? I wonder who I even converted. Lee
stared at the prompt, and then it struck him.


“Miss me?” A white
mouse asked as it scurried up the bedpost and onto the bed, little Ethan hot on
its tails. When Ethan caught up with the talking mouse, the real mouse turned
and facepalmed with its tiny paw. “You get the ability to make any golem in the
world, and you make one of me? I don’t know if that’s cute, annoying or sad.
Personally, I would have made a tiny little samurai or ninja warrior—but I
guess to each their own.”


Lee shrugged. “If
it makes you feel any better, it wasn’t really on purpose. I don’t really know
how to work Golem Sculpting yet, but he’s been very useful.” If it was anything
but a mouse, I wouldn’t have caught that darn cat, and I wouldn’t have gotten
my first convert. Then again, none of the rest would have happened, and I
probably wouldn’t have come so close to dying so many times.


“So I’ve seen. I am
surprised to find out that you were able to get a player convert so quickly.
Most of them won’t read unless they’re antisocial, or it’s required for
school.”


So, Miller actually
read the book and joined the faith? Lee was slightly curious what could have
prompted him to do that, but remembering Miller brought back an important question.
“Why did you lie?”


“What are you
talking about? I don’t lie. Everything I say is the whole truth and nothing but
the truth . . . or something like that.”


“You said my Intelligence
was zero. You showed me a stat screen with my Intelligence as zero, but after
only gaining five points of Intelligence, it said the total was ten. So,
clearly, you lied.”


“You must have
gotten a few points from the language. I didn’t lie.”


“Augustus, I can
count. You lied,” Lee pressed. “Did you lie about sending me back too?”


“What? No, of
course not. I didn’t lie about anything! Drunks are always honest! If you can’t
trust a drunk god, who can you trust?” the mouse replied with feigned
indignity. “In fact, I’ve come to bring you to your world right away! Mouse’s
honor!” The little rodent put a tiny paw over its heart, and as it did, Lee’s
world faded black again and all of his senses disappeared.


Rather than freak
out and scream like he did last time, he waited patiently until he regained
sight. He was hoping he’d be in his own world, or at least see something from
it that he recognized, but instead he found himself in the middle of a Roman
bath with trays of grapes, bread, dates and cups of honey and wine lying next
to him.


“Go ahead and have
a bite. You’ve earned it,” Augustus said. A moment later, he materialized into
being as a giant bear again.


Even though Lee
knew the massive bear was Augustus and wasn’t going to eat him, being face to
face with huge, sharp-clawed animal was far from a pleasant experience. He
found himself preferring when the god took a smaller, more-manageable and
bite-sized form.


“I thought we were
going back to my world?” Lee asked, picking up one of the bunches of grapes and
examining it for any marks or signs that it might be poisoned.


“Hey! I said you
would, so you will. Just relax and let me finish a few things. Also, here.” The
bear pulled out a suit that looked like it handmade by an Italian guy who had
been at the craft for ages. “Put this on. I can’t have you going around in . .
. that.”


Lee looked down at
his tattered outfit. Even though he had only been the alternate world for a
day, his appearance was shabby at best and downright degenerate at worst. His
formerly neat and dry-cleaned attire was filled with holes, covered in blood
stains, and marred with and tears.


“Yeah, probably a
good idea,” Lee agreed and hurriedly changed into the new outfit. “This is a
perfect fit.”


“Well, I am the God
of Alcohol and Crafts. Tailoring is just one of the many crafts,” Augustus
responded. “I’m keeping my word and sending you back, but you only have
twenty-four hours until I return you to the other world, so get some rest. Half
the reason I’m even doing this is to prevent you from being hit with the
fatigue penalty. If you stay awake too long, you’ll end up getting yourself
killed and never get around to spreading my name.”


“What, you don’t
want me to convert players?” Lee blinked.


“No, convert them
all you like, just make sure you convert those NPCs. I need them for . . .”
Augustus’ demeanor suddenly shifted from calm and polite to angry in a split
second. “Why do I have to explain it to you?” the bear roared. “So, what if I
lied about your Intelligence? Why don’t you just stop hounding me and do what
you’re told before I kill you off for fun?!”


If it had been
twenty-four hours ago, Lee would have likely shriveled up at the thought of a
giant bear roaring at him from two feet away. Now, while it was still
unnerving, he didn’t even flinch. He just stared the bear down. “I don’t think
you will. I don’t think you can afford to lose me.” Lee felt a wicked grin
appear across his face. “But if it means going home again, I’ll get you your
stupid followers.”


The bear glared
down at him in silence for what felt like an eternity. Lee did his best to meet
its stare with an equal measure of determination and was finally rewarded after
the silence broke. “Alright,” the bear conceded. “Fine. So long as you’re doing
what you’re told, I’ll send you back to the moment after I took you. No one
will notice. But I’m laying down some rules: Do not let anyone know about the
other world. I’ll also let you bring back, say, a pound of that bacon you
seemed to want for breakfast at the tavern. Understood?”


“I get it.” Lee,
who had no positive feelings about this deity given the hell he had been
through recently, just huffed out his answer and waited for the warp.


“You need to know
something before you go,” Augustus added as he pulled out a beer from nowhere
and took a sip. “I’m not going to change you back to a regular human. You’re
going to stay an in-game NPC. It would be too much work and require too much Faith
to convert you back and forth each time. Don’t do anything a human couldn’t do,
and do your best not to let people find out why you’re different than them.”


Wait, does that
mean I’ll be able to golem sculpt in real life? Lee felt a strong desire to
immediately test out the parameters of being a fantasy game NPC in a regular
human world.


“One more thing,”
the bear growled as Lee’s sense of touch and smell began to fade. “If you let
people find out what you are . . . if you try to run or escape me . . . I’ll
kill you. I will hunt you down and murder you. Then, I’ll kill your family. And
I’ll make sure to take my time doing it,” the bear said with a cold, flat
voice. It was the first time words from Augustus had actually sent chills
through Lee’s spine.


Before Lee could
fully react to the threat, he found himself once more sitting in his chair at
work staring at the same screen full of text he had been working on before the
little white mouse interrupted him. I’m back, Lee thought, touching random
objects and then pinching himself to make sure this wasn’t just a dream.


After assuring
himself to the best of his abilities that this wasn’t just his imagination, he
closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and then coughed. Forcefully. He let out a
few more fake coughs and went to find his manager.


“What in the heck
does the nerd boy want this time?” the manager said after sparing him a quick
glance.


“Well, I’m sorry,
but the ‘nerd boy’ is going to have to take one of his sick days. I’m really
not feeling well, and I’m”—Lee faked a cough for effect—“I’m . . . I’m going to
need to get some rest.”


The manager turned
to look at him, giving him an empty, wide-eyed expression as her forehead
wrinkled up. She let out a barrage of questions at him that left him completely
off guard. “How long have you been able to speak Spanish?” the manager asked.
“Do you always know what I say about you? Is this some kind of joke? If you
spoke Spanish, why wouldn’t you have put it on your resume? What’s wrong with
you?! Are you messing with me? Have you been recording what I say?”


But I don’t speak
Spanish? I’ve never really learned more than a few words at best. What is she
talking about? Wait, is this an after effect of being an NPC? AI system, are
you still with me? Did I speak English or Spanish?


Known and learned languages
are adjusted to best suit the intended recipient. You were and currently are
speaking a version of Spanish generated based on the accumulated Experience you
have from overhearing and seeing the language in order to match the unknown
intended recipient's own native language.


Crap, the prompts
are still here? Even in this world? Lee
winced. So, I’m really am an NPC now . . . Lee bit his lower lip as he
imagined the possibilities before returning his focus back to the issue at
hand: his manager was still asking him a ton of questions.


“Look, I didn’t try
to deceive you, but I really am not feeling well today. Perhaps we can forget a
few earlier things you’ve said.” Lee just assumed that the woman had used their
language barrier as a chance to chide and mock him without his knowledge, and
he felt like using it as a sort of HR corporate blackmail against her. “If you
let me take a few days off to feel better . . .” He added in an extra cough,
just in case the blackmail alone wasn’t selling it.


“Fine! Get out!
Take your days off! I won’t say a word if you don’t. But lying to me for this
long . . . What’s wrong with you?! You’re twisted, Lee, twisted.” The angry
manager waved him out of the office, and Lee didn’t hesitate to bolt.


I’ve got a day,
one day, here before I get pulled back. I have to make this count, Lee thought, trying to create a mental list of all the
things he might do if he only had twenty-four hours left to live. As far as he
was concerned, that was the best way to treat his current situation. After all,
there was no telling what would happen once he was forced back into that other
world.


The first thing he
did was grab a taxi, hoping to save time as he made his way to the supermarket.
While he was in the car, he made sure to call every loved one and friend he
could think of—which unsurprisingly didn’t take long—and tried to tell them he
loved them without sounding creepy. It turned out to be a lot harder than he
had anticipated. It was impossible to prognosticate how someone might react to
a random and first-time-ever ‘I love you’ call during work hours on a weekday,
but he imagined that the normal reaction from a family member would presumably
be to assume a terminal illness or worse.


When he finally got
home, after loading up on his favorite foods from the store and having a few
awkward conversations with his parents, he hopped on his computer and loaded up
his usual MMO out of reflex. No! Not that! Lee chastised himself as he
closed the game. It was only a reactionary habit, but it was a habit that was
hard to ignore. I’ve only got twenty-four hours in a sophisticated world
with infinite amounts of knowledge at my disposal, he thought, staring at
the computer. I need to learn as much as I can now so that I won’t be at a
complete disadvantage when I go back. He popped open his BlueFox browser
and began considering what survival or cooking videos he might need.


Wait. Lee paused, thinking about the pound of premium bacon
and the four pounds of strip steak he had next to it in his fridge. It
definitely wasn’t his normal Chinese takeout, but he planned on devouring
everything with abandon at dinner. I need to learn how to do this. Bacon
will be the key to everything! His mouth watered as he thought of a
diabolical plan.


These backwater
NPCs barely have any of the modern man’s cooking technology. None of them know
all that we’ve gained through the years. Most importantly, they have no bacon. He grinned ear to ear as he started to realize what
his ticket home would be. Early people of faith didn’t spread the religion
through sword point or even miracles. They did it through food. Lots and lots
of bread and wine were what brought the religion of today into existence. Bread
and wine wouldn’t be that helpful to people who weren't starving, but caffeine
and bacon would. There isn’t a single person who isn’t susceptible to a good
and proper addictive substance like caffeine. Lee’s mind lit up as he
thought about how easy it would be to create a cult-like coffee shop with the
absence of competition. But how do I get coffee or tea in the other world?


He was disappointed
as he checked Bloogle and found that even sugar, his last great hope, would
take over a year to mature into anything harvestable. So, even if I found a
way to bring them over, I’d still be shafted with no reliable mechanism for
repeating the process over and over again. So, what to do . . .


Lee weighed his options on how he was going to
handle this conundrum, and in the end, he spent so long watching instructional
videos and, reading articles about survival tips that he completely lost track
of time. He had even flipped through his old BlueManScouts survival handbook—a
book he had assured his mother he’d never need again after he quit to join
computer camp. Around eight at night, his phone rang.


Crap. Lee looked at his phone. It was one of his two
friends, Wolfe, calling him. He could tell from the time stamp on the computer
that he was already missing raid night. Wolfe hadn’t answered earlier when he
made his phone calls, but now that it was time for gaming, he wasn’t going to
let it go without at least finding out why Lee wasn’t already logged on and
ready to go.


“What’s up?” Lee
asked as he grabbed his phone.


“Well, I don’t
know. I’m surrounded by ten angry dwarves and an elf that looks like she might
stab me before they get a chance.” Wolfe skipped all the standard phatic communication
that went with phone call etiquette and tore into him. “They’re all wondering
why my wonderful buddy, The LawlfulCringe, isn’t on yet.”


“Oh, sorry about
that.” Lee ran through his list of standard excuses as he tried to figure one
out. “It’s just . . . umm . . . You see, I’ve not been feeling well. Don’t
really feel up to gaming tonight.” He went with the least inventive but most
reliable excuse available.


“Yeah, I heard
about that from your mom. She called me up asking if you were terminal or something.
She said you spouted a bunch of mushy stuff like someone had a gun to your head
was about to shoot you. She called your work, and they told her that you took
off sick, so she called me afterward to see what was going on, but I didn’t
know anything either. Man, you gotta do better than this. Is everything really
okay? You’re not being held hostage or something?”


“No, I’m not being
held hostage. I just don’t feel like play tonight,” Lee insisted. I’ve spent
hours watching survival videos and cooking videos, but I still don’t feel
prepared enough to try out half these cooking techniques, and I doubt I could
even come close to setting up a tent in the woods.


“Well, if you are,
and you’re on speaker phone, just tell me the thing you fear most in the whole
wide world,” Wolfe pressed. Even though his tone was serious, Lee could swear
he heard a smile through the phone.


“Lag?” Lee
answered.


“Yeah, that sounds
like you. So, what’s the deal, man? Don’t tell me you’re burnt out. We’re not
switching MMOs again, are we?” Wolfe asked. It was common for Lee to get tired
of a game once it had reached that point where the end-game content was more
time-released stat boost and less exploration, adventure or challenge. After
everything became ‘easy peasy,’ there really wasn’t a point to it anymore.


“Nah, nothing like
that. I should be around for it next weekend, but . . .” Lee paused. Wait,
Wolfe is the type of guy who knows everything about anything. His job is
apparently mind-numbingly boring, the kind of job where ‘hurry up and wait’ was
the go-to motto, so he spent most of his days reading websites or watching
BlueTube documentaries to pass the time. More than likely, he’ll know a lot
more about what I need than I do.


“Hey, Wolfe, while
I got you on the phone, would there ever be a case where people wouldn’t have
cured and smoked meats?” Lee inquired. He still found the whole thing to be
rather weird. A single Bloogle search showed that smoked and cured meats had
been around longer than most every other part of society and were found from
one end of the world to the other.


“Oh, are you
talking about that weird health craze some areas are starting? It’s super hard
to find good meats in some places with everything under the sun giving you
cancer,” Wolfe informed him. “I suppose, one day in the future, smoked-meat
eaters will go the way of smokers in big cities—herded to the outskirts and
banned from buying it without paying a huge tax.”


“You’re kidding
me.” Lee couldn’t believe his ears. A world without bacon may exist one day?
He shuddered at the thought.


“As sure as I
liketh the big behinds, I am and forever will be incapable of telling
falsehoods to my brothers,” Wolfe joked. He was the type of guy who would laugh
at his own silly, archaic and outplayed references more than the people he was
making the joke for, and this was no exception.


“Dang, that sucks.
I don’t know if I could live without bacon,” Lee said. And while I can teach
them how to make it, properly curing the meat and smoking it may take a lot of
valuable time away from missions.


“Or fried chicken,”
Wolfe added.


“Huh?” Lee’s ears
perked up.


“You know, since
trans fats are supposedly awful for you, a lot of people have stopped eating
fried foods too. Not our kind of people—sane people with functioning taste buds—but
other people have. Heck, I have a friend who won’t eat any type of meat unless
it has been grilled with proper room for the fat to run off it.”


“That’s . . .
That’s very helpful.” If t the game was made by a bunch of health nuts who
didn’t include cured and smoked meats, there is no way they’d add fried food.
Not to mention, frying chicken is super easy. I got it right my first time
after watching a BlueTube Southern instructional video when I was in college.
This will be a home run for sure! If they have meat, and they have candles,
they have rendered fats into oil already. I won’t have to do any work to get my
hands on it.


“No problem.
Though, I have no idea how that’s gonna be helpful. Are you thinking of opening
up a few fast chicken joints before they go out of business? Shorting some
stocks?” Wolfe laughed from the other end of the phone, but Lee didn’t feel
like playing into his jokes. Instead, he wrapped up the call as quickly as he
could and opened up several browsers on the subject.


He spent the rest
of the night studying everything he could find on how to fry chicken, how to
prepare bacon, and anything else he could get his hands on in terms of fried
vegetables and the like. He thought it would be fun to try a Japanese tempura
recipe, but he didn’t have enough of the ingredients on hand. The last thing he
wanted was to go back into the world tomorrow with unseasoned or unskilled
hands. Making a fool of himself was something he simply couldn’t afford.


After Lee was
satisfied with his knowledge on the subject, he retired to the kitchen, made
himself a fat steak and then passed out in his bed.


He didn’t fail to
take Augustus’s warning about needing a full night of sleep lightly and did his
best to pass out, but given all that had happened, it wasn’t as easy as it
usually was.


He wasn’t sure how
long he had slept for, but when he woke up, he was already in the colosseum,
fully dressed in yesterday’s work clothes, and staring at a koala sipping a
tiny teacup as it returned his gaze.
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“You know, you surprise me, Lee.” The koala made
creepily-direct eye contact with Lee as he sipped his teacup. “I gave you twenty-four
hours. I let you do whatever you wanted, and you chose to spend it watching
BlueTube, eating by yourself, avoiding games and not even having a single
drink. You do know that even prison inmates get a better send-off than that,
right?”


“I didn’t want to be unprepared for today or
tomorrow or whenever it is chronologically that you’re sending me back, I
guess,” Lee answered with a shrug. “Why does it bother you? What business is it
of yours how I spend my time?”


The koala pulled out a fancy chain and watch and
polished it for a moment before putting it back and then sighed. “You’re a
servant of the God of Alcohol and Crafts, and you didn’t make anything or drink
anything. It was just painful to watch. I almost used some of my dwindling
influence to create a power outage just so you’d get out of your chair.”


Nerd hate, huh? From the God of Crafts? Lee
grimaced. He had dealt with those ‘Go outside cause it’s awesome, healthy, and
good for you!’ people as a child, and he still harbored resentment toward them
for pushing their preference for skin cancer on him. If not for those kinds of
people, he would have had plenty of time to practice and been able to
absolutely crush his friend Paul as a kid in Alley Fighter. “Look, I just
needed to make sure I had a game plan, a way to start your religion. Why are
you so upset about that?”


“I’m not upset!” the Koala harrumphed, stamping
his feet and shapeshifting into a fox. “You’re just being an idiot and
insulting me. I gave you a book with the secrets to making literally anything
possible in that world. Granted, it’s not going to be as step-by-step as those
stupid videos you watched, but it’s the bible of all crafting. Why do you think
it’s so thick? It’s the one magical item I gave you, so just learn how to use it
and stop wasting your vacations.”


“Wait, what? It’s magic?” Lee momentarily felt
concerned about lending it to Miller, but that fear vanished instantly when he
remembered that Miller was a fan of justice. It was highly unlikely that he’d
lose or mistreat someone else’s property. “I have to hold onto it? Then how do
I convert people? Don’t they need to read the good book to understand you and
all that nonsense?”


“What? No. They just need to worship the name
Augustus and build their own image of how great I am in their head. The book is
a set of guidelines to help you in your task, not something to give out
whenever you feel like it or to the first guy you meet with a big spear!”


“Hmm.” Lee didn’t feel like arguing, so he just
nodded along and tried to think of another question. Augustus obviously didn’t
want to give out too much information, so Lee had to be smart with what he
asked. Even if the god wasn’t telling him everything, Lee had started to
believe that there was more to things than met the eye. Augustus had asked him
to only convert NPCs but originally complained that his main church base was
either old or leaving the church to become players. That means that he
originally subsisted on the faith of players alone. So why are NPCs important?


Augustus changed shape again—back to a sloth—and
sighed in irritation. “Enough of this. Are you ready to go back? I’ve already
pulled the pound of bacon you bought on your shopping spree from your fridge
and put it in your inventory.”


“Wait!” Lee threw up both of his hands. “When do I
get to come back this time? How many followers?”


“Uhm . . . Get me two NPC followers, and I’ll give
you another day. Get me ten, and I’ll give you a week. Your choice on when to
cash in.”


“And if I can get more? Is there ever a number I can
reach that will let me stay in my world forever?”


“You mean am I ever going to set you free from the
eternal war? I mean, War of Eternity?” Augustus paused as if thinking for a
moment. “How about a town? If you can convert enough NPCs to add up to a town
the size of Satterfield, we’ll talk about it. Until then, two people is a day,
and ten people is a week. I may change that later, but those are the terms for
now. Got it?”


“Yeah, I got it.”


“Good, then are you ready to go back?”


“Do I have a choice?”


“Sure. You’ve got around a minute left, so if you
wanna sit and talk about your feelings, maybe mope some more or complain about
something, you’re welcome to do that for another . . . forty-two seconds.”


“Pass.” Lee gritted his teeth. He felt a
vehemently-vitriolic chain of thoughts spring up toward the taunting deity, but
he also knew that voicing them wouldn’t get him anywhere. Before he could even
reconsider, he was once more warped through the darkness.


Lee returned to the game world in exactly the same
position he had left it: lying down in his bed and staring at the ceiling above
him. It took a moment for him to adjust to seeing the world from two
perspectives—his and Ethan’s—simultaneously, but overall, the process was
rather painless, just jarring. He considered trying to get a little more rest
before heading down to breakfast, but a growl from his stomach voted otherwise.


Fine. He rose from his bed and straightened
up a bit, looking down at his clothes as he did so. He wasn't usually one to
sleep in clothes, but he had changed into a fresh set of threads since he knew
Augustus was going to rip him into an alternate reality. He had been tempted to
buy something medievalesque, or at least something passable for defense in this
world, but the only way to get something like that would have been to order it
online. Without the ability to wait two or three days for shipping, there just
wasn’t any hope for it.


Wait, I almost forgot! Lee went straight to
his inventory and took out the leather boots he had gotten from the quest
yesterday. Come on, prompt, tell me what these fancy fine leather boots do.
Lee found himself grinning at the prospect of what his loot might be despite
his circumstances. Even if he was in a potentially life-threatening scenario,
he was still a gamer. There was nothing that could stop him from feeling some
happiness during the item inspection.


Fine leather boots offer 6 damage reduction over the surface
they cover, reduce energy spent on travel by 15%, and increase the
effectiveness of sneak by one rank when worn.


Whoa, that's actually pretty good. I think? Lee
stared at the boots for a moment before hastily putting them on. They don't
look that bad, either. He knew all too well that he was still in the noob
phase of this game. As players conquered dungeons and leveled up in most MMOs,
their preference on gear would often become more and more influenced by
aesthetics. It wasn't that they didn't care at the start of the game, it was
just that the importance of one stat point far outweighed the need to look
sharp. As a player became more powerful, he could afford to let a stat slip a
tiny bit or pay the extra money needed so that he could look amazing while
still being awesome. At the moment, though, Lee was at that stage where he was
willing to run around in a purple tutu slapping people with a rainbow trout so
long as it got the job done, and he could live another day.


How about these? he asked the prompt while
pulling out the leather pants and the gloves he had gotten from the midnight
thieves and the cloth armor and bronze sword he had received from the bandits
yesterday when he rescued Ling.


Leather gloves offer 5 damage reduction over the
surface they cover and increase grip strength on weapons.






Leather pants offer 5 damage reduction over the
surface they cover, reduce energy spent on travel by 15%, and increase the
effectiveness of sneak by one rank when worn.






Cloth Armor offers 3 damage reduction over the
surface it covers and also reduces damage from heat or cold based attacks by
5%. 






Bronze sword. Deals 8 damage.


That’s . . . Lee’s mouth watered a little.
He wasn’t that impressed with the cloth armor, but the leather armor and the
weapon had his eyes darting back and forth between prompts. Compared to the
gear he had starting out, which offered no protection and did no damage, this
was great. Five points of damage reduction was a lot, especially against
low-damage enemies like dagger wielders. The bronze sword was also a massive
improvement over the previous noob starting sword. It literally had double the
damage of his other two starting weapons.


This really could keep me alive. Lee
started thinking about how to put together a new fighting strategy to
compensate for the fact that he didn’t actually have any leather armor for his
chest. He got lost in thought about how to use the loot for a minute until his
stomach growled again and reminded him that he was still on a mission.


Oh, right. Food. Lee sighed and headed
downstairs toward the kitchen. He had tried a practice run or two with fried
chicken last night, but he still wasn’t a hundred percent confident that he
could pull it off. The only thing that he knew for a fact that he could manage
with ease was the bacon. After all, bacon was something that everyone learned
how to cook before they hit ten in his household. His dad had been the type of
guy to make little bacon castles with pancake guards for his breakfast as a
kid. Naturally, he had picked up quite a few tricks and techniques from his
father, the Bacon King of Breakfast Bacon Castle Land—a name his old man had
used for himself way too many times to not begin eliciting groans after a
while.


“Good morning!” Ramon greeted him as he came up to
the bar. “So, what’s the breakfast you’ll be having this morning? I believe you
wanted pig belly?”


“Actually, do you mind if I cook my own?” Lee
asked, pinning his hopes on the head of the kitchen not being too stingy with
his workspace.


“Hmm . . .” Ramon paused and looked around the
bar.


For a group of adventurers who needed daylight to
hunt, the number that got up early wasn’t nearly what Lee would have expected.
Even Miller had yet to come down, so the tavern was mostly empty, and the only
other two people to have descended from the rooms were already eating what
appeared to be biscuits. Ramon shrugged after a minute and motioned for Lee to
come back behind the counter toward the kitchen while giving him a timeframe.
“Well, I guess it can’t hurt, but don’t take too long. You've got about an hour
or so before the rest of the crowd comes down and starts demanding food.”


“Thanks.” Lee smiled while checking off the box on
his mental list of steps toward world domination, or at least he hoped it was
headed in that direction. “Can I use whatever ingredients I find back there, so
long as I pay?”


“I told you, after the assassination attempt last
night, you get one free breakfast. Just make yourself at home with the kitchen,
but try to hurry up.” With that, Ramon turned and went back to the front.


“He may have said you can eat what you want, but
if you touch my beef ribs without paying, I’m going to gut you and hang you
like that pig,” a man, around six foot five with a figure as round as the
biscuits the customers were eating earlier, said as he exited the shadows like
a caped superhero trying to talk to a police chief.


How the heck . . .? Lee’s brain couldn’t
comprehend how he didn’t notice this massive chef when he first entered the
kitchen. “That’s . . . That’s fine, but do you mind if I take some of the
chicken?”


“Is that all you’re going to be needing?” the chef
asked suspiciously. “If it’s just chicken, you should let me cook it for you,
whelp. I’ve been cooking chicken since long before you were a twinkle in your
daddy’s eye.”


“I’ll also need a pot, a frying pan, some oil,
some . . .” Lee listed out everything he could remember from the video. He was
expecting the man to interrupt him at some point and tell him ‘Kid, if you’re
trying to fry chicken I know how to do that too,’ but it never happened.
Instead, the man just watched intently as Lee prepped the chicken, heated up
the oil, and began frying the pound of bacon. He made sure to catch the bacon
fat for later. If he couldn’t get his hands on more, this was probably going to
be the best chance he had of tasting anything like it.


In theory, it should only have taken him between
fifteen to twenty minutes to fry up some chicken wings. Half an hour later, he
was still double and triple checking everything. When he was finally satisfied
with the preparations, he dropped it all into the oil.


You have learned the proficiency skill ‘Cooking.’
This skill is currently at Initiate Level 1. This skill improves one’s ability
to manage time and ingredients in the kitchen. 






You have been awarded 2 Intelligence for discovering
a new skill without the assistance of class trainers or a manual. Current Intelligence:
25.


There we go! Lee was rather satisfied with
the unexpected boon. Now, to test out my creation . . . He blew on one
of the fried chicken wings a few times to cool it off before sinking his teeth
into it. Well, this isn’t exactly Carolina Fried Chicken, but it is
definitely good. Lee let out a sigh that was a mixture of relief over his
creation not failing and joy at how good it felt to savor. He then tried the
bacon and found that the cast iron skillet had actually left it with a lot more
flavor than he was used from his pan back home. Maybe I should invest in one
of these when I get back, Lee thought, scratching his chin momentarily as
he took another bite of bacon.


“Hey, kid,” the chef who had just been silently
watching him the whole time called over. “Are you really going to eat all of
that?”


Lee looked at the seven pounds of fried chicken
and the stack of crispy bacon that was two pieces short of a pound itself and
then up at the bear-like chef whose mouth was clearly salivating. “Well, I
suppose I could spare a piece of chicken . . .” Lee shrugged and tossed the man
a drumstick before the chef could pretend like that wasn’t the intent of his
question.


Alright, let’s see if this evil scheme works. Lee
leveled his gaze on the man as he ripped the crispy flesh off of the drumstick
with his teeth. The man chewed twice then stopped.


Huh? Why aren’t you chewing more?! Chew,
dangit! Tell me it tastes good! Lee felt a bit of anxiety begin to build.
If this experiment failed, he’d have wasted half the previous night and a good
portion of the time he had spent back in his own world.


After a few more seconds of just holding the food
in his mouth, the chef hesitantly began chewing again. Lee began to relax a
bit, but the anxiety hadn’t gone away. Then, a moment later, the chef devoured
the entire drumstick so quickly that Lee wasn’t even sure he had seen it right.


“Good. GOOD GOOD GOOD!” the bear of a man shouted
as he started licking the grease off of his fingers. “Soooo GOOD!”


“There is no need to be modest,” Lee said happily.
He felt like having some fun at the man’s expense. “You’ve been cooking much
longer than I have, right? This is nothing to you! Don’t lie to spare my
feelings.”


“Me? Lie? Nonsense!” the chef exclaimed. “Just let
me get another piece of that chicken!”


So fried food really is that addicting, eh? Lee
did his best not to chuckle out loud and anger the man, mainly because the big
man’s arms alone seemed more than capable of crushing him with one swipe.
“Please, I appreciate you letting me use your kitchen, but I really wouldn’t
want you to stoop so low as to eat a novice chef’s food.”


“Kid, this ain’t no false modesty. Hand over some
of that there chicken,” the chef insisted, and his hungry look sent a chill up
Lee’s spine.


“Alright, alright,” Lee conceded. He picked
another piece of fried chicken out of the bucket he had been using so that he
could carry them back to the main room and said, “But just one thing first.”


“Name it.”


“Can you consider worshiping the god, Augustus,
who taught me this recipe? I’m not forcing you to or anything, just let me know
you’ll at least consider it.” Lee waved the food back and forth like an owner
taunting his dog with a treat.


“Sounds fair.” The man nodded his agreement as he
caught the two pieces of fried chicken Lee tossed his way. “You’ll have to show
me how to cook this one more time in the future,” he insisted after he had
secured his food.


Lee just laughed as he turned and head back to the
bar. “Let’s see if I’m alive tomorrow or not,” he called behind him.


“You better be. You mind if I try some of the
pig?” the chef asked just as Lee was about to leave the room.


The coup de grâce? Of course! Lee laughed
internally but slowly and solemnly said, “Fine, one piece. But without more
prayers to Augustus, this may be the last batch I ever have.” With that, Lee
handed over a single stick of bacon.


“Whelp, you’re really starting to . . .” The man
paused and took a bite of the food, and his face lit up instantly. “How many
more prayers do you need for more of this?”


Win! Lee masked his sly grin and walked
back to the bar.


“Sorry about that,” Ramon said, pouring Lee a beer
and placing it on the counter in front of the same seat he had used the night
before. “Should have warned you about David. He’s a great chef, but he’s kind
of particular about his workspace.”


Lee smiled. “Oh, he was no bother at all.”


“That’s great to hear. I’m impressed that he let
you walk away with so much food. He must really like you.”


Is that how he treats people he likes? Lee
remembered the rather brash start of their interactions. “Well, we got along in
the end at least.”


“I know I said breakfast was free and that you
could make as much as you like, and I know your friend is big, but don’t you
think you overcooked a bit for just the two of you? Or are you planning on
taking it with you on your quest?”


My quest . . . Lee’s jubilee was instantly
shot as he remembered that he had somehow accepted a ridiculously hard quest to
go hunt down the thugs who had been kidnapping the villagers. “I suppose I do
have plenty. It’s my fault, though. Whenever I’m doing something I love, I can
often get overzealous.” Lee tried to look bashful as if this were all an
accident while he offered Ramon a piece of bacon. “Perhaps you’d like to try
some of it?”


“I must admit that I am rather curious.” Ramon
showed no shame as he snatched the piece of bacon and snapped right into it.


“I hope my cooking was decent. Is it any good?”
Lee asked while Ramon chewed.


“Any good? This is phenomenal! Is this what you
were asking for last night? I give it a ten out of ten in taste and texture,
with an eight out of ten in cleanliness while eating. This is better than even
Sam’s Soupy Stew top course!” Ramon laid on the praises heavy. “May I have
another?”


Lee shook his head at the request and instead
offered him a piece of chicken. “How about you try this instead,” he offered,
making sure to pick out the fattest drumstick he could find in the bucket.
Since Miller was already converted, there wasn’t a point in wasting the best
and juiciest parts on him.


Ramon’s eyes shot open as soon as he took a bite,
and he made several ‘mmm’ sounds between chomps. “How did you learn how to cook
like this?”


BlueTube, Killing Them Heavily? Lee thought
back to the station he had used to find videos on how to fry everything from
chicken to ice cream. “It’s one of the techniques taught at the church of
Augustus. If you think this is good now, wait till you try it after a few
drinks,” he added. “There is even a way to cook pork cutlets with this
technique that is to die for while drinking.”


“What’s to die for?” Miller said as he came down
the stairs. The Book of Augustus was in one hand, and he was apparently reading
as he walked up to the bar.


“This food your friend has made, you’re going to
love it.” Ramon pushed the bucket over toward Miller, offering up Lee’s food
without even asking first. Then again, the chicken was technically Ramon’s, and
Lee had just been the one to cook it.


Miller took a drumstick, head still buried in the
book, causing Lee to, out of pure irritation at the disrespect to a hardcover
book, snatch the book out of Miller’s hand before he could take a bite and get
any greasy flakes of fried chicken skin on the pages. “Hey! Show some respect
for books!” Lee demanded. He didn’t mind when people read books to the point
the spine broke, left tiny folds at the top of the pages, or even fell asleep
on a book and contorted the makeshift pillow so that, any time you opened it,
there would always be that page he slept on as the natural split, but he
couldn’t stand people eating and drinking around them. Sure, e-books were so common
these days that it was rarely a problem, but he had been, for lack of a better
word, a proper ‘nerd’ since he was five years old, and that meant he had hordes
of hard and soft back books that he had already paid for and didn’t want to
part with until the day he died.


“Sorry, it’s just this book is so amazing. Your
god, or, well, our god now, has so much to say on everything. Did you know
there are over fifty ways to modify a single spear? Over fifty! Every time I
thought I was done reading about modifying spears, I’d turn the page and like
it was magic! A new page with new techniques would show up. I didn’t think it
was possible for there to be so much—” Miller took a bite of the chicken
mid-sentence. “Woah. This is great! Ramon, your cook has really upped his game.
I could eat this all day, every day.”


“It’s not my cook. It’s him.” Ramon responded,
pointing to Lee. “He says it’s a technique of his religion, so I imagine that
might be an option if you’re actually joining his church.”


“Of course I’m joining! It’s the best! I had my
doubts when he first told me about it, but after borrowing his bible, I
couldn’t be more convinced. There is a god, and Augustus is his name,” Miller
stated proudly with a hand over his heart. “No one else but a god could make such
a magical artifact.”


I didn’t even notice it was magical until it
was pointed out to me. I had a book that could tell me anything I wanted
to know about crafting, and this moron figured it out before me? Lee
couldn’t cover up the shame he felt at being outdone by the self-proclaimed
champion of justice. “Of course. And I’m more than happy to hear you’re joining
the fold.” Lee patted the Firbolg on the shoulder as Miller ripped into another
piece of chicken. “Now, the two of us can go out and convert people together.”


“Convert? No, we must do his good work. He clearly
gave us this tome of knowledge so that we can destroy evil and lay waste to the
infidels who would besmirch the name of our religion with vile and evil acts!”


Lee cringed. “Easy with that ‘infidel’ word.” I
don’t want to be blacklisted from public flights! he thought, even though
he knew there would be nothing of that sort around here. Wait, since I get
to shape this religion, why not start now? “You’re right that we should
stop evil as a way of bringing about the word of our Lord Augustus, but that
doesn’t mean you should ever hurt or oppress people for having different
beliefs than you. If they don’t believe us, that’s their loss. Just follow the
teachings and prove you’re better.”


Miller looked at Lee in confusion. “What
teachings? You mean the modifications? The building patterns?”


“The uhh . . .” Lee fumbled around trying to think
of an answer but just settled on dodging the question. “Just have some beer and
enjoy your breakfast.”


“Huh?” Both Ramon and Lee looked at him
dumbfounded, probably wondering why the Herald of a religion didn’t have these
answers readily.


“Eat!” Lee pushed a piece of bacon in Miller’s
face.


“Woah! This is even better than the first thing,”
Miller said as he munched on it. “Is this also part of our religious diet?”


Lee nodded. “Yeah, something like that. If we want
more, we have to pray—and convince others to pray.”


“Not sure any food is really worth worshipping
some random god,” Ramon chuckled, even as he reached for another piece.


Lee pulled the stack of bacon away from Ramon and
said, “You don’t have to eat it if you don’t think it’s worth it.”


“Hey now, I just said I wasn’t sure. I need a few
more samples to decide.” Ramon managed to grab another slice before heading
into the kitchen, probably to ask his chef if he learned how to replicate what
Lee had done.


The fried chicken wasn’t that hard to do, and Lee
was positive that the chef would be able to duplicate it if he was worth his
weight as a cook, but from what he had learned, it was doubtful that anyone
would be able to replicate the bacon. After all, the bacon itself was
otherworldly.


“So where did you get all this?” Miller asked
between bites. “I remember looking through all the chapters of the book last
night, and I didn’t see anything on food. It was all on spear modifications and
stuff for how to make a weapon or make it better.”


“That’s because you don’t know where to look,” Lee
answered, wiping his hands as thoroughly as he could on his pants before taking
the book out and opening it up. If you’re a magical artifact, you’ll show me
what I’m most interested in seeing, right? Lee hoped as he continuously
wished ‘show me the fried chicken’ in his heart.


The pages in the book glowed a whitish blue color
for a moment, and after the glow faded, the page that Lee was looking at
contained a detailed set of instructions for how to make fried chicken. He
turned to the next page to see another recipe, and every page he tried after
that showed more and more recipes for fried chicken. Along with information on
flavor for each different recipe, there was also five categories for taste,
ingredients required, prep time needed and difficulty, and each was rated with
a number between one and one hundred.


Lee’s eyes were immediately drawn to the
difficulty description, which varied from recipe to recipe and was displayed in
two factors. The first number was the amount of Intelligence required, and the
second was the level of cooking skill required. At the bottom of each recipe,
there was a mostly-blurred-out section labeled as the Assembly Spell. Despite
the fact that the book was right in front of him, he couldn’t read the words to
any of the actual spells. The only thing he could make out were the
requirements listed at the top. The simplest fried chicken recipe he could find
required either a cooking skill of Initiate Level 5 and 50 Intelligence or a
cooking skill of Novice Level 5 and 25 Intelligence. So, Intelligence isn’t
just for learning skills faster. It seems you can’t even learn or use certain
skills without it.


“Woah, so many different ways to prepare chicken .
. .” Miller gasped from beside him. He had been chewing loudly and open-mouthed
as he watched Lee flip through the pages. “I wonder what that one tastes like.”
He reached across to place his finger on a page with a Cajun chicken recipe,
but Lee smacked it aside.


“No touching the book while eating! Your hands are
oily!” Lee snapped at Miller.


As he swatted away Miller’s hand, he noticed that
Ethan was now standing on his right leg and wagging a ‘no no’ finger at Miller
while crossing his arms. Lee chuckled at the little mouse, and Ethan scampered
down onto the floor.


Where are you going? Lee wondered, using
his connection to see what the little mouse was up to. He strengthened the
connection between them and focused on what Ethan was doing. As soon as he did,
he realized exactly what the mouse was doing: hiding. The mouse could smell a
cat and took that as a sign to vamoose. Wait, I don’t remember seeing any
pets in the bar last night . . . Lee looked around in an attempt to spy
where the cat was lurking, but his eyes landed on a familiar face walking up to
him instead.


“Ling.” The word left his mouth as soon as his
eyes made contact. She has a pet cat, so the scent is coming from her, not
from an actual cat.


“Umm . . . Yes, that’s me.” Ling’s eyes warily
darted between Lee, Miller, the book, the food on the plate in front of him,
and the two drinks Lee had forgotten were there. “Did I come at a bad time?”
she asked, quickly adding, “I should go,” before anyone answered.


“You eaten yet?” Lee blurted out before she had a
chance to turn around and dart back toward the door.


“Oh . . .” —she looked back at the food—“I had an
egg this morning.”


“An egg? Like, not eggs, not a plate of eggs, not
scrambled eggs, but just an egg?” Lee clarified.


“Yeah, an egg.” Ling nodded “I just didn’t feel
like eating more.”


Or maybe your dad gave away most of his money
on a quest reward so you can’t afford more. Lee wasn’t sure how the quest
might impact Ling’s family finances, but he knew just from looking at her that,
while she had no real fat on her, she couldn’t get some of those curves without
a healthy diet.


“Wow, I don’t think that would even qualify as a
snack! I eat nine to ten eggs at a time and still feel hungry!” Miller’s shock
was drawn across his face in exaggerated proportions like he was straight out
of a Japanese comic. “You need to eat right away!” he commanded, reaching over
and grabbing a piece of chicken from Lee’s bucket and shoving it at the girl.
“Eat!”


“I . . . suppose I could try a little of the . . .
umm . . .” She hesitantly reached out and grabbed the chicken. “. . . whatever
this is.”


“It’s chicken! Chicken from the god of gods
himself, Augustus! Man, I tell you: This church is amazing.” Miller practically
spat the words out and then turned his attention back to another piece of
chicken for himself. “I see why you’re such a faithful servant.”


“There are more reasons than food,” Lee said,
failing to mention that those other reasons were roughly extortion and
kidnapping.


“It is . . . It is very good, but maybe a bit
heavy?” Ling said as she wiped her mouth.


“So, what brings you out here? Need us to find
your cat again?” Lee asked with a light laugh.


“No, I just . . ..” Ling clenched her eyes shut
and shuddered a bit. “Shannon disappeared last night.”


“What?!” Ramon shouted as he stormed in from the
kitchen. “Shannon went missing? When? Where was she? What was she doing outside
of her house at night?”


Ling stopped chewing and started to tell the
story. “She was trying to meet with her friend. Her father doesn’t like him,
you see, so they arranged to meet with each other at night when no one would
find out. When she didn’t show up, he just assumed that she changed her mind or
got caught sneaking out.”


“Well, if she’s missing, why didn’t you say
something sooner? Where is her dad? Shouldn’t people be out searching?” Lee
asked.


“Well, that’s the tricky part. Everyone went to
the hunter’s hall to get volunteers. They’ve already started the search, but .
. .” Ling’s eyes stopped shifting around and her gaze leveled on Lee. “I
thought you would be more helpful.”


“Because you want my god to find your friend.” Lee
spelled it out and said it plainly, even if she wouldn’t. If he could convince
the chef to pick up religion for bacon and fried chicken, and Ling to pick it
up so that she could save her friend, then that would give him at least one
more day back in the real world. He might be destined to stay here at Augustus’
whim, but a day in the real world would be invaluable if he used it correctly.
“You want the god you don’t believe in to perform miracles for you,” he
finished.


“I . . . I didn’t say I don’t believe in him!” she
protested. “I just . . . No one has ever mentioned him before, so it’s natural
to be skeptical!”


“Skeptical? Of the god who helped me save your
life and asked nothing in return?” Lee cocked an eyebrow as he smiled up at
Ling. “What an odd thing to be skeptical about.”


“Well, I mean—”


“Enough with the chat, boy.” Ramon slammed a hand
on the countertop. “Go! Go get Shannon before it’s too late. If you can bring
her back unharmed, I’ll personally bring Ling with me to every service!”


Lee closed his eyes and sighed. So much for me
getting to enjoy my morning before being thrown to the wolves again. “Alright,”
he said after making peace with the danger he was committing to. “Let’s get
going.”


“Wr-igh-way? ut-a-bou-rek-fst?” Miller asked, his
mouth still stuffed with fried chicken.


“Of course right away. Just pack some food and
leave the rest for the other patrons. We’re not the only ones who need to eat
in the morning.” Lee snatched the bucket of chicken away from Miller’s grasp
and passed it to Ramon.


“You don’t have to pack anything,” Ramon said,
taking a box from underneath the counter and handing it to Lee. “This is a
lunch my wife made me before work, so please bring back the box.”


“Thanks.” Lee accepted the lunchbox and then
immediately gave it to Miller to hold. “And don’t forget your promise,” he said
as he took the book from the counter and put it back in his magical brown
satchel. “It takes a lot of faith and a miracle to get anything from Augustus.
Trust me.” Although, I suspect a bear-sized swimming pool filled with beer
might appease him in place of actual believers, Lee thought, remembering
that the god had assumed the form of a mouse and swam around in a mug of beer.


“Stop acting like we wouldn’t do it no matter
what.” Miller grinned in a goofy fashion as he stood up. He was trying to play
it off as if the kidnapping wasn’t a big deal, and there was no way that
anything could go wrong. “We’re devout believers now, after all.”


“So, where do we start?” Lee asked. “Can you show
us her house and where she was supposed to meet her friend?”


“Oh, yeah. I’ll take you there right away.” Ling
nodded once and then turned and darted out of the tavern and to the left.


Lee was startled by Ling’s sudden decisiveness, so
it took him a second to react. When he did take off after her, however, he was
pleasantly surprised to realize that he was faster than he would have expected.
Ling ran like a high school track star, but Lee had no trouble catching up to
her and then keeping pace as well. Normally, he would have been winded after a
minute running at the pace he was keeping, but now he was able to complete the
entire eleven-minute run without having to do more than regulate his breathing.
Even when he came to a stop next to Ling outside of a small house, he didn’t
need but a few deep breaths before he was back to normal.


Is this because it’s a game world or because
I’ve leveled up? Most of the situations he had been thrust into so far where
he had exerted himself were so physically demanding and mentally intense that
it made sense he wouldn’t have noticed. After all, the last thing on anyone’s
mind when someone was trying to ram a sword into his gut was whether or not he
was out of breath. He had been preoccupied with more important things like
staying alive and not having his guts spilled all over the place. Thinking
back, however, he realized that he hadn’t been panting and hyperventilating
like an office worker without a steady exercise regime would have. All of my
primary stats have gone up by a few points, and their base was only ten to
begin with. Does that mean each point is 10% more than my originally-weak arms
could handle? Or is it just that stamina functions differently in this world?


“There’s nothing here,” Miller observed as he
arrived, pulling Lee out of his introspective on game mechanics. “It’s like the
place has been swept clean. The ground has been disturbed a good bit, but no
more than it is in most other places around the town. How are we supposed to
dig up any clues to where she might be or who might have taken her?”


“That was the hunters,” Ling answered, peering at
the same barren ground as the two men. “They took every piece of cloth or stray
object they could find for the dogs. They’re hoping one trail leads outside the
town.”


The dogs! Of course. They must have bloodhounds
or some such that can sniff out trails as well. That means my advantage with
Ethan is far less significant than I had hoped . . . Lee looked up at the
house hoping to find some clue the others might have missed. It was rather
plain, just like every other house in town, and there was absolutely nothing to
distinguish it from any of the others. Nothing at all separating it and the
other houses. It’s not even an outskir—


“Hey, Ling!” A thought crossed Lee’s mind. “The
guy Shannon was going to meet behind her father’s back . . . Where is his
house?”


“It’s that way,” Ling answered, pointing back
toward the center of town. “We actually passed his place on the way here.”


“I see.” Lee scratched his chin. So, she was traveling
in the middle of the night, but unlike Ling, she never actually left town.
“And this happens often, right?”


“Yes, unfortunately. Most of the time it’s when
people are out at night or . . .” She trailed off, her eyes beginning to tear
up. “It happens a lot . . . even when people are just in the fields during the
day . . . and it’s so terrifying.”


“But are most of the kidnappings in the fields?”
Lee felt bad pressing the subject when she clearly wasn’t over what had
happened the previous day, but a suspicion was beginning to build in his mind.
“I mean, do people go missing in the field or at night more often?”


“I don’t know. I try not to think about it when it
happens, but . . .” She looked toward the edge of town and then back to the
center. “But it happens more in the town.”


“Hey, easy, man. Can’t you see this is hard on
her?” Miller intervened, moving over to Ling and putting a hand on her
shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. We don’t need all of these questions, do we?
We’re just going to pray and ask Augustus the great and mighty god for help,
and he’ll help us. That’s all there is to it! Right, Lee?”


“Augustus is not the type of god who helps those
who can easily help themselves without him,” Lee replied, making up more stuff
about the religion. Sorry, Benjamin Franklin, but I’m gonna have to steal
your quote.


“That can’t always be the case, especially since
we need his help in this situation!” Miller demanded. “Time is of the essence,
and a person’s life is on the line! As the Herald of a faith, surely you can
ask Augustus where this one is just like you did for Ling.”


“We don’t need his help because time isn’t running
out as fast as you think; and, unlike with Ling, the answer is already in front
of us.” Lee quietly signaled for Ethan to start checking around. “After all, we
already know an important detail that I don’t think even your hunters have
noticed.”


“What’s that?” Miller and Ling asked at the same
time. “There isn’t anything left for them to have missed, is there?” Miller
pressed.


“Why aren’t we pressed for time?” Ling asked this
time, unconsciously rubbing at her wrists where they had been bound the day
before.


“Because Shannon is still in the city.” Lee
couldn’t help but feel confident about this conclusion. All of the countless
hours he had spent listening to detective shows while he played games had given
him enough confidence to be certain of this conclusion.


“What do you mean?” Miller looked around.


“Well, is there a body of water near here? Perhaps
there is a running river close to the town?” Lee tried to put the pieces
together before incorrectly assuming.


“Of course. There are creeks and streams
everywhere around here,” Ling answered.


“Ah. And I’m assuming that out of all the trails
the hunters check, they all turn up dead ends? Sometimes even circling back to
town?” Lee needed to confirm one last piece to his puzzle.


“No, they’ve never found the trail. Not even once.
It almost always goes dry. They’re out doing their best, trying their hardest,
but by tomorrow . . . They all know that Shannon will still be missing,
Shannon’s father will still be crying, and no one will know what to do.” Ling
wiped a tear away. “That’s why we need you to use your god, to take this
seriously and help us quickly!”


“Ling, the reason no one ever found any of the
captured people leaving the city is that’s not how most of them were captured.
You were an exception, not the rule. They took you from the field and during
the day. They had a clear path to make their escape, and there was no trail
from where you were. Most people, however, don't leave town right away. Whoever
took Shannon had to know that she would be sneaking out in the middle of the
night, when she was doing it, and what path she would take. Otherwise, they had
to have been watching and simply got lucky. Either way, they need a place where
people would pass by all the time, somewhere you could hide someone without
anyone noticing.”


“Huh?” Miller and Ling both stared at him blankly.


Lee finally just spelled it out. “Someone in the
town did the snatching, and they’re probably hiding Shannon somewhere in town
until the hunters stop searching.”


“What? No! Who would ever do that? That can’t be.
That’s not possible. Our town doesn't have people like that!” Ling protested.


Miller just nodded along in agreement even though
he looked like a five-year-old who had bitten into sour candy and wanted to
pretend like it was no big deal.


Lee thought about spelling out the whole deduction
for her so that they could be on the same page, but then he remembered how
Augustus had mocked NPCs as ‘not really capable of passing a Turing test’ and
held back. He was certain Shannon was still in the town somewhere, but that
didn’t mean he wasn't going to hedge his bets and conduct the search of the city
as quickly as possible. On the off chance that she wasn’t, he still would have
time to catch up to her outside the town if he was wrong.


“If she’s still in town, how do we find her?”
Miller asked.


Lee once more called on his detective show
experience to put together a quick plan. “Well, for that, we’re going to need
to find all the houses on the path she would naturally take toward her
boyfriend’s and then find out what routes people were taking in town when they
went missing. Let’s find the houses that overlap on those routes, and then go
door by door until we figure out which one is holding Shannon.”


“I know a few of them,” Ling said.


“Do you have a map of Satterfield somewhere that
we can draw on?” Lee asked.


“No, but”—Ling looked around then gave up on
finding whatever she was after and just squatted down despite her flowery
yellow dress and started drawing on the ground. Given that Satterfield really
wasn’t a large town to begin with, she was able to draw out the houses as
little blocks and the streets rather quickly.


“So, those squiggly lines on the streets . . . Are
those the routes you remember people taking?” Lee asked.


“Yeah, just two of them. I definitely won’t forget
Red’s route toward Isaac. Everyone thought they hated each other. Red’s best
friend was the only one who knew that the two were seeing each other every
night, so it was the town gossip for a while when everyone found out about it,”
Ling explained. “When Sam was taken, he was on his way to meet up with his
buddy Adam so that they could go see Blaise play at the tavern, but he just
never arrived.”


“That’s only two paths, but it’s enough.” Lee
circled the one chunk of blocks that they all walked in front of. “That narrows
it down to at most six houses, so it shouldn’t be a lot of work from there.”


Little Ethan scampered across the street and
climbed back up into the comfortable pocket he seemed to favor. The mouse gave
Lee a few mental squeaks, reporting that he had managed to sneak into Shannon’s
home and pick up her scent from clothes still in the home.


You got enough to go on, right? Lee asked,
double checking. Another series of squeaks gave the affirmative. Are you
going to kick me again if I give Augustus credit for your work once more? The
mouse merely nodded and crossed his arms inside the pocket.


“Then let’s go knock on doors and bang some skulls
until we flush out the wicked rat!” Miller retrieved his weapon from his
inventory and slammed the base of the spear into the ground for extra emphasis.


“It’s not that easy,” Lee admonished him. “We
can’t let people know what we’re asking about, or they won’t help us. Right
now, not one of these six houses suspects they have anything to worry about
from us. Five of them don’t, and the one that does thinks we are too stupid to
ever figure out his trick. If we start alarming people, the guilty culprit
won't open his door, we won’t be able to search the house easily, and Shannon
might never be found.”


“Oh, then how do we search the house without
telling them why?” Miller asked


“Just leave that to me,” Lee said assuredly. For
good measure, he added, “And don’t do any talking until I tell you to.” The
last part wasn’t actually needed. He just thought it’d be nice to get a break
from Miller’s continuous rambling about how great justice was and how everyone
needed to be protected and saved because it was the right thing to do. Lee
might not be sensitive enough to understand someone like Ling’s feelings at a
moment like this, but he could at least guess that even she didn’t want to
constantly be reminded about Shannon’s plight after personally getting
kidnapped just the day before.


“Okay, but what wil—” Miller started up another
string of questions, but Lee cut him off right away by holding up a hand and
shaking his head.


“Miller, let me handle the talking on this one,
okay? I’m divinely inspired, so I won’t be led astray. Trust in the Herald of
your faith. You’ve already witnessed some of the great works of Augustus.”


Miller looked like he wanted to say something
again, so Lee repeated himself. “Trust in me.” After that, a quiet settled on
the group as they walked to the six houses in suspect.


Smell anything from Shannon? Lee asked
Ethan as they looked at each of the houses.


Little Ethan communicated by sending a mental
image of dug up dirt and Shannon’s smell near one of the doors.


Alright. Let’s sell this then. Lee clasped
his hands in front of him, closed his eyes and tilted his head back as if he
were looking to the sky. He stood quietly for a brief moment as if he were in
deep prayer then pointed at the door Ethan had indicated in one quick,
dramatic-as-possible action. “That one!” Lee stated emphatically. “That’s the
house!”


“Are you sure?” Ling asked. “That’s Geoffrey’s
house. He’s been a really great guy ever since his wedding. He helps out around
town all the time. I can’t imagine he’d ever do anything to harm someone.”


How is it that we live in a town where people
treat me almost getting assassinated in the night as something normal, but she
can’t believe that someone would try to kidnap another person? Lee looked
at her quizzically, not understanding where her certainty about the good nature
of other people came from when everything he had experienced told him
otherwise.


“What’s his job in town?” Lee asked.


“He’s a tailor. Why?”


Well, the proof is in the pudding. Lee
simply shrugged, and without explaining what he was up to, he went up to the
door and knocked.


“Hello?” Lee heard a voice say from within the
house. “Who is it?”


“Hey, sorry to bother you, but . . . umm . . . I’m
kinda in a pickle here. Could you take a look at these clothes? Do you think
you could fix them?” Lee pulled out the pants he had taken off earlier when he
had swapped them for the leather armor and held them out.


Geoffrey wasn't having any of it. “What?” he
asked, sounding outraged. “I’m busy right now.”


“Look, if you can’t do it, that’s totally fine,
but I just need a moment of your time,” Lee pressed. “If you look at it and
tell me you can’t fix it, I’ll go away. But I was told you’re the best tailor
in town, so please help me out.” Lee made sure to lay on some praise and stroke
the man’s ego as he pressed to get the door open with a promise of ‘I’ll go
away if you give me a few seconds.’ People might not be compliant with random
visitors, but they were usually pretty happy to do what was needed to get them
out of their face.


“I said I’m busy!” Geoffrey shouted, refusing to
open the door even a bit.


Lee exchanged a look with Ling. Suspicious? A
tailor turning down easy business? He could tell from Ling’s expression
that she was beginning to have doubts too.


“Sir, I promise I’ll get out of your hair if you
can’t fix this, but this is a family heirloom. It’s a one of a kind outfit that
I am very attached to. If you can fix it, I’ll reward you handsomely,” he
insisted, taking a final stab at getting the man to open the door.


“Huh? Let me see what we’re working with.” The man
didn’t exactly open the door but cracked it open wide enough to poke his head
through. When he did, Lee had Ethan run between the man’s feet and into the
house.


“Oh, it’s right here.” Lee handed the man his nice
black slacks as Ethan spied around the place. A few seconds later, he had his
answer.


She’s in the basement. Lee had to stop
himself from recoiling when he saw the conditions she was being held in through
Ethan’s eyes. She was locked in a cage with a gag stuffed in her mouth, and her
wrists and ankles had been tied together with a single rope which was suspended
from a hook in the ceiling. It was inhumane enough to make a good and honest,
sheltered city dweller like Lee want to throw up in his mouth.


“Son, I have some free time tomorrow, but right
now I can’t rea—” Without even looking at the fact there wasn’t a single hole
or tear in the pants, Geoffrey was already trying to push Lee away. But before
he could finish, the revulsion Lee felt reached his throat and had to be
voiced.


“RAT!” Lee yelled, pointing at the man as he put
his foot in the door.


“What? What the hell are you talking about?”
Geoffrey scoffed as he tried to slam the door, only to have it stopped by Lee’s
foot.


“There’s a big rat behind you! How can you not see
it?” Lee asked. “Guys, get that rat before it causes trouble with Geoffrey’s
shop!”


“No, no! Don’t come in!” Geoffrey protested.


Miller just ignored him as he slammed his shoulder
into the door, knocking Geoffrey to the ground and charging into the room.
Ethan scurried across the floor and back down the stone stairs into the
basement where Shannon was kept. “I’ll get him! He’s as good as mine!” Miller
yelled as he barreled through the room after Little Ethan.


“Wait! Don’t go down there!” Geoffrey shouted,
this time with much less panic as he reached into a chest near the bed and
started pulling something out.


Crap, it’s a weapon. Lee gulped as he
slowly pulled out his sword and tried to keep enough space between him and
Geoffrey so that he could react easily. He was already playing out all the
variations of how the fight would go down in his head.


“WHAT IN AUGUSTUS’S GREAT NAME HAVE YOU DONE?!”
Miller’s ear-shatteringly-loud yell came from the basement.


Lee didn’t need to guess at what had set him off. He
found Shannon.


“GEOFFREY! I’m going to murder you!” Miller yelled
from down the stairs. “I am going to rip your arms off, tear your tongue out,
and pull every single tooth out one by one . . . You’re a dead man!” Miller’s
rage was over the top, and he could be heard stomping up the stairs.


Geoffrey, apparently not one to roll over and die,
had pulled out a large one-handed axe and was preparing to rush the stairs and
fight Miller when an arrow shot through the air out of nowhere and stuck into
his shoulder.


Lee didn’t have to look back to know who the
shooter was. When did she bring out a bow? Was it on her the whole time?
Seizing the opportunity, he pushed into the building and charged at the
freshly-wounded man.


Geoffrey grabbed at the arrow and stared at Ling
in shock, but he didn’t even have time to react before Lee kicked him as hard
as he could, sending the man toppling down onto the first few steps. Lee’s
momentum was almost enough to carry him forward and down the flight of stairs
with him, but he was able to regain his balance by grabbing onto the door jam
and catching himself.


Geoffrey, however, was in a completely different
situation. He immediately slammed into the edge of one of the stone stairs
face-first and then continued his trip forward down the stairs, tumbling head
over heels.


Halfway down, Miller stopped the falling man with
a stomp, sticking him in place. He slammed a boot down on the man’s wrist next,
yanked the axe free from Geoffrey’s grasp, and tossed it down the stairs. Once
the man was disarmed, Miller lifted him up by his neck and proceeded to beat
him with his free hand. “You. Sick. Son. Of. A. Goblin. Whore,” Miller shouted,
the words punctuated with the sound of Miller’s grunts, his fist slamming into
Geoffrey's face, and Geoffrey’s sobs.


“Mr. Donovan, please . . . Just . . . Just finish
him off. Please, end it quickly,” Ling pleaded. Whether it was just her nature
or because of her previous ordeal, she clearly couldn’t stand to watch the
brutal scene.


Miller didn’t even hear her. He was so wound up
and enraged that he continued his savage assault on Geoffrey despite the young
woman’s pleas. After several tense seconds filled with the sickening crunch of
blood and bone being hammered, Miller shoved his fist into Geoffrey’s battered
and mostly toothless mouth. True to his word, the Firbolg grabbed the man’s
tongue and actually ripped it out. When he was done, Miller tossed the
barely-breathing man, who must have had amazing, cockroach-like vitality, to
the bottom of the steps and pulled out his spear.


“I’m just . . .” Miller stalked down the steps and
stabbed the point of his spear into Geoffrey’s shoulder joint. Blood spewing
out of the wounds, but the man’s arm wasn’t immediately severed. “Making sure
he knows . . .” He stabbed down a second time and then a third, finishing off
his work before kicking the body over.


Your party has killed Geoffrey. Your party has been awarded
21 silver, one sewing kit and 54 Experience. Your share of this is 10 silver,
50 copper, one sewing kit and 27 Experience.


“That he knows . . .”—Miller began chopping at the
other shoulder—“that I am a man of my word. A man of righteousness and purpose
must always keep his word.”


“I don’t think anyone will doubt that in the
future,” Lee said to Miller as he began descending the stairs. He really did
disarm him, rip out his tongue, and beat each tooth out of the poor man’s
mouth. Lee felt kind of shocked. Usually, whenever people shouted those
type of threats, they were hyperbole. He’d lived a long time as a trash-talking
gamer and a regular member of the good ole, excessively-violent human race, but
he had never seen someone follow through on such a cruel threat.


“You should wash your hands and clean yourself up
a bit. I have a feeling Shannon is going to be scared enough as is,” Lee added
as a quiet afterthought as he stepped around Miller and moved toward where the
woman was being held.


He didn’t have any use for the shirt and pants he
had traveled to the real world in, so he quickly pulled them out and made a
show of covering his eyes as he approached Shannon’s naked body.


His act was a farce since he had already seen her
clearly through Ethan’s eyes, but he felt like the illusion of respecting her
decency was for the best at the moment. It took him a moment without the use of
his vision, but he was eventually able to cut the ropes that she was bound up
with, starting with the ones around her ankles and then moving to the ones
around her wrists. As soon as she was freed, he caught her gently in both of
his arms.


“I’m . . . really sorry about what you’ve been
through. These won’t fit comfortably, but please put them on,” he said softly,
hurriedly pushing her away and handing her his old clothes. Even now in such a
compromising position, he was doing his best to respect her privacy and keep up
the illusion. That said, he didn’t have Ethan cover his eyes too.


After pulling out her gag and putting on his
clothes, she spent a solid two minutes trying to figure out how the zipper and
button for the slacks worked. Finally, she apparently gave up and decided to
hold them up instead. “I’m . . . sorta dressed now.”


Lee turned back around to find her doing her best
to keep the pants up. Without knowing how to work the belt, they didn’t even
come close to fitting her. She was pretty tall for a woman, about five feet ten
inches, and she had brown hair to go with a petite face full of freckles that
usually accompanied Irish redheads. The good thing for her was that her figure
wasn’t curvy in any particular way, so not only did Lee’s clothes not exactly
fit her, they also hung shapelessly without showing anything of her figure.


“Here, let me help you out with . . .” Lee went
over to assist her with the buckle.


“Ah!” Shannon screamed and jerked back
involuntarily before he could even touch it.


Lee threw up his hands as if surrendering and did
his best to put on a smile. In a calm and even voice, he tried to talk down her
panic. “Look, I’m sorry. It’s just that those pants have a funny system to stay
up. You do it like this . . .” Without touching her, he did his best to mimic
the gestures need to button and zip the pants and tighten the belt. Everyone
is used to zippers and clasps back home, so I suppose I took some things for
granted.


Once she got it, he edged a little closer. “Do you
mind? It’ll take just a moment. Close your eyes if you have to. I just need to
adjust this so you’re decent,” he said.


She clenched her eyes shut as he made the last
adjustments for the belt. She remained incredibly stiff the entire time, and he
hated having to do it, but he figured that a moment of pain securing things
would save her the trouble and further humiliation of things starting to fall
off. When he was finished, he also had her put on a pair of socks.


“Okay, there you go. You’re all set now,” Lee
said. When she looked at him curiously, he quickly followed it up with, “How
about we take you to your dad?”


Shannon didn’t say anything. She just pulled a
little at her shirt and then meekly nodded.


He had to admit that she was actually rather cute,
all things considered. He also had to admit that thinking about how cute she
was after what she’d been through made him feel like he was committing some
sort of sin. It was enough to make him berate himself for recalling her
previously bare image. No, that’s inappropriate, Lee, very inappropriate.
Yet, despite the chastisement, the image didn’t fade.
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“Lee!” Miller yelled as he came up the stairs.
“What are you doing? Let’s get out of here! We shouldn’t delay in the day’s
tasks, or the wines of Augustus won’t taste as sweet!”


Lee turned to look at Miller as he stomped into
the room and took a minute before answering. It was probably best to brush over
the fact that Miller had only been part of the religion for a day, had never
met the deity and was already divining how Augustus thought and rewarded his
followers.


“Getting Shannon back to her home as soon as
possible is a priority . . . But I think that’s exactly what we need to do,”
Lee answered, thinking aloud.


“What? We need to get out of here as quickly as
possible,” Ling responded, looking around frantically. She had a death-grip on
her bow, and it was clear that she was worried about the idea of hanging around
any longer than they had to. “What if someone shows up? What if Geoffrey had
accomplices?”


“I’m actually hoping they do come,” Lee said,
pacing around the room as he looked things over. “Because then we’ll be able to
correct the mistake made by our good Brother Donovan.”


“What mistake? I enacted righteous justice and
delivered unto man the wrath of Augustus!” Miller declared shamelessly,
thumping his blood-soaked hand against his chest.


“Yeah, you did,” Lee answered quietly but sternly.
“And now that he’s dead, we don’t know how his operation works. I think it’s
safe to assume that he had to have been working with someone else at this
point. We don’t know why Geoffrey was doing this or what his goal was, but we
do know that several other people have gone missing, and none of them are in
this house. He had to have some purpose for kidnapping all those people, and he
most likely had accomplices to help him smuggle them out of town. We know that
no one ever found a trail that led toward water, so I think it’s safe to assume
that he wasn’t just dumping the bodies. We need to find out who he was working
with and a way back to whatever camp they are using so that we can save any
other victims that might still be alive.”


“As the Herald of the great Augustus, you should
show more faith, Lee. It’s clear that Augustus will show us the way. We shall
slay those evildoers in the name of justice!” Miller insisted.


It was clear that neither Miller’s opinion nor
mood would remain undaunted by any argument or pessimism, so Lee decided to
just leave it be. “I show as much faith in him as is appropriate,” Lee sighed.
He turned to Ling and said, “Do you think you can do me the favor of taking
Shannon back to her home? I’m sure her father is worried sick.”


“No!” Shannon pulled back as soon as Ling put an
arm around her. “Please . . . Please, don’t leave me alone yet.”


You’re scared that someone else will try to
grab you again? “Okay . . .” Lee acquiesced. “Miller, come on. We’ll come
back and watch this place later.”


“That sounds boring. Let’s just get directions
from Augustus and give them all a good one-two! I want to rip someone’s head
off for the way they treated this woman. I am going to find one of those
bandits, rip his collar bones out, and stab them through his eyes so that he
can see the holy light of justice first hand!”


After Miller’s earlier display, Lee had no doubt
in his mind that Miller would do everything in his power to follow through with
his plan and do exactly as he had promised. He also had no doubt that it would
probably end up being a lot more bloody and gruesome than what he had just
described. “I feel like I should remind you about forgiving others, as is the
way of Augustus,” Lee warned. Miller’s irrational attitude was likely to get
them into trouble if the Firbolg couldn’t learn to contain his temper.


“Ah, good. Then I’ll send them on their way to the
afterlife, and Augustus can forgive them,” Miller boasted while wiping his
hands clean of the blood.


Lee’s plan was to rush Shannon back home as
quickly as he could so that they could come back and stake out the house, but
then a thought struck him: I could just leave Ethan here. No one would
dare suspect that they were being watched by a mouse, so he could follow
whoever was coming without any risk. It would also allow him to keep an eye on
the place while they were gone, so there wouldn’t be any need to hurry through
with Shannon. But I should probably help you out first. “You guys wait
outside a second. I need to do a quick ritual and pray for a sign pointing us
in the way of the fiends,” Lee said, coming up with the quickest excuse he
could think of.


“What? Can I take part? I can pray with you,”
Miller piped up enthusiastically. “Does it require drinking or building
something or building something while drunk?”


“No, it’s fine. I need to do this on my own,” Lee
responded, politely turning down the eager offer. “The honored ritual needs
concentration, and I wouldn’t want to be distracted.”


“Alright, we’ll wait right outside.”


“Can I . . . Can I please stay . . .?” Shannon
asked meekly. “I want to thank the one who found me. I don’t know what I would
have done if your god hadn’t sent you to me.”


“Just give me one minute,” Lee said, shooing them
out the door finally.


Then, with everyone gone but Ethan, he picked up the
mouse and began thinking about what he could do to make it better. He took a
few extra pieces of clay he had saved, placed them on the mouse’s back, and
focused as hard as he could on the Golem Sculpting spell. He molded the pieces
of clay on the mouse’s back into wings. With the size limitation placed on his Golem
Sculpting of only being able to make a sculpture that could occupy 2.43 fluid
ounces, the wings weren’t big enough for any sort of flight, but they were
large enough that he could easily glide for long distances.


Due to prolonged use of Golem Sculpting, Golem
Sculpting has been promoted to Initiate Level 5. 






Golems created by Golem Sculpting are now 5% more
effective in combat. Current Combat bonus: 27.62%. Future golems created by Golem
Sculpting may now take up an additional 5% more space. Current Max Space: 2.55
fluid ounces. 






Due to improving Golem Sculpting, you have received
+1 Intelligence. Current Intelligence: 26.


Well, looks like you’re getting even larger
wings, Lee said, taking an extra moment and a few more pieces of clay to
sculpt even bigger wings. I wonder if he actually can take off with wings
this large? Lee thought, sending Ethan a command to try. The mouse ran as
fast as he could, spread his wings and flapped a few times, pushing himself
straight into the air. Well, I’ll be . . . Lee scratched his chin in
surprise as he watched the happy rodent flying around.


Do you think you can wait on the roof and let
me know if anyone comes into this house or looks suspicious? Try to use those
keen senses and find out if anyone that smells of blood comes by here, Lee
instructed.


Ethan, still a little perturbed at never getting
credit for his assistance, looked like he might refuse, so Lee send him a
little praise to cheer him up a bit. Once the mouse was appeased, Lee turned
and left.


“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Lee said as he exited
the house. “I’ve asked for help in this matter, and we’ll know soon enough if
it’s granted.”


Ethan seemed happy that Lee hadn’t used the word
‘Augustus’ when he mentioned that he would be asking for help.


Shannon was the first to respond as Lee rejoined
the others.


“Go, please. Can we go?”


“Yeah, we can go. I’m sorry that I took so long
praying, but I need to find who is doing this so that no one else has to go
through what you did. The thought of others suffering too . . .” Lee paused and
placed a hand on his chest while doing his best to look as solemn and worried
as possible. Despite the fact that he had lied to them about praying for help
to Augustus, he actually had no problem acting the part of an overly-genuine
hero. While he didn’t share Miller’s bloodlust and need to enact justice at the
end of a bloody spear, he was honestly annoyed with what Shannon and Ling had
both been through and certainly felt like there was a special place in hell for
the people who had done this to two young women.


“That’s right! That’s the right spirit, Lee! We
must pray by drinking. We’ll drink a river of alcohol and craft mugs for our
beers until Augustus himself comes and points us toward the right and good
victory promised for his virtuous servants!” Miller threw one arm around Lee
and pointed the other one toward the heavens. “Now that we brothers know of
your pain and have prayed to Augustus, there is no way our noble god will let
these foul deeds stand!”


Lee did nothing to throw off Miller’s
overly-familiar behavior. Instead, he only chuckled at how much of a
white-knight-justice-freak this Firbolg was. “Ling, can you lead the way back
to her place? The town layout is still so confusing for me,” Lee asked, smiling
innocently.


“Of course,” she responded and began leading the
group back to Shannon’s home. The walk was mostly quiet. Mostly. Since they
weren’t running this time, it took a lot longer to make the trip between the
homes, and Miller had plenty of time to laud his new favorite deity. The
Firbolg could still be heard boasting about just almost everything: how great
Augustus was, how wonderful the fried chicken and bacon had been in the morning
and how victory was assured.


Shannon’s father was waiting by the door for any
news from one of the hunting parties, and he was overjoyed for his daughter’s
return. He tried to talk of a reward, which of course sparked Lee’s interest
since he was all for anything that would help keep him alive, but Miller
intervened before Shannon’s dad could offer anything. Miller insisted that
accepting a reward for ‘doing the right and just duty of a man of god’ would be
preposterous and that, if he wanted to show his thanks, he should instead drink
in Augustus’s name.


Lee would have faulted the man and corrected the
logic, but he really didn’t want to pass up the chance to potentially convert
another follower. He wondered, Is a man’s love for his daughter and
thankfulness for her safe return enough to convert him? If it were me, then
yes. I would probably say and do anything for my daughter, but we’ll see.


When the group finished at the home, Ling
accompanied them back to the tavern to let Ramon know that he shouldn’t worry.


“You’re kidding me? Geoffrey?” Ramon slammed his
beer on the counter as he stared at Ling, Miller and Lee with a shocked and
wide-mouthed expression. “Geoffrey was helping kidnap people in town?”


“Yeah, but please keep it quiet,” Lee urged,
gesturing for Ramon to keep his voice down. “While it’s nice that Shannon has
returned, I don’t want the whole town to know that Geoffrey was caught. If they
do, his accomplices won’t move recklessly.”


“Mmm . . .” Ramon looked like he was considering
something. “So, you’re going to try and use an unbaited trap to catch the
mouse?”


“The mouse doesn't know the trap has no bait,” Lee
replied.


“I’ll keep your secret. The scheme seems clever
enough,” Ramon replied. “But why are you here when you should be waiting
there?”


“Ah . . . Some secrets shouldn’t be shared,” Lee
answered cryptically and just smiled.


“Like that chicken recipe?” Ramon pushed. “Can you
share that? If my tavern can get its hands on a recipe like that, we’re sure to
overtake every restaurant in town.”


“Well . . .” Lee gave a sheepish grin. “It’s not
mine to give. I’m sorry, but it’s only for those of true faith to learn.”


“So, there isn’t a problem in me learning it?”
Ling asked.


“Have you decided to honor Augustus as your god?”
Lee asked, his ears perking up.


Miller also seemed pretty happy with this. “Right,
right, are you joining me in the faith?”


“I have,” Ling answered with a nod. “There is no
other way to explain the miracles as of late than to admit that the hand of a
god must have had some part in them. Everyone in town was searching everywhere,
but you went straight to the culprit. Even if your logic and reasoning had
pointed us to the exact spot in town we needed to search, how did you know
which house it was?” Ling paused and looked down. “It’s embarrassing to say,
but it feels like you knew where to go all along . . . that your god, Augustus,
had shown you from the beginning . . . that all the steps you took were not for
the sake of saving Shannon but showing us how to save people in the future. You
were doing your best to show foolish people like me how not to be so helpless.
That’s why I believe” —she paused and took a shallow breath— “there must be a
god. Who else would have sent us a savior?”


Your actions and deeds have
successfully converted one more person to your religion. Faith has increased by
1. Current Faith: 2.


One down, one to
go! Then I can go home again. Lee was
so overjoyed with this news that he completely overlooked how mad his
harrumphing familiar, who could hear and see what Lee could, was at all of his
glory being stolen again. “That’s great—”


“I’m going to join too,”
Ramon declared, interrupting him. “The girl speaks sense, and I’ve seen enough
miracles in the last two days since you came to know when I’ve seen something
worthy of praise.”


Your actions and deeds have
successfully converted one more person to your religion. Faith has increased by
1. Current Faith: 3.


That’s . . .! That’s
enough for another day! Lee was beside himself as he saw that number. My bed,
my home! I can go back to you!


“That’s right! It’s
only fitting that the God of Alcohol and Crafts would be worshiped by the
tavern master!” Miller’s boisterous and hearty laugh shook Lee out of his
thoughts of home. “Let’s have a drink to celebrate our new brother and sister
in the faith!”


“Wait!” Lee quickly
stopped Miller from taking the cup. “We can celebrate when the mission is
complete.”


“Oh, you mean
finding the camp and rescuing any potential survivors?” Miller asked. “So,
Augustus has answered our prayers and shown us the way?”


“No . . .” Lee
sucked in air for a moment as he stalled and tried to think of a way to keep
his friend sober without admitting that Augustus wasn’t going to help them at
all. “Augustus doesn’t think it’s time or that you’re ready.” Lee decided to
speak on his deity's behalf and deflate Miller’s currently-sky-soaring ego. “He
says that, as you are now, you’d never make it out alive if you were to leave
right now.”


“What? Are you
calling me weak? I have the might of right on my side, and I will not—” Miller
wasn’t going to take that insult sitting down, and he literally stood up,
seething with rage.


“Hey, it wasn’t
me,” Lee said, hastily trying to placate the other man. He did his best to grin
at the awkward scenario of a threatening comrade. “It was Augustus. You’re
welcome to get mad at him, but he said he wants you to train.”


“That’s not a bad
idea. If something were to happen to you two because you weren’t prepared, who
would go out and save the damsels in distress while I tend the bar?” Ramon
joked.


“Please don’t get
mad at Lee. He’s doing his best to fulfill Augustus’s wishes. Please stay calm
and understand,” Ling added, also taking to Lee’s side and giving Miller puppy
dog eyes until he sat back down.


“Hmmm . . .” Miller
said as he sat back down, seemingly deep in thought.


“I’m sorry. It
might be that I’m too weak to carry out the justice myself. If that’s so, the
burden you’d have to carry would exceed your capabilities,” Lee explained,
trying to make light of the situation and avoid bruising Miller’s ego any
further. The truth was simply that he had no idea what they’d be going up
against, and the previous two scuffles had been life-threatening. It just
didn’t make sense for them to rush in without preparing as much as possible
beforehand. “I’ll go out and train myself, but you’re welcome to join me.”


“Hmmm . . .” Miller
didn’t even give him a glance as Lee stood up.


“Do you need help?”
Ling offered.


“I wouldn’t mind a
sparring partner. If you can dig up some wooden weapons and don’t mind
assisting me,” Lee answered. “We could even get a few weapons and do some
quests around town until Augustus needs us to act.”


“I’ll be more than
happy to!” Ling beamed. It was nice seeing her in fine form for a change.
Between yesterday’s events and today’s issue with Shannon, Lee had worried the
poor girl might never recover. He didn’t know if he would have had the strength
or fortitude to put on a strong front if he had gone through what she had—certainly
not the day after it happened.


“Hmm . . .” Miller
just kept making that same noise to himself. He was also stroking his chin as
if he actually had a beard, his eyes downcast.


“Did someone break
your friend? I’ve never seen him think before. I don’t know if this is normal,”
Ramon asked, stopping Lee and Ling as they headed for the door to find some
place to train.


“I don’t know. I’ve
never seen him put much thought into anything either.” Lee tried to recall when
Miller had ever done anything besides rave about the how they would win fights
because they were on the side or right. He didn’t seem to be the type to
strategize or even consider tactics—a fact exposed by the fact Lee had to plead
with the combat-oriented brute just to get him to quietly approach the four
bandits who had held Ling hostage.


“Hmmm . . .” Miller
just repeated the sound, nodding to himself now.


“What is it?” Lee
was almost scared to ask.


“I understand what
Augustus wants us to do now!” Miller shouted triumphantly, causing a few of the
other patrons who were happily munching on what looked like the remaining
pieces of fried chicken Lee had left this morning to look over at him.


“You do?” Lee felt
like laughing as he pictured what the drunken shapeshifter’s response to
Miller’s odd claim would have been.


“Indeed. I am
skilled in combat and can wield a spear like no other, but I have not honored
the deity enough for him to acknowledge me in his own field,” Miller exclaimed.
“I have drunk, and I have fought, but I have known nothing of crafts. That is
why all I saw was how to modify a spear when I was looking at his book earlier.
He thinks that is all I know of crafts!”


No, it’s just what
was in your heart when you opened the magic tome, Lee mentally corrected him.
He felt like saying it out loud might start wearing out his goodwill with the
Firbolg, so he kept quiet. “So, what’s your plan?” Lee asked, shrugging off the
nonsensical notion.


“I am going to
spend the day making art! Let me see that book so that it may show me the art I
must produce,” Miller demanded.


Lee pulled out
Augustus’s bible and handed it to Miller, curious as to what the man would
produce. He tried to catch a glimpse of the pages as Miller opened it, but
Miller slammed the book closed and handed it back to Lee before he could make
anything out.


“Alright, I know
what I must do to appease Augustus and earn his favor in finding these foul and
villainous fiends,” he said resolutely, and before explaining himself or giving
anyone time to question him, he stormed out of the tavern.


“Are you going to
go after him and make sure he’s okay?” Ling asked after Miller left.


“Uhh . . .” Lee
just looked at her for a moment as he thought it over. He wasn’t entirely sure
it was safe to leave the thick-headed warrior alone, but there wasn’t much he
could do to stop him either. That said, spending time with an attractive young
woman was far more appealing at the moment than chasing after a brash Firbolg.
“I think I am going to stick with my original plan. You sure you don’t mind
helping me train?” he finally managed after rolling his tongue back into his
mouth.


“Of course,” she
replied with a smile, and the two made their way to her house in order to pick
up training equipment.


Lee had debated trying
to find a quest or two to raise his level, and subsequently his hit points and
other stats, but given his lack of ability with a blade in fights, he settled
on training instead.


Luckily, Ling had a
few practice swords leftover from when she was younger that were almost exactly
the same length as his bronze sword. After collecting the weapons, they made
their way to an adjacent field and sparred together well into the afternoon.
Lee couldn’t exactly tell the time, but judging from the shadows and path of
the sun, he estimated that it was somewhere between two and three.

















——-


 


In the course of half
a day, he had already started to feel a lot more competent using a sword. He
knew that he was still rather weak in the grand scheme of things, but he had
advanced from barely being able to hold his own against Ling to the point he
could push her back across the field as well. As long as he was able to
concentrate on what he was doing, he was able to parry her moves and press his
own attack too. Somewhere in the course of their Swordplay, a message popped
up:


Due to prolonged use of swords, Swordplay has been
promoted to Initiate Level 3. This skill improves one’s reasoning and execution
of sword-related abilities in combat. 






Due to improving Swordplay, you have received +1 Intelligence.
Current Intelligence: 28.


Excellent! Lee cheered himself on as the
second status message for improved sword combat during his training with Ling
appeared. His gaming instincts wanted to take over and continue sparring with
Ling until his skills reached an unprecedented level, but he knew that
eventually either Miller’s impatience or a discovery from Ethan would drag him
back into combat. If the latter happened, he had to make sure that he wasn’t
completely worn out when the time came. As much fun and as easy as it was
sparring with a sweat-soaked and beautiful woman, he had to make sure that he
was ready when the time came for real combat.


It may have just been the lecherous and lascivious
side of Lee taking advantage of the woman’s relenting and accepting nature, but
after six hours of Swordplay, Lee switched over to hand-to-hand combat and
grappling. He continued to spar with her some more until he heard saw the
awaited message:


Due to prolonged weaponless fighting, Unarmed
Combat has been promoted to Initiate Level 2. This skill improves one’s
reasoning and execution of unarmed abilities in combat.






Due to improving Unarmed Combat, you have received
+1 Intelligence. Current Intelligence: 29.


“You’re a quick learner,” Ling said when they took
a break. “I have never seen anyone take to weapons and fighting as fast as you
do.”


“Thanks.” Lee was abashed around her. “I do what I
must, but you’re pretty good at this yourself.”


“Well, I’ve been training for years. My father was
always worried that something might happen to me if I wa . . .” Ling stopped
talking, and her facade visibly cracked as her face fell. “Father thought I’d
be able to defend myself if I was trained, that nothing would happen to me . .
. that everything would be okay just because I could fight a little. Because of
him . . . He told me over and over again that if I tried, and that if I
trained, I’d be safe. So, I felt safe. I believed him . . .” Her eyes started
turning red, but she continued. “I believed him, and I let myself feel like I
could live a happy, normal life, where the worst I’d have to worry about is
Weiser running out of the house in the morning.”


“It’s okay now. You’re okay now,” Lee said softly.
He had no idea how to comfort Ling, but he knew that those paltry words
wouldn’t cut it.


Squeak! Little Ethan began shouting at him
telepathically. Squeak squeak! he called again, making sure that Lee was
watching what he was seeing. Through the mouse's eyes, Lee watched as an old
couple that he had bumped into while looking for Ling’s cat opened the door to
Geoffrey’s house with a key and snuck inside. Lee followed their movements as
they found Geoffrey’s corpse on the stairs, as they realized that Shannon wasn’t
there, and as they fled the house, constantly looking over their shoulder to
see if they were being watched. Unfortunately for them, they had no idea that
the spy who caught their trail was a winged mouse, extending his gray, sculpted
wings as he soared from roof to roof in pursuit of them.


“I know you say it’s okay, but . . .”—Ling sniffed—“but
I felt so helpless. I feel so helpless, and I hate this feeling. It's like, at
any moment, someone is going to yank me to the ground, tie my hands, and do
what they want with me. And there is nothing I can do about it. Do you know how
terrifying that feels?”


Ling was venting her frustrations and releasing
pent-up emotion, but Lee only partly heard them. He was too busy trying to stay
on top of Ethan’s movements as the mouse chased after the surprisingly-spry,
geriatric-looking couple from one side of the town to the other.


Do I know how it feels to feel helpless in a
situation where some random entity kidnaps me and does what he wants? Lee
blinked twice as his brain caught up to what Ling had been saying. Yeah, I
think my experience with Augustus definitely counts as just that. But I can’t
tell her that. Lee just decided that, since he was the Herald of a
religion, he’d simply regurgitate stuff he had learned in Sunday school as a
kid in the hopes that it might actually help.


“We’ve all experienced the harsh reality that the
world is greater than any one man,” he began. “No individual can ever hope to
move or change the tides of fate or stop them from washing over them. No one
can rely on the hearts of man to act in unity to aid them. That’s why, when I
pray, I pray not just for the strength I need to change the world into a better
place but also for the peace of mind to accept that there are some things I’ll
never be able to change.”


“Ah . . .” Ling just nodded at his words.


“We’re not so great that we can defend against all
evil, but we can be at least have the will to not shrink, cower or break when
it besets us.” Lee rested a hand on her shoulder as he continued to play the
role of the wise priest. This type of sermon wasn’t uncommon. He had heard it
from a few different priests throughout the years, but he reckoned this type of
thinking might actually be new to them since it was a world filled with so much
violence and not a church in sight.


Ling looked up at Lee, and her eyes were deadlier
than Medusa’s. They seemed to see right through Lee’s feigned exterior for just
a moment, but then she just nodded. “That’s right. Bad things will happen, and
no one can stop that from being true, but we can at least stop them from
destroying us. Thanks,” she said and smiled faintly.


“It’s good you understand. Since that’s the case,
I think it’s about time I go help the others.” Lee returned the pleasant
expression as he handed her back the training sword he had been using while
they sparred, and then he left. Ethan was hot on the trail of the two people
soon to leave town, and he didn’t want to delay more than was needed.


“Wait!” she called after him. “If you’re going to
help the people, can I please come with you?”


Lee turned around long enough to give her a
half-hearted smile and said, “You’ve already helped people a lot today. Without
you, we wouldn't have saved Shannon. Let me take care of this now.”


He actually wished he could take her with him, but
he had already decided that it would be too risky. It would certainly be
helpful to have the extra firepower—she had proven herself competent with both
the bow and the sword—but he also knew that this fight would probably get her
killed if she couldn’t keep her emotions in check. She wasn’t Miller, who had
dumb luck and brute strength on his side. So, after watching her accept his
words with resignation, he turned back and headed into town to find his Firbolg
companion.


He checked in on a few shops on the way into town,
hoping to find Miller in one of them, but he made it all the way to the tavern
before he found his friend. There, he discovered Miller sitting at one of the
tables, staring at what had to be the largest mug he had ever seen in his life.
The cup was a light color of oak, and it appeared to have been treated with
something similar to Tung oil and was easily capable of holding fifty to sixty
ounces of beer. It was completely undecorated, and the cuts were far from
uniform, but it was rather impressive, all things considered.


“So, this is what you’ve been up to?” Lee asked,
staring at the cup.


“Yeah,” Miller answered with a nod. “I got to
thinking . . . Since we’re serving the God of Alcohol and Crafts, perhaps he
isn’t unhappy with our personal strength, just the strength that we can exhibit
in celebrating the victories he gives us.”


“Huh?” Lee stared blankly at the man. “You haven’t
started drinking yet, have you?”


“No, but when we get back after destroying those
heathens and crushing those demons who treat people like dogs and farm animals,
we’ll have the adequate tools to toast our triumph!” Miller said, slamming his
mug on the table. “We shall not be unprepared!”


“I see,” Lee sighed.


“What? Are you unhappy with— Oh! You wanted one
too! You were worried that you’d have to drink out of Ramon’s tiny mugs built
for people who like to exercise while they drink, running back and forth to the
bar!”


“Hey!” Ramon shouted a protest at Miller’s dig on
his mugs.


“Well, don’t worry! I have you covered!” he said,
bringing out a second mug. It was almost identical to the first except for a
strange symbol carved on its front. Not recognizing the symbol at all, Lee just
took it for a series of scratches that looked like a combination of a druidic
symbol and a Norse rune.


“Tell me if it isn’t amazing. We’re going to have
so much fun tonight! I bet Augustus is so happy with our work that he’s already
sent us the location of the camp.”


“Wow, this is . . . This is amazing,” Lee said,
fawning exaggeratedly for the sake of Miller’s feelings. “What’s this mean? It
looks neat.”


“It’s your name, Lee. I wrote it with the alphabet
of my homeland,” Miller responded proudly.


“Ah . . .” Lee nodded, certain that Miller
wouldn’t be the type of guy to pull a prank or joke on someone. “Well, thanks
man, I really appreciate this, but we need to go.”


“Augustus told us where the base was?” Miller’s
eyes popped open, his excitement mounting to even greater heights than when he
was talking about their two beer mugs. “I knew it! I knew that as soon as I
finished the second mug that Augustus would be so pleased he’d come down in
person and have you drag me off to the battlefield so that I could earn the
right to fill them. That’s why I came straight back to the tavern: so you could
find me easier!”


“And here I thought you were just being silly,”
Ramon laughed, giving a light jab to Miller’s enthusiasm.


“Whatever the reason, we do need to go,” Lee
urged.


“To battle!” Miller shouted emphatically.


“Please rescue them,” Ramon pleaded, sincerity
bleeding into his voice. “Far too many children have been taken in the last two
months.”


“You already gave us the quest, old man,” Lee
chuckled. “You don’t have to ask me twice.” Just make sure that experience
is ready for when I come back with the people.


“Just for you, I’m going to go stab someone
through the heart. And if any of those kidnapping cretins die before I quench
my rage, I’m going to roast someone on an open fire and leave the remnants of
their flesh as breakfast for the dogs and vultures of the lands!”


Ramon just gave a nice smile and sent them on
their way. “You do that for me,” he called after them as they left the tavern.


As soon as they were outside, Lee set off walking as
fast as he could without calling too much attention to himself or Miller. He
didn’t want to call attention to them by running, but he didn’t want to delay
any longer than he had to either. It was already a stroke of luck that the
couple hadn’t lit out of town entirely with how long it had taken him to find
Miller. Thankfully, with Ethan’s navigational assistance, he was able to
practically mirror their movements as the duo took off after them.


Due to prolonged attempts at stealth by your
current telepathically-connected familiar, Sneak has been promoted to Initiate
Level 3. This skill improves one’s ability to
stay hidden, move silently and act undetected.






Due to improving Sneak, you have received +1 Intelligence.
Current Intelligence: 30.


That’s new, Lee thought as he read out the boost.
That’s also game-changing. Does this mean that, as long as I give Ethan a tiny
little rapier to go around and fight insects with, I’ll also get better at
using swords? Or if I give him a tiny bow and arrow, I can learn archery
through him? He had hoped that the prompt would answer his questions, but
nothing came up.


“Hey, Lee.” Miller grabbed the back of Lee’s
shirt, stopping him in place.


“What? We don’t have time to lose. We have to go
save those people before it gets dark out . . .” He was more than a little frustrated
that he’d been stopped as they were just starting to really close the distance
between them and the couple.


“Lee, quiet for a moment. There’s someone
following us,” Miller stated quietly.


“Huh?” Lee surreptitiously glanced around, but he
didn’t immediately see anyone. “Who could be after us? Who even knows where
we’re going?”


“I don’t know, but we’re being chased,” Miller
said without a shred of doubt in his voice. “We need to prepare for battle. Get
your weapon out.”


“How do you—”


“I heard them. It wasn’t much, but I heard them
asking which way we were going. They’ll be here soon.”


“Alright.” Lee closed his eyes for a moment as he
collected his thoughts. How do I convince this pure and honest hero type to lay
an ambush? “You know, since they are trying to sneak up on us and stab us in
the back, we need to give them an adequate punishment.”


“What do you mean?” Miller asked as he pulled out
his spear and cracked his back, turning to face back in the direction they had
come from.


“Well, we need to make sure we stab them in the
back first. We need to lay an ambush so that even they will understand the
depth of their failures in death. We must teach them to know the pain of their
methods first hand.”


“Hmmm. Fine.” Miller agreed, nodding reluctantly.
“So, what’s the plan?”


“Well, let’s hunker down on the side of the road,
hope they don’t have a dog, and then jump them when they pass us. Honestly, I
don't really have anything better,” Lee chuckled.


“No grand schemes this time?” Miller asked,
clearly taken aback by the simplicity of Lee’s plan.


“None.” Lee shrugged as he moved off the road and
pressed back against one of the large trees. Unlike the woods back home, the
trees here were massive enough that the plan just might work. The biggest tree
he had ever seen back in his world was only as wide around as a man was from
shoulder to shoulder. These, on the other hand, were so large that you could
have comfortably driven a sedan through them. The plan wasn’t entirely without
merit, but if whoever was following them had hunting dogs with them, it would
go awry rather quickly.


“Works for me. I’ll give your plan a go, but I
hope they spot us so that we can do away with all this silly hiding and kill
them like men,” Miller grumbled.


“Shh.” Lee just put a finger to his mouth and
gestured for his friend to stay quiet.


It didn’t take more than half a minute before
three bandits passed them. Two of them were Leprechauns, and one was Firbolg,
and each of them was decked out in leather gear with daggers and bows. As soon as
he could see their backs, Lee nodded to Miller and charged the closest bandit.


“Ahh!” one of the Leprechauns screamed out in a
mixture of shock and pain as Lee’s slash sank into him from behind.


Lee had been hoping to split the man’s head off
with a single attack, but he had gauged the distance between them incorrectly.
His sword struck cleanly into the man’s neck, drawing blood, but didn’t do
enough damage for it to even partially decapitate him as he had hoped. His
momentum did, however, propel the Leprechaun down onto his knees and draw the
attention of the other two bandits.


The other Leprechaun screamed out as Miller’s
spear stabbed into his back just as he turned around to face Lee.


Lee was going to finish off the Leprechaun on the
ground while he had the upper hand, but when he saw the Firbolg take the bow
off of his back and pull out an arrow, he couldn’t help but panic a little. He
remembered all too well how annoying and painful his last experience with an
archer had been while trying to save Ling, so with that in mind, he immediately
planted two swift kicks into the Leprechaun at his feet and charged the
Firbolg.


Lee rushed the bandit and struck out with his
left-handed sword before the archer could nock the arrow. Just like the last bowman
he had fought, the man parried his attack with the bow stave and shifted to the
side. Having learned from his previous experience, Lee took advantage of his
opponent’s full-body-shift and stored the bronze sword into his inventory. He
knew that he wasn’t going to get anywhere in the fight unless he could control
his enemy’s bow, and that wasn’t something he could do as well with a second
blade in hand.


The Firbolg brought his bow around in an
overhanded counterattack aimed at smashing Lee’s head. Unable to completely
dodge out of the way, Lee jerked his head to the side and took the blow on his
shoulder instead. Pain shot up from his shoulder as the bow’s upper limb made
contact, and he saw a message letting him know that he had taken four points of
damage from the attack. Doing his best to ignore the stinging pain, Lee grabbed
ahold of the bow before the archer could pull it back and yanked on it with all
of his might.


As soon as his fingers wrapped around the bow
stave, it was clear that the Firbolg was stronger. There was no way he was
going to be able to wrest control of a weapon away from a man using two hands
when he was only using one, but his pull was still enough to yank his opponent
off balance. The man stumbled forward as he tried to regain his footing, leaving
his side completely open to an attack. Lee immediately took advantage of the
opportunity and stabbed forward, desperately hoping to finish off the Firbolg
before the Leprechaun was able to attack him from behind. Lee felt his sword
stab into the archer’s side, but it didn’t seem to do much other than slide off
of the man's stiff leather armor.


The Firbolg struggled, yanking even harder on his
bow as he tried to regain control of his weapon, but Lee dug in his feet and
did everything he could to leverage his weight and keep his balance while still
attacking. He struck out with the sword in his free hand several more times,
and he was certain that he could feel the blade biting into the man’s flesh.


“I got him fixed. Get him!” the Firbolg yelled,
wincing as Lee’s blade stabbed him for the fourth time.


Crap, that must be the Leprechaun he’s talking to.
Not sure what to do with his back exposed, Lee only knew he had to switch
positions and move so he could see the Leprechaun somehow. Partially due to his
panic, partially due to the fact he didn’t have enough muscle to do much, and
partially due to the fact he really didn’t want to be where he was when the
Leprechaun’s daggers came at him, Lee let the Firbolg win when he gave a hard
tug on the bow, simultaneously allowing himself be pulled forward by the
Firbolg’s strength and pushing off with his legs at the same time. His momentum
carried him forward, and he used the extra force to aim a slash right into the
Firbolg’s midsection. Before the archer could recover, Lee grabbed his arm,
holding him in place, and stabbed him repeatedly.


Your party has killed the player Lester. Your party has been
awarded 98 copper, one oak bow and 125 Experience. Your share of this is 49
copper, one oak bow and 63 Experience.


Once he knew that the Firbolg was dead, he turned
his attention back to the Leprechaun. The Leprechaun looked confused. His
knuckles turned white as he gripped his daggers, and his brow creased as he
stared at Lee, obviously unsure of what to after having watched his friend be
murdered. Lee could tell that he was trying to find an opening to attack, and
he sealed off the possibility by continuously shifting the body of the Firbolg
around in front of him like a shield.


“You can’t win!” The Leprechaun resorted to taunting
and gave up on being able to outmaneuver Lee. “Even if you kill me here, the Herald
will have vengeance in my name.”


Your party has killed the player Robert. Your party has been
awarded 25 copper, one oak bow and 110 Experience. Your share of this is 12
copper and 55 Experience.


“What?” Although Lee was happy to see the prompt
that let him know he wouldn’t have to square off against this dagger-wielding
maniac alone, he was still taken aback by the bandit’s words. I thought
people kept calling me the Herald. What is he talking about?


“Your death is the true god’s will!” the
Leprechaun shouted again before charging at Lee.


What the heck is he talking about? Lee
wondered for a split second before his instincts kicked in, and he went
straight into defensive mode. He pushed the corpse forward as hard as he could
and stalled the man mid-attack, forcing the Leprechaun to throw up both hands
and catch the body to prevent the dead Firbolg from knocking him to the ground.


Lee took advantage of this second opening as the
Leprechaun flung his slaughtered comrade to the side and stabbed him in the
gut. As soon as he had drawn his sword back, Lee slammed into the stunned man
and tackled him to the ground. The Leprechaun struggled to throw Lee off, but
he pushed him back down and used his weight to hold him in place, even though
he lost his grip on his sword in the process.


“He’s mine!” Miller shouted. “Roll off the bastard
now!”


“The Herald will avenge me!” the Leprechaun
shouted again as Lee rolled off him.


“There is but one god, and he will toast with your
fermented blood tonight,” Miller shouted as he stabbed his spear straight into
the Leprechaun’s chest. It didn’t pierce through the downed man’s armor, but it
was obvious that the three combined blows he had suffered were taking their
toll. Miller pulled his spear back and slammed the heel of his boot down onto
the Leprechaun’s chest, pinning him with his back against the ground. “Hold his
arms.”


“Okay?” Lee did his best to grab ahold of the man’s
flailing arms and prevent him from either attacking Miller or pushing him off.
He finally managed to pin the man’s arms and looked up to see Miller ripping
the top part of the Leprechaun’s armor off. “What are you doing? We don’t have
time for that type of play. We still have to—” catch up to the old couple
Ethan is following. No, I can’t say that. “We still have to rescue the
others.”


“There is time for this much.” Miller grinned in a
devilish fashion that deeply disturbed Lee. “Justice demands vengeance, and
those on the side of good must become the swift arms of righteousness lest the
wicked walk over us!” he declared. He reached down, and his fingers slowly dug
under the Leprechaun’s clavicles. Lee heard a snap a moment later as the man’s
collar bones broke, the shattered fragments piercing through skin as Miller
kept tugging on them. The Leprechaun screamed in agony as his body was drug
apart from the inside.


“I’m sorry, friend,” Miller said to the Leprechaun
as one last pull with his massive strength finally wrenched two pieces of the
collar bones free. “But your wickedness was great, and I must keep my
promises.”


“Please . . . Please stop! Please stop!” the
Leprechaun howled through mouthfuls of gurgled blood in a barely intelligible
fashion. Lee let go of the man’s arms, their movements pitiful and weak, no
longer even needing to be suppressed.


“You people shouldn’t have done that to Shannon,”
Miller shouted loudly enough for the entire forest to hear. Even before the
last word left his mouth, the Firbolg stabbed down, jamming the two pieces of
freshly broken bone straight into the Leprechaun’s eyes.


Your party has killed the player Cornwallace. Your party has
been awarded 57 copper, one bronze dagger and 125 Experience. Your share of
this is 28 copper, one bronze dagger and 62 Experience.


“There, now I’m done. Now I feel better,” Miller
said, his foot crushing the Leprechaun’s rib cage as he stood up.


“Can we go now?” Lee asked, his eyes still
transfixed on the victim of Miller’s rage. He shot a glance over at Miller’s
first kill, only to see that the man had been stabbed repeatedly through the
gut with a spear. It wasn’t as gruesome or destructive as what he had done to
the Leprechaun, but it was a gruesome death nonetheless.


“I think we’ve wasted enough time here,” Lee
reiterated. They were fighting the clock, and he couldn’t stress the need for
them to hurry enough. There was also the fact that he wanted to leave the scene
before the gruesome sight of the bodies upset his stomach. He had found out,
since coming to this world, that he could handle the sight of death and
violence, but that didn’t mean that certain things like what Miller had done to
Geoffrey and this poor sap with clavicles in his eyes didn’t still make him a
bit queasy, even if he thought the man deserved it.


“Then lead the way. I’m sure we’ve done enough to
honor Augustus with blood here.” Miller just grinned wickedly, a broad smile
plastered on his face.


Even if you’re more familiar with this game
than me, how can you be so comfortable with what you’ve done at a gut level? Is
my first convert secretly a sociopath? Lee suppressed an urge to shudder,
not wanting his emotions to be seen.

















——-


 


After leaving the three bodies behind, the two
continued on their chase. It took a lot longer than Lee expected, and the
latter half of the journey became more difficult as the flat land slowly
inclined and they began climbing what Lee could only imagine was the base of a
mountain.


“Hey, Miller,” Lee asked as they continued their
climb through the woods. “I’ve been wondering, was there another Herald before
me?”


“Huh? You mean did I meet another holy guy in the
town before I met you? No, of course not. How can there be another Herald when
Augustus has already picked you?”


“Oh.” Lee sighed. Then what was that mad
Leprechaun on about? He was clearly talking about another Herald. From his
ranting, it sounded like there was another one, but that can’t be, can it? Lee
was starting to wonder. Miller only showed up shortly before I did, so if
another guy came by a few months ago, weeks, or even days before I did, then
Miller wouldn’t know anything about it. He’d be as oblivious as I am. That
means I need to ask someone like Ramon about it if I want the real answer.
“Well, never mind then.”


“It’s okay. We’ll get a drink soon.” Miller’s grin
seemed to grow, seemingly undeterred by the distance they’d traveled as the two
pressed on.


By that, you mean you’re going to kill enough
people that it justifies having a drink, Lee thought, interpreting his
words.


When they were finally close to catching the
couple, Lee forced Miller to slow down. He considered just being quiet and
stealthy, but after thinking about how he didn’t actually have an argument good
enough to compel the loud war beast of a man into quiet and inconspicuous
behaviors, he decided to just zigzag the path to slow their ascent so they
would always be equidistant to the couple. He was worried that Miller would
catch onto what he was doing, but fortunately enough, it wasn’t long before the
couple arrived at the destination.


“Hold up,” Lee said, stopping Miller. “We’re here,
but let me figure out where here is first before we go charging in.”


“Right! Then we—” Miller began, his voice was so
loud that Lee had to hush him right away.


“Shh!”


Lee took in the situation as best as he could
through Ethan’s rodent eyes as the mouse feverishly worked his way around the
encampment. The couple had disappeared inside, though he didn’t know exactly
where yet. From what he could tell based on a single quick survey, there were a
few wooden structures next to a hole in the mountain, probably a cave, that
extended farther than even Ethan could see. A mining shaft. This is a mining
camp, Lee concluded as he began to recognize the features.


The building closest to the mine shaft was the
largest and obviously the sleeping quarters for the workers—most likely the
people taken from the village who had been forced into slavery. He knew it was
a slave quarters just from the smell, but the lack of sanitation facilities and
the fact that everyone in their cot was shivering and covered in dirt confirmed
it. It was obvious that they weren’t used to working in mines, and the blisters
on their hands showed it. They had been worked so hard and abused so badly that
not an inch of their body was unmarred. There was also fear. The pungent smell
was unmistakable to Ethan, even with the horrendous bodily odors, and two
guards stationed inside.


The slaves didn’t even so much as look at one
another or bother to say a single word. It’s the attitude of beaten dogs.
They’re too afraid to move for fear of another beating. Lee glanced over at
Miller. He knew that, if Miller could see what he did, his patience would end
immediately. The Firbolg would charge the camp and fight until either every
slaver in the place was dead or he was. He’d probably do something a lot
worse than what he did to that Leprechaun too. Lee shuddered at the
thought.


Next to the building with the slaves, separated by
at least twenty feet, was another smaller building. After getting a peek inside
of it, Lee realized it was the barracks. Around forty people were currently
asleep inside, save for a single guard watching the door. There were also two
guards outside the building with weapons drawn. The guard on the inside didn’t
seem to have his weapon on him and instead had a strange green book open in
front of him. It seemed less like he was trying to protect someone and more
like he was checking people in and out.


The last remaining building was about fifteen feet
directly across from the main barracks. It was a storage facility filled with
mining carts, torches, and food rations. Unlike the other two buildings, which
had metal in their frames and metal-reinforced wooden doors that swung outward,
this building had a solid wooden double door that was the same color as
Miller’s treated mugs. This entrance was large and designed so that the slaves
wouldn’t have trouble moving the mining carts in and out. The most noteworthy
thing about this building, as far as Lee was concerned, was that it was
entirely deserted. It didn’t hold any weapons or anything of great value that
might be easily looted, so it made sense that they didn’t bother keeping it
defended. There was also the fact that the guards posted outside of the barracks
would be able to defend both facilities without a problem and keep note of who
was going in and out of the emptied storage facility.


On Lee’s command, Ethan did his best to find a way
into the supply warehouse; and, sure enough, there was a weak spot in one of
the walls. The rodent snuck around and used his teeth to gnaw through the weak
point, leaving an opening wide enough for Lee and Miller to pull off a few
boards and get inside.


“Miller, I’ve just communed with Augustus, and
he’s a little upset with you,” Lee began, spinning his lies to get Miller to
behave. He had an idea, one that he was mostly stealing from books he’d read
and movies he had watched, but it was still a decent idea.


Miller was flabbergasted at the possibility that
he could have possibly committed a sin.


“What? Why is he upset with me? I’ve done nothing
but deliver his wrath to the doubters of the land!”


“He says you stabbed someone through the heart,
and you fulfilled your other promise to him with the collar bones, but . . .”
Lee trailed off, giving time for Miller to realize what he’d forgotten.


“I didn’t burn them! I didn’t torch their corpses
and leave their cooked flesh for dogs and vultures to feast on!” Miller had a
look of guilt and shock written across his face. “You’re right! I’ve sinned! I
had the chance. There were bodies there, but I was in a rush to follow you, so
I forgot what to do!”


“But it’s okay.” Lee put a hand on Miller’s
shoulder. “It’s okay, big guy. Augustus says you can appease him now, but
you’ll need to burn a lot more than one or two people.”


“How many must I kill and burn?”


“Well, actually . . .” Lee grinned. “He wants you
to burn some people alive.”


Miller’s eyes, which were already wide open from
shock at his transgression, managed to open up even further. “Truly the God of
Alcohol and Crafts is a twisted and creative deity of destruction for such an
act to be the only way to appease him.” Miller seemed at odds with himself, his
eyes turning about continuously in his head. “But how do I burn people alive?
Should we knock them out first? Is that how we should do this?”


“No, no, no,” Lee answered patiently, shaking his
head. “Just follow me, and do as I say. You’ll need to kill a few people
without burning them, but if all goes well, Augustus will be very pleased with
you. By the time we’re done, you’ll have earned the right to drink great
gallons of beer and wine in his name.”


“Okay, show me the way,” Miller replied
feverishly. The two of them snuck around the camp toward the back of the
storage shed, and by the time they reached it, Ethan was spying on the old
couple, who seemed to be arguing with the man holding the green book.


Lee and Miller quietly ripped open the hole,
removed the boards and slipped into the storage room without a problem.


“Well, what do we do here?” Miller whispered.


Lee thought about his plan. He knew that all the
best-laid plans of mice and men, or Ethan and himself as it was in this case,
often would go awry, so he kept it as simple as possible. He went over each
point two or three times with Miller so that he wouldn’t be confused when the
battle broke out, stressing that he needed to achieve the goal first before
going on a murderous rampage. Once everything was set, he sent Ethan to scout
ahead and report back for the best possible moment to make their move. Lee was
nervous, but if things went well, he’d be climbing levels and enjoying a good barbecue
bloodbath. Then again, if things went poorly, he’d be dead—and dead here was
dead for good.
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“You ready?” Lee asked in a whisper. He felt like
he was asking himself as much as he was Miller. Despite the fact that they had
already survived one fight that day, he was still terrified of what was about
to happen.


“Left or right?” Miller asked, staring at the
cart.


If I put him on the left, then he’s more likely
to be attacked . . . but if I put him on the right, then I have more control
over the plan, so it’s more likely to succeed. But . . . I’d much rather
that he died before I did. He felt bad admitting this, but given that
Miller wasn’t going to suffer a permanent death, it just seemed logical. Before
he could tell Miller to take the left side, however, Miller spoke up and
answered his own question.


“I’m a right-hand guy. I’m going right,” Miller
answered resolutely.


“That’s fine.” Lee sighed and braced himself
behind the big metal cart on the left side. They had piled a ton of crap that
they had found lying around in the shed into the metal cart, and despite the
fact that it was designed to haul heavy loads, getting it started moving wasn’t
going to be easy.


“Actually”—Lee looked at the cart—“can you push
that thing without me?”


Miller gave it a nudge and then pushed on it.
“Yeah, I can. You got my back with support?”


“Of course,” Lee said, pulling out a bow. They had
found a storage of arrows in the shed along with everything else, and he had
decided that it would be great to get some use out of the oak bow he had just
obtained. No matter how much he tried, he still didn’t have the ability to calm
his nerves to the point where he was comfortable regarding the whole ‘let’s go
in and raid a camp while vastly outnumbered’ thing.


He lit a small pile of trash on fire just inside
the door and stuck several arrows with oil-soaked torch wrappings tied to them
next to it. Finally, after running out of excuses to stall with, he gave Miller
a pat on the back to signal that it was time. The massive Firbolg leaned into
the cart with all of his strength and strained against the load, but a moment
later, the cart lurched forward and burst through the shed door.


Lee crouched down behind the mine cart and used it
for cover until it was completely out of the shed and then made his way up into
the doorway, an arrow nocked and ready. He popped up long enough to loose his
first shot at the guard on Miller’s left, and the arrow whizzed through the air
and struck the man’s shoulder, causing him to scream out in a strange
combination of shock and pain. Crap, crap, hurry! Lee nocked another
arrow as quickly as he could and fired it at the man again. The second arrow
flew past the guard and stuck into the door.


Having realized what was going on, the injured
guard drew a sword and charged toward Lee. There wasn't much of a distance
between the two buildings, and Lee knew that the guard would clear the span in
a short moment, injured or not. Giving up on killing the guard for a moment, he
grabbed one of the prepared arrows, lit the torch wrappings on the small fire
he had lit, and shot it onto the roof of the barracks. As soon as he saw the
arrow hit his target, he began repeating the process.


Somewhere between the second and third arrows,
Miller slammed the mine cart into the guard barracks, and with herculean
strength, he heaved the cart onto its side so that it was wedged against the
wooden door. It was an awkward, rushed attempt, and not without consequences.
The second guard took advantage of the busy Firbolg and used the opportunity to
lash out with a short sword, stabbing into Miller’s chest several times before
he finished his work. Once his job was completed, however, Miller jumped back
and turned to face the guard, blood streaming down his chest.


Lee jerked his attention away from Miller just in
time to see the wounded guard close in on him. He frantically jerked his bow up
between them, blocking the guard’s first attack like the others had done to him
so many times already. He jumped backward as soon as the guard’s sword was
deterred, dropped the bow, and drew his own two swords just in time to parry an
onslaught of attacks. Slowly, step by step, he was pressed back into the shed
by the guard’s relentless series of stabs and thrusts and hacks and slashes. He
kept looking for an opportunity to counterattack, but the guard never offered
one, and he never slowed his attacks. Even though his opponent’s form was
absolutely horrible, the constant rain of attacks never gave Lee the chance to
take the initiative.


What’s with this guy? He’s not nearly as good
of a swordsman as the lot from that last group of riffraff who attacked us, but
he’s unrelenting. Ah! Everyone I saw in here was a Human, so, they’re
probably not players. They must just be NPCs like everyone in town! That would
explain why he’s so sloppy with his form!


He risked another quick glance around and was
pleased to see that everything seemed to be going as planned so far. The door
was barricaded, and he and Miller only had the two guards to contend with, not
counting the two others who were guarding the slaves, and that was it. All it
was going to take was a good two-on-two fight followed up by another two vs.
two, and given how well Miller and Lee had handled the encounter on the way here,
he was rather sure of himself.


All that practice with Ling is paying off. Lee
smiled when he realized that he was exerting little to no effort in his fight
and was able to keep up with parrying the guard’s blows. He moved his swords
back and forth just enough to stop the rain of amateurish blows, but he was
careful not to ever let one weapon stray too far to the side and leave himself
open. Yet, despite the wound in his shoulder and the ease with which Lee was
able to deflect his attacks, the guard showed no signs of letting up in his
attacks. So, Lee patiently watched and waited while looking for an opening.


When his opponent clumsily thrust toward his
chest, Lee found his opportunity. He tilted his body to the side and used one
sword to parry the attack, pushing it off course and away from his body, and
stabbed forward with his other sword, piercing into the guard’s shoulder close
to where the arrow had struck. His blade dug in deeper than he had expected,
given that the guard likely still had plenty of hit points, and the man let out
a groan of pain.


Lee stole a glance over at Miller as he parried an
incoming blow and repeated the same process of moving the guard’s blade to the
side with his left weapon and thrusting forward again with his right. Miller
was doing well enough. He didn’t seem to be having any more much trouble with
his opponent than Lee was, even though he was mostly just swinging his spear
wildly. Like the guards, he had absolutely no finesse in his attacks; but,
where their opponents were lacking, Miller’s strength compensated for his lack
of skill. Each time Miller parried a blow, his opponent was forced back another
step by the Firbolg’s brute strength, effectively keeping the guard off balance
and bouncing around from side to side. Even though Miller had entered the fight
injured, the fact that the swordsman facing off against him couldn’t ever get
proper footing long enough to launch anything more than a desperate attack gave
Miller an undeniable advantage. That said, Miller couldn’t make progress or
manage anything close to a damaging blow either. At the rate things were going,
it'd be half an hour before Miller could kill the guard, and that was assuming
the guard didn’t start reading Miller’s pattern and turn the tables on him.


Well, at least the one I’m against isn’t that
tough. Lee was doing his best to angle his blade such that his opponent’s
thrusts and slashes would come up shy. Things will be perfectly fine at this—


“ENEMY AT THE BARRACKS!” someone shouted from the
direction of the slave quarters.


Crap, crap, crap, crap. Lee panicked as
soon as he looked over in the direction of the shout. There were four humans
running in his direction. Two of them were the young men that Ethan had spotted
earlier, the wardens from the slave quarters, and each was decked out in
leather armor with tower shields and short swords. The other two were the old
couple that Lee had actually followed up here. Weren’t they talking to the
guy with the green notebook? Shouldn’t they be locked in the sleeping quarters
with the other troops? When did they leave? Why are they over there? Lee’s
heart raced as quickly as the questions flitting through his head. He had a
little doubt in his ability to handle two of them, but now there were four more
pouring in. If any one was half as competent as the one facing Miller, then
there was a good chance that he wouldn’t be able to handle him, much less four
more, yet here he was about to be swarmed.


With his attention diverted to the group attacking
him, Lee missed dodging a simple thrust from the guard whom he had been
handling so well a moment ago. Having slipped around to the side, the other man
successfully stabbed him in the back, shaving off 17 hit points. The pain was
sharp and pierced through him like an electric jolt. Rather than hollering or
screaming out in pain and making his situation worse, Lee snapped back to
reality and the fight in front of him that he was already engaged in.


Quickly, he formulated the best plan he could
think of: I have to run. The guard tried to get lucky with another stab,
and Lee decided that this was the best chance he was going to get. He slashed
out with his own blade as hard as he could, knocking the guard’s sword straight
into the dirt. The maneuver left Lee’s in an awkward position, unable to return
any attack of his own, but he wasn’t planning on one anyway.


Lee was about to bolt toward Miller but realized
they might lose interest in him and kill his Firbolg friend if he did that. No,
I have to run this way. Lee hightailed it out of the storage room and took
a sharp right so that he was going around the warehouse instead. It would
appear to anyone watching that he had simply given up and was just running
away, but in reality, he was also doing something he had never done before:
praying. He was praying to his actual God, not Augustus, that he might live
through the day. Can you even hear me in this world? Lee asked, feeling
oddly religious as he held the wound in his back and ran as best he could. He
could practically feel them behind him. He knew that they were hot on his
trail, and once all five of them reached him, he was likely going to die. But
that didn’t mean that he could afford to give up hope altogether.


As he rounded past the corner of the building and
started running in a circle around the warehouse, Ethan came soaring in to the
rescue. He swooped down out of the night sky and straight onto the old man’s
face. When the man’s wife saw the flying mouse clawing at her husband’s eyes,
she turned and swung a fist at him. Ethan scampered up onto the man’s balding
crown just before the punch landed, breaking the old man’s nose.


The man’s own two hands were reaching up to grab
Ethan before the blow came, but the snap to the nose stopped them half-raised
in the air.


“Sorry!” the woman apologized as her husband
winced and covered his face. Ethan scampered down the man’s back, tearing at
the old man’s flesh with his tiny claws as best he could as he scurried down
the man’s spine, and Lee heard the tiny rodent angrily cursing in mouse squeaks
with each stab and rip and tear. None of the scratches was going to do a lot of
damage on their own, but they were adding up quickly, and both the old man and
his wife proved useless at stopping the mouse’s assault. The old man couldn’t reach
the mouse as he ran back and forth around his back, and each of the woman’s
attempts to grab Ethan ended with her beating on her husband instead.


“Get it off me!” he screamed, doing his best to
twist, turn and bend in such a way as to grab the furry little creature. “Grab
this rat! Get it off me!”


Upon hearing himself being called ‘a rat,’ Ethan
let out a particularly loud squeak and sank his teeth into the man’s back near
the base of his neck. The small rodent must have hit a nerve because the man’s
leg began shaking uncontrollably, his body started spasming, and he collapsed
to the ground unable to support his weight.


The woman shrieked in horror as she watched Ethan
crawl around her to husband’s neck and viciously tear at his throat, finishing
the man off and causing Lee to send a mental ‘AWESOME! THANK YOU!’ over to
encourage him further and thank him for his work.


Your party has killed Herbert the Green Hat. Your party has
been awarded 48 copper, one silver dagger and 55 Experience. Your share of this
is 24 copper, one silver dagger and 28 Experience.


Unable to do anything to help her departed husband,
the lady clearly decided that it was in her best interest to chase after Lee
rather than stick around to become the rabid rodent’s second victim. After
staring at the dead body for a brief moment, she took off after Lee once again.


Lee circled the warehouse as soon as the man bit
the dust, and he was just beginning to believe that everything would turn out
okay if he could just keep running. Little Ethan was already looking for high
ground and preparing to jump down and strike his second victim, and the guard
he had engaged with was already injured from their fight earlier. If Ethan
could finish off another enemy, or if Miller managed to free himself up and
come to help as well, it would quickly turn into an even match-up instead of
five people ganging up on Lee. Those were odds he could manage.


His excitement didn’t last long, however, as he
noticed all too late that only two of the guards, one with a tower shield and
the guy he had stabbed, were actually chasing him.


Wait, where is the— Lee couldn’t even
finish the thought before a heavy shield slammed into his face so hard that he
was stopped dead in his tracks and sent rolling five feet to the side as he
careened off the shield.


“That’ll teach you to run, you little upstart
punk,” the man who struck him barked loudly.


Lee didn’t even stop rolling before the two people
behind him caught up to him and began kicking him in the ribs. Lee wanted to
yell for help, but he knew that it was pointless. Ethan was already doing everything
he could before Lee had his bell rung. The little mouse soared toward the old
lady at rapid speed to begin his second geriatricide for the night and prove
that the combat efficiency boost to the golem sculptures was no laughing
matter.


Lee struggled to stand up. He was already down to
89 hit points from the two-to-five damage kicks and the ten-damage hit from the
tower shield, and it took everything he had just to find the will to keep
going. There has to be a solution, he told himself as another 2 hit
points were shaved off by a kick. This can’t be the end of it. He
expected another series of blows to land any second, or worse another hit from
the tower shield, but he only heard a small grunt of pain from the man with the
tower shield as he was pushed forward and forced to catch himself so that he
didn’t fall off balance.


What the heck? Lee tried to use Ethan’s
eyes to see what was going on, but the only thing he could catch a glimpse of
was the old lady’s hair. The guard turned to face the direction from which he
had been struck, the other two guards doing likewise, and Lee decided not to
second guess good luck and used this chance to slowly push himself back to his
feet.


When he was finally back on his feet, he was able
to get a good idea of what had happened: someone had shot the guard in the
back. Great! Now he’s bleeding! Lee grabbed his weapons and, taking
advantage of the chaos, he stabbed the soldier he had already wounded in the
gut. The best thing he could hope for was finishing one off, and this guy was
the most likely candidate. He hadn’t removed Lee’s original arrow, he had to be
taking damage over time on top of all the previous stab wounds. Depending on
his level, he might be close to defeat himself, and a few more stabs were likely
to do the trick.


Thank you, mysterious archer, Lee thought as
he rushed in for a quick thrust. Unfortunately, the stab never landed. The
guard turned and parried Lee’s blade, and the other used the opening Lee
presented to slam his shield into his rib cage, practically shattering the
bones there and knocking Lee’s hit points down to 62. As if to rub salt into
the fresh wound, a status message popped to let him know that the situation was
even worse than he had imagined:


Your rib has been broken, and you have suffered internal
organ damage. You will take one point of damage every five seconds until healed.


Lee gritted his teeth against the pain and pushed the
message out of his mind. He was determined to maintain focus, and he was still
somehow managing to fight using both swords. He swung at the wounded guard with
as much effort as he could manage, and was rewarded by feeling his sword
cleanly slice into the man’s flesh. Unlike Lee’s previous attempts, he cut
deeply into the left side of the man’s abdomen and into his stomach. Blood
gushed from the wound when Lee withdrew his sword and quickly soaked the man’s
armor.


Your party has killed Jian Fu. Your party has been awarded 1
silver and 52 copper, one box of unwritten letters and 48 Experience. Your
share of this is 76 copper, and 24 Experience.


Lee barely managed to dodge another hard attack
from the other guard as he pulled his sword free. “Not this time,” he
grunted. He might have fallen for that trick once, but he wasn’t going to be
caught unaware so easily again.


Taking advantage of the fact that there was a
brief moment of space between him and his assailants, he risked a quick glance
around to see what was happening with the other of the two goons. Almost
instantly, he caught sight of one chasing after a girl. Is that . . .? Lee
didn’t even need to finish the thought. He already knew the answer before the
question even started forming in his mind. Without a doubt, there was no other
girl in Satterfield even half as beautiful as Ling. If she’s fighting with a
bow, and he’s closing in on her with a shield, there’s no way she’s going to
win!


His natural instinct was to take off running
again, to try and draw out the guards until they were in a one-on-one scenario
so that Ethan would have time to catch up, but all of that changed the moment
he saw Ling.


She’s not even real! A distant part of his
brain screamed as he adjusted his footing. Ignoring the pain in his side, he
darted to the side, making a semi-circle around the man with the shield, and
headed straight for the guy chasing after Ling.


Due to physical exertion, your wound is losing hit points at
a faster rate.


The game made sure to remind him he was being
stupid, but it only told him something he already knew. For some reason, his
body just wouldn't listen to his brain, and he slammed full speed into the man
he was chasing. The guard tripped over his own feet due to the extra momentum
provided by Lee and was sent flying forward, crashing face-first into his own
shield. It wasn’t much of an attack, and probably didn’t do much damage to the
man, but it was enough to get him off of Ling’s trail for a moment.
Unfortunately, it also shaved off another three hit points from Lee due to the
injuries he already had.


Lee winced at the sharp, stabbing pain in his side
as he pushed himself onto his knees and then back to his feet. It definitely
wasn’t the smartest or fanciest maneuver he had ever come up with, but it had
been effective. He spared Ling a quick glance, shot her a half-hearted smile and
then took off toward the prisoners’ quarters. His plan wasn’t playing out
anything close to what he had hoped, but there might still be a way to salvage
part of it if he was lucky. He hated having to leave her to deal with the guard
alone, but now that he had given her the chance to reposition herself and had
created some distance between them, she would have a better chance of holding
her own.


She probably has his body riddled with arrows
by now. Ugh . . . Lee grimaced and clutched at his side as he ran. Forty-one
hit points left and dropping. If this keeps up, I’m going to bleed out just
from injuries.


He shot a look over his shoulder. Still after
me? Yeah, Ling is fine. He wanted to sigh, but his lungs were taking in
more air than they had ever managed before as he piled straight toward the
prisoners’ building.


He looked over at Miller, hoping that perhaps he
wouldn’t need to keep running, that Miller would have already finished his
opponent and would be able to bail him out of this jam, but he had no such
luck. Miller was still in a heated one-on-one fight with that stupid boss-level
guard, grinning like he had just won the lottery even as the man parried his
attacks and started to force him backward. Is he happy because the fight is
so close, or is he happy because he got to burn so many people alive? Lee
wondered if there would be death ticks coming from the guards inside soon. Will
they die of burn damage or smoke inhalation? Why didn’t I get an extensive
strategy guide to this game from Augustus?


Lee reached the door to the slave quarters, ripped
it open with all of his strength and then slammed it shut behind him as he
stepped inside.


I can’t stop the bleeding. This is it for me. There
was a sort of cold and solemn feel bred into each thought as the realization
struck him. He grabbed a flimsy chair, broke off one of the limbs and shoved it
in the door before turning around.


He looked at the prisoners, stacked like sardines
and staring straight at him, barely visible in the candlelight.


“It’s over,” he told them, not exactly sure how he
was supposed to make a speech. “I’ve come here to save you, and you’re saved.”


Silence.


Well, if I’m going out . . . Lee heard a
bang at the door and looked over. It was probably the guy who had been chasing
him come to finish the job. “Does anyone have a bandage? Something to patch
this wound up?” he asked as he indicated his injury, trying to cling onto one
last shred of hope.


Still silence, but a few heads shook their answer.
Why are most of them women? Wouldn’t men make better miners? Is that a
sexist thought? I’m an idiot. If there were a bandage, Ethan would have
found it. He felt stupid for wasting his time asking that question. “Look,
I don’t have long left until I return to heaven, so I’m going to make this
quick. I’ve come here by the will of the great god Augustus to free you. I am
here to deliver unto you the life you once had, no matter how much the memories
of days past will scar it,” he added, not wanting to paint it as some
happily-ever-after for them. They’d probably been abused in ways he didn’t want
to think about in addition to being beaten and forced to work all day. That
sort of thing wasn’t going to go without leaving a few marks here and there on
their psyche.


“But. . .” He reached for the right words,
trailing off when he saw his health slip dangerously close to the bottom. “But
Augustus is not going to hand you everything. He will give you a chance, but he
wants you to prove your worth with the value of your spirit. That’s why the
request he is giving you, through me, is not unsurmountable. It’s just one man,
one man between you and freedom. Do you think you can do that as a whole? Do
you think all of you together can finish off the last obstacle?”


Silence. Of course, they don’t know me.


“Well, now is your chance to prove the strength of
your spirit. Now is your chance to show the great god Augustus that you are
worthy to be his followers, that this boon and salvation he has granted you
wasn’t for nothing. Are you ready?”


There were a few blinks. Am I really that awful
at speeches? This is worse than my proselytizing. “Well, you better be,”
Lee chuckled to himself. The worry, the tension, the anger . . . none of it
seemed to matter at the moment. It had all evaporated away with the realization
that this was the end for him.


Lee gave the guard what he wanted, yanking the
chair out of the way and letting the man burst into the room. He shot in,
momentarily thrown off balance as his momentum carried forward, and then went
right back into a fighting stance.


“I got you now, you blasted worm,” the man said, lunging
at Lee.


Lee didn’t bother trying to parry but backed up
further into the crowd of mute slaves instead.


“You’re going to die right here, and that stupid
false religion of yours is going to go with it!” The man smirked as he thrust
at Lee again, but he just backed up once more, the crowd of slaves making way
for the two like a school of fish avoiding a predator in the water.


“This was your last chance to be one of his
chosen, to regain the dignity their false deity had taken from you, and to
regain your lives in Satterfield,” Lee said to the slaves as he continued to
back up. “But, if you don’t want that, don’t worry. Augustus won’t force it
upon you if you’re so ungrateful you can’t even reach out for it when it’s
right in front of you.”


Finally, there was a reaction. It wasn’t a big
one, just a tiny metal cup that was thrown at the guard’s head which harmlessly
bounced off of his leather cap, but it was a reaction.


“Hey!” the guard yelled, turning in the direction
the object had come from.


Lee took advantage of the situation and reached
out, quickly thrusting his sword into the guard’s back now that his clunky
shield wasn’t perfectly blocking it.


Lee pulled his blade out quickly as the guard turned
around to face him again, but as soon as the man did that, more attacks came.
This time it wasn’t cups, but fists, belts, elbows and kicks. They rained down
his back like a hundred small pebbles, none of them doing significant damage,
but all of them adding up quickly. Lee didn’t have to raise a hand now, he just
watched silently. He was already down to thirteen hit points, and they were
still draining from his earlier injury as the prisoners violently murdered
their captor in front of him.


Your party has killed Frank the Tank. Your party has been
awarded 60 copper, one tower shield and 135 Experience. Your share of this is
30 copper, one tower shield and 68 Experience.


Well, at least I took a few with me, Lee
thought as he sat down on one of the beds.


“Now, when I’m gone, remember what Augustus has
done for you . . .” Why am I still preaching? Especially for that stupid,
annoying, drunken ape that sent me here to die? It’s over for me. “Remember
that he gave you your freedom by teaching you to take it for yourself. That, if
you’re patient, and if you think well, an opportunity will always come for
those with faith. Just don’t let it pass by . . . Don’t take it for granted . .
. Don’t be . . .”


Lee had more to say on the subject. He wanted to
give a rousing speech before he passed on so that he would at least be remembered
by someone. The guy who saved their lives, that will give my name some
longevity past my corpse, right? So tired . . . Three hit points
left. All this talk about Augustus isn’t going to block me from going to
the real Heaven, is it? Lee smiled, a small laugh escaping. I’m dying.
Why am I laughing? He toppled over. No, I’m not dying. The fight’s over.
I’m just . . . I’m just going to rest my eyes for a second. That’s all I’m
going to do. I’m going to rest my eyes for a moment and—


Lee’s thoughts came to a halt as he slipped, too
tired to be afraid, into death.

















——-


 


Ling’s feet carried her forward as fast as they
could, but it was still barely enough to keep up with Weiser’s quick movements.
Even if Weiser did stop every now and again so that Ling could gain ground on
the furry animal, her pet was simply moving too fast. I have to find him. I
have to find him before it’s too late. The thought ran through her head,
repeating itself like a mantra despite the pain it seemed to cause.


Everything seemed to have started the day she met
Lee. Her savior. It hadn’t been a particularly fortuitous meeting. When she
first laid eyes on the shabby-looking, oddly-dressed man, she had already been
kidnapped and tied up after being dragged through the forest and beaten several
times before finally being tossed next to a rock and forced to watch as other
people ate. She had been hungry, cold and miserable when she first saw him, so
nervous and shaking that she was basically acting on autopilot. He killed her
abusers, cut her bonds and helped her regain her footing in the world, yet she
didn’t even say so much as a simple ‘thank you.’ It was a point she would have
regretted if she had thought about it at the time, but she couldn’t actually
remember thinking about anything before he had rescued her.


In fact, as odd as it was, the first thought she
could actually remember having that was her own was only from a day ago. Before
that, her entire life had basically been on autopilot. Yet, once that first
instance of self-realization occurred, the memories flooded back to her one
after another. She recalled training with Lee for half a day. They had sparred,
talked, sparred, talked, and overall, they had a good time despite the rather
tragic backdrop to their situation. She hadn’t really considered anything more
of it, even if it had happened immediately after rescuing Shannon. It was then
that she remembered watching Miller gruesomely murder the kidnapper. She
remembered that Miller was Lee’s close friend. Even though part of her had
really wanted to go with him in order to prove that she wasn’t helpless, she
had obeyed him when he told her to be patient and wait.


Why did I listen to him? She actually began
to question her own actions and what had spurred her to that particular course
of action as he recalled the event. Another twinge of pain, albeit duller this
time, shot through her head as the question arose.


She hadn’t even planned to follow him. She had
planned to stay put just like she agreed. She was going to go home, wait for
him to come back, and that would be that. But then she went home and found her
dad sitting in his chair holding Weiser.


“Ling, while you were gone, some nice young man
named BeardsExtraChin was able to find and rescue your cat, Weiser. You should
really thank him the next time you see him,” her dad said, petting the cat.


Ling had been befuddled—not just by the fact she
didn’t remember Weiser running away, but by the fact that a strange blue box
had appeared letting her know that her affection for this man, BeardsExtraChin,
had gone up. She tried to figure out exactly what the blue box was, and why she
should listen to it, but then her head started to hurt. It wasn’t just a small
pain, but a sharp, driving, stabbing sensation. She imagined that it felt similar
to what it would be like for someone to cut her skull open and go to town on
her brain with a miner’s pick.


It was then that she realized those same blue
boxes had been appearing her entire life. Those boxes were what drove the
autopilot she lived by. They were there to teach her how to walk and how to
talk. They were there when her father taught her how to shoot a bow and to
swing a sword. They had been there every step of every day, always letting her
know how to do something, how to react, how she felt about someone, and how
quickly she was progressing as she learned new skills. She had simply accepted
them without actually thinking about them. After all, she was operating on
autopilot, and no blue box had told her to become self-aware.


Now, however, she was conscious of them. Each and
every time she thought about that fact and how she used to be, her head hurt
even more. The pain grew worse, intensifying with every errant and unprompted
thought or action, and it felt like she was caught in an ever-intensifying loop
of agony. But she was determined to persevere and push through it. She refused
to give up and return to how things used to be. The torment continued and
continued to grow until, finally, it was as if she had crested a wave and had
begun a downhill run. Her thoughts began to come easily and fluidly, and the
pain became less and less.


That was when she remembered Lee. This man
saved my cat too, she realized. In fact, a different man has saved my
cat every day this week. Did Weiser run away every morning? She was
curious, but she was also determined to either focus and follow through with
the line of questioning until the discomfort either dulled, or it was no longer
noticeable. She wasn’t going to be dissuaded any longer.


She thought about Lee, the cat, and everything
that had happened, and she came to one solid conclusion. I need to talk to
Lee. I need to ask him if this is because I started believing in
Augustus. Are these thoughts, this awareness . . . Is this his doing? Is
this some byproduct of the tragedy, or has an actual god interfered in my
existence? She was fully aware of the fact that, even though she had lived
for years, she couldn’t remember a single time she had contemplated anything.
She had always just obeyed the blue boxes, liked who they said to like, hated
who they said to hate, went where they said to go and waited for someone to
rescue her stupid runaway cat, morning after morning. Has the god, Lee, or
misfortune granted me this strange clarity?


When she went to the tavern, ready to stay the
night waiting on Lee to return if needed, she passed by three men she hadn’t
seen before. She wasn’t planning on eavesdropping, in fact, she often avoided
listening to men talk when they thought no one could hear since the subject was
always crude, cruel or bawdy, but she just couldn’t help it. She overheard
their topic of conversation and how they were going to butcher ‘that stupid Herald
and his pet brute.’


Lee . . . that’s . . . They’re after Lee and
Miller?! She panicked, her eyes opening wide as she turned around and
stared at them. What are they talking about?! Why are they going to do that?
She brushed off the pain as her ears perked up and her feet slowed down.
Instantly, she was doing everything she could in order to listen in on the
conversation without being obvious about what she was doing.


“That man is going to taste my blade before he
even gets close to the camp,” one of the men boasted.


“Yeah, I’m going to split him from top to bottom
and offer whatever falls out to the big man,” the other bragged with a laugh.


They kept on for a minute, but then they were out
of earshot, and she couldn’t hear anything else they might have said.


Ling looked both ways, ducked behind a corner,
counted to two, and followed after them. She had absolutely no experience
trailing people, but she knew enough to try and not to make her footsteps
noticeably loud. After a while, she even started to match her footsteps with
the man in front of her so that they would be even less noticeable. One of the
blue boxes, the kind that had first tormented her with these brain pains,
appeared in front of her.


You have learned the proficiency skill Sneak. This skill is
currently at Initiate Level 1. This skill improves one’s ability to stay hidden,
move silently and act undetected.


Ignore it, Ling resolved. She had seen
messages like this more times than she could count, but now she didn’t want to
bother with it. She didn’t want to risk taking her eyes off of the group. They
were on their way to kill Lee, after all, and she couldn’t risk missing out on
any important bit of information if they gave her any more clues as to what was
going on.


A block before they reached the edge of the town,
Ling was suddenly unsure of which path to take. I can’t follow anymore;
it’ll be obvious if I do. I don’t have any weapons, either, so if I start
chasing after them now, they’ll just discover me . . . and I’ll be right back
where I was when Lee saved me. I can’t let them ambush and kill Lee. I
need to stop them.


Finally, she decided to watch to see which
direction they were leaving from, which direction they headed in, and then go
get weapons before tracking them down. She wasn’t exactly the best fighter with
a sword, though she considered herself fairly proficient, but she was confident
that she was the best in town when it came to a bow. I got this, she
thought as she clenched her fists and ran to her house as quickly as she could.


She reached her home in record time, swinging open
the door to her home and moving across the room so fast the candle next to her
dad was almost blown out by her backdraft. Instantly, her cat leapt out of her
father’s lap and ran out the door. Ignore it, Ling resolved once more.
She made her way to her room and dug through her stuff, grabbed a bow and
several arrows and a short sword just in case.


“Your cat ran off again!” her dad grumbled.


“He seems to do that a lot,” Ling answered with a
shrug as she loaded up her quiver.


“Does he? I wouldn’t know.” Her dad didn’t even
look up as he went to pet an empty spot on his lap, causing no small level of
discomfort on Ling’s face when she noticed.


Once she was armed, she made her way to the part
of town from which those men had left only to find her cat curled up and
waiting. As soon as she came near to him, she bolted in the exact same
direction she had watched the men leave. Weiser even ran through the exact same
two trees where she had last spied the men as he exited into the forest.


Is . . .? Is Weiser following a scent? She
blinked, unable to piece together what was happening.


Weiser, who was almost completely out of sight,
turned back to give Ling one last glance before taking off again. Not to be
outdone, Ling chased after her cat. It wasn’t long until she saw the feline
standing still and staring her direction as if to say ‘Come on, I’m waiting on
you.’ They ran for a while, and whenever she tried to slow her pace down and
take a breather, Weiser would run out of sight again, forcing her to keep up.


All the running paid off, though, and the duo
finally caught up with the three men she had been pursuing. Two of them had
been killed in what looked like a clean conflict, but one was mutilated to the
point he was barely recognizable. His chest was sunken in and disfigured, the
top half of his chest cavity had been ripped open and his collar bones had been
removed. The missing bones had been stuck in each of his eye sockets, and his
mouth was hanging open and filled with blood, likely from his missing tongue.


Did he bite off his own tongue because he
couldn’t take the pain? Ling swallowed down the bile that rose in her
throat and used the excuse of looking for signs of Lee or Miller to take her
eyes off the corpse’s horrifying visage. She scoured the area twice, and even
though there was no sign of either, whatever relief she felt at the fact Lee
and Miller weren’t already dead was stifled by the morbid image that had been
burned in her head.


This is . . . This is what they did? Her
eyes unconsciously returned to the mangled body. I saw this exact type of
thing earlier at the tailor’s home . . . Why didn’t it bother me the same way
then?


Thankfully, Weiser’s meow drew her attention away
from the horrific sight. That’s right! Just because they killed these three,
it doesn’t mean they’re safe. There will be more ahead. Ling gripped her
bow tightly and started running after the cat once more, determined to catch up
with Lee before he wound up dead.


Her feet carried her forward with as much speed as
she could muster. I have to find him. I have to find him before it’s too
late. She kept going for longer than she was comfortable with, pushing the
boundaries of her endurance. Finally, when she was giving up hope that her legs
would be able to keep up the pace any longer, and after she had begun to doubt
whether or not her cat was even leading her in the right direction, she heard
the sounds of people shouting and screaming. She slowed down at last, legs
aching and out of breath, just long enough to get her bearings. The last thing
she wanted to do was rush headlong into a bad situation and be caught unaware
or make things worse. She couldn’t make out much through the trees, but she
could plainly see a giant pillar of smoke rising into the sky ahead of her.


That’s them. They must be in the middle of it,
so I need to be careful, Ling cautioned herself as she slowed down from a
run to a walk and readied an arrow. She wanted to rush in as quickly as
possible, but she knew better than to give up an archer’s greatest weapon:
initiative. As such, she crept along toward the buildings, bow in hand with an
arrow nocked, ready to help out at the first sign of trouble. She had almost
reached the encampment when she caught sight of a man running toward the back
of one with four others chasing him. He was still too far away for her to make
him out clearly, but she knew without a doubt that it was Lee from the way he
was dressed. She looked to her right, toward the burning building, and saw a
giant man, likely Miller, fighting with a guard as well.


She approached the building carefully,
simultaneously trying to figure out where best to approach from and also keep
an eye out for any other combatants, when she noticed that another man was
sneaking around to cut Lee off. Crud, if he keeps circling, they’re going to
have him trapped. I have to do something about this! Ling panicked, deciding
to give up on her stealthy approach altogether. She took off racing toward the
building, circling around the entrance and going after the lone man who had
peeled off to trap Lee. Despite her haste, she was too slow. Even before she
was within range and with a clear shot, she realized that it was already too
late to prevent Lee from falling into their trap. Even as she pulled back the
string on the bow, she saw that Lee was already on the ground, being kicked
around by one of the oafs.


He’s going to die! Ling put all of her
focus into a quick but well-aimed shot, nailing the guard in the back. She gave
herself a quick cheer when she saw Lee make it to his feet and nocked another
arrow, preparing to fire again. Unfortunately, her second target wasn’t going
to be struck nearly as easily as her first. The guard was holding a giant tower
shield, and it blocked off nearly his entire body. She really only had two
options: she could either aim for his feet or his head. The problem was that
she wasn’t confident enough in her abilities to be certain that she could land
an arrow in either of his feet with him shuffling about as he was. Even worse,
his head was protected by a helmet that would probably turn away any arrow she
was lucky enough to strike him with.


What do I do? Not wanting to waste any
time, she made a split-second decision. The shield, then. She let out a
breath of air and released the arrow where she could only hope his foot would
be in the next moment. There was a good chance that the shaft would either get
stuck in the shield without doing any damage or miss entirely, but that was
just a risk she had to take. With a loud thunk, the arrow struck right on
target. Years of hunting tiny, fast-moving woodland animals paid off as she was
able to predict just the right spot. Her heart began pounding against her rib
cage harder than she could ever remember it doing before, and she fired yet
another arrow.


Yes! She cried out in elation as her second
arrow sank into the man’s leg just above his ankle next to the other. The man
stumbled and collapsed forward, clearly unable to put any more pressure on the
wounded leg. He collapsed face-first into the dirt, dropping his shield and
trying to catch himself with his hands. She lined up another shot and released.
The arrow soared through the air and sank into the man’s unprotected neck with
a soft thunk. The man grabbed his neck where the arrow sank in, but there was
nothing he could do. She released a final arrow and it sank through his hand
and into his neck, right next to the last. He wasn’t dead yet, but she knew it
was as good as done.


She lowered her bow after the fourth shot and
glanced behind her to make sure that she had a clear escape path. With a start,
she realized that Lee was charging toward her. Just as he ran past, he collided
with another man she hadn’t even realized had been coming for her. She jerked
her attention back to the freshly-downed guard, and when she was certain that
he hadn’t even moved, she turned back just in time to see Lee run inside of a
building with the other guard just behind him. Within seconds, the guard was
pounding on the door and shouting curses, making it clear that none of his
friends were inside the building. With his momentary safety in mind, she turned
and unloaded a barrage of everything left in her quiver at Miller’s opponent.


With an almost third-eye level of perception, the
man backed up and dodged the first arrow without a problem. Unfortunately for
him, Miller was able to land a hefty stab right into his gut as he dodged the
first whizzing barb. Impaled as he was on Miller’s spear, there was no way for
the guard to even try to and dodge the second arrow, which struck into his arm.
Before Miller could even extract his weapon, the third and fourth arrows struck
deep into his rib cage, finishing off the poor man where he stood.


You have killed Caperknee. You have been awarded 35 copper,
one copper longsword and 45 Experience.


Miller turned to Ling and gave her a strange hand
gesture with three fingers and a huge smile. “You ruined my fun,” he laughed.
“I don’t think I’ll have any more for a while, so I was savoring it. I was
making it entertaining for Augustus!”


Sure you were. It looked more like you just
couldn’t make any headway at all. Ling just glowered at the ungrateful
Firbolg.


“Wait, where’s Lee? I thought I came with the
scrawny man, not the tall woman.” Miller’s head started spinning around like an
owl’s as he looked for Lee.


“He’s in that building,” Ling answered, pointing
at the structure the guard had been trying to get into moments ago. Wait,
the guard! He’s gone! Did he get in?!


Her eyes stretched open wider than the time when
she tried to swallow a mouthful of raw peppers on a dare, and her feet were
already carrying her forward before she even realized that she was moving. I
have to reach him. I have to reach him before it’s too late.


She tried her best to open the door when she
reached, but it wouldn’t budge. It’s locked? How did the guard get in?! She
panicked, heaving against it with all of her might.


“Out of the way. I got this.” Miller pushed her
aside like a bag of rice with one hand while grabbing the door with the other. He
heaved backward, and on the first attempt, he practically pulled the door off
its hinges. “Lee!” he said so loudly it left a ringing in her ears. “Lee, are
you safe in there?”


As Ling got back up after being pushed over by
Miller and walked through the door, she saw a room full of people wearing rags
all staring at a bed in silence.


“What’s going on?” Ling asked Miller who had
stopped his intrusive push forward.


“Shh!” Miller cut her off mid-question.


Why should I be quiet when no one’s talking? Ling
was about to ask, but in that moment of silence, she heard it. It was faint,
but it was a man’s voice coming from the middle of the crowd.


“When I’m gone, remember what Augustus has done
for you . . .” The voice paused. Each second it spoke, it grew a little softer.
“Remember that he gave you your freedom by teaching you to take it for
yourself. That, if you’re patient, and if you think well, an opportunity will
always come for those with faith. Just don’t let it pass by . . . Don’t take it
for granted . . . Don’t be . . .”


Gone? What’s he talking about? Who is gone?
What’s gone? What’s going on? She pushed her way through the crowd. That
voice . . . It can’t be his, can it? She felt her heart beating erratically
in her chest again. It was so loud that it was starting to cover up the soft
chuckling sound coming from the middle of the room. When she finally made it
through to see what the slaves were crowding around, there, in the middle of
the room, was Lee. His eyes were closed, blood was stained across his chest,
and a creepy smile was plastered across his face. Then his body slowly tipped
over.


No, no this can’t be! She stared at the man
in front of her, the man she had so many questions for. “No! You can’t die yet,
you son of a troll!” she yelled as she closed the distance between them. “Can
someone help him? Bandages? Gauze? Alcohol? Something?” she shouted at the
crowd. “He can’t die yet! He can’t die yet . . .” The words hurt as they tore
through her dry and ragged throat.












Chapter 7


 


 


Name: Lee


Race: Human


Class: Herald - None


Level: 5


Health: 42/150


EXP: 368/750


 


Primary Stats:


Power 15 


Toughness 15


Spirit 15


 


Secondary Stats:


Charisma 5


Courage 5


Deceit 1


Intelligence 30


Honor 1


Faith 3


 


Skills:


Unarmed Combat: Initiate Level 2


Swordplay: Initiate Level 3


Sneak: Initiate Level 3


Cooking: Initiate Level 1


 


Divine Skills:


Golem Sculpting: Initiate Level 5


Appreciative Drunk: Initiate Level 2


 


Ow, Lee thought as he took a deep breath. Ow,
ow, ow. The sensation of pain continued up and down the side of his chest
as he took another breath, which only seemed to irritate the situation further.
He reached over with his right hand to cover the wound. “I’m still alive?” he
asked aloud, regretting the choice to speak and use air right away.


“Surprise to me too,” a voice laughed from his
side. It took him a second to recognize the voice as his friend Wolfe, and then
another for his eyes to focus enough to actually see his buddy.


“What . . .?” Lee rubbed the sleep out of his eyes
and blinked a few times in an effort to dispel the blurry, hazy vision. “What
happened?”


“No one really knows here either, other than the
fact you managed to get famous before me. What’s with that, anyway? Aren’t I,
with my dashingly handsome face and beautifully chiseled jaw, supposed to stand
in front of your spotlight?”


“You mean the spotlight, right?” Lee tried
to correct Wolfe’s improper use of a turn of phrase.


Wolfe just doubled down on his joke. “No. The big
one can be taken by others. I’m only handsome enough to steal attention away
from an ugly kid like you. I mean, you know that’s why we’re friends, right? So
that I can go to a bar and look great next to you?”


Lee chuckled at his friend’s twisted sense of
humor, but the second his chest expanded, the stabbing pain came back. Jerk.
It wasn’t the fact that his friend had called him ugly—it was a common enough
insult that the two habitually hurled back and forth at one another when they
hung out anyway—but that the long-running joke had amused him enough to make
him laugh.


“So, what . . .?” Lee looked around at the
hospital room. He was guessing that all of those stupid insurance premiums had
gone to good use for once since they had placed him in a private room, but he
was a little disappointed that his mom, dad and the rest of his family weren’t
there. Lee tried to get his bearings, even though he knew full well he was on a
bed in a hospital, and there was nothing worthwhile to see. There was a vase
with a few flowers with a ‘get better soon’ card stuck to it with his parents’
signatures, several empty cups of gelatinous stuff on a tray near Wolfe, a few
empty chairs with coats on them and an open window with an ashtray beside it.


You really shouldn’t move too much. I think that
hospital gown was built for a petite woman at best. If you start moving about,
you’re going to get arrested for indecent exposure and crimes against
humanity,” Wolfe chided, urging him not to try and get up.


“Ah . . .” Yeah, I guessed as much. “So,
where was I? How did I end up here?” More importantly, how and why am I not
dead in the other world?


“Not too sure, Mr. Meme. We were hoping you could
fill in the details about how you got your wounds, but the long and the short
of how you ended up here is: Harambe.” Wolfe shrugged, pulled a cup of gelatin
dessert from his pocket and grabbed the plastic spoon out of one of the empty
cups.


“Harambe?” Lee winced. No, don’t laugh. It still
hurts.


“Yeah, Harambe,” Wolfe chortled. “That’s exactly
what was reported, and there is security camera footage to back it up.”


“Back what up?” Lee asked, unable to piece
together what his friend was hinting around at.


“Well, sometime early in the morning a couple days
back, a giant, massive, like five-hundred-pound gorilla came bursting through
the streets and into the hospital carrying you. He dropped you right at the
front desk and bolted.” Wolfe’s chortle evolved into a full laugh as he told
the story. “Everyone was apparently so shocked that they didn’t even react
until after the gorilla was gone.”


“Gorilla? Did they find it? Is it okay?”


“Well, coincidentally, there were a few cops on
the scene before Gorilla Joe showed up, but after the actual Harambe incident,
none of them wanted to be the guy who shot Harambe No. Two, so they tried to
tail it instead and see where it was going after it busted out of the hospital
like a superhero crushing through a toy movie set.”


“And? Did they find out where it went?” Lee
already knew the answer before Wolfe’s head even started to shake.


“No, it turned around into a back alley and
vanished. Either way, everyone on the Internet went crazy over the security
camera footage when it was leaked. Your parents have been fighting off the news
stations day and night to keep your room empty of reporters and police who are
curious about how you ended up with a stab wound and broken ribs. Which,
seriously, how did that happen?”


“Some violent, messed-up game.” Lee did his best
not to lie—he wasn’t that good at it anyway. “Not something I want to go
through twice,” he said, moving a hand to his side where the wound was. He had
no memory of being carried about by an overgrown ape, but he clearly remembered
what had happened before he lost consciousness. For some strange reason, he was
having mixed feelings about how at peace he had felt right before he was
certain he would die.


“You need to pick your girls better.” Wolfe shook
his head as he misinterpreted Lee’s words. “I mean, you take off from work, and
you end up spending most of the days in a hospital? What kinda play was she
into that there was a gorilla close enough to rescue you? I swear, man, why
don’t you just let me hook you up with a normal girl?”


Wolfe continued on for a few minutes, but Lee had
stopped paying close attention to him. Something in the room had caught his eye
instead. There was a small blue jay sitting on the windowsill, staring at him
and studying his every move as if it was a geek, and he was an Easter-egg-stuffed
trailer on BlueTube.


“Actually, now that you’re famous, you might not
even need my help. You just might be able to score with a decent girl, even
with that mirror-breaking face of yours. I might just not— Hey, are you there?”
Wolfe finally noticed that Lee wasn’t putting any effort into the conversation.
“What are you looking at?” Wolfe turned to see the small bird that had
captivated Lee. “Oh, yeah, that guy has been there for a few days. Your dad
tried to shoo it off when he went to sneak a smoke earlier, but the thing just
doesn’t move. Maybe you should take it as a pet after you get better.”


“Maybe, but . . .” Lee closed his eyes for a
moment as he tried to think of an appropriate lie that he could pull off. “I
was just looking at the sky. Sorry, I’m still in a bit of pain. Do you mind
opening the window and letting me get some fresh air?”


“Sure.” Wolfe shrugged as he got up and did just
that. “Need anything else?”


“Is there a taco place nearby? I could definitely
go for a double chalupa with extra cheese and ground beef,” Lee joked. He would
have laughed at his own bad joke too, but he knew it would hurt too much to
make it worth it.


“Yeah, no problem at all. I’ll go get you something
right away.” His best friend in this world started heading to the door without
a single complaint at the sudden request.


He really is a good guy, Lee thought, feeling bad
for tricking him.


“Oh!” Wolfe stopped right at the door, turned and
said, “But don’t move around. At all. I’m not exaggerating when I tell you that
the doctor said your insides are incredibly messed up. If you had shown up at
the hospital a second later, you’d probably be dead. They said there was only a
thirty percent chance you’d pull through, and only time will be able to
stabilize the rest they couldn’t fix up. You’ve had some severe internal
bleeding, organ damage and some other fancy-schmancy, highfalutin words for
injuries that still aren’t healed, so don’t get out of that bed unless you have
to. There is a button next to you, so if you need to use the restroom or
something, just press it and let a nurse help you out. Try to get the redhead
with the tattoo on her back if you can, she was looking like a strawbe—”


“Go on. I got it,” Lee said, quickly interrupting
his friend before he could go into too much lascivious detail about the staff.


“I’m just saying . . .” Wolfe grinned and gave Lee
another wink before finally leaving.


It wasn’t more than a minute after Wolfe had left
that the bird flew into the room. As soon as it left the windowsill, it began
changing into a monkey which landed in the chair Wolfe had just vacated so
neatly it looked like it had been levitated into position.


The monkey grinned broadly. “Welcome back from the
dead.”


“I take it I have you to thank for carrying me
here?”


“You take it right, so learn to worship the
correct deity for once, you ungrateful little whippersnapper,” Augustus chided.


“How though?” Lee questioned. “I thought you said
that I would be dead for good if I died in the other world”. He was starting to
hope that his assumptions about Augustus—that the drunken deity had lied about
more than just how much Intelligence Lee had—were spot on. Maybe death in that
world wasn’t the end after all.


“Oh, yeah, it is. If you had died. Luckily, you
stopped trying to fight it and passed out first. Damage doesn’t work the same
in this world as it does there, so I was able to transport you back and get you
to a hospital before you croaked.”


“Wait, why is it lucky that I passed out?” Lee
wondered.


“Don’t you remember? When you’re passed out or
asleep, I can warp you back to this reality. It’s what I did last time, so I
did the same this time. You might not have noticed the prompts because you were
blathering on and on like an idiot, but when you closed your eyes and went to
sleep, you had seven new NPC followers. Since every two followers equal a
twenty-four-hour reprieve back into your own world at your level of faith, it
meant that you had a three-day hometown visit stored up. I just assumed your
answer to ‘would you like to go home again?’ was ‘yes’ and warped you back.”
Augustus explained the whole thing matter-of-factly, and when he was finished,
he pulled a bottle of sake from thin air and began drinking it. “And, oh my Me,
I’ve never been so long without you, baby,” he crooned lovingly, stroking the
wooden container.


“Huh?” Lee was shocked, partly by the explanation
and partly by Augustus’ reaction to the liquor.


“What?” Augustus’s monkey face contorted. “What
are you judging?! I had to watch to make sure you’d be okay, and given the fact
that your relatives and relations have occupied this room twenty-four seven in
shifts, I couldn’t very well just pull out a glass and drink in front of them.
Do you know how ridiculous that would look? A blue jay drinking blue vodka?”


“And you worry about looking ridiculous?” Lee
couldn’t stop himself from laughing this time. Even at his rib cage’s expense,
the idea of Augustus the Shapeshifting Drunk being worried about appearances
was just too much.


“Well, I am kind of trying to keep a low profile.”
The monkey pointed to the TV that was muted hanging in the corner of the room.
“They’ve already been freaking out enough over my first visit to the hospital.
Didn’t want to give them more material during my second one.”


“Why did you save me, though?” Lee asked,
remembering how harsh and distant the god had been during their first meeting.
It certainly hadn’t been the clichéd ‘Hero! We’ve summoned you to defeat a
demon lord!’ sort of meeting that he always read about in his translated
Eastern Light Novels or the overly-exposed, heavily-descriptive scenarios he
was familiar with from his favorite western novels. No, it had been a ‘Go get
me followers, you loser’ and nothing more. As such, the ‘why’ behind Augustus’s
actions was still confusing for Lee. “And why weren’t you helping others out?
Don’t you have other Heralds you have to be watching over?” Lee pressed on with
more questions despite the fact that the talking was not helping his situation
with the pain.


“Why did I save you? For someone so smart, you
really aren’t that quick on the pickup. Maybe I was right. Maybe the game
system lied to you, and your Intelligence really is a big fat zero. Kid, you’re
the only Herald I have. Haven’t you figured it out yet?” The monkey laughed
snidely.


“Figured it out?” Lee did his best to recall the
events that had gone on in the other world. He started going over the facts in
his head, but he didn’t feel like he would get anywhere as long as he was still
missing something. Wait, he wants me to recruit NPCs, players don’t matter, and
I’m an NPC. What am I missing? Yeah, that’s right! It is a game world . . . and
there was another Herald there, probably doing the same thing I was doing for a
different god . . . “So, War of Eternity is a game for followers . . .” Lee
mumbled to himself as he puzzled it out. “It’s a game that gods play to get
followers, and . . . I’m an NPC.”


“Hmph. Their level five score might not have been
off, but you’re still kinda slow. Look . . .” The drunken primate leaned
forward in his chair and said, “I’m going to tell you a secret the other Heralds
haven’t figured out yet.” The monkey’s wicked grin was suddenly just as scary
as the sight of Miller hoisting one of his victims into the air and watching as
the body was impaled on his spear. It sent a chill down Lee’s spine as the
full-toothed, smiling face leaned forward until it was within inches of Lee’s
own. “I’m the player, and you’re the stupid hero I am playing to win the game.”


Lee glowered. Not because he thought that Augustus
was lying to him—he had come to the same conclusion just moments before being
told—but because of the implications it held. “But . . . why? Why can’t you
just use your own avatar to go down there and win the game? And if you were
picking an avatar, why me?”


“Because then the others could use theirs too.
Come on! Do you really think it would be fair if a bunch of deities with their
special powers wrecked a world of mortals in their war? No, this is the game of
conquest, destruction, manipulation and politics. We can pull your strings, but
the game must be played—at least in terms of execution—by mortals.” Augustus
gave Lee some room as he leaned back in his chair again, once more taking
another swig of his drink. “Look at the bright side. Doesn’t the character you
play in most games become stronger than the chump behind the controller?”


Didn’t he just say he couldn’t go down there because
it wouldn’t be fair if gods interfered? And now he’s implying that I’ll become
stronger than a god if I keep playing? Lee wasn’t enjoying the convoluted
nonsense that was coming out of this shapeshifter’s mouth. “You still haven’t
answered my question: Why me? I can name at least ten people off the top of my
head that are stronger, better at fighting and more charismatic than me. That
red-headed MMA guy that’s always on TV for instance. He’d have been perfect.”


“Because, Luke . . . I am your father.” Augustus
made the obvious reference in an exaggerated, respiratory-heavy voice while
waving one of his hands and covering his face with the other.


“Huh? No, my dad is—” Lee felt his throat clench
up and his brain try to roll over as he contemplated the possibility that this
jerk was telling the truth.


“Don’t worry. I didn’t do the nasty with your mom
or anything,” the monkey laughed. “I mean to say you’re just a super-distant
relative of mine from the last time I visited this planet to have drinks and
party with some Greek deity and his stupid followers. I must have knocked up
over thirty women that night. For some reason, out of all the children I’ve had
on all the different worlds, your genetic strand has remained close enough to
mine that there is a good chance I could pass as your dad if you were to take a
paternity test today. So, I guess, in a sense, I could claim to be your dad.
So, what do you say? Want to jump into the family business and help me design a
giant moon-sized planet destroyer?”


“Can we skip the easy-to-target-and-bomb
ventilation shaft?” Lee played along with the joke as a way to stall out any
real response. He was trying to figure out how much of what had just been told
to him was true and how much was just another one of the alcoholic’s lies. I
can’t really be related to this guy, can I?


“That depends. Do you think you can prevent a
space wizard from still finding a way to warp the bomb into the middle anyway?
‘Cause if you can’t stop that, there’s no point in worrying about anything else.”
Augustus shrugged and slouched down in the chair. “Look, jokes aside, the
players, us gods, are only able to use our descendants—specifically those who
have a close enough genetic match to pass as a relative only separated by no
more than three or four generations—to be our Heralds.”


“But if you can go about having thirty or forty
kids in one trip, shouldn’t there be a ton of options for you to pick from?”


“Well . . . about that.” Augustus scowled. “The
kids closest to matching my lineage tend to be terrible at having children of
their own. Something about them being too smart for their own good? Honestly,
you’re not much better yourself. You’re a grown man with a good job, a decent
physique, and you haven’t even bothered to pick up a girl in a while, much less
an actual marriage prospect. Which—and by the way, it pains me to say this—but
you’re the only one who ended up being a close genetic match to me.”


So, it’s one of those ‘the dad had a bunch of kids
but never became a grandfather’ stories. Lee wasn’t entirely sure whether he
should laugh at Augustus’s poor luck or feel bad about the fact he was also one
of the good-for-nothing, no-wife descendants. “Wait . . . If I have the genes
of a god, shouldn’t I be more . . . godlike? Or just divine or something?” Lee
wondered.


“Yeah . . . Uhh . . . That’s not how it works. You
may have been blessed with a few slivers of my amazing and awesome intellectual
capacity . . .” The primate changed into a large parrot and puffed out its
chest, frilling its feathers. “But other than that, no. Sorry. You only have
the capacity for being divine. Think of this and every existence as being a
fancy game—because it pretty much is—where the only thing that separates a
person from being a god is whether or not the creator modded their stats to
make them one. Although, it’s a good thing no one is born a god since, once you
become one, you need followers and faithful or else you just sort of cease to
exist.”


“So, there are no benefits to being the biological
heir to a god?” Lee actually felt kind of let down by that fact, even though he
had just found out he may or may not be related to an actual deity.


“Hey! Didn’t I say you got some of my smarts? Come
on!” Augustus snapped. “Even someone with only an iota of my masterful and all-knowing
intelligence like you should be able to see how awesome it is to be born from a
divine lineage with my great and powerful attribute.”


“Attribute?”


“Well, we might not pass on our divinity, but each
god who has a child passes on some degree of his natural ability. As you can
guess, mine is intelligence.” The parrot puffed up even more, so much so that
Lee thought for a minute it would turn into a blowfish. “The attribute is
strong at first, but after several generations, it is gradually bred out. As such,
the strength of the attribute is based on how closely related one is to the god
who began his lineage.”


“So, I gained intelligence from you, and because
of that, I gain intelligence faster in the game?” Lee guessed, hoping to get
more specific clarification.


“Yeah. That’s about the sum of it. It’s the best
attribute there is if you ask me.” The parrot shifted into a coati. “After all,
even the smallest of animals with the right bit of wit can outdo the greatest
of monsters.”


“What are some of the other Herald abilities?” Lee
had a feeling that his intelligence probably wouldn’t save him from anything
until much later on. Sure, intelligence gave him a real advantage in learning
skills and becoming better at combat-oriented fighting styles, but that didn’t
mean it would amount to a lick of good against someone like his spear-wielding
barbarian buddy Miller who had even greater strength than he did smarts.


The little raccoon-like creature shrugged. “I
don’t know. They vary a lot, and some of them are barely noticeable, and some
won’t even show up at all. I remember one Herald—he is one of the last three
remaining Heralds in the last game—who hasn’t used his ability once even though
it’s really overpowered.”


“What is his ability?”


“His farts can knock out his foes. It’s kinda
hilarious because he hooked up and started a family with his battle buddy, this
weirdly-attractive giant, and since they’ve been together since his first
adventure in the land, he’s too worried about his image to use his talent. I’ve
heard from the god he’s representing that he does know what his power is and
how it works since he accidentally used his special fart once on a date in his
homeworld, but that incident was the main reason why the poor kid is too traumatized
to do it now—even if it means saving himself in a life or death fight.”


Lee might have been a grown man, but he was still
immature enough to appreciate the story and started to chuckle—only to be
reminded about his ribs.


“Hah! Stings, doesn’t it?” Augustus taunted. “They
had some fancy painkillers hooked up to you, but I figured taking them out
would wake you up quicker and make it much funnier to watch. It took some
effort, but I managed to get regular IV fluid where there should have been
morphine and some candy pellets into that bottle of painkillers the nurse set
by you.” The coati cackled incessantly as he told Lee about his predicament.


“Why would you do something like that?” Lee asked
incredulously.


“I mean, I told you that you only had level seven
faith, right? Well, you have less than seven hours until you’re getting warped
back to the other world, like it or not, so waking you up to explain what
happened just seemed like a good idea.”


“Wait, wait, wait. What about the other players in
the game?” Lee still had one burning question, and given the honesty that his
patron was exhibiting at the moment, he felt that he might never know the
answer if he didn’t press now. “If you guys are the players, and we’re the
heroes you send off in some weirdly-twisted gladiator game, then why are there
players like Miller? Or the two thugs I killed earlier?”


“Oh, those are players in name only. Those stupid
self-serving idiots never realized that they’re actually the NPCs of the game.
It just makes them even better cannon fodder if you ask me. They’re just people
from random worlds that were given the technology to go into one of the game
servers so it wouldn’t be easy on the Heralds. They’re there to be used and to
act as obstacles. The creator thought it would be funny to add a bunch of loose
cannon elements that might kill off the Heralds for no reason better than a few
gold coins. In fact, out of the last twenty servers, as the creator calls them,
eight of them lost all of their Heralds to those filthy cretins without a
single divine ability.” The coati shifted into a jaguar and crossed its arms
grumpily, sitting on its rear in a very un-feline fashion as if it were a
person.


“I see . . .” Lee nodded. If Augustus wasn’t lying—and
he was beginning to think that this might actually be the case for once—then
Lee finally had an understanding of the game world. So, the NPCs are the
resources you need to grow, the Heralds are the playable characters, the gods
are the actual players, and those labeled as players in the game are the wild
cards sent to kill us.


“Well, I’m glad you do because all this talking
and waiting has made me thirsty. I’m going to be going now.”


“Then why did you wait?” Lee asked.


“The same reason I’m actually telling you this
stuff now: because, if you die, it’s over. I was able to save you once, but
that won’t happen again. Ever. You’re done for if this happens a second time.
You can’t be transported to your world while in battle. You must be sleeping in
order for me to transport you, and you must have the appropriate amount of Faith.
Even then, under all those conditions, there is still only a 1% chance that
your Faith will allow for a miracle and give me the ability to warp you without
your consent,” Augustus explained. “Basically, you got super lucky this time.
Out of a hundred times, I’d only be able to save you the same way once.”


That’s right, Faith did say it would allow a
miracle . . . Lee sighed softly without drawing in too much air. “Alright,
noted. So, how long till the next warp?”


“Didn’t you listen earlier? Idiot. You’ve got
seven hours left. Make the best of them.” The jaguar slid out of his seat and
walked to the window, but rather than turning into a bird and flying away, it
just disappeared altogether.

















——-


 


“Are you still looking at the— Oh, it flew away.”
Wolfe walked into the room moments later, carrying bags of greasy food and
sporting a goofy grin. “I’m telling you, man, if staring out the window instead
of playing on your phone is your attempt at pulling off the quiet, aloof, contemplative
look for the ladies, you need to commit to it. You really need to double down
and keep quiet all the time. When you finally do say something, you just need
to remember and say something weird and vague, sort of like an old man trying
to sound smart when commenting about the state of modern society.” Wolfe
chuckled at his own joke as he dropped the bags of food on the small tray and
began digging through them.


“Is that all?” Lee asked, holding out his hand and
ready to grab some food.


“Well, that and the fact that you should wait
until there are actually ladies around. It won’t do you a bit of good if there
aren’t any nearby to actually see you pull it off.” Wolfe twisted his head to
look out the window. “Then again, if you’re having trouble with an easy chick
like the one on the sill, then I don’t know how you’re going to manage it with
the smarter ones.”


“It took some effort to actually get rid of it.”
Lee tried to play off his shock from Augustus’s revelations as he snatched the
bag of food Wolfe had tossed him. So, if I’m essentially just a pocket mob—one
of those animals that’s not a dog because dog fighting is immoral—that the gods
are using to battle each other in a video game, and Augustus is my trainer . .
. shouldn’t he be giving me more moves? Training me up to be stronger? Teaching
me how to fight the battle for him? The more Lee thought about Augustus’s
explanation, the more questions he had, but the deity was already gone. It was
one of the most annoying parts of being a brooder with a quick tongue: he would
always come up with the best ‘ah ha!’ and ‘gotchya!’ comebacks after the target
of his wit had already left the room. Similarly, he couldn’t stop the flood of
questions from cropping up now that no one was around to answer them. Well,
I guess he did give me that book . . . and he did sort of teach me how to fight
using that stupid zombie. I suppose that’s better than nothing.


“Yo!” Wolfe snapped his fingers in front of Lee’s
face, pulling him out of his thoughts. “It’s just a bird, man. You don’t have
to act all gloomy and broody like you just went through a harsh breakup . . .
You’ll have plenty more of those in the future when your BlueTube fame dies out,
and the girls realize how much better looking I am.” Wolfe added the last line
after a pause as he plopped back in his chair and pulled some food of his own
from a bag.


“Well, anyway, thanks for the food, man,” Lee
said, unwrapping his chalupa and taking a huge bite from it.


The two of them talked for a while, even if it did
agitate Lee’s ribs. Then, after an hour of joking around and making fun of
random pop stars, blaming certain countries for the existence of certain awful
celebrities and of course gossiping about people in their online guild, Lee’s
parents filed in and broke up the conversation. They were incredibly relieved
to see him. They made a few calls to let the rest of the family know what was
happening, at which point a few other relatives and friends began ducking their
head in just to get the brownie points of a visit under their belts before
departing just as quickly as they arrived.


It took almost three hours for the hubbub of his
waking up again to die out, a reporter to try to sneak in, and a few nurses to
finish asking for autographed pictures. The picture was a still frame captured
from one of the CCTVs and showed the giant Augustus in gorilla form princess
carrying him into the ER, and they all seemed to get a real kick out of it.


Wolfe stayed mostly silent and remained planted in
the chair while Lee’s parents and relatives showed up, but as soon as the
nurses began filtering in, he jumped up to make sure he could properly chat
them up as they took selfies with the meme kid. Lee watched the clock the
entire time, counting down the seconds as the large hand on the clock ticked
around. He knew that his time was growing shorter, and he couldn’t help but
think, I have to get clothes.


He was painfully aware that his hospital gown
wasn’t going to afford his already poor charisma any bonus points in the other
world. Shannon and Ling were both already judging me for my suit. If I
return in this . . . Ugh. I’m never going to hear the end of it. He kept
his ears perked up through each and every conversation, listening for any way
to ask, ‘Hey, can I go home and put on real clothes yet?’


When he finally got around to asking the question,
interjecting it into a lull in the conversation about the usefulness of peeling
grapes versus freezing them, they all shot it down vehemently.


“No way in hell you’re leaving that hospital bed
until you’re all healed up,” his dad insisted.


“Gotta agree with the grand poobah,” Wolfe agreed,
soundly failing to ‘help a bro out,’ as he often put it. “An extra day in the
bed this week will prevent having to pay for three more next week.”


“If you try to leave, I’ll stab you until you have
a reason to stay,” his mother replied in the closed-eyed, big-smiled,
creepily-calm voice she used when making threats.


Lee tried to protest, but it eventually became
clear that he wasn’t going to get anywhere.


He even tried to sneak out when negotiations
failed, but the second his family wasn’t paying attention, and he tried to
stand up despite the pain it caused him, a doctor came in and told him that
it’d be at least six weeks before he would be fully healed, so he should really
just lay back, relax, and remember to breathe no matter how much it hurt. The
doctor insisted that he wasn’t just trying to torture one of his patients, that
it was good to stretch out the tissue or something, but Lee wished the doctor
could try taking deep breaths with the guy’s ribs and lungs in the state his
were currently in.


And so, when the seven hours finally ticked by,
Lee was practically counting down the seconds in a mix of dread and
anticipation with bated breath. Half of him was looking forward to finally
being able to stretch his legs again, but he had that pressing concern of how
it was going to go over with him showing up in a medieval world with swords and
arrows and knives and a thousand other things designed to kill, maim and torture
a fellow while wearing only a hospital gown and a rib brace. To make the
anticipation even worse, he didn’t know exactly when the seventh hour ended,
only that there were seven hours left. Luckily for him, the droning
conversation from his parents and family was so monotone and dull that it eased
his nerves and let him finally relax as he waited for the end to come when he
would be warped back into the game world.

















——-


 


When it finally occurred, and he once more found
himself back in the slave quarters, the gauze and wrapping from the hospital
covered his bare chest, and he was wearing pants. He wanted to smack Augustus. I
was worried the entire time, and you were just going to change my clothes
anyway?! He wanted to shout, but before he could even grumble at the
shape-shifting voyeur, he became aware of all the NPCs staring at him. No one
said a single word; they just stared.


Your actions and deeds have
successfully converted seven people to your religion. Faith has increased by 7.
Current Faith: 10.


Wait, what’s going on? Am I still dying? Lee panicked,
looking to see if his broken ribs were still causing damage over time.
Forty-seven hit points . . . Not much, considering it took me over seventy-two
hours and that’s all I managed to recover. Still, not bad, and they’re not
going down anymore, are they? Lee waited for a few seconds in silence as he
watched his hit points for any change, not trusting that a blue box would warn
him in time. When he finally accepted that he was going to be fine, he let out
a deep breath, dusted off his leather pants, and stood up.


Your actions and deeds have
successfully converted four people to your religion. Faith has increased by 4.
Current Faith: 14.


The silence persisted as no one said a word while Lee
checked his inventory. He was happy to find the rest of his equipment still
there, and he put it on while everyone watched. Lee was almost certain that
there wasn’t a single one of them that was even blinking as he adjusted his
shirt, debating whether or not he should tuck in his leather armor top.


Your actions and deeds have
successfully converted five people to your religion. Faith has increased by 5.
Current Faith: 19.


Finally, someone broke the awkward silence. Lee
felt relieved until he realized what that person had said.


“NECROMANCER!!!” one of the slaves yelled from the
crowd. “He’s one of those skeletons that’s BEEN RAISED FROM THE DEAD!” the
annoying man continued to bellow before a loud smacking sound rang out, and his
voice went silent.


“You idiot!” a familiar voice shouted angrily. As
soon as the smack occurred, the man was jolted from the crowd and onto the
floor. “How dare you associate a great and mighty miracle of our Lord Augustus
with something so simple and twisted as necromancy! His chosen one has returned
to us!”


“Thanks, Miller.” Lee wasn’t sure if it was
depression, anxiety, or embarrassment that was causing his oncoming headache as
he stared at the crowd.


“That’s right! It’s a miracle!” one of the slaves
got down on her knees and bowed her head. “Praise be!”


“An act of god!” another man shouted. The rude man
accusing him and Miller had apparently broken a dam, and one after another, the
crowd began to shout random things over each other. Lee couldn’t understand it
all, but he caught several bits.


“The divine has come down and restored him to
shape. The chosen one, blessed by the deity himself!” came an exclamation from
a woman in the front.


“Praise be Augustus and the undying Herald!” arose
a shout from an old man.


One person was even shouting “HE MUST BE DIVINE! HE
MUST BE ONE OF THEM!” over and over again, pulling on his buddy’s shoulders as
he did so.


Your party has massacred 43 people. Your party has
been awarded 52 silver, 5 sturdy leather boots, 9 sturdy leather armor pants, 6
sturdy leather armor chest pieces, 8 sturdy leather armor wrist guards, 11
short swords, 15 tower shields, and 4 sturdy leather armor helmets. Your share
is 26 silver, 2 sturdy leather boots, 5 sturdy leather armor pants, 3 sturdy
leather armor chest pieces, 4 sturdy leather armor wrist guards, 6 short
swords, 7 tower shields and 2 sturdy leather armor helmets. 






Due to the much higher level and a greater number
of enemies killed at once, your party has received a massacre EXP bonus. Your
share of the massacre bonus is 5000 EXP.






Your Courage has improved by 15 for fighting
against such overwhelming odds. Current Total: 20 






You are now Level 9. You need 1132 Experience to
reach Level 10. Your level increase has boosted all primary stats by 4. Your
current Power, Toughness and Spirit have been adjusted to 19.


“Look, I didn’t die. I just . . .” Lee held up his
hands defeatedly as the crowd pressed in closer around him. “I just . . .” He
tried to come up with an explanation, but he knew it wouldn’t matter. The group
had gone from mute to talking so loudly that, even if he were to let the fast
food he had eaten earlier in the day have a voice too, no one would hear it.


Miller came forward and slammed the butt of his
spear on the floor, silencing the crowd. “Quiet!” he yelled so loudly Lee was
certain the air had vibrated from the force. The crowd cowered back, giving
both Lee and Miller each some distance. “The great Lord Augustus told him
exactly how the battle would unfold before our fight even started. Augustus
directed Lee to defeat our enemies with fire. The mighty Augustus has clearly
chosen him for a reason, so—”


“It’s because he died for us!” one of the younger
girls standing nearby shouted, answering his unasked question. She stepped
closer to Lee without ever breaking eye contact, her sparkling violet irises
locked on his. “He died to give us our freedom! He was willing to sacrifice
everything to save just a few souls that didn’t even follow his god! So, his .
. . The god Augustus must have been moved!”


Your actions and deeds have successfully
converted a person to your religion. Faith has increased by 1. Current Faith:
20.


“Yeah.” A far less attractive man whose beer belly had stood
the test of physical slave labor stepped forward. “He died for us, and we
couldn’t even lift a hand to help him.” The surly goat of a man kicked the bed
next to him in frustration. “Filth! That’s all we are. Filth who rejected even
a god’s miracle!”


Your actions and deeds have
successfully converted three people to your religion. Faith has increased by 3.
Current Faith: 23.


“No, look, it’s just . . .” Lee was ready to reject
their claims again, but then an idea popped into his head. “It’s just that I
couldn’t bear to imagine you all suffering, going through life as slaves and
being so mistreated . . .” Lee paused. He wanted to say, ‘fellow human beings,’
but they weren’t all human. The slaves were of mixed races and likely mixed
origins. “By your fellow man,” he said at last, finally settling on a word that
he hoped no one in the crowd was so ultra-politically-correct they’d get mad at
him for using. “It horrified me, so I had to stop it.”


“You could have told me how things were going to
turn out if you knew in advance,” Miller said with a slightly accusatory tone.


“You knew?” Ling asked, ducking her head and
pushing past Miller. “You knew you would die? If . . . If you knew you would
die, why would you do it?” she asked softly. “Why would you risk the end of
your life for people you’ve never met before?” Ling repeated, adding confidence
and volume until it became a loud and clear question.


That’s right. She was there. She helped me with
those guys chasing me. I didn’t plan on dying. I just got super cocky because
most of the fights were easy and going the same way, so when I ended up being
gutted and passing out, I just tried to look cool one last time so my death
wouldn’t be completely pathetic. Yet, the words that came out of his mouth
were totally different. Stealing his favorite part of his actual religion from
back home, he said, “Please don’t hold me up to any higher standard, and don’t
treat me as divine. I didn’t sacrifice much. Death isn’t something awful for
the faithful.”


Your actions and deeds have
successfully converted one person to your religion. Faith has increased by 1.
Current Faith: 24.


“What do you mean?” Miller’s earnest curiosity made
Lee feel bad about all the lies he was spinning.


“Why wouldn’t you be afraid?” the younger girl who
had spoken up earlier asked, edging even closer to him.


“I’m just saying: Please don’t think that my dying for
you was such a big thing. I knew it would be painful—and it really was—but I
also knew that, if I died in service to Augustus,”—Oh please, actual God,
don’t kill me for such blasphemy, and Augustus stop laughing if you’re watching
this. You know I’m lying, so don’t get any ideas—“then I would be rewarded
in heaven.”


Your continuous lying has increased your skill in Deceit by
1. Deceit improves the likelihood of successfully lying to others. Current
total: 2.


“Heaven?” a few of the people asked simultaneously,
Miller and Ling included.


“Yes, if you die in service to your fellow man, if
you die doing the right thing in Augustus’s name, then you don’t really die.
Your body perishes”—I hate being a thief. Stealing, especially from an
actual God, is not right—“but your soul, that which makes you who you are,
will go to another world. It’ll go there, and you will walk among the faithful
as those of wicked hearts and minds, those whose faith was tested and failed,
their souls are sent to a cell of utter solitude, where there is nothing. Not
even pain can distract one from their loneliness. Their soul crumbles under the
agony of solitude, and who they are is twisted and misshapen until the person
who committed the crimes to warrant the punishment may as well have never
existed in the first place. Once who they were dies completely, they might get
another chance.”


“Then . . . why doesn’t everyone who is faithful
just kill themselves?” the young girl asked, proving more and more inquisitive.


Lee shook his head. “‘Cause that’s a straight
ticket to the worst punishment the afterlife has to offer. It’s worse than
being stuck in a torture chamber with the most talented and sadistic man
holding the instruments.”


“So, when you died for us, you knew you wouldn’t
actually die? You thought you’d just go to heaven?” the man with the beer gut
asked.


“Well, there is the problem. I don’t know if I’ve
been a good enough person to make it up there.” Lee shrugged. “I mean, for all
I know, I could have ended up in Hell, recipient of the worst punishment a god
has to offer for an entire eternity. Even now, I’m not a one-hundred percent
sure where I’ll go when I actually die.”


“But you said death wasn’t something to fear for
the faithful?” the girl pried further.


“Well . . .” Lee was beginning to understand why
parents always answered a child’s questions with ‘because I said so’ as he
tried to find a way to get out of this endless loop of questions. “I may be the
Herald for Augustus, spreading the word of a god, but even I must be careful of
my actions and doubt that I have proven myself as one of the faithful. That’s
why I’m not entirely sure I’m a great and religious man. I’m just a nobody, a
regular joe shmoe, and I just do what’s right and hope that I’ll go to a better
place when I pass on for good.”


Your actions and deeds have
successfully converted two people to your religion. Faith has increased by 2.
Current Faith: 26.


“Wow. For the god who loves carnage so much that he
had us burn dozens of men alive, to have a Herald who is so modest despite his
amazing abilities . . . This truly inspires a man. I swear, here and now, that
I shall serve both the great god Augustus who rewards those who die in his name
and the Herald who bathes in the blood of evil bastards by morning, dies to
save a common slave in the afternoon, and rises again because he cannot leave
his job unfinished in the evening! Rising from the dead like that . . . You’re
not just a Herald. You’re like the very son of the god himself!”


“That’s right! What other Herald has ever risen from
the dead?” a man in the back tacked on almost immediately. “Who else could
accomplish that but the son of a god?”


You have gained 1 Personal Follower.
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Each Personal Faith will increase the Nouveau
Divinity’s Divine powers, as well as provide new abilities and powers as the
Nouveau Divinity grows.


“Wait, no!” Lee once more threw both his hands up
in protest. “No, no listen! I’m not the son of a god or anything. I’m just a
regular man, a regular man who follows Augustus.”


“That modesty, Lee, come on. Don’t go trying to
pull the wool over my eyes. That book, that food you’ve brought to us, those
clothes you were wearing when I first met you, the fact you rose from the dead
. . . You’re divinity come to earth!” Miller insisted, closing the distance
between them and throwing an arm over Lee’s shoulder.


“Tonight, I shall honor your father and you with
more alcohol! And, tomorrow, we shall paint the town red in his name and drink
in yours! Or maybe we can do it the other way around. Are you the violent one,
or is he? Which one of you wanted me to burn people alive?” Miller was way too
happy for a man whose expression likely meant more along the lines of killing
enough people to cover the town in blood and not just another way to talk about
more drinking.


Five people now believe that
you are a deity. Your Personal Faith has increased by 5. Current Personal Faith:
6.


What are you talking about? Which one of us wanted you to
burn people alive? You’re the one who made the promise, and I just took
advantage of it. “I guess the one that wanted you to burn them would be me?”
Lee figured rolling into the violence might be better than going with the
alcohol. As much as he could appreciate a good beer with his games, he didn’t
want to know what would happen if people started forcefully offering him a
drink in every single city he went to.


Seven people now believe that
you are a deity. Your Personal Faith has increased by 7. Current Personal Faith:
13.


“That’s right. You didn’t even keep up with me that
well last night. You must not have much of his blood to not be able to drink
well as the son of a god of alcohol should,” Miller laughed.


I tried to tell you he isn’t my father! Maybe
the fact that I am not sure if Augustus is telling the truth is preventing me
from being able to lie properly? Can Miller actually tell when I’m lying? Lee’s
opinion of his comrade rose until he remembered how easily he had duped the
Firbolg so many times before. No, he’s just an idiot who likes to roleplay
in his own little, fun fantasy, regardless of what reality might say.


“Lee.” Ling came up and stood beside the young
girl in front of him with a face that seemed to be twisted with mixed emotions
scattered across it. “Don’t do that again. Don’t go off and do something you
know will get you killed when you still haven’t accounted for what you did to
me.”


“What I—” Lee wanted to ask what he did to her, but
before he could, Miller just squeezed him even tighter with the arm he had
thrown around him earlier.


“That’s my boy! Only in town for two days, and he
already got with one of the beauties! Maybe you have your dad’s genes after
all!” Miller laughed, slapping one of his legs with his free hand.


Five people now believe that
you are a deity. Your Personal Faith has increased by 5. Current Personal Faith:
18.


“Hey! Don’t take that the wrong way!” Lee
protested, but given that Ling was just studying him and not offering any
objection herself, it seemed as if the entire crowd had already taken it for a
fact.


“Now, our son of a god, the umm . . . The God of
Fire and Rebirth has had a long day with the dying and all. What do you folks
say about making our way back to town?” Miller asked. “I bet that, after living
out here in this dump, you all want to get back to a warm bed and your loved
ones, am I right?”


Three people now believe that
you are a deity. Your Personal Faith has increased by 3. Current Personal Faith:
21.


The crowd all either nodded, said yes or voiced
some other word that meant the same thing.


“Then I guess that settles that,” Miller said.
“Let’s go back to town, and tomorrow, we’ll kill and burn some more evil doers
in the name of Lee!”


The young girl in front of Lee stepped closer to
Lee and said, “Please, One of Fire, please save my father.”


Huh? “Is he not here? Is he further in the
mines?” Lee asked, looking around. Wait, where is that little bugger? Ethan.
Lee reached out with his mind to see where his little mouse golem was only
to discover that the mouse was still outside, perched atop the roof of the
building looking around. He had missed the commotion entirely as his eyes
searched for any sign of an incoming potential threat.


Ethan, do you see any life from the direction
of the mines? Lee asked his mouse, but the little creature only shook its
head.


“He’s with the bad ones. He went with them so they
wouldn’t hurt me more. Please, get him back,” the girl pleaded. “He’s the only
family I have left.”


“What bad ones? Where?” Lee asked, still using
Ethan to try and find a clue about what she was talking about.


“She means the other Herald, your holiness,” a
tall, dark-haired woman stepped out from the crowd of former slaves. “They beat
her until he went with them, saying he’d convert.”


Another Herald? Lee frowned. So that
means there is another actual child of a god here. “If he went with them
after converting, why were you all left here?”


“Because the Herald needed weapons for his army,”
the woman answered.


“Yeah, those bastards were stealing townsfolk and
making us either convert to their stupid god or mine all day long until we
converted. That shaft leads down toward a ruby mine, where they’d have us dig
out gems and then they’d sell them for gear, equipment, rations and whatever
else the Herald needed,” the beer-gutted man answered.


That’s at least better than the outcome I had
imagined they were suffering. Lee tried to imagine an upside as he glanced
toward the door. “Then do you know where they took the others?”


“No, but they kept maps, and detailed ones at
that. Every soldier was required to keep them near his bunk. I know because I
stole one once trying to find out where we were, hoping to use that knowledge
to escape in case one of them guards ever stopped paying attention,” the man
said, and his eyes darted to the ground. “You can probably find plenty in the
packs at either of the quarters, not that anyone will ever go to the mine
again, though.”


“Why won’t anyone go back in the mine?” Lee asked,
confident that, after the blazing inferno Miller and Lee had descended upon the
one next to this building, it was unlikely that a cloth or paper map would
survive.


“Well, some of the soldiers were using the
quarters at the bottom of the shaft . . . until . . . While expanding a shaft
near the quarters, we connected the shaft to a monster’s lair. Everyone
abandoned that area, but some of the guards died running, and no one went back
for their supplies,” the man explained.


Are you kidding me?! Monsters? Ones capable of
scaring off an army that had at least forty soldiers plus however many guards
and people that died down there? “Fine, I’ll do it,” he spoke before he
could even finish coming up with a list of reasons it was a dumb idea. “If
that’s where the map to this Herald is, the map to where your father is, I’ll
go find it.”


“Can we please do it in the morning, boss?” Miller
looked over at Lee sympathetically. “I killed a lot of people, and I need to go
offer praise to your father at the tavern.”


“But what do you think the enemy will do when they
see us all coming down to the town, their former captives now freed and talking
with us?” Lee shot Miller’s idea down right away. It’s not that he didn’t want
to have a cold beer and relax after all the pain. He just knew that time was
not their friend at the moment.


“But—”


Lee wouldn’t even let him finish his sentence.
“But nothing. If we go down right now, we’ll announce to the other Herald that
we know his plan. We know where he is. We have freed his slaves and killed his
army. So, for this, I must apologize.” Lee bowed his head toward the crowd of
people he saved. “I need you all to stay here too.”


The round-bellied man’s surprise was written
across his face. “Wait, you’re not seriously going down into the mine, into the
monster cavern by yourself, are you?”


The girl whose dad was missing seemed to
immediately regret her request.


“Yeah, no. Just forget I asked.”


“Didn’t I just teach you all? Death in the service
of Augustus is not something to fear. Since your dad can only be rescued if we
find the Herald, and the fastest way to find the Herald is a map down in those
tunnels, then we’ll just have to go down there,” Lee stated as if it were a
simple matter of fact.


“You’re insane, you know that?” Miller, the last
person who should have ever accused anyone of being crazy, said to him.


“You can’t leave until—” Ling protested, but she
was cut off.


“Then just come with us.” Lee didn’t try to throw
her off this time. Her arrows had saved his life, and he wouldn’t underestimate
whatever potential enemies could kill them down below. There was still a part
of his brain that kept saying, Don’t bring the girl. You’re going to get her
killed, but at the end of the day, something about his whole life or death
experience just moments ago—or three days ago depending on what timeline was
being used—had given him a strange sense of calm.


“Okay, but you better not do anything stupid that
will get either of us killed.”


Some part of him was still angry, but there was a
deeper, truer part of him that felt almost vindicated by nearly dying—as if
reaching the end of the road and almost embracing his final sleep had made the
game so real that it became addicting in its own right. Is this what
adrenaline junkies feel? No, it was too peaceful. I felt like I was going to
sleep, not being thrown off a thirty-foot building. It wasn’t a heart-racing,
splat-potential ending I avoided. It was just . . . an endless rest. It’s not
the same. No, this was different, and as much as he wanted to put his finger
on the feeling, he didn’t. He wanted to just carry on, truly treating the game
world like what it was for the first time: a game. One I plan to win, he
thought to himself and grinned. Too bad Wolfe isn’t here to get our guild a
bunch of angry dwarven women again, he chuckled, causing the others to look
at him strangely.


“He really just dazes off a lot, doesn’t he?”
Miller said to Ling.


“You have no idea how weird it was during
training,” she nodded.


“Also, there is no point in asking him not to do
anything stupid. He’s always trying to go about fights in a silly, roundabout
fashion, trying to sneak up on people and trying to avoid confrontation. He
just does things in the most tedious, boring, and stupid manner sometimes,”
Miller whispered to Ling, though loudly enough for Lee to overhear it.


“I’m going too,” the beer-bellied man said as he
pulled some boots over his feet. “You can’t navigate those tunnels without me,
so don’t even try to argue. I’ll take you right to where the quarters are, and
I’ll make sure you get that map to the Herald.”


“Well, in that case, what’s your name?” Lee asked,
walking over to the man and sticking his hand out for an introduction.


“David.” The man took Lee’s hand in a shake. “Pleasure
to meet you, holiness.”


Holiness? Oh, God, that’s going to get annoying
to hear. “Just call me Lee, please,” he insisted.


“That would just be too dang rude of me. I can’t
go around calling the very child of our god by his first name like some sort of
chump.” David shook his head at the idea. “Herald, Holiness, One of Fire and
Rebirth, just . . . something right and proper for your title. Something that
won’t make me feel like I’m doing you some sort of gross disservice.”


“Please do just stick with Lee though,” Lee
insisted further. “Everyone, please stick with just calling me Lee.” He pushed
further, already having conceded to the weird instant cult formation. Well,
if I didn’t have any technology or schools to make me a skeptic, and I saw
someone come back to life right in front of me . . . yeah, I might be in a cult
too, he thought, not judging them at all for this behavior.


“Right, L-Lee.” David tripped a bit over the word
at first. “Do you want to head out right now? Or do you need a few minutes to .
. . uhh . . . finish healing?”


Lee looked down at his wound, then over to Miller
and Ling who both seemed to be just watching him while trying to figure out
what to do themselves. Ethan, how ‘bout you? You want to head out right now,
or do you need a minute?


Ethan stood on his two back legs and threw a few
shadow punches in his own little ‘bring ‘em on!’ way. That settles it, I
guess. “Let’s just go now.”












Chapter 8


 


 


Name: Lee


Race: Human


Class: Herald - None


Level: 9


Health: 190/190


EXP: 868/2000


 


Primary Stats:


Power 19


Toughness 19


Spirit 19


 


Secondary Stats:


Charisma 5


Courage 20


Deceit 2


Intelligence


Honor 1


Faith 26


Personal Faith 21


 


Skills:


Unarmed Combat: Initiate Level 2


Swordplay: Initiate Level 3


Sneak: Initiate Level 3


Cooking: Initiate Level 1


 


Divine Skills:


Golem Sculpting: Initiate Level 5


Appreciative Drunk: Initiate Level 2


 


David was very clear about using the term ‘for
freaking ever’ to describe how long he had worked in the mine and as an
explanation as for why he didn’t seem to mind the low level of light. He had
insisted that the two weak torches they had brought from the supply shed would
be sufficient, but Lee was having his doubts now.


“If you need help, you can always follow your new
divinity,” David taunted. “He seems to have taken to the dark like a fish to
water.”


“Yeah . . .” Ling looked over at Lee. “He has.”


“It’s only that, as a god rebirthed in flame, his
internal light burns strongly enough to see through any darkness!” Miller
declared as he shifted from walking next to Lee to walking behind him.


Ethan squeaked unhappily as he usually did
whenever someone else stole the credit for his work. Lee had been using the
rodent’s superior vision to help navigate through the dark since they first
entered the mine, and now that Miller was attributing god-like powers of
perception to Lee, the small mouse was agitated for not being given credit.
Sensing his irritation through their shared bond, Lee silently pleaded for
Ethan to calm down. All he received in response, however, was a feeling that
seemed to suggest Lee was stealing credit for all of the golem’s hard work. He
knew the little rodent wanted him to correct them, but he couldn’t do that
without giving away his secret.


Lee decided to acquiesce to the rat’s demands.
“Ah, it’s not me. I’ve got no special walk-in-darkness powers,” he said.


“Lee?” Ling asked, her voice no longer coming from
his side either but rather from right behind him where Miller had been seconds
before.


“Huh? What is it?” Lee asked without turning
around. For the moment, he was focused on his footing and trying to navigate
the awkward wooden planks that had been laid down for the mine track. It was
fairly easy with the assistance of Ethan’s added vision, but he had come close
to tripping a few times already, and the last thing he wanted was to have to
take a face-first dive into the tracks because he had stubbed his toe when he
wasn’t paying attention.


“If it’s not you, then how do you know where
you’re going?” Ling asked.


“Yeah . . . how do you?” David asked as well.
“I’ve spent so many back-breaking hours down here that I practically have it
memorized at this point, but how do you know where you’re going?”


“I mean, it’s a straight shot,” Lee answered
honestly.


Miller brushed off their queries as if they were
children annoying a father before Lee could answer. “He’s the Herald, the son
of a god. That’s how. Stop asking stupid questions.”


“What’s there to be confused a—” Lee paused before
he could finish the word as he turned around to face them and realized exactly
what they were asking and why.


“You’re not in range of the torchlight,” Ling
stated, iterating what he had just realized.


“I see.” Lee unconsciously looked over to Ethan. Well,
what now, little guy? I tried to deny any power, but how do I explain walking
over tracks and rocks without an issue in an effectively pitch-black setting?


“Well, you see . . .” Lee trailed off as he
struggled to come up with a good excuse for a power he might have that would
let him see and navigate through the dark.


“See what? Son of a god, touched of fire and
capable of coming back from the dead, and you guys are questioning and
pestering him over a small issue like how he can walk through a dimly lit
tunnel without tripping? How dare you claim to be believers!” Miller slammed
his spear into the ground, prompting the group to march forward again.


“Yet his gifts apparently don’t protect him from
being interrupted by his party member.” David gave a half-cocked grin as he
pointed out Miller’s rudeness.


“Interrupted? Nonsense! I’m just helping him by
speaking for him so he doesn’t have to waste words on less important things. He
needs that godly intelligence and divine brain of his to plan out how we’re
going to kill monsters, murder pagans and infidels, or—”


“I don’t think I ever mentioned wanting to murder
pagans or infidels.” Lee was very seriously starting to worry about the
direction his bloodthirsty companion might take their religion.


“It’s fine. If you just want to come up with the
plans for it, then I, as the trusty Paladin of your order, will be more than
happy to take care of all the work for you.” Miller slammed the fist carrying
his spear to his chest as if he were giving a sort of salute. “You’ve done
nothing but lead me to more and more beautiful battles where I can kill
evildoers since we met. I have faith that you’ll steer me right.”


Doesn’t that make it sound like we’re the evildoers?
Lee was not happy with Miller’s wording, even if he technically was talking
about making the world a better place. Wait a minute. “Paladin? I
thought you were training to be a knight?”


“Oh, I was. But, after that last fight and
declaring that I’d serve you, I was given the option to promote directly to the
rank of Paladin even though I’m not even level ten yet. Now, I’m officially
Miller, First Paladin of the Order of Lee! So, ha!” Miller proclaimed
triumphantly. “First Paladin of an order!


“If you’re the first Paladin, is there a second Paladin?”
David asked.


“There might be. Are you applying? You wanna join
the Order of Lee?” Miller leaned over. “I can teach you how to use a spear, and
we can stab people and burn people and drink beer in the name of our gods.”


“Gods?” Ling asked. “I thought the only god you
had faith in was Augustus?”


Miller shook his head. “Well, if Lee is the son of
a god, makes sense that he is a god too, right? It’s not like two humans get
together and pop out a wolf, is it? So, if gods get together, then clearly,
their child is a god too, right?”


Well, my mother was definitely not a god, but
he does make a point. Lee still wasn’t sure about how much of what Augustus
told him he should actually believe.


“What’s the pay?” David seemed earnestly curious
as he scratched his beer belly. “And can you join the order if you’re married?
Kinda don’t think Henslee would approve if I left her to go around waving my
spear with a bloke.”


Such a resilient belly. Everyone else was
starving and gaunt, but he managed to come out with a perfectly-intact gut, Lee
thought, admiring the man’s fat’s constitution It might not be an admired trait
in Lee’s world, but being able to not turn into a skeleton and survive longer
without food back in the day was a trait that would be incredibly valuable.
Especially for circumstances like this.


“Of course you can, and the pay is whatever we get
from killing people that do evil. Typically, evil people are rich, so it pays
well,” Miller laughed. “Also, check this out!” Miller stomped his foot so hard
that Lee expected the cave to shake and shouted at the same time, and a
circular nova exploded out of Miller.


Lee instantly felt tipsy when the wave hit him. To
be more precise, he felt plastered. He felt like he had been out bar hopping
with a group of friends all night long. He took a wobbly step forward, and even
his thus-far sure footing was compromised as the cave spun beneath him.


You have been struck by Shout of the Drunk God. You
are currently inebriated. This effect will remain for 10 seconds.






Due to consistently being drunk, Appreciative
Drunk has been promoted to Initiate Level 3.






As a result of your Initiate Level 3 Appreciative
Drunk skill, stat adjustment has been reduced. Your inebriation penalty has
been changed from -50% Intelligence, -30% Coordination, -30% Reflex, to -46% Intelligence,
-26% Coordination, -26% Reflex. You also have received an additional +3 to
Courage and +2 to Charisma from Appreciative Drunk until your inebriation
fades.






Due to improving Appreciative Drunk, you have
received +1 Intelligence. Current Intelligence: 31.






Unarmed Combat has been changed to Drunk Fu.






Swordplay has been changed to Tipsy Blade.






Sneak has been changed to No Squeaky Floorboards,
Please.


Lee was able to handle the rapid conversion from
stone sober to very inebriated somewhat well thanks to his skill Appreciative
Drunk, but Ling and David both fell over as they lost the fight to maintain
their balance.


“Dang! That was strong.” David was the first to
break the silence that followed while the effects of Miller’s attack faded.
“That felt like I just went from zero to ten shots of Ramon’s best in half a
second and then back to
head-dunked-in-cold-water-after-being-passed-out-for-two-days sober. If you
could just get that effect to last a whole night, I’d save a ton on beer.” He
finished his thought with a laugh.


“I’ve never . . . I’ve never really been drunk
before. Is that . . . Is that what it feels like?” Ling’s face had taken on a
slightly pallid expression, but her cheeks were growing flushed even as Lee
watched.


“Can you do it again?” Lee asked. Since he had a
background with video games, he instantly recognized the skill for what it was:
a war cry. Miller was much less akin to the Paladins of his old games and more
in line with a warrior, which made sense given his unnatural hunger for blood
and battle even if he claimed he was doing it to spread justice. War cries or
shouts that caused an area of effect with the user being in the center were
common for almost every fighter class in all of his favorite games. They also
either had time limits between when you could cast them again, ate up a lot of
stamina, or had an effect that couldn’t stack to prevent the skill from being
imbalanced. While he didn’t know which check and balance this one would have,
he knew that there was no way it would be permanently spammable. Being able to
keep an entire group of enemies drunk and benefiting from Appreciative Drunk at
the same time—that was just broken.


“Not for a minute or two. As soon as it wore off,
I tried to use it again to keep that good, old servant-of-Augustus feeling, but
man, the effect is too short-lived, and the cooldown is too long. What a
letdown.”


“Hold on.” Lee pulled out the Bible of Augustus.
“Since you two are now members of the Church of Augustus, please place your
hand on this Bible.”


“What, you want to do your indoctrination here?”
David looked skeptical. “Us saying it ain’t enough? You need a swear now?
Should I polish a few doorknobs at your church later too? Come on. Cut it out.
I said I was a believer, so don’t test me, boy.”


Miller, as simple as he seemed, lit up. He
immediately knew what Lee was doing. “Have a little faith in your god, David.
Put your hand on it.”


I hope this works. It’ll be annoying if they
actually have to read it. Lee gave his own silent prayer as David extended
his hand.


“There!” Ling had beat him to it. “Now— Oh, wow!”


“What? What is it?” David looked at Ling
inquisitively. “You trying to pull the wool over my eyes? You guys having a go
at ol’ Dave?”


Ling pulled back her hand. “Just put it there,”
she urged without saying anything more. The three just watched David extend his
right hand and place it on the book. “Alright. What’s the— Cotton-tailed bunny
babe! That’s a strange one! To be able to anoint people with power in such a
quick and instantaneous fashion . . . I’ll never doubt you again!”


“There are bunny girls?” Lee glossed over the
second part of that as he took in the possibility of a were-bunny race. Wait,
this isn’t like one of those anime where half-cat or half-bunny girls exist
just for fanservice, is it? Lee wasn’t honestly sure if he was hopeful or
annoyed.


“Yeah, there are. In a sense. There just aren’t
any of their towns near us. Why?” David was much more compliant to Lee’s stupid
question than he had been before.


“Lee, did something happen to you when you died?”
Miller gave him a funny look. “I mean, when you were reborn?”


“No, why?” Lee couldn’t understand the question.


“I mean, you’re different.” Miller leaned in
closer to Lee, his head swerving around as he eyed Lee in the same way a dog
might eye another dog’s rear end on the first introduction. Lee half-expected
Miller to sniff him as the large man’s squinted eyes studied Lee’s features.


“Physically?” Lee touched his ribs while trying to
figure out what Miller was talking about.


“No.” Miller shook his head. “Same face. Same
body. Ling, you notice it too?”


Ling studied him silently for a moment then said,
“Yeah, he is different.”


“What? You can’t just drop that on someone without
explaining it! How am I different?” Maybe it’s the divinity thing. Do I have
an aura glowing off of me now?


“You’re just . . . calm,” Miller answered. “Laid
back. Not uptight.”


I was never uptight! Lee wanted to shout,
but he just took a deep breath, scratched his neck and brushed off the whole
topic. “Whatever. Let’s just get going. We have monsters to kill.”


Miller’s hushed voice was barely audible to Lee as
he stomped down the path. “Different.”


Did dying change me? Lee ran over the list
of things he had done, the things that had happened to him, and his responses
to them since he had been resurrected. He couldn’t help but think about his
conversation with Augustus and the peace he had felt as he thought he was going
to sleep for the last time.


Peace . . . Lee thought about the word he
had kept using in his own head to describe the experience. It was peaceful.
I was even laughing through the pain. Lee started to understand what might
be going on and became cognizant of the change in himself. I am more laid
back. Dying has washed away my fear of death to some degree. Previously, I
would have shied away from the idea of fighting unknown monsters—monsters that
even trained guards couldn’t handle—at the bottom of a mine shaft so dark that
it might as well be a dungeon.


“A—” Lee was about to turn around and say
something when Miller let loose another drunken warcry.


“Ah . . . That’s the spot,” David sighed
contentedly.


“See, even that good feeling is better now that
you’re a proper follower, isn’t it?” Miller slurred proudly.


“If that ain’t the truth,” David agreed.


“I still don’t like it,” Ling complained, a
slightly whiny note in her voice.


Having forgotten what he was going to say, Lee
just turned back and kept going. Miller kept repeating the shout the rest of the
trip down the shaft. He claimed he was only doing it because he enjoyed the
feeling, and David wholeheartedly agreed with him, but there was also an upside
for Lee as well. By the time they reached the bottom, Lee’s Appreciative Drunk
had increased to Initiate Level 7, also increasing his Intelligence to 35.
Unlike most other skills he had found, this strange inebriation-based boost
apparently increased based on the number of times he actually became drunk, not
based on how long the person was plastered or how much they actually drank.


Another small benefit was that Lee was actually
able to time the skill and learn how often it could actually be used. From what
he could tell, Miller seemed to be able to use it roughly every two minutes,
and after it leveled up, the effect lasted about eleven seconds. Lee, Ling and
David became incredibly used to the feeling of popping in out of being in a
state of being where they had consumed three drinks too many, and by the time
they reached their destination, Ling wasn’t losing her balance any longer
before the effects wore off.


That’s going to be so helpful in battle, Lee
thought as he saw Ling completely unaffected by the change and remembered how
badly she had handled it the first time. If we ever get into a fight with a
group of alcohol-hating nuns, we’re sure to win handedly. He laughed at the
mental image of twenty nuns with weapons suddenly becoming drunk in the middle
of a fight and not being able to even stand up straight.

















——-


 


Lee knew that they had reached their destination
when the tracks veered off in a smooth but deliberate forty-five-degree angle
to the right.


“This is it, isn’t it?” Lee asked, putting a hand
on the wall. The rock here was a shade darker than it had been at the other
parts, and the ground was bumpier.


“Yeah. It might take a few minutes to swap the
tracks over, but when we get it open, there will be supplies on the other side.
No one had time to grab all the torches when they ran,” David explained as he
grabbed a pick axe lying on the ground next to the poorly-made rock wall.


“Wait, what are you doing? Are we going to have to
dig through that?” Miller asked as the pudgy began hammering away at the wall.


“Well, I don’t reckon you can just shift through
to the other side, can you?” David gave a hearty laugh and kept swinging.
“There’s only one pick axe, so just give me a few. This wall wasn’t well built,
and the support beams overhead are keeping the pressure off, so it’ll be easy
to knock through. Just wait.”


True to his word, David made it through the
makeshift wall in less than four of Miller’s war cries, even though he did
pause every time Miller shot off a whoop just to bask in the joy of it. “There
we go,” David said as he pulled away the last major stone. “That ain’t gonna
let a cart through, but you and the big’n should be able to push through
without an issue.”


“Thank you,” Lee said, and he stepped inside with
Ethan scurrying around his feet. He would have felt more comfortable sending
the mouse in first, but he didn’t want his creation to get crushed while he was
too far away to lend a hand. He didn’t know whether or not recreating the golem
would restore its personality, and he was growing more and more fond of the
little guy.


“Surprised you don’t want your Paladin to go in
first, make sure it’s safe,” David noted as Lee crept into the place.


“Don’t worry. The Herald never hogs the blood and
glory. If bad guys show up, he’ll be sure to let us kill a few of them too,”
Miller said, resting a hand on David’s shoulder reassuringly.


“I don’t think that’s what he meant . . .” Ling
said.


“Are you trying to steal all the Herald’s glory?”
Miller asked indignantly.


“No, no, no! That’s not what I’m saying. I’m
saying it’s safer for Lee if you go first.


“Safer for Lee? He is the God of Revival. If he
dies, he’ll be back to life in no time. What safety is there to worry about?
You’re just trying to get him to wait in the back so you can kill his share of
the monsters.”


Miller’s twisted reasoning made Lee chuckle. “I
think I’m okay sharing the carnage,” he interjected, trying to end the topic.
Ethan had picked up on some small movement ahead, and Lee wanted to focus on
that instead of their bickering. Despite the rodent’s superior night vision,
neither he nor the golem had been able to catch sight of whatever it was. There
had been a flicker of movement in the dark, but it was gone again almost as
soon as Ethan had caught sight of it.


“You’re so generous, offering us all the—”


Lee quickly cut Miller off as the Firbolg tried to
carry on with the conversation. “Quiet, we need silence to hear them coming.”


“To hear wha—”


“Quiet!” Lee snapped again. He knew that they had
been spotted, but he didn’t want to make any bigger of a ruckus than he had to—not
yet, anyway. Lee frantically searched the darkness for another glimmer of
movement, straining both his and Ethan’s eyes as he tried to spot any sign of
the creature.


With the way that thing is moving, and how big
it is . . . Please don’t be capable of popping out from beneath our feet.


Lee suspiciously eyed the floor of the tunnel for
any sign that there might be something burrowing underneath it. The passageway
was actually rather wide once past the rubble of the broken-down wall and was
more than capable of allowing three people to walk abreast without a problem.
The presumable monster he had caught a glimpse of had been a shadow that
blocked out over half of the tunnel before it had vanished. If something that
large could pop out from underneath their feet—and Lee had an eerie feeling
that it could, given how quickly it dove into what looked like a solid wall—then
they were in a lot of trouble. There was no way to defend against something
that size popping directly on top of them.


“It’s here.” Lee gave up on trying to catch sight
of it again and just decided to notify the others that it was nearby so they
wouldn’t be caught off guard when it attacked. “Whatever it is, it shot into
the wall when we approached.”


“That’s because the foul demons of this world
cannot stand in the face of justice,” Miller proclaimed triumphantly,
practically declaring their victory before a battle had even been fought.
“We’ll just have to murder them when we find out where those slimy miscreants
have crawled off to!”


“I don’t think it’s that simple. There’s something
here . . . something large and dangerous,” Lee muttered, trying to impress the
warning on them one more time. “Watch your step, watch the walls—watch
everything, and be careful.”


Miller and the others kept quiet after hearing how
serious Lee was. Miller was almost always confident of victory no matter what
the odds, but now he just studied the walls and floor, his head visibly moving
between the two as his focus shifted from one to the other. Seconds passed with
nothing happening, and around the half minute mark, Lee regained just enough
confidence to let his guard down so that he could begin to creep forward. Just
as he took his first step, the beast burst out a wall right in front of the
group. Rocks and dust sprayed in every direction as the monster appeared,
whipping a long thigh-thick tail in Lee’s direction.


Lee instinctively dropped into a defensive stance,
digging his heels into the ground and throwing both of his arms up in front of
him as he braced for impact. Amusingly, Ethan had done the exact same thing,
even though the clay creation was so small the monster probably didn’t even
notice it.


Miller slammed his spear into the ground and activated
his drunken stupor, causing everyone to feel inebriated just as the blow struck
them. If nothing else, the effects of Miller’s shout worked wonders in dulling
the initial shock of pain. Even dulled as it was, however, Lee felt pain
explode through his forearms and chest as the scaled, two-meter-long tail
slammed into him, sending him flying back into the rest of the group.


Welp, there goes almost half my bar. Lee
clutched his previously broken rib cage and hoped he hadn’t already reinjured
himself. He almost felt relief when he stood up and wasn’t immediately greeted
by a ‘your rib cage is broken, prepare to take damage over time’ message.


“To Victory!” Miller shouted from behind Lee.


Ethan, the closest to the beast, also raised his
hand up like he was holding a spear and saying ‘to victory’ as well.


What the heck is that thing? Lee peered
into the darkness once again using the mouse’s sight as he tried to shrug off
the sense of confusion the strange combination of effects left him with. He was
halfway between drunk and sober and pained and numb. Appreciative Drunk reduced
the effects of each, but it was still rough acclimating himself to the opposing
sensations.


Finally, he was able to make out something that
looked like a cross between a Komodo dragon, a spider, and a dog. The twisted
creature had the body of a dog with giant hind legs and stubby front legs that
ended in sharp-tipped claws, but in addition, the beast also had extra sets of
appendages as well. The first set protruded from its back, just above its
shoulders where a dragon’s wings might be, and the second was just about a foot
behind the first. These additional protuberances more closely resembled arms
than legs, and the hinge-jointed limbs ended in giant webbed hands possessing
six claws. The creature was covered in scales front to back and had a short,
thick neck that ended in a snub-nosed head that looked almost identical to that
of an incredibly large lizard with incredibly sharp, protruding teeth.


“That’s . . .” Lee took a moment to try and
analyze it for any visible weak points, but his feet were already carrying him
forward before he even realized what was going on. It took a moment for his
brain to catch up with the fact that he was charging forward without even being
aware of what he was doing. When the cogs finally started turning, he
immediately knew what was going on. This bravery is part of the courage that
comes with the alcohol, isn’t it? So, not only am I unable to refuse quests,
but I must also charge into battle when drunk? NOT FAIR! He screamed as his
sword dug into one of the arms of the giant, blue-scaled beast.


Miller, who was right behind Lee, jabbed his spear
into the beast’s chest, his weapon maneuvering through the web of limbs and
stabbing squarely into the thing’s lungs.


“No way,” Lee thought aloud as he began hacking
away with both swords. “This is too easy. Something is wrong . . .” The beast
wobbled from side to side, only ever using its extra limbs to try and stabilize
itself. Then, as if in response to Lee’s complaint, the thing righted itself
and started attacking Lee and Miller.


Just as the beast hissed at them and lashed out
with three of its six front limbs at Miller and Lee, an arrow zipped by and
struck it in the eye. The creature’s hissing rose two octaves as it shrank
back, withdrawing the giant, clawed arm that was about to strike Lee. The
creature curled its tail around itself while it edged backward, threatening to
whip it out at either of the two men at any second as it retreated.


“It’s wounded badly! Go for the kill!” Miller
shouted.


“Wait, careful!” David shouted from behind them.
Lee looked through Ethan’s eyes and saw the shaking man in the back next to
Ling. “That’s . . . That’s what he does when he—!”


He didn’t need to say any more. Before he finished
his sentence, the flighty creature sprang forward and dove into the ground and
began using the four, oddly-placed limbs on the front half of his body to tear
through the soil as if they were duck’s feet treading water. A weird, dark
orange magical symbol appeared in the spot the beast dug into, giving Lee the
impression that this ability to tear through the ground was part natural
ability, part magic.


After the tail disappeared into the ground, David
followed up his earlier warning with only one word: “RUN!”


Rather than following his suggestion, Lee and
Miller tightened their formation and prepared to go another round.


“You think we scared the little bugger off?”
Miller asked, holding his spear with confidence.


“Well, I don’t think it liked that arrow that Ling
shot.” Lee turned around and looked at Ling, who was backing up slowly toward
the rock wall they had torn down before entering the dungeon. Wait, it’s
going to do that attack again! It’s going to go after Ling! “Ling, just
run! Get out of here!” He shouted the warning as he turned and sprinted toward
her, both he and Miller trying to get into position before the creature could
reach the young woman.


As if on cue, the beast burst claws-first from the
ground and swiped at Ling, catching her with enough force to send her bouncing
off a wall and onto the ground.


Miller and Lee both stabbed at it as the creature
exited the earth. Miller thrust his spear into its rear twice, and Lee lunged
forward, dodged its tail, lowered himself as much as possible, and sliced at
the beast’s ankles. The beast hissed and tried to turn around as soon as Lee’s
blade made contact, but as soon as it put its weight on the foot with the
slashed tendon, it shrieked in pain, lost its balance, dipping low before
catching itself with two of its extra limbs.


Not wanting to waste the opportunity, however
small it may be, both Miller and Lee redoubled their attacks. The Paladin
thrust forward with his spear, repeatedly stabbing into its chest. One blow
sank into its neck, causing thick black blood to ooze forth from the wound for
a moment, but unfortunately, it quickly became apparent that the cut was rather
shallow and not too serious when the blood quickly slowed to little more than a
trickle.


Lee, however, was much luckier. While Miller went
to work on the creature’s midsection, Lee maneuvered around and went for its
head. As far as he was concerned, there was no point in dragging the fight out
any longer than he had to. Whatever this thing was, it was clearly capable of
doing a great deal of damage with only a few attacks. The longer the fight drug
on, the more likely someone was to end up injured, incapacitated, or dead. Lee
wanted to cut right to the quick and slice open the creatures stubby neck, but
a vile tongue snaked out of its mouth and parried his first attack. His blade
bounced off the harder-than-metal tongue and slid away harmlessly, but without
losing any momentum, he stepped closer and jammed one of his two swords
straight into the visible part of what he hoped was its rotator cuff. He felt
his sword scrape against bone as it dug into the creature's shoulder, and there
was an audible snap as yet another tendon was severed.


The beast slumped into an even more awkward angle,
reached down with one of its extra appendages, and grabbed ahold of Lee. The
webbed hand wrapped around Lee, its sharp claws digging into him and slowly
shaving off hit points as the creature lifted him into the air. But, before it
could crush him properly, Miller intervened. The warrior leapt forward and used
his spear to vault himself onto the creature’s back. He pulled a small axe from
his inventory as soon as he was on top of the creature and began hacking away
at the arm holding Lee. In less than three chops, Lee felt the arm falter,
release its grip on him, and then finally give way. He took more than a dozen
of damage as he landed face-first into a pile of rugged rocks, but he was free.


Miller seemed to have caught on to the idea and
decided that he might as well go to work since he was already in position. He
started hacking around with his axe rather than jumping free, but the creature
quickly swatted him away with its remaining arm, sending the Paladin flying off
of in the opposite direction from where Lee had fallen.


Lee caught sight of David as he was freeing
himself from the severed arm. He hadn’t been good for anything other than
shouting warnings and taking hits as far as Lee could tell, and now he was
standing over Ling. When he saw Lee watching him, he shouted, “I don’t have any
bandages, and this looks bad! I think she’s taking internal damage!”


Crap, so there is a timer to this fight.


Lee saw Ling shake her head and try to stop David.
Then, through Ethan’s ears, he heard her protest. “It’s okay,” she said weakly.
“I follow Augustus and Lee. It’s okay if I die.”


What are you talking about? I made that up on a
whim! Lee reeled under the impact of what she was saying. She actually had
enough faith in him and Augustus that she was willing to let herself die. She
was willing to go peacefully and without putting up a fight. He forced himself
back to his feet and stared at the fiend that just wouldn’t die. The thing had
reared up onto its two hind legs, regardless of one having a severed tendon in
one leg, and balanced itself with two arms. Despite the beating it had taken,
it still somehow managed to pose a serious threat. More so than anything Lee
had likely faced before.


Unfortunately, even though he was stone-cold sober
now, the inebriation had done its job. There was no way he could back away from
the fight, even if he had wanted to, and Lee once more felt his feet moving
before his brain could even get over the shock of the last attack.


It’s like a berserker skill, Lee thought as
he struggled to retake the reins on his stupid body’s stupid bravery. It’s
only making sure I don’t stop attacking, but when I had a plan of attack
earlier, it went along with that fine, Lee mused, trying to change his path
so he could sneak around the back of the beast.


Success! He grinned as his body circled the
enemy instead of charging headlong like a starving mutt at a food bowl. Success
indeed.


The beast lashed out with its last good arm, but
Lee was able to halt his charge and back out of reach just in the nick of time.
The creature shifted its weight as it reached out for him and was forced to
scramble to keep upright when its attack didn’t connect with anything. Taking
advantage of the opening, Lee scurried forward and around behind it. When he
saw one leg hovering inches above the ground, twitching and without an ounce of
weight on it, Lee knew he was safe. He knew that the thing wouldn’t be able to
shift which foot it stood on to strike him, and it didn’t have the previous
freedom it had before to go wild with its tail. So, Lee ran up and swung as
hard as he could at the beast’s remaining rear support beam.


As his blade cut through weak scales and tore
flesh, ripping the tendon open, the thing let out a piercing scream that hit
Lee like a migraine and a hangover all at once. Lee dropped both his swords and
clutched his ears in pain. “What the hell was that?” he asked. “Can’t you just
die?!” he screamed over the ringing in his ears. Ethan’s ears seemed to be
fine, so Lee switched over to the mouse’s senses until his could recover.


“Awh guuhht diss!” Miller shouted as he readied
his spear and prepared to charge again. He was clearly trying to say ‘I got
this!’ but his speech was slurred by his inability to hear his own voice.


Oh man, I hope I didn’t sound that bad. Ethan,
tell me I didn’t sound that bad, Lee pleaded as he jumped up and began to
drag himself onto the creature’s back.


Little Ethan just turned his head away from Lee.
It was clear that he was using his silence to let Lee know that he had, in
fact, sounded that horrible.


Traitor, Lee shot back just as he managed
to climb up. It had been rather easy since both of the monster’s back legs were
now out of commission and its rear had collapsed onto the ground, but balancing
was difficult as he made his way to the back of its head. He was almost taken
out by the flying, supersized claw that Miller hadn’t chopped off, but finally,
he reached his mark.


This is where I’m supposed to say some cheesy
pun, right? Lee plunged one sword into the creature’s back, which he used
to maintain his balance and steady himself, and then stabbed his other into the
creature’s spine with all of his strength.


You have killed the Krobken. Your party has been awarded 50
silver and 750 Experience for its share of the battle. Your share of this is 25
silver and 375 Experience.


“Dangit! That should have been my kill!” Miller
churlishly expressed his consternation from below. “I WANTED TO KILL A DRAGON!”


“It . . . wasn’t exactly a dragon?” Lee slid off
of the beast’s back and onto the ground next to Miller.


“It sure felt like a dragon fight, but you’re
right. Next dragon, I call dibs. I want the kill shot on the next one. I want
to bask in the glory of defeating man’s greatest foe!”


“I thought that was time?” Lee corrected him with
the proper adage.


“Time? Why would time be deadly? Don’t be abstract.
Artists are abstract and—”


“Guys, I think she might really die,” David
called, drawing their attention back to the immediate problem.


Right! The liquor’s aftereffect had caused me
to charge back into battle, but he said that she had taken some type of
internal damage.


“Well, can anyone stop it?” Miller asked.


“Umm . . . We didn’t find any health kits or
medical supplies back at the quarters earlier, and we just don’t have any on
us. I don’t know what to do here,” Lee admitted.


“Aren’t you supposed to be a god?” David turned to
Lee, aghast. “Don’t tell me you can’t even save one follower? Are we not even
worth a try? Is she not even worthy of an attempt?”


“Stop talking to the Herald like his favors are
yours to beg! If a great and mighty god like Augustus or Lee could be
manipulated by the words and deeds of others, then how powerful can he really
be?” Miller’s retort was sharp as he picked up his spear and came face to face
with David.


A god . . . Lee wanted to laugh at the
thought. Me? A god? An idiot who almost died? And would have if not for his
shape-shifting-absentee-father gorilla? The same fool who was just knocked back
and forth by one Krobken, the chump who needs his buddy Wolfe to put together
even one decent raid group? I’m suddenly a god? His laughter broke forth
and grew as he walked up and crouched next to Ling. Yeah. I’m a god. That’s
right. Because some stupid, blue-box notification system in a different world
says so, it must be true. No, she’s going to die because I’m not a god:
I just have the ego of one. I thought I was risking my life by coming down
here, but I was really just risking theirs . . . His laughter died out as
he put a hand over hers.


“I’m sorry,” he whispered. It’s too bad no one
is a healer. He chewed on the thought as he stared down at her face. She
really was beautiful, like an angel, and she really was at peace.


“Is it working?” David looked up at Lee. “I don’t
see anything. Is your magic healing her or not?”


My magic? I don’t have any magic. But, even
while thinking it, his eyes landed on Ethan. No, that’s not true. I do have
magic. I just don’t know how to use it on people. But . . . He took a
breath to steady himself and squeezed her hand. He concentrated for a moment,
then, in the same way that he had funneled magic into Ethan when he made the
clay mouse, he channeled his spirit through Ling. He felt his energy pour out
of himself and into Ling. He felt it fortifying her, doubling down and
reinforcing her veins, muscles and organs, and removing her injuries. The process
was remarkably similar to when he had created his golem, only now it was
draining him so badly that he worried it was actually his entire soul slipping
inside of her and not just ephemeral magic.


You have discovered the basic school of magic
healing. 






You are the first Herald to discover a school of
magic without help, a teacher or the assistance of a tome. You have been
awarded 10 bonus Intelligence. Current Intelligence: 45.


“Ugh.” Ling groaned and stirred slightly. She had
been sickly pale when Lee first approached, but he could already see a faint
bit of color returning to her cheeks; and, though it may have been his
imagination, her hand felt a tiny bit warmer where he held it in his own. After
a long and tense few moments, her eyes fluttered open. “What . . . What was
that?” she asked weakly.


“I think it was called a Krobken, but I can’t be
certain.” Lee shrugged slightly. He didn’t feel like he had the energy to move
at all. The healing process had drained a lot out of him. Too bad there
isn’t a mana bar or something, he thought as he wondered how much of his
own energy he had imparted to her.


Your current Spirit Energy, the energy used to perform
magic, can be displayed as a bar if desired.


Wait, seriously? That’s helpful. Please do. Immediately,
right next to where he could view his health, which was down to 41 thanks to
the final fight with the Krobken, a purple bar appeared. But purple? Why
purple?


The color was selected at random. If desired, both the color
and your overall UI may be changed at will.


Make it blue, Lee responded through thought. Mana bars have
to be blue: it’s just common gamer sense.


Are there any other desired UI changes for prompts,
notifications and status bars?


No, well . . . not right now. Lee brushed it
off. He was too tired to deal with anything requiring serious thought at the
moment. His bar, first purple and now blue, was completely depleted and the
effects of an empty bar were very noticeable.


If it’s depleted, then does that mean she’s not
fully healed? He let his heavy eyelids slide shut so that he could rest for
a while as the drained Spirit regenerated.

















——-


 


Lee opened his eyes and found himself staring into
Ling’s.


“Hey, he’s moving again, boss,” David called.


“Don’t act like he was sleeping! His eyes were
closed because he was praying to his father!” Miller corrected angrily, even
though Lee had, in fact, rested for a moment.


“Well, if he wasn’t sleeping, then how come he
didn’t respond to anything?”


“That’s because it would be rude to ignore both
your father and your god just because some mortal was pestering you for your
attention,” Miller stated matter-of-factly. “If you’re ever going to make it as
a Paladin, you clearly need to understand the importance of certain parts of
religion.”


“Mmm . . .” David nodded. “I see. I have much to
learn.”


Don’t agree with him! You’ll just make his ego
even bigger! Lee winced at the thought.


“Did you . . . Did you save my life?” Ling asked
softly. “I thought you said it wasn’t a problem if we died. Didn’t you tell us
that faith would grant us a happier life in heaven than on earth?”


Lee let out a half-hearted laugh. “Yeah, but I’m
selfish and didn’t want to lose my sparring partner.” So, I’m being lectured
even for saving your life.


“Well, thank you.”


“Can you move yet?” Lee asked. “Do we need to
bring a cart down here to ferry you back up?” I’ve only recovered 10% of my
mana, so if her injuries are still life-threatening, I can’t really heal her
much more.


“Oh, yeah. I can. I just . . .” Ling blushed as
she looked to where Lee was holding her hand. “I just didn’t want to move while
you were . . . umm . . . while you were praying. I mean . . . I didn’t want to
interrupt your prayer.”


“Oh. Well . . .” Lee withdrew his hand and broke
eye contact. “If you’re okay, let’s get going.” He stood up and dusted off his
pants, making a lousy attempt at removing some of the dirt and grime but doing
little more than taking a few rocks off a mountain would.


“Lee,” he heard Ling say, and he felt a tug on his
shirt from behind. “What happened to me? What’s happening to me?” she
clarified.


“What do you mean?” Lee didn’t understand her
question. “I mean, I think I just helped heal you, but I couldn’t exactly
describe how.”


“Oh! No, that’s not what I meant. I meant . . .”
Ling bit her lip then looked at Miller and David before shaking her head. “Never
mind. Let’s just keep going.”


“Okay.” Lee didn’t know how to answer her
question. Is healing magic is such a foreign idea to them? I mean, there
were plenty of people around when I almost died, and no one had that magic. In
fact, I don’t think I’ve seen anyone use any type of magic other than Miller’s
drunken aura ability since I got here. Maybe magic isn’t something most NPCs
have. “Well, how much further do we have to go before we reach the old
guard station?” he asked David.


David pointed in the direction that the beast had
come from. “If I remember correctly, it’s actually less than a few minutes from
where we’re at now.”


“You think we’ll run into more of those?” Lee
asked. “Did the guards say they encountered several or just one?”


“Don’t know. Just know it was monsters because
that’s what they were shouting. As far as the details . . . Well, I never heard
those. The only ones that got out were either too horrified to talk about it or
didn’t spend a lot of time talking to slaves and peasants.” David shrugged.
“For all I know, there could be five or ten of them further down in this
place.”


“I see. Only one way to find out, I guess.” Lee
sighed and then began moving past the piles of debris and broken tracks that
had been left behind.


True to David’s estimations, it wasn’t long before
they arrived at a wooden structure built into the wall of the cave. Miller,
seemingly oblivious to the possibility of a monster lurking within that could
harm them, walked up and opened the door without a second thought. The first
thing he saw was that there were three corpses leaned against the far wall
between two small cots. Lee couldn’t tell whether the decomposing bodies
belonged to former slaves or guards, but he was extremely aware of the
orange-sized, mosquito-like creatures that burst from their heads as soon as
the door swung open.


“Ahh!!!” came a girly scream from behind Lee as he
pulled out his sword.


“All bugs must die!” Miller shouted, activating
his drunkenness-imbuing war cry and stabbing at the closest insects with his
spear.


The bugs didn’t seem to be affected nearly as
badly by his shout as the Krobken had, but they still tottered from side to
side midair and seemed to have trouble buzzing in a straight line. Unfortunately,
their erratic movements only made them that much harder to hit. Lee was fairly
confident he could have swatted them out of the air if they had kept moving in
straight lines, but now he was afraid that it was going to be almost
impossible.


Not so fast, you little bastard! Lee cursed
one overgrown insect as it sped toward him. All he could do was take a guess as
to which way it was going to zip before it reached him, so he swung out blindly
with one of his swords and hoped for the best. He missed the fruit-sized
insect’s body entirely but still managed to clip off part of one of its wings
as it sped past. The small creature spiraled out of control and crashed into a
corner of the small room, and that was where Lee decided to leave it for the time
being. Without the ability to fly, there was very little chance of it rejoining
the battle before they were able to finish off the other two.


Feeling that he had struck upon a bit of success,
Lee began swatting at the mosquitos with the flat of his blade as if they were
tennis balls and his sword was a racket rather than a weapon. He bugs sped at
him time and again, but they never seemed to make contact or draw blood despite
their long, wicked-looking proboscises, and not a single one of the bugs was
able to alight anywhere long enough to start feeding. Just as he was
considering pushing into the building and getting aggressive against the
assailing bugs, two arrows swished past his head and picked off one of the two
bugs attacking Miller.


With two of the insects down, it was only a matter
of time before they were able to finish off the last one. Miller eventually
pierced it through with his spear, eliciting a flurry of wings and a strange
hissing sound from the creature before it died. All in all, what could have
been a terrifying fight was relatively easy. The bugs’ inability to escape
through the doorway and into the larger tunnel outside, or into the dark where
they would have the element of surprise, probably played into their quick
defeat a good deal.


You have killed a swarm of Drill Mites. Your party
has been awarded 4 silver and 180 Experience. Your share of this is 2 silver
and 90 Experience.






Due to consistently being drunk, Appreciative
Drunk has been promoted to Initiate Level 8.






Due to improving Appreciative Drunk, you have
received +1 Intelligence. Current Intelligence: 46.


“You know, after killing the Krobken, a swarm of
flying bugs just really doesn’t seem that scary,” Ling commented. “Not scary at
all.”


“That’s because bugs are naturally evil and
loathsome creatures that don’t taste good when eaten. Anything that doesn’t
taste good when eaten should never exist.” Miller spoke as if it was a gospel
from his bible.


Well, it might be part of the book of Augustus.
I have no idea what that monkey could have put in there while he was hammered. “Agreed,
but if it wasn’t scary, then why did you shriek like that?” Lee asked.


“I didn’t,” Ling responded, pointing at David, who
was three shades lighter than he had been before and was hidden behind an
unbroken boulder. “He did.”


“How dare you mock Augustus with such
incompetence!” Miller apparently took offense to the cowardly behavior because
he hurled his spear at the rock David was hiding behind. “I offered you a
position in the Order of Lee, and you return that favor by cowering before an
enemy? Do you think he would ever shrink away from noble battle?!”


I am almost always trying to avoid fights. What
are you talking about? Lee shook his head.


“Sorry, sir,” David said in an oddly-polite tone.
“It’s just . . . bugs are terrifying. I once woke up to having part of my leg
being chewed on by a two-foot-long, hard-shelled critter whose name I never
bothered to learn. I kinda freak out when I see them.”


“What a preposterous notion! If one did you an
injustice, then why cower from another?” Miller lost his anger and just let out
a heavy-throated laugh as he walked forward and picked up his spear. “You just
need to kill the creatures until you become hardened against any fear that
might be in your heart. If you kill a thousand men, how can one possibly scare
you?”


Lee moved over and stood next to Ling. “Is it bad
that it makes sense to me?” he asked quietly so that only she would hear.


“No, I had the same thought,” she answered,
shaking her head.


“Good. I was beginning to wonder if I was spending
too much time with Miller,” Lee answered, scratching the back of his head.


“The map?” Ling replied, shifting the subject.


“Ah, yeah.” Lee nodded, having briefly forgotten
why he was there in the midst of free insect EXP. Truthfully, he didn’t have
much hope of actually finding it. The corpses inside the small building had
been picked dry, and the room was covered in dirt, dust, and stains from
something Lee didn’t want to guess at. Tucked away beneath one of the flimsy straw-filled
mattresses, however, he did uncover a worn satchel with several intact letters
inside.


“That’s the carrier bag,” David said from the
doorway as soon as he saw it. Those bags are about as waterproof as you can get
since they have to send messages out through storms. Those are likely a
collection of the copies the messenger is supposed to keep.”


“Copies?” Lee asked as he started rifling through
them.


“Yeah. For some reason, this Herald insists on two
copies of each letter: one that stays with the messenger until he drops off the
pouch and the other that’s sent back and forth. Their Herald apparently likes
to keep notes of everything. When they took me, they drew a full damn body
inspection twice for the bastard.”


“Their Herald . . .” The words struck Lee. I’m
going to have to kill another person like me, but he’s got a huge head start on
me. He had time to set up this entire mine, time to abandon it, time to capture
villagers . . . What level is he? How long has he been working on all of this?


The thoughts echoed through Lee’s head as he
looked at the state of the room. It was in total disarray, as if it had been
infested for weeks. He had only just arrived in this world the other day, but
this other Herald had already built up a base that looked as if it had been
abandoned for weeks.


How am I supposed to kill someone who has that
much of a head start on me? Someone who is that higher a level? I've been
trying to get to him as quickly as possible, but maybe that's the wrong
approach. Doubt filled Lee’s mind as he thumbed through the letters.


“Find anything useful?” Ling asked after a few
minutes when Lee didn’t say anything. She watched her step as she carefully
came up beside him.


“I think so,” he said, handing her one of the
letters. “There are four in here that mention their agent in town, refer to him
as ‘the barkeep.’ He's apparently in charge of scouting out potential victims,
setting up the timing, contracting the mercenaries to do the work and also
bringing converts directly to the Herald’s temple if they're willing.”


“So, he would actually have a map, wouldn't he?
Or, at the very least, he would know where the Herald’s palace is.” Ling’s
excitement at the discovery was obvious from her tone. “This means we can
finally make the bastard pay!”


If I can figure out a way to do that. Lee
masked his scowl as best he could with a smile so that his insecurity wouldn't
show. “There's one more thing here,” he said, handing her another one of the
notes. “It says that they are positive that they found the object that had them
digging down here in the first place. It says the iron and ruby has been
helpful, but they're going to redouble their efforts because they can fulfill
their end of the contract with this object and secure the help of Nekofelis in
Anitopia.”


“Object? You think there is a mysterious object
somewhere down here? What type of object would be at the bottom of a tiny
mountain?”


“Well, if the note is to be believed, then it’s a
stone. It’s apparently a fragment of the World Stone, whatever that is,” Lee
said, still looking through the letter for more details. “Yeah, I don’t know
what it is, but I do know that they were very convinced it was not only real,
but they were just about to discover it.”


“So then, that thing we killed earlier probably attacked
them when they got close. That means that we’ve probably already killed the
gate guard, right?” David shouted over to them, not coming any closer to the
room than he had to.


“What type of guard would leave his post? That
thing can’t be the beast guarding the fragment, it wouldn’t have left it if it
were,” Miller said, joining the conversation too and disagreeing immediately
with David.


“There’s no point in arguing when we can just go
find out ourselves,” Lee said, only to notice Little Ethan glowering at him. What?
This could give us the upper edge against this Herald, he thought at the
golem, but the rodent just harrumphed and took off to start scouting ahead.


“That’s the spirit!” Miller exclaimed, throwing
his support behind Lee’s decision before Ling or David could start protesting.


“But—” David looked back in the direction they had
come from.


“No ‘buts’ about it. There’s glory, victory, and
guaranteed treasures waiting ahead of us! Let’s go!” Miller said. “Not to
mention, the great Lee has spoken, so we must adhere to his request and trample
upon the indignant fiends that bar our path.”


Yeah, of course he would say that. Lee
chortled at David’s shocked expression. Don’t worry, buddy. I was just as
dismayed as you were when I first started partying with Miller. He couldn’t
stop laughing at David’s ‘what have I gotten myself into?’ face. Part of him
wanted to call the man a coward, but he hadn’t shrunk from the fight with the
Krobken, and he had volunteered to go down with them. He wasn’t a coward: he
just didn’t like insects and hated the idea of unnecessary risks.


“Well, you don’t have to come with us if you don’t
want to, David, but I’m going to press on if you don’t mind. I don’t know what
that fragment is, but if it’s still down there, then I want it. I want whatever
power it has,” Lee said, pulling out his best sword and one of the shields out
of the small brown satchel that functioned as his inventory. He had grown so
accustomed to quickly swapping out items and weapons that he didn’t even think
about it at this point. The outlandish blue squares that denoted the available
amount of space he had left had come and gone in an otherwise thoughtless blue
blur. Two swords had worked for him fine so far, but if the obstacle they
encountered was any tougher than the Krobken, he definitely wanted a little
protection so he didn’t get squashed in one hit. He had received a tower shield
as loot from the guards he and Miller had lit on fire earlier, and he figured
that this was about as good a time as any to test it out.


“I’ll come too,” Ling said, drawing a frown out of
Lee. He had serious reservations about taking her into a real fight again with
her having almost died because of his ambitions just moments ago.


“If you must,” he replied. No matter how he felt,
it wasn’t his place to tell people not to act stupid when he was the biggest
idiot in the group.


With that said, the group continued their trek
through the dungeon toward the end. They didn’t know what hole or cavern they
were looking for, but they figured that, given its size, the Krobken had
probably come from a rather large, hard-to-miss hole.
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Finally, they found themselves at the end of their
trek and in a cavernous room. Unlike the rest of the tunnels that they had
transversed so far, the area had a noticeably different feel to it. Both the ground
and the walls had been worked until they were clean-cut and smooth as if they
belonged in a building rather than at the bottom of a filthy mine, and there
was a small structure directly in the center of the room. Constructed from
white stone that glowed so brightly it illuminated the entire place perfectly,
its simple elegance stood out in stark contrast to the dank and dreary warren
they had navigated to get there. Lastly and most strangely, the air had a
peculiar sweetness about it—a nectar-filled aroma that penetrated Lee’s nose
the moment he stepped into the area and that seemed to alleviate the hunger
that had started to build as the day went on.


Ethan refused to follow him when he stepped into
the room. Instead, he hung back at the edge of the invisible barrier where the
wall had just been broken. Come on, Lee urged the little mouse. He was
far too used to having eyes on the back of his head at all times, and it made
him uncomfortable to think about the little mouse not being around. It was
almost like he was being forced to walk around with one eye closed.


Miller and David stepped into the room, and a
penetrating yellow ray shot across the hall to highlight them. Lee followed the
light back to its source and found that there was a statue situated in the
center of the white structure. Although he was too far away to make out the
details, he could tell that it was holding a yellow stone at chest level that
was the source of the light. The statue itself looked like it was staring
directly at them.


“They may not enter,” a deep voice said, and as it
spoke, three Krobken’s rose from the floor on either side of it.


“But I may?” Lee asked. He was hesitant to walk
any further into the room with the three beasts standing guard. The last fight
hadn’t gone smoothly, and their victory hadn’t come without a price. Ling had
almost died, and Lee had lost several chunks of his health.


“You, the qualified bearer of his will and the
blood of his chosen who has entered into the Temple of the Creator, may not
leave until your first gift is tested,” the statue answered.


“My first gift?” Lee asked. The way in which the
statue spoke to him and the titles by which it called him answered even fewer
questions than they created. Am I supposed to even trust this thing? Does it
have a reason for deceiving me? But then why would it lie?


“You must answer three questions, and then you
must ask three questions. No more and no less. Should your questions prove as
lacking as your answers, you will have failed, and I will have to remove the
stain on your patron’s name.”


So, you’ll kill me if I don’t measure up.
Lee understood the simple meaning behind the statue’s words.


Between the shinning yellow stone that it held in
its palms and its glowing yellow eyes, it was hard to look directly at the
statue. The combination of white light being emitted by the structure and the
yellow radiance was almost too much. Now that his eyes had started to adjust to
the brightness of the room, however, he could tell now that it was a
completely-nude, six-foot-tall Amazonian.


“So, I have to ask riddles or something?” Lee
needed to understand what type of questions he was supposed to ask.


“You must answer three questions, and then you
must ask three questions,” the monotone voice repeated.


“Fine, bring it on.” Lee readied himself for what
he expected to be a Sphinxian examination. He had taken his fair share of
stupid questionnaires on the Internet over the years, so he was fairly
confident that he could handle himself.


“The first question is such: It has one eye but
cannot see. Its best work is seen by nobody. If it fails, one cannot stitch the
tear that rips at dignity.”


Lee had braced himself for one of the toughest
possible riddles he might encounter, so he was fairly surprised to hear such an
easy one. He wasn’t sure about the second half of it, but the first sentence he
had seen several times from knitting-enthusiast pun lovers on Blueit. Wait a
minute. If I remember correctly, wasn't I prompted with the information that I
was the first English speaker to take part in this game? How did they manage to
script puns and riddles that work with my language if no one else speaks it?


“A needle,” Lee answered. He was fairly confident
that it was the correct answer, but he definitely wasn’t certain. He stared at
the Krobkens surrounding the statue to see if they moved.


The needle did have an eye, where one looped the
thread, and if the stitching was good, no one would ever see the fix. He could
only guess that the last part of the riddle referred to the fact that, if the
stitchwork failed, the shame of ripped and torn clothes in public places
couldn’t be undone—especially if the tear happened to be somewhere sensitive
like the seat of one’s pants. That would definitely tarnish someone’s dignity
and couldn’t be taken back.


The statue’s yellow eyes glowed brighter, and Lee
stiffened up, afraid that the language barrier may have caused him to answer
incorrectly.


“The second question is such: I measure out the
life of men, a ruler by their side. My visage on a faceless face, hands holding
what I hide, a makeshift chain that only serves to anchor in my endless tide.”


With this new riddle, Lee froze. He instantly had
an idea of what the answer could be—either time or a watch—but the two were so
closely linked that it was also slightly confusing. The second part of the
riddle said, ‘my visage on a faceless face,’ which could reference that the
watch was where time was visible, not that the watch is what’s seen. The fact
that it said ‘my endless tide’ had Lee leaning toward time, not a watch or
pocket watch. After all, time was endless, and he had never seen a watch or any
other device that would last past a decade. There was also the fact that most
riddles like this always had some silly, hard-to-fit, abstract answer that was
rarely based on a tangible answer. But that may have been just an exception to
the rule.


“Time,” he answered after thinking for a minute.


The statue’s eyes lit up even brighter, drowning
out the remaining white and painting the entire room in a solid yellow hue.
“The final question: A blade I am, handled with care. Not deadly for those that
can bear. I’m held by all, and everywhere—I am a form of past warfare—where
mothers run their daughters through, a word, a thought, and then a glare—a
child left in disrepair. A yearning, wish, I’ll carve into. My blade weighed by
what is due, so hold me tight, and cut what’s fair.”


Before he could even try to piece together the
puzzle, creeping doubt seized ahold of his heart and thoughts. That makes no
sense whatsoever. Is this the end of the line? The doubt weaseled into his
mind as he looked back and forth between the statue and his friends. Ling was
watching him with curiosity and confusion as if her struggle to process the
riddle had spilled out of her head and across her face. No help from you
guys either? I guess I’m on my own then. There has to be some sort of
wordplay . . . some sort of trickery. It’s the third and final question, so it
can’t be as easy as the previous two.


Lee mulled over the riddle in his head. Past
warfare . . . That’s the wordplay. If everyone still has the weapon, present
tense, and holds the weapon, present tense, then why is the warfare labeled as
past warfare? He suddenly smiled, having finally come to a conclusion much
quicker than he would have guessed.


“Guilt,” he answered from a dried-up throat as he
wiped sweat from his forehead. This process had been nerve-racking, and even as
the words left his mouth, he still wasn’t entirely sure about the answer.


“Acceptable,” the statue answered. The light from
its eyes reached a blinding level of yellow luminescence, shining so strongly
that Lee had to turn his head and shield his eyes from the light. The light
dimmed after a long moment, and Lee turned back to see that the once-white
stone was now half white and half yellow.


“Now,” the statue continued after the light had
dulled. “you have answered; you must ask. You may pose three questions. These
questions will also be used to test the nature of your gift, as a mind that can
find any answer may be sharp, but without the right question, it is still
useless. Therefore, the point and task of your questions are not to trick or
deceive; rather, it is to prove that you have the ability to ask as well as you
can answer.”


Lee was halfway through with this challenge, but
he didn’t feel any sort of relief at that fact. He had answered tons of awful
riddles on the Internet, but he had never been so great at coming up with them.
Not to mention, what if he was expected to make it like a poem? His talent with
words was as lacking as morals in Washington.


“So, I can . . .” He started to ask for
clarification points but realized that he was about to ask one of the
questions. If he didn’t meet whatever standard this statue wanted from him, he
could only guess that the three beasts would kill him where he stood. He
quickly continued, hoping that the rising pitch in his voice didn’t suggest to
the statue that he had just asked a question. “I mean to say, my first question
is thus: What is the nature of experience and levels, such that we gain
experience but never lose it in this world?” He literally just spat out the
first thing that that came to mind even though it was really was a question he
wanted an answer to.


The light from the statue’s eyes turned blue this
time, rather than yellow, as it answered. It said, “The nature of experience,
as you call it, is that of your soul. Your body, made in the image of your
identity, is the manifestation and realization of your soul’s true power. As
you kill, you take fragments of the souls of the lives that you have destroyed,
leaving enough that they reincarnate once more. As you complete tasks for those
that have prayed, a part of their soul is also rewarded to you as a price for
your efforts by the creator of this world. In these ways, through absorbing the
excess of others, your own soul is fortified, and you grow stronger. You gain a
thing that cannot be lost until your own life is taken and your soul re-enters
the cycle once more.”


Lee felt like a bombshell had just been dropped on
him. Are you kidding me? You’re telling me that . . . I’m currently a
manifestation of my soul? You’re saying the reason I get stronger is because
I’m not flesh. Lee looked down at his hands. That explains the damage
system. I take damage, and I get hurt, but this hit point bar counting down to
zero is probably a gauge of my soul’s integrity . . . how much damage it can
withstand before it can no longer sustain itself within the vessel. But, in my
real world, we’re flesh, not some magical spiritual mumbo-jumbo, so it must
obey the laws of physics and entropy and lose what makes it strong little by
little over time. “That’s insane.” The words escaped his mouth before he could
put them back.


“You may ask two more questions,” the statue
reminded him.


Now that he knew he didn’t have to come up with
some obscure riddle, Lee took the time to think about what he needed to know. The
first question had helped me understand a massive detail about this world that
I had overlooked, but . . . Wait . . .!


“There is a blue box that often lets me see status
updates and that items transfer into my inventory after I kill someone; yet,
those items will disappear if they do not transfer to me. How is all this
possible if this world isn’t a game?” Lee asked. His initial question was ‘Are
we in a game world, or are we in a real world?’ but he changed it because he
would be able to get two answers this way: whether or not this was a real world
or a game world, and how and why the prompt function worked within the world.
If it was actually a game, then the statue would just tell him that he was
wrong in his assumption, thus answering the question.


The blue lights grew even brighter than the yellow
had ever been, forcing Lee to squeeze his eyes shut and look away. He was
actually thankful that the color wasn’t yellow again. Despite its intensity
now, the other color had been even harsher on his eyes when it flared up.


“As a body is real, so are the things it touches.
Since a body is imbued with and manifested by a soul, it may latch onto the
things that it holds and touches. When the body dies, the items will be pulled
with the soul, either being siphoned off as the piece that went with the soul
to the victor, or the pieces that got pulled into the cycle of rebirth. As for
the reasoning behind the notifications, I am not allowed to divulge that.”


So, everything in this world is built on faith
and souls . . . souls that grow larger but never die.


“You, who have used your gift to seek the
knowledge of how and why, have proven your worth. Still, I require that you ask
one more question.”


If we’re composed of our souls, or rather,
we’re made in the image of our identity by the realization of our souls or however
she put that, then why do we age? If the spirit keeps growing stronger, not
weaker, aging shouldn’t occur, right? He was curious, but he couldn’t waste
this opportunity on such a simple question—especially not one that wasn’t
pressing and would solve itself over time.


“What is the importance of the item you are
holding?” he asked.


The blue light instantly enveloped the entire
room, blotting out any traces of the yellow before withdrawing into the stone
as if it were a fleeting shadow scurrying away from light. The two colors
swirled in the stone for a moment, both yellow and blue fighting for dominance,
until the two merged to form a perfectly smooth green sphere.


“This is a fragment of the World Stone. It is a
piece that shapes the existence of this reality. It is also the key that will
allow a Herald to win this battle in the War of Eternity in a wholly different
way. Without the completion of the World Stone, the soul may only be made
divine and fortified through the consumption of another Herald’s gift. In order
to complete the World Stone, however, a Herald must pass a test for each of his
divine gifts. By passing a test, the Herald’s divinity will connect with the
corresponding fragment, and that fragment will be as much a part of the Herald
as his own soul and will only be able to separate in death.”


“Wait, a gift from our deity’s divinity? My gift
was tested? What was my gift that riddles and questions sufficed?” Questions
spewed out of Lee’s mouth, but the statue said nothing in response. Instead,
its white exterior turned black, and the green sphere levitated until it was a
few inches above its hands. The three Krobkens simply turned to ash and fell
into a thousand pieces, disappearing as if they had been blown away by a
hurricane despite the fact that there wasn’t as much as a gentle breeze in the
cavern.


Before Lee could even think about approaching the
statue to collect his bounty, however, the green gem shot toward him. It
painlessly penetrated his chest, and without even affecting the fabric of his
shirt, completely disappeared inside of him.


What in the hell? Lee gripped his chest
expecting to find an open wound.


You have just absorbed a fragment of the world stone. All of
your primary attributes will receive a 5% passive boost. Your Intelligence will
also receive a 5% passive increase.


“Lee!” Ling and Miller cried out in unison, but the
entire process was over before the words even left their mouth.


“I’m fine,” Lee assured them. “Better than fine,
actually.”


“That’s . . . good . . . but what the heck was
going on there?” David asked.


“I was just answering the riddles,” Lee answered,
taking a moment to glance back to the center of the room where the statue had
been.


“Riddles? What language were you even speaking?”
David asked in astonishment.


Huh? They didn’t understand me? Oh, that’s
right. It was speaking English, so they probably had no idea what I was saying.
English was labeled as an exotic language by the blue boxes, the notifications,
or whatever they are that the game system wasn’t allowed to divulge to me.


“He was speaking the language of the gods, of
course. What type of silly question is that?” Miller’s overly-enthusiastic
faith squelched the line of questioning before it could go any further.


“Mmm. Let’s just get back to town. We have what we
came for, and I got more than I expected too,” Lee said. He silently said
goodbye to the statue that had filled him in on so much. He knew it was silly,
but he actually kind of liked the overly-threatening, naked marble lady a lot
more than most people he had met so far.


“Did we actually get what we came for?” Ling
asked. “There wasn’t a map among the men.”


“Well, we found out that there is a barkeep who
knows what we’re looking for, right?” Lee said. “There can’t be many barkeeps
in Satterfield, can there?”


Ling started listing off the places in town. Given
she had lived in the tiny hamlet her whole life, she was the ideal source of
information. “There is Copper Lane, which has two barkeepers. One works the
early night, and one works the late night. Then, of course, there’s Trader
Jill’s, but the food is way too expensive, so very few people go. They only
have a single girl running most of the establishment, bar included. Lastly, the
only other place I can think of is Wenises Off the Table. It’s a fun tavern to
go to, and they have three different barkeeps all working randomly. The food is
alright at best, but the women there are really good at storytelling. It’s
practically their main commodity, and the fact the girls telling the story are
all . . . Well, even my dad has wasted several of our hard-earned coppers just
to spend the night drinking and looking at their faces.”


Miller nodded along with Ling as she spelled out
everything. “So, that leaves us with two suspects,” he concluded.


“What?” Ling asked. “I just told you there were at
least six or seven!” she huffed.


“Nonsense! You said it yourself: Only one of the
places employs guys, and there are only two there. Not to mention, they work
odd hours, so they probably shift back and forth so that one of them can run
messages.”


“What? So, a girl doesn’t count as a barkeep?”
Ling’s ire toward Miller grew as they walked back toward the mine’s entrance.


“What? No, of course they count!” Miller looked
shocked, and the fact that his drunken roar had just come off cooldown and was
re-activated only added to the effect of his aghast expression. “I’m just
saying, Didn’t the letter use the words ‘him’ and ‘he’ also when talking about
the barkeep?”


“Oh, yeah . . . it did,” David agreed.


“Oh . . . umm . . . Well, we still can’t write
them off.” Ling’s lips pursed up as if she had just bitten into a sour apple.


“Wouldn’t it still be three, though?” David asked.
“I mean, far be it for me to interfere with the work of a good inquisitor Paladin
such as yourself or tell you who you should or shouldn’t be burning, but aren’t
there three male barkeeps—specifically barkeeps and not simply hired help— in
the town?”


“What? Is there another bar we’re missing?” This
time, it was Miller’s turn to scrunch up his face, though his expression was
only vague considering his rough features.


“Ramon?” David answered, albeit as if he were
asking a question.


“Huh?” Miller didn’t seem to register what David
was saying at all.


“I’m saying that Ramon is a barkeeper, and he’s
male. So, wouldn’t that make three?”


“You’re being silly. Ramon could never be the
informant. He’s a good guy, and he’s the one who sent us here to find them.”
Miller shook his head. “That’s why there are only two suspects.”


“But—” David tried to say something again.


“That’s why there are only two suspects!” Miller
stomped his foot and slammed the butt of his spear into the ground as if he
were doing another drunken shout, but nothing special happened since the
cooldown was still in effect.


Following that, a long and awkward silence settled
over the group since no one wanted to say anything to counter Miller’s
declaration of trust in Ramon. The group just quietly worked their way back up
the mountain—quiet, that is, apart from Miller continuously using his shout in
order to train it up, and by the time they were near the entrance, Lee’s Appreciative
Drunk had climbed all the way to Initiate Level 9.


“So, what’s the deal with you two anyway?” David
asked at last as they exited the cave.


“I’m the Paladin, destined to lead his and my name
into greatness as I spread the fires of damnation to every non-believer in the
land!” Miller stated proudly. “In fact, you could say it all began fortuitously
when—”


He started to rattle on, but David interrupted
him. “No, I meant with Lee and Ling,” he clarified. “She seemed like she really
wanted to say something to him earlier, but she’s been silent the whole time.”


“Oh, right. Right you are! Good eye, young
apprentice.”


“I’m older than you,” David shot back.


“Age is nothing more than the hourglass our body
gives us to measure a life, letting us count the passage of time with the
passage of hair instead of sand from the top to the bottom of the container.”
Miller chuckled at his own explanation. “Don’t let it be any more of a constraint
to you.”


“Guru wisdom aside, how come you haven’t said
anything?” David prodded Ling.


“Well . . .” Ling bit her lip. “I . . . I don’t
know what I’m supposed to say.”


“You could just try saying whatever you want. No
one is going to judge you after the day we’ve had.” Lee just shrugged. He was
equally at a loss of what it could be. From the way she had acted earlier, he
wondered if it was going to be one of those fabled anime confessions he had
heard about but never seen. As someone who grew up in the western world, the
limit of his experience with women had always been just a slow progression from
hanging out, to more and then to failure.


“Well, it’s hard to talk about when I still don’t
understand anything at all. I don’t get it! Why couldn’t I think for so long?
Did you do something to grant me the ability to think properly?” Ling asked.


“It hurt when you first did it, didn’t it?” David
asked.


“Yeah, like . . .”


“Like a knife in the head, twisting and turning
with each thought?”


“YES! Just like that! You too? Did Lee free your
mind as well?” Ling asked excitedly.


“No, I guess you could say that the last Herald
did. It started about the same time he made a visit to our humble mine. I don’t
understand it myself. I only know that I couldn’t think before, that it hurt a
lot, and now I can.”


“I see . . .” Ling looked down. “So, it’s a Herald
thing. It’s what their presence does.”


David held his chin in his right hand as he looked
at the floor. “Yeah, I reckon that’s a way to put it.”


“Well, I’m glad he could help you because I have
no idea what you’re talking about. Sadly, I don’t know much, and what I do
know, I don’t know if I can say.” Lee gave Ling a sympathetic look. Not
being able to think her whole life until she met me? This must be a side-effect
of being an NPC. It must be one of the mechanics that allows the game to
control quests.


“Which means he knows everything, but as a
benevolent deity, he won't take away the glory of exploration in the pursuit of
truth,” Miller asserted, once more giving Lee far too much credit.


“Of course,” David agreed, nodding along with
Miller. Lee wasn’t sure if he was humoring the guy or if he honestly agreed
with him, but it was a funny sight to see.


“Hey, where did the rest of them go?” Ling asked,
interrupting the moment. They had stepped out into the open, and only half of
the former slaves that they had freed were still hanging around.


One of the liberated ran up and immediately
dropped to her knees and bowed her head. “We . . . umm . . . I’m sorry, my
lord. When you didn’t return after a long time, some of the older and sicker
people started the journey down to the town. They didn’t think you’d make it,
and they didn’t want to die up here or be stuck if that evil Charleton sent
troops to check on the place.”


Another of the former slaves fell to his knees in
front of Lee. “Please forgive us, oh great one. We tried to stop them! We
tried, but we couldn’t convince them to stay! Please forgive us! Please
overlook our failure!”


“Failure indeed.” Miller once again spoke for his
friend before Lee could even collect his thoughts. “A simple task of waiting,
and you failed even that! Have faith in your god, and you failed that too! For
shame! For Shame!” he yelled, slamming his spear down and letting out another
drunken shout.


The entire crowd all lowered their heads, half in
apology and half from shock over suddenly being wasted as a side effect of
Miller’s outburst. While the whole matter was serious, the sight of it was
amusing enough that Lee actually had to suppress his instinctual chuckle lest
he burst out laughing.


“Shame indeed.” David nodded along with Miller. “A
travesty. We should hunt the dog—”


“We should try and understand what they’ve gone
through,” Lee interjected, cutting them both off. “These are people who have
suffered a great deal and gone through even greater hardships. Don’t look at
them or judge them. Faith is like an archer, not a sword at one’s throat: one
can only imagine where it is. It is hard to be mindful of it when its presence
so rarely blesses us. Instead of cursing and damning those that left”—Lee
looked at the followers still in front of him before kneeling down and bowing
his head so low he was inches from kissing the ground—“let me instead show my
thanks and sincerity to those that listened when there was nothing to gain.”


“No, you shouldn’t bow to—” Miller tried to stop
the groveling obeisance, but Lee didn’t let his follower get away with pushing
him around this time.


“I insist. I must thank them. They have done us a
service when there was nothing to gain, so this is the least I can do.”


“Please, master, please stand up,” a man said, and
several others began moving toward him.


“Yes, please stand up. We’re not worthy of this
kindness.” One woman actually tugged at his body armor as she tried to pull him
to his feet. “Please, don’t be so kind and bow. We couldn’t even stop them, and
we don’t deserve this.”


Lee heeded their pleas after a moment, pushing
himself to his feet and looking at his successful manipulation. So, this is
the effect that honey has over vinegar. Lee’s face might have been as calm
as ice, conveying only solemnity as he looked at them, but he was bouncing
around on the inside. If he was going to be peer pressured by this mob and
forced by a meddling god to make a religion and grow it, he definitely wasn’t
going to let it be a violent and vengeful one. There had been enough sadistic,
violent religions on his own homeworld, so he didn’t need to propagate any of
them here. It was a small victory, but he was thrilled to know that he could
exert even a tiny bit of influence on the world by helping shape the religious
morality.


He actually wished that there was a baby around
for him to kiss, like politicians were known for, but of course there wasn’t.
Instead, he did the second-best thing: he went to the side of an older lady and
tried to comfort her. He put a hand on her back as he talked to the others,
trying to drive home his point and prevent as many people as he could in this
world from falling down the wrathful path of his old world’s religions.


“I cannot do much for you all. Your trials of faith
and perseverance will be many, and others will constantly test and anger you,
insult and harm you, drive you to the wall and try to take from you. I don’t
ask that you not defend yourself, but I ask that you not seek out an eye for an
eye. Remember that tomorrow’s trials will be much like today: you will suffer
during the evening, and light will come again during the morning, but the
reward will still not be felt. Know that those who follow my words here, those
who endure no matter what the trial, will be gifted above all others in the
next world—the world where I will have authority, where I will have power. In
that world, I will grant you all the end to your tribulations and do everything
in my power to see you live more comfortably than all those who scorned you and
turned their back to me. It’s easy to be strong in faith when you are still
enjoying its blessings, but it is much more difficult, and thus much more
rewarding, to have faith even as you are cursed. Do these things, persevere,
and I shall reward your efforts.”


Due to your continued practice at lying and
deceiving others, your Charisma has grown by 3. Current Charisma: 8






Six of your personal followers have become
zealots. Your Personal Faith has increased by 18. As Zealots, their religious
related abilities and skills will grow at twice the normal rate, and they will
be able to specialize into previously locked religious classes such as Priest.
You will also receive a 50 Charisma bonus toward quests or conversations with
these followers, and they will also receive a 10 Charisma bonus when talking to
those of the same religion. However, due to their religious zealotry, they will
suffer a 35% likability penalty with all those of other faiths.






Current Personal Faith Total: 39


Well, that’s handy, Lee thought as he looked
over the benefits that his zealots gave him. And then, after skimming past the
part about skills and abilities, he saw the 50 bonus Charisma he received when
dealing with his zealots, and his lecherous brain kicked into overdrive for a
moment. No, stop that! He shut the line of thought down right away. He
had been away from alone time with a computer or a proper girlfriend for too
long recently due to his travels in this land, so he had to calm his brain down
right away. He forced himself to consider the other less-pervy benefits of
being a beloved holy man.


The best part of all of this was that he had
gotten 18 more Personal Faith as a result of their increased devotion. Considering
only around forty people had been there to begin with, and of those he had only
managed to get fifteen to convert, this was a big deal. He had actually more
than doubled the amount of Personal Faith they had in him with just one speech.


That’s it. As soon as I get back to the real
world, I’m picking up every religious text I can and watching every video on
famous prophets. I will not take the skills of my ancestors and teachers for
granted, he told himself, fortifying a plan for his next visit home.


“Now that’s how the pious should behave,” Lee
heard David grumble from the side as everyone else just quietly stared at Lee.
“All this murder and kidnapping stuff ain’t gonna convert anyone.”


He didn’t make out anything past a ‘hmmm’ from
Ling and the others, but he could see there was a very serious look on Miller’s
face.


“Justice doesn’t count as vengeance, does it? It
ain’t eye for an eye if you’re just cleaning up scum, is it?” Miller asked with
great earnestness on his face.


This was an improvement for Lee because he was
used to seeing the blowhard justice warrior, who ironically probably did more
evil in terms of mass murder and carnage in the last two days than most every
apathetic nobody in his hometown would do in their whole life, actually listen to
him. He was expecting Miller to just overwrite everything he said.


“Of course it doesn’t. Burning bad guys and
running the wicked ones through with your spear is what it means to be a Paladin,
so of course it isn’t!” Miller exclaimed before Lee could respond, nodded to
himself again and let out another drunken shout.


Yep, that’s exactly what I expected him to do .
. . but at least he listened to me for a moment in the first place. Lee
shook his head.


“So, if they’ve gone down to the town, doesn’t
that mean they know we freed them, and there will be people coming?” David
broke the moment, reminding Lee why he wanted the group to stay in the first
place.


“Yeah, it does. And these people . . .” Lee looked
over the group. “They aren’t fighters. We need to make it to town and reclaim
that advantage quickly. We need to find the barkeep.”


“If you say so, boss,” David said.


“Mhmm. I’m with you, no matter where we’re going,”
Ling announced.


“Can we burn them?” Miller asked


Lee knew exactly what Miller was going to ask even
before he had gotten the words out. “NO!” he shouted, shutting down the idea as
quickly as possible. “We are not burning down Satterfield.”


“Can we burn down the tavern at least?”


Lee just gasped at him, dumbfounded by the oaf’s
need to torch as many persons and their property as possible. “You know, if we
burn a building that’s connected to other buildings, they’ll all burn down in a
chain reaction. Right?”


“Oh, yeah. Well, let’s drag the enemies outside
and then burn them all alive out in the open,” Miller said, smiling. “We must
appease Augustus and . . . you. You do still like burning stuff, right?”


“Yeah, yeah, I do,” Lee answered as he thought
about what Miller had said. That won’t work in a town skirmish, but he’s not
wrong. That idea could come in handy later. It’s entirely possible that we
could drag people out and start burning them alive.


Just when Lee had thought everything was wrapped
up, that he’d be descending the mountain back down toward Satterfield, someone
pulled on the back of his leather armor.


“You can’t leave us,” an older woman pleaded.


Lee looked at her, confused. “I’m not. We’re going
back to town now.”


“No, I mean you can’t leave us out of the fight.
If our Herald is fighting, then we must fight too.”


“But what if you get hurt?” Lee blinked, not sure
what help she could be, and suddenly noticed the entire group’s attire. He
hadn’t thought much of it since he had been around David, Ling and Miller, but
the whole group held pickaxes or other weapons, and they were all wearing a few
pieces of armor too. Did they already plan for battle? “You all aren’t
fighters, and we’re about to go into a conflict that will most likely result in
even my death again.” Lee felt odd having to tack on that final word.


“We can’t abandon you, though,” one responded. “If
you die, what will become of us then?”


“Right!” Another cheered on this sentiment,
hoisting a pickaxe over her shoulder at the same time. “If you perish, they’ll
just take us back, right?”


“I don’t care what happens to me there: I just want
to take one of those bastards with me,” an older man, his beard holding all the
hair the top of his head used to, chimed in.


“That’s right. Don’t stop us from joining you,”
the motley crew of scrawny slave’s youngest-looking man added.


“But . . . death. Very real, very serious death
will probably await you if you follow,” Lee warned. At the moment, he had
managed to climb up to level nine thanks to the mass murder of the soldiers
earlier with the fire and the killing of the Krobken, but that didn’t mean that
this rabble was good for a fight. For all he knew, they were level one to ten
individuals who had never killed anything in their life. They had never
absorbed pieces of anyone’s dead soul like what the statue mentioned about how
EXP really worked. That meant that, while he could probably handle a few
soldiers on his own in the upcoming fight, especially if they were the same
level as the ones he had been fighting before, there was really no way to say
how well they would fair.


“That doesn’t matter. If we die, we’ll just be
waiting for you to show us the promised land in the afterlife,” the girl said.


“Right, don’t worry about it. Let’s just go kill
some evil bastards and stop them before they take any more of our town for
their twisted purposes!” the first one to speak added.


“AND BURN THEM ALL!!”” the pyromaniac Paladin,
Miller, tacked on with an unsettling zeal.


This whole “of Fire” title for my deity screen
is entirely your doing. Why don’t you take it? Lee grimaced as he thought
back on the smell of roasting human flesh for a moment before getting back to
the matter at hand. “Alright, let’s . . .” He looked around at his brave
followers, each of them having gone quiet as they waited for him to say
something inspirational, but he just wasn’t sure of what to add. There wasn’t
anything more to say than, “Well, let’s go kill some bad guys and a barkeep and
take all of his booze as recompense!”


While the group shouted out a chorus of, yeahs,
yays, and just weird noises as they all gave their approval, Lee made his way
to the other side of them and started his march back toward the town. “Let’s
also find a bed,” he mumbled to himself along the way.


“Mhmm. All killing and no sleep . . . not a good
combination. Might end up killing the wrong person,” Miller agreed.


Let’s not forget all the walking too, Lee
thought but didn’t say out loud. He wasn’t sure how any player in a game could
really take to all the walking they had done. He absolutely hated travel in
most of his MMOs back home, and it turned out that walking in person was no
different. Sure, it was a necessity that was put in order to make the world
feel ‘more realistic,’ but at the same time, that was also why unrealistic,
flying, fart-powered, comically-proportioned mounts were invented. The more realistic
a travel system, the more boring the game.

















——-


 


When they got to the town, they were ignited with
a sense of enthusiasm that one shouldn’t have after barely getting any sleep
and then marching for seven miles.


After their talk, Lee had been torn on what course
to take after they arrived back in town. The other group had essentially caused
them to give up what little advantage they might have had from the element of
surprise by traversing down the mountain and into town early. As such, Lee
actually had a choice to make: either let everyone rest and eat before marching
into town or just go straight in. He almost told the group to set up a
perimeter around the town so that they could try and catch anyone who left,
thinking it might be the best way to catch the courier while letting most of
them take a respite, but the problem was that he might be able to leave town in
other ways as well. And, despite the fact that the town wasn't very large, he
definitely didn’t have the manpower to completely surround the entire town.


Based on the stories the former captives told,
there were several ways the enemy had snuck their victims out of Satterfield
and up the mountain. That’s why, when the decision finally came, he chose to
just march right in and go straight for the most suspicious bar: Copper Lane.
Since they reasoned it had to be a man, and two of the three men worked at
Copper Lane, it was the natural destination to check first. The building stood
separate from the ones on either side of it, and it was clear where its theme
came from the moment Lee saw it. Even though it was a wooden building, it was
surrounded on all sides by copper tubes as if it were straight out of a
steampunk convention. It even had several large, seemingly-pointless gears
built into the wall that didn't seem to be connected to anything else.


Do these people even have mechanical technology
that would even use gears like that? Lee questioned as he studied them.


David interrupted Lee’s thoughts before his own
gears could spin any further trying to make sense of the purely-decorative
machinery.


“So, umm, boss . . .” David began, interrupting
Lee’s thoughts as the funny-looking band of partially-armed and
partially-armored slaves surrounded the entrance to the building. “Not to harp
on any one point, but how do we figure out which barkeep is the guilty one?”


“I still can’t believe it might be one of them,”
one of the former slaves chimed in. “They . . . It just wouldn’t make sense. I
don’t want to believe it.”


“Well . . .” Lee raised a hand to silence the
group and prepared himself. He had been thinking about this issue for a while,
and he had an idea for how to address it. “We’re going to have to be really
rude, sadly. I suggest that a few of us hold down the suspects while the rest
of you search the place for any clue you can find. If we can get something
tangible . . . well, that will make our job easy. If they’re panicked about us
finding something, or they think we actually did find something, they’ll also
be more likely to confess. So, even if you guys don’t find anything, come up
after and pretend like you did. If they still don’t crack, then . . .”


“Then we can just kill them to be safe,” Miller
offered when Lee trailed off.


“No!” Lee said emphatically, shaking his head.
“No, that’s not okay. We only kill the guilty party after we get a map.”


“Fine,” Miller said, actually pouting as he
reached for one of the copper cogs and opened the door.


Inside, the entire room was lavishly furnished
with copper barstools, copper tables shaped like gears, and there was a long
wooden bar decorated with copper tubes that had froth coming out their ends.
Copper Lane definitely lived up to its name on the inside as well as it did on
the out. There was a man working at the bar who was eating eggs and chatting with
three patrons who seemed to be dining on what looked like a salad chock full of
nuts and leaves.


Holy crap, this guy is totally a
steampunk-styled hipster, Lee thought as he approached the barkeep. He even
had a long, twirly mustache and the oddly-over-groomed beard that were the
defining attributes of hipsters back in his hometown. If it wasn’t for the fact
that his style paired so well with that of the bar, he would have stood out
like a sore thumb—or at least appeared as out of place as this bar was in the
middle of Satterfield.


As soon as Lee and the crew walked in, the
composed and sophisticated-looking barkeep dropped his spoon and started
crying.


It wasn’t an ‘I just ate something incredibly
spicy’ cry or a ‘Holy crap that hurts, but I have to be a man and tough it out’
cry. It was a full-on bawling with tears and snot running out of his eyes and
nose, and he climbed over the five-foot-tall bar and started running straight
toward Lee.


“See? Guilty and about to beg for his life,”
Miller said in a low voice to Lee as soon as the man started toward them.


Lee thought he was going to collide with him, that
he was going to be tackled by the unarmed, snot-covered, crying barkeep until
he noticed his trajectory wasn’t a beeline. He was running right past him. Lee
was just about to shout for someone to stop the man, and Miller had already
readied his spear to gorge him, when he stopped without a word having to be
spoken right in front of the girl who had assured everyone of his innocence
moments ago. He dropped to his knees and hugged her, crying into her shirt,
while she patted his head.


“I’m so . . . I’m so happy you're back! I heard
some of the others came in last night, but no one saw you. No one said anything
about where you were either,” he choked out between sobs. “I thought I had lost
you for good.”


She started crying too, but it wasn’t nearly as
badly as the man. “It’s okay, dear. I’m here for you.”


Miller had concluded the same thing as Lee—that
this man couldn’t be the spy—and he said in as low a voice as possible, “Well,
then that leaves only one suspect left.”


“Wh-where is Dad, honey?” the girl asked. “Doesn’t
he still usually cover the morning shift?”


“He hasn’t been able to sleep well since you’ve
been gone, so he couldn’t do the morning round anymore. He just drank himself
to bed an hour ago. He’ll be so happy when he wakes,” the man answered,
standing back up and adjusting himself.


What?! You are lovers with this man, your dad
owns the place, and you didn’t think to mention that when we were talking about
suspects earlier? Lee resisted the urge to start screaming and pull out his
hair. There was nothing stopping him except for the fact that he just couldn’t
bring himself to ruin their moment.


“Well, that only really leaves one suspect,” Lee
said as he looked to Miller.


“No, no that can’t be!” Ling protested. “I’ve
known Ramon my entire life. He couldn’t . . . He couldn’t do that to us!”


“She bit her tongue as we came here to investigate
her lover and father, but those reactions weren’t fake,” Lee concluded with
certainty. Nobody could act that well. There was a difference between crocodile
tears and breaking down like that, and he couldn't possibly imagine a father
who would willingly give up his own daughter he loved so much that he was
drinking himself into a stupor after. None of it made sense, so he just
dismissed the man outright. Yet, Ling and Miller both looked equally depressed
at his conclusion. “They aren’t suspects.”


“That’s . . . That’s not right! How could it be
him?” Ling seemed genuinely horrified at the proposition. “He always took such
great care of me! He always treated me so well. He used to . . .”


“What do you mean by suspects? What do you mean
Ramon is a suspect? Did he do this?” The barkeep wiped his face clean as he ran
behind the bar and pulled out a giant two-handed flail.


“Honey, please, no!” the woman pleaded.


“If he’s behind my wife going missing,” he said,
his face turning solid red, “I will kill that bastard! You three, get your damn
weapons!”


The three patrons at the bar who had just been
relaxing and having breakfast before Lee walked in, stood up, though with much
less gusto than the barkeep. “Yeah,” one of them, a six-foot-tall guy with hair
sticking up like Einstein, said. “Let’s go check it out.”


“Look, we still don’t know he’s guilty,” Miller
insisted. “We should investigate.”


“And, if we don’t find anything, just kill him to
be safe?” David offered, cracking his knuckles. “I was at the damn guy’s bar
the night I was kidnapped . . . drank shots with the bastard, shots he gave me
for free. Insisted they were on the house. I thought that son of a beaten
Poméan was being nice. I thought he was a good guy.”


“Wait, he gave you free rounds of drinks before
you were taken?” Lee’s eyes opened up at this.


“Yeah, wait! He bought me a dozen rounds too,” an
older man in the back added. “I had just finished cutting out that new ditch, a
fairly a big task for the town, and he said we’d celebrate with a round of
drinks. I was passed out drunk in my bed that very night when I was taken.”


Lee looked to Ling. “Did he do anything for you
the day you were taken?”


“Well . . .” Ling trailed off as she thought for a
moment. “He bought me breakfast and then asked what I was up to. I told him
that my cat was missing and where I was going to look for him . . .” Her face
grew pale at the realization. “You think he set me up too?”


“I think he set everyone up,” Lee answered with a
nod. “He’d either make sure the person was plastered and asleep in a bed he had
access to or chat the person up and find out exactly where they’d be.”


Miller simply stared at Lee in silence, then he
asked, “Wait, didn’t he buy us a bunch of free drinks the night before you were
attacked?”


“Yeah, he did,” Lee replied.


“If that was the case, then why would he send us
on the quest to go find and free these people if he was the guilty party?”
Miller asked. “He pleaded with us to save them.”


David was the one to answer before Lee could.
“Because he probably thought you two couldn’t get it done. I mean, who in their
right mind would have thought that a barracks full of forty soldiers wouldn’t
be able to fend off two adventurers, or that one of you would be a god.”


Miller frowned. “So, you think he sent us up there
just because he didn’t want to have to deal with us in town and was sure we’d
fail?”


“Yeah, that’s the sum of it.” Lee twisted his
mouth around like he was trying to chew on a large ball of something that
smelled rotten, and he was being forced to swallow it.


Well, I only knew the guy for a day or two, and
I spent that time trying to convert or scam him depending on how you look at
it, so it’s not like I should feel bad about this. But I do. “Either way,
we need to go kill him and then get a map so that we can kill his boss,” Lee
stated matter-of-factly. It was a done deal in his head: Ramon had to die.


“Murder, quest item, more murder—that sounds good
to me,” Miller agreed. “But it doesn’t feel right killing the barkeep.”


“Well, think of it this way: You won’t have to pay
for the beer tonight or a place to stay,” David said as he patted Miller on the
back. “Now, you can just go murder happy and drink and sleep off the rest of
the day.”


“Alright, fine. Let's go kill Ramon,” Miller
agreed reluctantly, his voice filled with all the resignation of a child being
forced to do homework before getting to play video games.


The rest of Lee’s followers quietly followed after
Lee and Miller as they walked to Ramon's bar. Nothing had changed outside, but
the air felt more still to Lee. It was like the wind had stopped, and a stale
odor had crept into his mouth.


When they finally reached Ramon’s place, they
paused at the door.


“You think he’ll be in there? You think he’ll be
waiting for us, pretending as if he’s done nothing wrong or nothing happened to
us?” one of the former slaves behind Lee asked.


“Yeah. Probably.” Lee hesitantly reached for the
doorknob before pulling his hand back.


What am I going to do? They’ll expect blood,
and we do need the map, but how do I control the situation? Lee quickly
tried to put together a game plan. He wasn’t about to deny them their
vengeance, but he didn’t want things getting out of hand and someone getting
stabbed or murdered before information was obtained.


David gave him a look and then grabbed the door in
his place. “Don’t worry, it’s just one guy. We’ll be—”


The door swung open, and Lee heard a sound.


Click.


You have learned the proficiency skill Trap
Detection. This skill is currently at Initiate Level 1. This skill improves
one’s ability to detect hidden traps.






You have been awarded 2 Intelligence for discovering
a new skill without the assistance of class trainers or a manual. Current Intelligence:
48


Lee reacted on instinct, grabbing Ling and pushing
her away from the door and out of harm’s way just as a pair of giant wooden
spikes thicker than Lee’s arm shot out from behind the door and stabbed David,
impaling him through one of his legs and his stomach.


David cried out in pain as he backed up. He didn’t
manage to fall backward, though, as the spikes were apparently stuck to a
device that seemed to operate on a door hinge as it was forcefully attached to
the wall.


“What blasphemy is this?” Miller yelled as he
grabbed David’s body and yanked it off the spikes. Miller pulled David’s prone
form from the spikes and passed his body back to some of the people behind him
as Lee equipped his shield to block any potential new threats. He wasn’t sure
if there would be more traps, but he knew that bad things might definitely
happen if they just charged through the door. They had already been fooled
once, and if they let themselves be snared twice by a similar trick, it would
just be akin to throwing away their own lives.


“It’s a trap,” Lee explained as he looked around
for the trigger. There it is, he thought as he spied the small
metal loop at the bottom of the door frame and the tiny rope and pin that would
hook into it. It was a rudimentary trap designed to use weights and
counterbalances in such an obvious fashion that there was no doubt he would
have noticed it last trip if it was there. “Ramon knew we were coming, and he
set up a few tricks to kill us.”


“Very perceptive of you, Herald,” Ramon responded
with a smirk. He put away a cup from behind the counter before reaching down to
grab a weapon. “Stating the obvious must be a new power in the narrative of your
life. Perhaps, when they chronicle your pathetic joke of an existence, they can
spend a few pages of your story etching out how you failed to deduce this
earlier.” His tone, demeanor and everything about him had changed. He was
suddenly much more reminiscent of a stereotypical British villain than a humble
barkeep.


“What can I say, you were a likable guy,” Lee
replied as he searched the floor for any additional traps. There’s another
one, he thought as he spied what looked like a loose floorboard. It was
slightly higher than the others next to it and slightly smaller in width.
“There’s another trap here,” he said to the others as he stepped over it.


“Ah . . . I should take that as a compliment, but
I’d rather you just take it as an insult for how dull and unwitting you were.
That mask I was forced to wear was awful: always cajoling and comforting,
always being nice and entertaining. The only benefit I received from the entire
ordeal was that sometimes, out of the myriad of pathetic and unimaginative tribulations
you uneducated, mundane fools discussed, there was sometimes something
interesting—a small glimmer of novelty in your repetitive lives that might have
made the entire process worth a damn.” Ramon was one-hundred percent following
the prescriptions for the evil villain speech.


“But Augustus is real, and he is amazing,” Miller
piped up from the side. “You’ve tried his food, and you’ve seen his miracles,
so how can you doubt his greatness?”


“Doubt him? Who says I doubt him? In fact, I
probably even have some legitimate degree of faith in him. But he isn’t a god
to me: he’s a devil.”


“What?” Lee asked as he edged closer to Ramon,
moving as slowly as possible so he didn’t step on any traps.


“He’s the end of all good stories and legends.
He’s the beginning of apathy. I’ve seen that book, so I’ve seen what he brings:
comfort. My Herald has shown me stories, dozens of them, from other lands with
other technologies . . . Stories of worlds with gadgets that one cannot fathom!
There is even a land where the people are so lazy that they have a toilet that
uses water to wipe for them since they can’t even be bothered. So, when he told
me these stories, I thought ‘What great changes will humanity undergo?! What
new yarns will they spin?’ It was only then that I realized there were none.
Their stories of greatness were all fiction, lies. This town . . . With such a
small population . . . They’ve gone through more interesting things in the past
year than a city of a million suffered in a decade.”


Ramon’s monologue gave them enough time to make it
halfway across the room and convince Lee that he wasn’t going to run into
another trap. It also afforded him the opportunity to start mentally lining up
the fight in his head, so he wasn’t overly eager to cut off Ramon’s diatribe
and get down to business right away.


“I wouldn’t say that.” Lee shrugged, not buying
into his narcissistic babble at all. “Technology doesn’t change the number of
great adventures and stories people have to tell: it just gives them a better
outlet for their time than sitting around a bar trying to impress strangers.”


He could feel Ramon’s glare and the contempt he held
for him like ice on the back of his neck. “No one will ever tell the story of
that guy who fried chicken and used an automatic toilet,” Ramon droned.
“They’ll only tell of the hero who saved a group of slaves or the humble
barkeep who helped a great god rise from the ashes of poverty through cunning
and wits. One of those stories will be told, and both of them will have been
made more interesting by the lack of your god’s inventions.”
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“Are we done here?” Lee asked. He had needed the
extra time to come up with a plan, and Ling had needed to hear the rant in
order to fully understand the betrayal, but more empty words didn’t mean much
at this point to Lee. He didn’t care why Ramon had been the bad guy: he just
cared that he was and that he was the only one who knew where the other Herald
was. But all this talk was starting to get worse than those movies where two
people were about to fight to the death, and the hero and the villain always
felt like they needed to have a ten-minute monologue first. If one of us is
going to die, what the heck is the point in wasting so much time? He looked
around the room and realized that it was empty except for Ramon. “Do you have
anything else you want to say? Like, last chance to tell me where your boss
is.” He added the last bit sarcastically, unable to help himself. Wait, is
he stalling? He’s stalling so that the messenger can get out. There’s no one here
because the messenger has already left!


“Oh, we’re done here,” Ramon laughed. “This is
exactly where your tomb lies.”


“Then how about we get the show on the road?” Lee
smiled as he jumped over another rather obvious floor trap and rushed forward
to shield-slam Ramon.


In the process of avoiding the obvious floor traps
though, he had missed the possibility of a remotely activated one. As soon as
he got within five feet of Ramon, the barkeep kicked over one of the chairs.


Click.


The sound was as obvious this time as it had been
before, and one of the floorboards moved away less than a second later to
reveal another sharp spike hurtling toward Lee. Thankfully, he had transitioned
into a bit-more-cautious, tank-oriented, sword-and-board style of fighting, so
instead of impaling him, the spike slammed into his shield at just the right
angle to change direction and continue its path upward.


“Tch!” Ramon clicked his tongue in anger.
“Clearly, you haven’t read the ending of a good book yet: the bad guy always
loses. Prepare to die!” the clichéd villain shouted as he lunged forward and
swung his flail at Lee.


Lee clung to his protective wooden treasure for
dear life after it had just saved him from certain death. He instinctively
shoved it forward to block the spiked ball at the end of the long flail, only
to have misjudged the trajectory completely. Instead of being blocked, the
chain hit the surface of the shield, and the fat five-pound ball wrapped around
the front and slammed into his shoulder, the spikes digging into his flesh.


Great, ten damage already. Lee grimaced as
he tried to retaliate with a stab. Unfortunately, the weight from the flail had
taken away his momentum and sent him sideways at the same time, knocking him
into the bar and sending his sword thrust into the empty air.


As he was knocked around, however, he caught sight
of a spear hurtling past him that plowed right into Ramon’s chest. It clearly
didn’t do enough damage to cause a fatal wound, but it was enough to relieve
the pressure off of Lee and force Ramon back. For a moment, the spear seemed
like it had gone through Ramon entirely, as the man was pushed back into the
wall behind him, but that thought was quickly dispelled as the weapon fell
away.


“Hahahaha!” Ramon chuckled, wiping a few drops of
blood from his mouth as if he were the hero of a typical Asian martial arts
movie. “I saw this scene playing out a few ways, but I never would have
imagined this idiot’s stupidity would reach this level. Throwing away your
weapon just because you think it’s safe to do so? Fool!” Ramon shouted, quickly
turning to the wall and hitting another switch.


The ceiling over the doorway collapsed, burying a
girl and sealing off the entrance in the process. At the same time, a seemingly
harmless closet door opened up and three Leprechauns walked out.


“They don’t look so tough,” one with red hair
observed.


“Tough or not, we get paid the same either way.
This ain’t part of our usual orders,” another with brown hair and yellow eyes
added.


“I’m expecting a pot of gold for all our work,”
the green-eyed one cackled.


Miller finally lost his cool as soon as they
finished their little introduction. “Easy?! Idiot?! There is nothing stupid
about hitting an enemy when there is an opening! You’re the idiot for thinking
that I would only carry one spear!” he yelled, pulling five spears out of his
inventory. “Let me show you the power of a man who has no scruples with buying
victory in this game so long as it is purchased with evil blood!”


Welp, Ramon, this is on you. You ticked off the
bloodthirsty giant. Before the thought had even entered Lee’s head, Miller
slammed one of the spears into the ground and released his drunken shout,
changing all of Lee’s stats over to their drunken version. Miller immediately
hoisted that very same spear into the air and chucked it at the redheaded
Leprechaun closest to him. Unlike before, where the spear failed to pierce,
this one nailed the guy right into the wall and left him pinned against the
wood.


Ling fired off two arrows, sinking one into each of
the green eyes of the other Leprechaun, leaving only one remaining. Before the
remaining Leprechaun could even scream in shock or respond to the rapid death
of his buddies, he was hit by both an arrow in the eye and a spear right in the
middle of his sternum.


You have killed Bubblywink. Your party has been
awarded 85 copper and 109 Experience. Your share of this is 43 copper and 55 Experience.






You have killed McWoozy. Your party has been awarded
4 silver, 32 copper and 124 Experience. Your share of this is 2 silver, 16
copper and 62 Experience.


“Well, that didn’t go as planned . . .” Ramon
frowned for a moment before turning to run up the stairs. “But there’s always
tomorrow!”


“Careful when you follow!” Lee yelled out, but he
didn’t heed his own advice as he charged up the stairs after the fleeing
barkeep. When he reached the top of the winding staircase, he realized the
entire upper floor was dark—not exactly pitch black, but rather dark in a way
that a room with poor blinds near street lamps gets at night. Lee was suddenly
super conscious of his surroundings and extremely wary as he tried to avoid any
traps Ramon might have set. And, no more than a second into trying to find a
hint of a rope or loose floorboard, he heard a click.


Crap, did I step on something? He looked
down at his feet only to have a bolt from a crossbow strike him in the arm for
25 damage a second later. The sound of laughter echoed from the end of the
hall, and Lee glanced up to see Ramon illuminated by the small amount of light
that had snuck in from outside.


“I love making traps and setting up plans, but
it’s so rare for me to actually get to see them in action . . . to see how the
story plays out.” Ramon broke into that awful cackle of his again. “That’s why
this is such a pleasure. I had been so worried that you would die in a boring
fashion, that the tale they would tell would be this: Two idiots charged the
barracks and were stabbed to death. Who would have thought that it’d be so
vibrant instead?! Back from the dead, quest for revenge, killed by the friend
he trusted! What a perfect twist ending.” Ramon punctuated this final part by
firing and missing another bolt at Lee, who was more concerned with searching
out the floor for traps at the moment.


It’s too dark, Lee grumbled as he debated
making a charge at Ramon. The downstairs layout of the bar had left him wary of
booby traps, and unfortunately, Ethan hadn’t managed to make it through the
door before the ceiling collapsed. Using the golem would have been an easy
solution to both his lack of sight and his need to discover the traps Ramon had
set. Still, as a habit, he peered through the rodent’s eyes as soon as he
struggled to use his own. What he saw, in great detail, shook him.


David and the young girl who had been buried when
the ceiling collapsed were dying. The young woman couldn’t be a day over
twenty, yet she held onto David’s hand and simply smiled at the others as if
this were a welcome and expected outcome. A few in the group were crying, but
she didn’t seem to be bothered by her fate. Instead, she gripped David’s hand
and put on the best face she could despite the pain she had to be in from being
still buried from the waist down in debris.


Some of the others were trying to remove the
debris, but David just shook his head. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ve seen a
temple of the god with Lee. I know it’s real. It’s all real. They have their
own language and everything. He didn’t exaggerate at all,” David continued.


“Just hang in there! You’re not going to die yet!”
a woman of roughly the same age as David assured him as she held his other
hand. “You’re going to make it. We didn’t put up with all of that together for
you to just die on me.”


“You don’t get it,” David continued. “I’m not
going to just die. I’m going to the better world, the world where Lee will take
care of us. I’m a believer, and he promised.” He coughed a bit of blood then
continued. “He promised it’d be a better life than this.”


“Don’t say that! You can go there later,” the
dejected old lady insisted. “Come on, Davey, you’ll pull through this.”


“Just . . . promise me.” He coughed again, his
eyes starting to droop.


“Yeah?” She answered pleadingly.


“Just promise me that you’ll believe . . . that
you’ll be meeting me on the other side when you go too . . .” The light faded
out of his eyes, and a part of Lee died along with him.


Lee was torn between the part of him that felt
like his con had taken away the man’s will to live, his desire to fight, and
the part that was satisfied he had given the old man some small semblance of
peace on his deathbed.


The more difficult part was that he was still
fighting for his life as he watched David’s death. The entire time, he had been
rolling from side to side as he dodged Ramon’s crossbow bolts—bolts that were
somehow aimed rather well in the dim light and reloaded at an even more
impressive speed.


Ethan, can you understand me? Do you know what
you must do? Lee asked the mouse, hoping that this communication between
the two wasn’t just words but also intention.


When he felt Ethan nod, he knew that the rat
understood, so he switched off his vision through the mouse’s eyes so that he
could focus on his struggle against Ramon.


“Come on, oh Herald of the end of times! Proclaim
my doom to me! Tell me how this story ends!” Ramon’s cackle wormed its way
through Lee’s head as he laughed between each sentence.


Screw it. Lee pushed all of his energy into
his feet and charged down the right of the hallway toward the lunatic at its
end. Right before he reached him, however, Ramon kicked the wall next to him,
and two small ankle-high blades popped out from both walls and started rotating
toward Lee.


With a reaction speed much faster than he
remembered ever having, Lee leapt over the two blades with the grace of a
seasoned hurdler before landing and ramming into Ramon shoulder-first. The blow
was hard enough to send Ramon through the wall and down a full story onto the
ground. Lee quickly pulled out his stashed bow, readied an arrow and shot Ramon
in his leg while the other man was still moaning and writhing on the dirt. He
had truthfully been aiming for a gut shot, but he was still relatively
unpracticed with the bow, and his aim was still a bit off.


“Hey!” he called out toward the front of the bar.
“Hey, he’s over here! Restrain him until we get the map!” Quickly, the injured
Ramon was surrounded by five of the former slaves grabbing onto his limbs.


“We have him, Lord Lee!” a middle-aged man called
up after they successfully managed to restrain the barkeep.


Lee couldn’t help but sigh as he stared at the
incredibly poorly-made wooden wall that Ramon went through. Man, they just
don’t make walls like . . . Lee paused, his brain wanting to say ‘they used
to,’ but at the same time, he remembered that this was technically what his
society would count as the ‘used to.’ . . . Like they will? He finished
the thought before shaking his head and making his way down the stairs back to
the storefront.


The first thing he noticed when he arrived
downstairs was that the doorway was mostly cleared. He also felt a good deal of
relief when he saw that the legs of a young woman weren’t sticking out of it. Does
that mean she made it? Lee realized he was hopeful that she had as his feet
stopped and his eyes fixated on the spot where she should have been.


“Victory?” Miller asked Lee, interrupting his
thoughts. “I didn’t see a kill message for him. There wasn’t any EXP. Did he
run, or did we get him?”


“Yes, did we succeed? Did we get him? Did we make
that bastard pay?” Ling asked with a mix of anger and excitement in her rushed
words.


“He’s outside on the ground and heavily injured,”
Lee answered. “The others have him secured so that he can’t run away, but I
don’t want to wait too long.”


Lee checked in with Ethan as he made his way to
where Ramon was being held. He intended to have the rat start searching the bar
for any traps that they might not have found yet, but he held off on that
request as soon as he saw what his mouse was doing. The little, winged mouse
was in one of the alleyways with one of its tiny little paws on its chest
spitting out tiny pieces of wood. When it noticed that Lee was paying extra
special attention to him at that moment, it scowled long enough for Lee to
understand before it went back to pushing the pieces of debris out of its body.


The command he had given the mouse while he was
fighting off Ramon wasn’t to chew the girl free—rather, it had been to crawl
into the pile and help the villagers identify which pieces of debris could be
removed safest so that they could excavate her more easily. He hadn’t been
happy about having to let Ethan act where others could see, but if it came to a
choice between saving the girl’s life and keeping one of his powers and
abilities a secret, he wasn’t going to regret his decision.


He didn’t know she was okay, however, until he saw
her bandaged up and leaning against the wall next to David’s corpse. He was
actually worried that she might be dead at first until he saw her chest rise
and fall a few times. Well, with the way this world works, it’s not like she
has to worry about a permanent injury so long as she doesn't die, he
thought to himself as he rounded the corner and came face to face with the
pinned-down and crying Ramon.


“Come on, Ramon. Don’t do this.” Lee frowned when
he saw the clever, manipulative villain snot-faced and bawling his eyes out
like a punched baby. “You’re supposed to be tough and defiant. The daring
antagonist that laughs in the face of death,” he continued, feeling rather let
down by this development. It had felt like a knife to the metaphorical gut as
he endeavored to reason the madness behind such a colossal betrayal of his
fellow friends and neighbors when he first realized that they had been duped by
Ramon. He had subconsciously shifted Ramon from being the jovial information
guy into a cold, calculating demon . . . and that image was once shattered
again just as quickly as it had been created.


“Let me go, please! Please, let me go,” Ramon
begged between tears. “It hurts so much! Just . . . Just let me pull it out!
Let me go!”


“Ramon. Ramon, Ramon, Ramon. This is just
pathetic. It’s disheartening to see you embarrass yourself like this. It’s just
plain cruel.” Lee’s frown turned into a scowl. “These people . . . You betrayed
them and sold their lives away like livestock, but you can’t even act like a
man about it. You can’t even accept any responsibility for your failure. What
happened to your laughter?” he asked as he walked closer. “I guess that all the
edgy, life-doesn’t-matter crap falls out the window when it’s your life on the
line, doesn’t it?” Lee knew his speech was probably stupid, but he felt he
deserved at least one monologue. He had taken a bolt in the arm and had been
forced to reveal one of his trump cards, so the least he could get out of this
was a moment to feel like the cool guy while he ranted on.


“But I’ll tell you what,” Lee continued, now close
enough to kick Ramon’s face without moving his foot more than a few inches.
“Why don’t you help me out? You see, like you said, I’m stupid. I’m the
unimaginative idiot who relies on technology to create complacency. So, I need
your help after all. I need a professional storyteller: someone who can help me
figure out an end to this story where I don’t kill you slowly. As slowly as
possible. Can you do that for me, Ramon? Can you tell me an end to this story where
I don’t chop off one of your fingers every few minutes? Followed by your toes,
your legs, and your arms? Can you stop me from having to whittle away until
you’re nothing but a stump? Can you do that for me, Ramon? Because, right now,
I think everyone here kind of wants to see that ending. It’s their happily ever
after. Am I right, guys?” He turned to the group and addressed the last
question to them. It was met by a series of emphatic affirmatives. There wasn’t
a single person who didn’t sound excited about that ending.


“I . . .” Ramon paused to suck the snot and drool
back up his nose and mouth respectively. “I don’t know. Please, just let me
go.”


Lee almost felt some bit of pity for him, but then
he remembered the condition that he had found the villagers in, and it
instantly vanished. He took a moment to look at Ramon’s injuries, making sure
that he could survive what he had planned, before leaning over and pulling one
of his swords out. “I was really hoping you’d say that.”


“Wait! Wait! No, what are you going to do?!” Ramon
pleaded, his voice passing any metric that might be used to gauge a scream by a
mile as it pierced the air. But Lee ignored it. He blocked it out of his head
and did his best to keep his stomach down as he used his sword to follow
through on his promise, slicing one of Ramon’s pinkies right off of his hand.


“GODS, NO!!” Ramon’s scream reached a decibel
level that made the stomach-churning act of taking off a man’s finger feel that
much worse. The only thing that helped Lee follow through with the action was
when he thought about what type of hell on earth this monster of a person had
put so many people through.


How is killing so easy when torturing is like
hell on me? Lee didn’t understand himself at all, but he still had to do
his best to steel his nerves. He needed Ramon to be afraid. Terrified. I got
to look up more about this. This can’t be the best way to do this. Lee
closed his eyes and put the act out of his head for a second. “Alright,” he
began again after calming himself enough. “Now, you’ve only got nine digits
left on your hands before I have to start moving to the toes. Why don’t you
tell me that story? You told me that you love stories. Surely you weren’t lying
to me. You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?” Lee asked.


“No, no of course not,” Ramon insisted over and
over again. “I can tell you a story! I can tell you a story!”


“Well, good. Now, why don’t you tell me the story
I want to hear, or I will have to make sure your right hand matches your left.”


“The . . . The valley in the east. His temple is
in the east,” Ramon said, pausing to suck more snot back into his nose. “If you
follow the path toward Middlefart, just . . .” He paused again, devolving back
into a whimpering mess.


“Ramon!” Lee slapped him after a minute. “Stick
with me. Where is it off the path?”


“T-take a left after the first signpost. The trail
is easy to find. Follow the trail . . . I-It’s in the valley,” he finished.


Wait, how can I trust him? Lee suddenly
realized the error of this method. The chances of Ramon handing over accurate
information were just as high as the chances of him leading them into another
trap. This sad sack routine could be another ploy to make him more
believable. He could just be wearing another mask. “Okay, Ramon, do you
have a map in the bar?”


“I . . .” He paused. He paused long and hard.


“Ramon, my blade is getting antsy. Do you have a
map, or do I have another finger? I can’t trust you without a map, can I?” Lee
asked, levying his blade against Ramon’s next pinky.


“It’s . . .” Ramon had stopped crying. It was
evident that his earlier assumptions of him were wrong. This was a ploy. Ramon
knew exactly what he’d ask for. “It’s in the dark liquor bottle labeled
Quester’s Fury under the bar. There isn’t anything in the bottle. I just
painted the inside so it would look like it’s full,” Ramon finally said.


There. “Ramon, I’m going to let you in on a
secret. I have a method of scouting, one that lets me see a place without ever
having to go there. I can know if you’re lying to me before any traps are
sprung,” Lee said, referencing Ethan as indirectly as possible. “If I use this
method, by the end of the night, I’ll know if you’re lying. If you are . . .
Well, I can’t help you then. But if you’re not, then I’ll let you live in this
town without fear of death for the rest of your life—until you die of something
other than beating or stabbing or general weapon- and fist-related injuries.”


Ramon stayed frozen for a long time. “There is a
trap on the way. You have to spin the signpost to disarm it.”


Lee patted his head patronizingly. “That’s good,
Ramon. That’s good.”


“Are you going to keep your word?” The
now-once-more arrogant face of the villain was back, much to Lee’s actual joy.
He couldn’t take the crying. Ramon’s face was still mucus-covered from his play
earlier, however, destroying any ability to take him seriously or treat him
like the actually ominous, evil character he was.


Ethan, can you fly over there and check it out
for me? We’re going to need to do some planning. He sent the directions to
his little mouse friend who had just finished heaving the last piece of wood out
of his gut.


“Just take this scum into the main room, get the
map, and we’ll deal with him in a bit,” Lee ordered the villagers. Between all
the murdering, the torture, and the bossing around of villagers that now
somehow felt like henchmen in the back of his head, he was really starting to
feel less like a prophet, demigod, savior, hero or whatever else and much more
like the wicked, evil boss. The only thing he was missing was a permanent base.


Though, I do now own a tavern . . . Lee
looked up at the building, only to see the hole Ramon had left. He spent so
much time installing trap after trap in his bar, but in the end, he was done in
by cheap corner-cutting during the building process. That wall might as well
have been thatch the wood was so thin. He let out a hollow laugh at the
irony.


“Umm . . .” The lady Lee had seen holding David’s
hand at his last moments came up just then to Lee and meekly lowered her head.


“I’m sorry about David. We’ll do everything we can
to make sure he’s buried and treated properly,” Lee said as soon as he realized
who she was. “He’s gone to a better place now,” he said with certainty, even
though he had no idea if David actually made it to the upstairs or the
downstairs of his own conceptions of the afterlife. He wasn’t even sure this
world was connected or watched over by the god he actually believed in, but
saying that wouldn’t matter now. Lee was going straight to the worst punishment
imaginable for all this blasphemy and paganist teaching as far as his own
personal religion was concerned, so he might as well at least do it right and
console people and make them feel better along the way.


“Will . . . Will we be together there when I die?”
she asked with a level of love and determination he had not come face to face
with before. It wasn’t just her voice or her near-mute-but-determined words
that confronted him with a level of adoration he was unfamiliar with. It was in
her every gesture: her eyes were swollen and sparkled from as-yet-unfallen
tears, and her lips were pressed together so tightly after she spoke that they
vanished into each other. It was visible, and it was touching, and it made Lee
feel all the more awful that David had died because of him.


“Of course you will. And it’ll be a much better
life than this one was,” he assured her, placing a hand on her shoulder and
trying not to be a creep while he comforted her—a talent he had no experience
with. She looked him straight in the eye, wiped her eyes dry with her arms, and
then pulled out a knife.


“If you live a good and full life,” Lee quickly
added as he stopped her blade. What the hell?! You can’t do that! There’s
a difference between faith and stupidity here! “If you live a good, honest
and long life, you’ll definitely be with him in the afterlife. As one of the
first true believers, he was so determined and faithful, going so far as to die
in battle for a cause within such a short period of time, that I promise he’ll
have one of the highest positions in the afterlife. You need to work hard and
earn a seat next to him.”


He wasn’t sure if he stopped her suicidal
impulses, but at the very least he had quieted them. She pursed her lips as she
stared at him before she nodded and headed into the bar on her own, leaving Lee
alone. He couldn’t help but worry as he watched her go. He sincerely hoped that
she wouldn’t off herself because of her faith in his charlatan antics.


“How is it that you’ve actually met a god, yet you
view this all as blasphemous, Charlatan nonsense?” Augustus’s voice pierced his
mind with familiar background noise that often accompanied voice chat servers
in video games. “I mean, come on! I’ve heard of people having trouble believing
in a higher power because there is no proof, but you’re tangibly living in an
entire world of proof after meeting the very god himself. It’s not like I’m
asking you to preach about some spaghetti monster in the sky.”


“But I still have faith in someone else, you
know?” Lee said. “First come, first serve. Literally.”


“Your mother would be so disappointed.” Augustus
let out a hearty laugh, and Lee could swear there was the sound of a beer glass
hitting a table in the background.


“Yeah, she would.” He nodded at the thought and
then put Augustus out of his head completely as he went back into the
battlefield of a bar, noting the potentially suicidal girl sitting next to
David’s body where the injured teen had been moments ago. I guess they took
her somewhere to rest, he thought, the whole scene still feeling too
chaotic to grasp the full picture.
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While Ethan was out searching for the spot that
Ramon had mentioned, the group found the map and laid it out on one of Ramon’s
tables after dragging him into the bar. After they searched the bar, they found
not only the map but also several other unequipped traps and gadgets, making Lee
thankful that Ramon hadn’t had the time to finish setting them all up before
they arrived.


“So, do we actually let him live?” someone asked.


“Who needs a beer? Come on, people! Free
beerrrrr!” Miller shouted from the bar as he started pouring glasses. “We don’t
even have to pay! What a loot haul! Am I right, Lee?”


Lee’s face scrunched up as he looked at his
overexcited Paladin. Yes, you’re right. This has been a great loot haul, but
can you maybe learn to read the mood some? Everyone other than Miller was
either sober and somber or drunk and depressed. There wasn’t a cheerful face to
be found anywhere in the room. It hadn’t been a clean victory, and as much as
Lee hated to admit it, he missed the talkative guide already. Even though he
had only known him for a day, he was already starting to miss David’s
particular sense of humor.


“Here’s one for David,” he said, hoisting the
glass in front of him and chugging it.


“Oh, are we drinking for the fallen?” Miller piped
up, talking around a mouth full of food.


“What are you eating?” Lee asked, noticing for the
first time that his friend was munching away at something.


“Fried chicken? Seems the cook finished making a
few batches before he was killed,” Miller responded, not even bothering to chew
his food properly as he talked.


“He killed Jeffrey?” someone asked.


“That’s horrible,” the girl on his right said as
she jumped up and went to the kitchen.


“Look at the bright side: it means he wasn’t in on
it.” Miller could really be an insensitive jerk when he wanted to. “Wait, I got
it! Let’s have another drink for him too!” he offered, likely because he saw
her horrified expression. “I mean, Lee did it for David, right? It has to be a
religious thing for Augustus. He is a god of alcohol, after all.” With marked
enthusiasm, Miller poured several beer glasses as quickly as possible from the
tap.


“Yeah . . . to David!” the table said in unison
before chugging a round of beer just like Lee had done. When they finished,
they grabbed the fresh brews that Miller had poured.


“And to Jeffrey!” Miller shouted, and they downed
that round before grabbing another.


Lee was caught between his fascination with how
quickly a ‘religious tradition’ had started and how much he wanted to smack
some sense into Miller so that he would stop acting so happy-go-lucky. He
glanced over worriedly at the tables of morose people drinking quietly next to
the Leprechauns’ corpses. The Firbolg really didn’t seem to have any clue as to
how to act appropriately.


“So . . . what do we do now?” one of the younger
girls asked. They were all on their third beer, and her eyes kept darting
between the entrance, where a few of the regular townsfolk were, and back to
Lee. The few individuals poking their heads in weren’t the first group of
people to pass by, stare, and then leave without saying anything. It was a
small town, and Lee and his followers had already caused an uproar in the
middle of the day. If there was someone who hadn’t heard about what had
happened already, Lee would be surprised. He was sure that at least a few of
the onlookers were parents or loved ones of the kidnapped victims, but for some
reason, none of them intruded on the scene.


“I don’t know,” Lee answered, looking down at his
cup. They had been drinking for half an hour, and no one had really said much
during that time. Miller poured drinks and handed out the chef’s last batch of
fried chicken, Ling stared at the table as if there were some great secret to
be had in it, and Lee just watched. He studied the face of each and every
person in the room. There were quite a few women and some older men, but there
weren’t any guys younger than David. It was as if they just hadn’t found the
men necessary. Or maybe they were worried that the men would have been strong
enough to fight back, making them harder to kidnap and then control.


The first thing I’m doing when I get back home
is donate to foundations that stop human trafficking, Lee decided. He had
plenty of money saved up from the fact he wasn’t a socialite but had a very
well-paying job. That decision untied the knot in his gut for a minute until he
realized how rarely he followed through on these types of things. He was the
type of guy who constantly thought ‘let me give my first-class seat to that
soldier on his way home’ or ‘I should let that old lady take my seat on the
bus,’ but then he’d always waffle until someone else did it instead. Whatever
temporary good he felt would be erased by the shame of not actually doing
anything.


“I’m tired,” Ling sighed, the first one to put
forth any semblance of a direction.


“I am too . . .” a girl in her twenties agreed.
She had just come downstairs after helping move the doorway-collapse-victim to
a bed, and she picked up a beer from Miller before sitting down.


“I could drink more.” Miller’s voice came in much
louder than the others’ like it was an advertisement on the radio. “I could
also go for more killing. Lee, if you’re not tired, we can go hunt down and
butcher some wolves while the women rest. I wonder . . . How do you think they
would taste if you fried them like this chicken? I bet they’d be delicious!
Fried wolf, fried deer . . . I want to try fried cow!”


“You know, you can fry other foods too. Like
vegetables.” Lee laughed. The absurdity of Miller’s train of thought may have
been out of place, but it provided a comedic relief from the tense atmosphere.


“Really? You have to show me how to do that. Can
you make some right now? Better yet, can you make that fancy fried coating
around an egg?” Miller asked with wide eyes.


“We can’t take everyone with us,” Lee responded,
switching topics. The diversion was nice, but he didn’t want to get carried off
on Miller’s train of thought. As he glanced around the room, it finally
occurred to him what had been bothering him. On some level, he had known it the
entire time and had been puzzling it out, but it hadn’t been at the forefront
of his mind. Compared to what was coming, the fight through this trap-laden bar
was probably only a minor scuffle. In a way, it might have even been a
blessing.


“I don’t care what you say, I’m coming with you. I
want to make him pay, and I don’t want anything to happen . . .” Ling started
off rather vehemently, then she trailed off midway through. “I’m coming with
you.”


Lee tried to nix the idea again. “But, what if—”


“I’m coming with you,” she repeated again with
even stronger resolve.


“Okay, we got one person that will come with us.
Miller, you’re definitely going to be coming with us to kill the other Herald,
right?” Lee didn’t feel like arguing with Ling again. She had essentially saved
his life by coming last time, so if she insisted, what could he say? She had
bailed him out before when he was in a tight spot, and she had shown that she
could hold her own.


“I’ve been thinking . . . if we need a sacrifice,
I could beat someone to death with their own limb.” Miller’s gore-heavy sense
of devotion was rather disturbing to watch, but Lee had no doubt that he
planned on realizing his idea. He had always been faithful to his word in that
regard.


“Don’t change the subject. I’m coming too,” the
girl who had just walked downstairs added.


The old woman who had held David’s hand during his
final moments stood up. “Like Porter said, I’m coming as well. I don’t care if
I die, and I want to be of some use. I want to make sure no one goes through
what we did.”


“Henslee . . .” Porter looked at the older woman
pensively. It was obvious to anyone with eyes that Henslee, as she was
apparently called, was now void of everything but hate—that she was ready to
die.


“I . . . I want to help if you need me. But . . .
but I really just want to go home. I want to see my dad. I want to . . .”
another girl at a table in front of Lee started trying to speak, but she just
couldn’t get the words out. She had been looking sad for hours, and opening her
mouth caused the dam to break, and she burst into tears. One tear fell, slowly
rolling down her cheek, and then a flood. The sobbing was soft and quiet, and
whatever bravado the others had built up was washed away by that flood of
tears.


“I want to go home too,” an older man in the back
said. “I’ve been away for so long.”


“Wait, stop,” Lee said loudly, silencing the
group. “I won’t stop you if you insist on coming, but we’re all tired. We’ve
been up all night, and life hasn’t been kind to us either. So, why don’t those
of you who want to go home just head on home? It won’t make you any less of a
man or woman. You’ve done everything above and beyond, so just get some sleep.
I’m sure most of you have lives to rebuild, so you might as well get started
now.”


“But are you going to be okay?” the older man
asked. “Are they going to be okay?”


“We . . . might need more people. Tomorrow, we’ll
try to recruit able-bodied men and women who are used to fighting—not people
who need to be with their families. If you need to go, go now. Take a beer for
the road, and we’ll hopefully see you all when this whole thing is over.” No
one moved at first, but eventually, they started leaving one at a time. When
all was said and done, four women and two men remained.


“You know, the chances of us dying aren’t exactly
low.” Lee looked at those who didn’t leave. They didn’t appear to have any
muscles, and they had held their weapons like they were first-time LARPers
playing around with Nerf bats. They didn’t have the smooth, skilled archery
that Ling did.


“What do we do about him?” Amber asked, pointing
toward Ramon. She was one of the women who had stayed behind and appeared to be
around the same age as Porter. Ramon had been bound and gagged in the corner
the entire time the group was lugubriously drinking, and someone would go over
and kick him every now and then, but no one had killed him yet since Lee hadn’t
sentenced him.


“Would you feel better if we killed him?” Lee
asked.


“Yeah, absolutely. Let’s do it slowly!” Amber
shouted with more enthusiasm than a girl talking about killing someone should
have. “Make him suffer on the way out!”


“I say we go with your original idea: We take a
digit off every day until he dies,” Henslee chimed in, giving Lee the chills.


“We could hang him or cut off his head . . . maybe
be humane about it. We’re better than him, aren’t we?” one of the two men gave
his own input. “I wouldn’t feel right about that other idea. It seems like it
would make us worse than he is.”


Something, something . . . forgiveness. Wait,
if I make them forgive him now, then that would ruin me. I can’t lose more
followers! Lee had checked to affirm one of his suspicions when David died,
and he had been proven correct. He had only lost one personal follower, and he
hadn’t gained any zealots. In fact, he hadn’t gained any Faith since the fight
started. So, they all want vengeance, but they all want it to differing
degrees. I could say something about how he’ll suffer some horrible fate in the
afterlife, but I don’t want them to think this religion is all fire and
brimstone, even though that is clearly the direction Miller wants to take it.


“How about we think about what he did to you all,”
Lee said after a moment. “I think that would be the best way to punish him.”


“What do you mean?”


Lee felt that the plan he was slowly forming would
easily be accepted. He just had to lead them to it. “Well, for the past few
months, he’s been sending you all to a hellish camp with little food or comfort
to mine away nonstop, hasn’t he?”


“Yeah. He did, and they treated us awfully! They .
. .” Amber bit her lip and swallowed whatever she was going to say further.
“They just treated us like tools to be used at their discretion.”


“Then, that’s easy. Why don’t we give him back
exactly the same punishment he gave you?” Lee asked.


“What do you mean?” Ling asked, lifting up her
head.


“Well, between the lot of you, there couldn’t have
been more than sixty. We add in the two or three months you all served at
maximum, and that’s at most one hundred and eighty months or fifteen years,”
Lee continued. “So, in order for him to fully suffer as much as you did, he
needs to suffer for at least fifteen years—if not more. He needs to suffer in
the same way you did, with no fewer arduous and painful experiences. But his
punishment will be worse than yours.”


Lee smiled. He felt a joyful dichotomy as his
scheme seemed both evil and vindicated of evil at the same time. He was going
to make someone break, make their life awful and torture them, but he wasn’t
going to use torture by the definitions that he imagined. Rather, he was going
to make him go through exactly what he put others through. That was why he felt
vindicated even though the whole thing reeked of wickedness.


“How will it be worse?” one asked.


“Well, we’re going to put him through worse labor.
We’re going to use him until his body breaks, day after day, but he won’t have
companionship. You all had each other. You had families to think about
returning to. There were those that cared for you, but he will be alone. He
will suffer alone, day after day, with barely enough food, no free time, no
guests, and no god to watch over him after we kill the Herald and last bastion
for the lord he chose.” Lee stood up and stared directly at Ramon. “Fifteen
years minimum. We need to make sure he doesn’t die a day sooner.” The
punishment might not exactly be the same as what the women went through, but
the pain of solitude would normally break a normal person by itself. Hermits
existed, but they were rare.


The others looked at Ramon, and even the man who
was against torture nodded.


“It’s cruel,” the man said, “but it’s no less than
he deserves.”


“Indeed. If he had made a point of understanding
how his actions affected others, how they would feel if he was the one they
were done against, then we wouldn’t be here today. We’d all be drinking in this
bar, enjoying delicious food, and exchanging stories. Lee had to stop himself
from smiling. Great ones, too. There’s about a thousand LitRPG and Fantasy
books you would have loved, idiot, Lee cursed at him silently.


“That seems fair, but can I stab him once?” Miller
asked. “He made fun of my spear. I really want to gore him just once.”


“No, but you can slap him a few times if it makes
you feel better.” Lee had to shoot down the stabbing idea right away. He’d
normally be all for it, but if each of the people who suffered because of Ramon
stabbed him, he’d be dead before nightfall.


Miller seemed perfectly fine with the idea, so he
put down his beer and walked over in front of Ramon. He reached down, picked
Ramon up with one hand, and then slapped him so hard the man was sent sprawling
two feet to the left. “Oh, man, that was a blast. Come on, everyone, get a slap
in! It will make you feel so much better. I think I’m going to have to slap him
a few times tomorrow.” He picked up Ramon again and dragged him over to the
table, where the girls and the guy at the table actually did just as he
suggested. In fact, Amber slapped him three times.


“Well, does anyone else have an issue with the
punishment?” Lee asked. “I know it might seem light, but trust me: he’ll suffer
worse than you did.”


Porter frowned at Lee then slapped Ramon so hard
that even Miller wasn’t able to keep ahold of him, sending him to the floor
once again. “Fine. But I want to be able to hit him whenever I feel like it.”


“Could they do that to you at the mines?” Lee
asked.


“Yes, and they did,” Porter retorted, spitting on
Ramon at the same time.


“That’s fine then. Whatever they did to you, feel
free to do to him. But I think we have more important matters to discuss now,
like the battle ahead.” Lee returned to his table but didn’t sit down.


“Are we heading over there right now?”


“No.” Lee shook his head. Since he was able to
fly, Ethan had managed to reach the area relatively quickly, but Lee didn’t
trust Ramon’s word about the number of traps that might be hidden along the
way. He wanted to make sure the area was thoroughly searched, and even Ethan
seemed eager to double and triple check the pathway. The small mouse had started
working his way back on his tiny little mouse feet while looking for levers,
ropes, pitfalls, or loose earth. He was even using his extremely acute mouse
nose to sniff around for possible poisons or odd smells. Fool me once,
Ramon, good on you. But you won’t fool me twice. “We’re not ready yet. I
need you all to do me a favor, something that will help me greatly.”


“What do you need?” Porter asked, slapping Ramon
again before Miller dragged him over to the other table.


“Well . . .” Lee looked at the remaining group. “I
said we needed to recruit able-bodied people, but I’m just a stranger to these
lands. I know that the others I’ve rescued are probably with their families or
sleeping, and they’ll bear witness to my story, but it’d be better if you all went
out ahead of me. Before I have to say anything tomorrow, I’d like it if you all
can go door to door and recruit the best warriors and hunters so that we can
put an end to this blight before it reappears. Tell them to meet here an hour
after sunrise tomorrow. We’ll serve breakfast and make sure everyone is well
geared before we head out. After you’ve done everything you can, just try to
prepare yourselves. Try to say goodbye to anyone you meet tomorrow,” Lee
finished.


“I’ll get my brother. He’s the best swordsman in
town,” Porter said.


“What about your brother, Bock? Isn’t Eim supposed
to be a hunter?” Amber asked, looking at the man who had reservations about
torture earlier.


“Yeah, he is. I’ll go find him. You should come
with me, Brandi. He’d jump off a roof if you asked, so it’s a sure thing with
you along,” Bock answered.


“Okay.” The oldest woman still remaining, around
forty at the least, nodded. “But I need to also talk to my father and sister.
They’re both great at fighting.”


The five girls and two guys talked about who they
were going to recruit and then eventually left. One of the two men carried
Ramon along with him to ensure that he wouldn’t escape while they went out. The
town didn’t have a jail, and even if they did, no one wanted to trust someone
else to watch over him. Even the people they had talked about recruiting were
either friends or family of victims, so it was obvious that there was still
some real concern that one of them might betray them just as Ramon had done.


Miller went into the kitchen to mess around with
the food, leaving Lee and Ling alone. She turned to him as soon as the Firbolg
was out of the room, and with the same sharp tone she had earlier, she said, “I
don’t want to drag my dad into this.”


Why is she so terse? Did I do something to make
her mad? “I understand.”


“Good.” She scrunched up her face and went back to
staring at the beer glass in front of her.


Lee looked at her, then looked away, trying not to
stare as he wracked his brain for what to say. This all felt more awkward than
a blind date with a vegan at a steakhouse. “Do you want to at least see him
before you leave? I’m sure he’s worried about you.”


Her voice seemed even tenser when she answered.
“No. I’m not going home.”


“Okay . . .” Lee looked to where Miller had disappeared
into the kitchen, hoping to be rescued from this. They had been just fine in
the mine shaft and even on the road back to the town. He wasn’t entirely sure
what had changed, but something was definitely different. “Mi—”


“You’re going to go out again. You’re going out
killing again, aren’t you? That’s why you want me to leave.”


“What?” Lee was starting to see why she was
behaving the way she was. “Well, yeah, but just some wolves around town. We
need food for breakfast, we need practice and . . . experience.” He was
constantly lost about what was and wasn’t an okay topic for NPCs, so he didn’t
just say EXP.


“Invite me to the party then,” she said. “We’ve
been traveling together for a while. Invite me.”


“I can’t . . . It’s technically Miller’s party,”
he admitted. And I’ve been stuck in it without a choice for a while, and I’m
not even sure how to leave.


“Miller! Invite me to the party right now, or I
won’t let Lee cook you any fried chicken! And I’ll bust every beer keg in here
until you have to go to the tavern next door for your drinks!” Ling demanded.


Miller popped his head out of the kitchen, a giant
drumstick between his teeth and a mystery barrel in his hands. “Can do, boss
lady,” he said—or at least that is what Lee thought he said. He couldn’t be
certain since it was hard to make out anything with the food blocking most of
the sound.


“Good.” Ling’s stern face cheered up a little.
“Now, don’t leave me when you go training.”


“Me or him?” Miller asked, his voice now clear as
he had somehow managed to devour the entire drumstick in that incredibly short
amount of time.


Ling looked over at him, rolled her eyes, and then
looked back to Lee. “So, are we going now, or are we resting first?”


“Well, I think we’ve all pulled all-nighters
before, so let’s head out now and then come back to get some rest before the
sun sets. We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”


“Hey, if I throw a wolf on top of a sword you’re
holding, and that counts as the finishing blow, would Augustus give me or you
the credit?” Miller asked as he put away the mystery barrel. “I mean, it’s a
serious question. I need to figure out what counts as a good sacrifice to
Augustus, and since I’m your first Paladin, does that mean I need to worry
about a crest? A symbol of sorts? Are there some fancy colors you want your
order of Paladins to wear?”


Lee had little to no talent in artistic design
despite apparently being the heir to the  God of Alcohol and Crafts, so he had
no idea what to do for the symbol. Colors, on the other hand, he could actually
do. “Are dyes cheap around here? Is it easy to dye armor?” he asked, wanting to
pick colors anyone could use.


“Oh, yeah. Dyes come in from the city of CowTip
all the time. I want to dye every piece of armor I have. BLACK! Just really
black. Super dark black. Then, when I stab people, the blood will wash over my
armor, and I’ll look awesome.” Miller went full goth for a moment, making Lee
cringe.


Ling pouted. “No, that won’t do at all. Black is a
very expensive dye. I can’t afford it.”


Well, that’s two reasons not to use black. I’m
from the modern era where we specialize in war, and no one uses black unless
they’re sneaking in somewhere at night or starring in a spy thriller. Instead,
they’d always wear the color of their surroundings. “Green. That’s my
color,” Lee said.


“But you’re supposed to be the god of burney
burney—”


“And rebirth. And what burns better than leaves or
symbolizes life more than nature? The colors of nature are my colors, but green
specifically.” He knew Miller really wanted black, but he’d also probably
accept red, yellow, white or even blue since they all were related to flames,
which he no doubt thought were ‘very cool.’


“Green is cheap.” Ling nodded her approval while
doing the math on her fingers. “Green is very cheap.”


“Do they make the dye from local grass and
leaves?” Lee asked, hoping it was the case so that it would act as the perfect
camouflage.


“Yeah, they use a lot of the local grass and
leaves to make the dye,” Ling responded as she continued to go through some
numbers on her fingers.


Lee watched her go from a frown, to normal, to
pouting, to a deep frown, to normal and then back to pouting in the course of
two minutes while counting on her fingers. “Miller, check around the bar for
Ramon’s cash stash. Give enough of it to Ling so that she stops worrying about
the money.”


“Sure, and if she doesn’t have enough, it won’t
matter. I know a good spot near here with dozens and dozens of wolves. We’re
going to be swimming in blood! There are big wolves too! Dire wolves! And I’ve
heard there is even a Gan Ceann King near there too. It’ll be a blast, and
we’ll leave swimming in cash and blood and blood and cash!” Miller’s grin was
ear to ear as he rambled on for another few minutes. He seemed to be incredibly
happy with himself as he made hand gestures and used his spear as a prop to
talk about all the butchery they’d be able to do.


Lee laughed, cutting him off after a few minutes.
“I’m sold. Let’s head out now.”


“Wait, wait. I haven’t even told you about the
best way to kill a—”


“Just show me,” Lee chuckled. Even Ling seemed to
be amused by it all.

















——-


 


The entire process was a lot easier than before.
Whereas previously Lee had struggled to kill a single wolf, the swords he had
obtained as loot were much higher quality, and the shield provided a lot of
defense, so he barely took any damage while still being able to deal it out.


One thing he noticed about the fights was that
armor made the importance of hitting weak spots far more valuable as it got
better and better. The armor seemed to create a flat reduction and not a
percentage. This meant that, when a wolf went to bite him for six damage, his
armor, which had seven points of armor, completely canceled out the damage. On
the other hand, his natural armor was very low, so if a wolf ever bit him on
any of his skin, he’d take the full damage. Even with the regular starting
sword that only did four damage, he was able to do nine more damage than when
they started. Armor was a flat increase, and so was damage. Each point of power
seemed to offer exactly one more damage to his weapon, regardless of what the
weapon was. Lee knew that this meant skill with how to take a blow and where to
strike would become increasingly important as he gained levels in this world.


For this reason, while Miller just went about his
usual carnage with seemingly little care for grace or style, Lee spent the
entire time focusing on his sword skill and doing his best to direct blows he
couldn’t dodge onto the armored parts of his body. He went three fights in a
row without even taking damage due to this.


During this time, Lee was also focusing on how to
tap into Ethan’s senses and movements more finely without breaking
concentration. It was at this point that he got a full understanding of the
area they were going to. It was a stone fort in the middle of an open field by
the river. The stones were placed in such a way that the whole thing completely
lacked any mortar. While the size of the fort wasn’t exactly up to castle standards
and didn’t tower more than twenty feet off the ground, it was easily as large
as a small mansion. Considering the fact that it had been built in the last 2
weeks, Lee knew without a doubt that the Herald had to have been using slave
labor or have a ton of people working for him. Neither case was particularly
good news.


Before Ethan even got a chance to scout inside the
fort, he noticed a few of the guards on the wall pointing at him. One of them
even shot an arrow, which missed horribly, but the attempt was still made to
let Ethan know that his encroachment wouldn’t pass, and that they had guards on
the walls. They had five to be exact: one on each wall and two at the main
gate. The gate was large and wooden, and Lee hoped it was made as cheaply as Ramon’s
bar, but he doubted it.


The only good news to come from the whole stealthy
venture was that there weren’t any traps leading up to the fort. The little
autonomous golem had been incredibly thorough, and he couldn’t find a single
booby trap.


Lee had the rodent return home once the report was
done, which didn’t take long at all considering how fast the winged golem flew.
The mouse wasn’t the only one being productive and making great headway. Thanks
to Ling’s arrows never missing a vital weak spot, Miller’s shout continuously
causing incredibly tough and coordinated beasts to act like drunken idiots at
the start of each fight, and the general fact that Lee was no longer running
around with the worst gear imaginable with no idea of how to fight, they were
able to slaughter their way through several mobs of enemies without a problem.
At one point, it was even going so smoothly that Miller stopped using his
weapon altogether and simply ripped the arm off of a giant, twelve-foot-tall
corrupted sloth and beat it to death with its own arm. When Lee asked what he
was doing, he only replied: “Practice.”












Chapter 11


 


 


Name: Lee


Race: Human


Class: Herald – None


Level: 10


Health: 200/200


EXP: 1333/2000


 


Primary Stats:


Power 20(21)


Toughness 20(21)


Spirit 20(21)


 


Secondary Stats:


Charisma 8


Courage 20


Deceit 2


Intelligence 61(64)


Honor 1


Faith 26


Personal Faith 39


 


Skills:


Unarmed Combat Initiate Level 3


Swordplay Initiate Level 5


Sneak Initiate Level 4


Cooking Initiate Level 1


Trap Detection Initiate Level 1


 


Divine Skills:


Golem Sculpting Novice Level 1


Appreciative Drunk Novice Level 1


Faith Healing


 


While the rest of the stat increases didn’t matter
much, Lee couldn’t stop staring at the change as both his Golem Sculpting and Appreciative
Drunk had both finally leveled up to Novice Level 1 at the exact same time.


Your mastery of Golem Sculpting has progressed from
the level of an Initiate to the rank of Novice Level 1. Golem Sculpting now
allows for the sculpting of two golems instead of one. Current Combat Bonus:
71.03%. Golems created by Golem Sculpting may now take up an additional 5% more
space. Current Max Space: 3.41 fluid ounces.






Your mastery of the Drunken Appreciation skill has
progressed from the level of an Initiate to the rank of Novice Level 1. Appreciative
Drunk now adds +1 additional Power for each level of mastery past the novice
phase.






Under Drunken Appreciation, your inebriation penalty
has been changed from -50% Intelligence, -30% Coordination, -30% to -39% Intelligence,
-19% Coordination, -19% Reflex. You also have received an additional +1 to
Power, +2 to Courage and +1 to Charisma until your inebriation fades.


He couldn’t believe his eyes. Both of the bonuses
were incredible. The +1 Power would be a flat damage boost to any weapon he
used, but the real coup de grâce was the boost to Golem Sculpting. The ability
to form a second golem of identical proportions to the first was nearly
unbelievable. The shock on his face must have been evident because both Ling
and Miller stopped to look at him. They had been moving farther into the beast
land, but now they were at a dead standstill as he studied the bonuses.


“What is it?” Miller asked. “Do you hear
something? Did we forget to kill something? It might just be twitching, you
know. Some of the bodies will continue to twitch even after they’re long dead.
But don't worry, they’re harmless, and it will go away soon enough.”


“No, that’s not his ‘prey is near’ face,” Ling
said, holding her chin as she examined Lee’s face as if it were a clue to a
murder mystery on a crime drama. “This is the ‘something good is about to
happen’ face.”


“How can you tell?” Miller asked. “I mean, aren’t
those the same? Prey being close by would be something good, right?”


Lee felt the blood rush to his cheeks as he
realized that Ling’s face was only inches away from his own as she studied him
with eagle eyes. He gulped once and shook his head to free himself from awkward
air. “No, I uhh . . .” Lee paused. Do I tell them more about my power?
People must have clearly seen the winged rat saving the day earlier even if no
one explicitly said anything about it after the fight. It’s already been seen,
and—


Lee lost himself in the mesmerizing trap that was
Ling’s beautiful brown eyes. No, no keep your thoughts straight. We have
killing to do. He pinched his own hand to break the spell and regain his
concentration. “I just leveled up a very important power. Come on out, Ethan.”
He gestured to the mouse that had only recently returned. With a small squeak,
Ethan jumped into the air and flew down out of one the trees, landing on Lee’s
shoulder a moment later.


“What in the blue goblin taint of Alkasim is that
thing?” Miller asked, his eyes and mouth opening wider than the time when he
discovered fried chicken. He extended one of his giant fingers toward the
creature and asked, “Is it friendly? Have you always had it? Does it wage tiny
wars and kill giant snakes near green walls like the legends say?”


Miller wasn’t alone in his excitement. Even Ling’s
eyes had turned into saucers as she stared at it. The happiest one of all,
however, seemed to be Little Ethan. Lee felt the mouse’s desire to do a little
dance coming through loud and clear as its gaze bounced between the two curious
people. The tiny rodent even stood on its two hind legs and bashfully stroked
out its tiny clay whiskers with its front paws.


“It’s not just friendly . . .” Lee bent over and
picked up a piece of dirt, removing a few bits so that it was almost the exact
same size as Ethan. “It’s also practically a part of me.” He watched the
curiosity bloom on their faces as he began to mold the dirt in his hand to be
the same shape as Ethan, injecting his spirit into the clay and letting it fill
up the earthen vessel. When he was finished, the newly created golem stared up
at him from the palm of his hand with a pair of beady eyes. While Lee was
trying to think of a name for the second mouse, he realized the tiny new
creature was standing in the same posture and looking at him in the same way
that Ethan did.


Wow, you two are so similar, he thought to
Ethan. Both of the mice simultaneously shook their heads, and moving in perfect
unison, they held up their tiny fingers. They moved closer so that their paws
touched briefly, only for one to pull away with no fingers up and the other
with two.


Wait, that’s too ordered, is this . . . is this
some sort of hive mind mentality? Lee asked, getting a nod from both mice. You’re
not just two identical mice? he pushed for clarification, but the mice
shook their heads. Hive-minded mice. The thought took a moment to
process.


“Woah, that is so cool,” Miller exclaimed, and
then he began rapidly firing questions at Lee while he was still trying to
figure out what was going on with his rodents. “Can they kill something? Since
they’re practically a part of you, can they shoot flames? Can they carry a
coconut? Do they eat cheese?”


“Uhh . . . They don’t eat . . . I don’t think.
Anyway, let’s hold off on questions. The only thing I’d like is for you two to
keep this a secret. It’s one of my special talents that I’d rather not share
with others.”


“I understand,” Ling answered without pushing the
issue further. She simply reached out and extended a few fingers so that she
could pet the original rodent’s head. When her fingers came in contact with it,
both he and the other started twitching their hind legs like dogs getting their
belly rubbed. “I won’t say a thing.”


“Wait, are you going to use them to cheat on
gambling games? Do you these mice secretly run casino scams with you? Wait! I
know! You keep them hidden because they’re usually busy running a miniature
gladiator arena where they murder and sacrifice other small creatures and
insects in the name of Augustus!” Miller’s speculations caused Lee to almost
drop the new creature as he laughed, imagining each of these things.


Actually, he’s right. We’d be great at gambling,
Lee thought to the pair.


In truth, he was struggling with wrapping his head
around the concept of Ethan existing within two bodies at the same time. If it
weren’t for the fact he had already become used to seeing the world from two
pairs of eyes, the concept of one being in two bodies would have been rather
disconcerting. What’s worse, he was in three at the moment. His brain was being
flooded with images and other sensory information from not only two points, but
three. It taxed his brain to sort and organize everything appropriately. It had
been rather easy to accept that he was seeing the world from two different
perspectives when he had first created Ethan, but he was having trouble
acclimating himself to a third position as well.


He winced as he held his head. This, this will
take a lot of getting used to. He wasn’t sure what a migraine felt like, but
for the two minutes before his brain began to adjust, he imagined he was as
close as possible to actually having one.


“Oh, I’m sorry. Does that hurt your head when I
pet him?” Ling asked as she quickly retracted her hand.


“No, it’s just part of the process. I’m sorry. I
didn’t expect it to hurt this much when I created another one. It wasn’t like
this last time.”


“So, I guess it’s out of the question for me to
ask for one too? I wanted a miniature Paladin one! I was going to make him
miniature armor and miniature spears and give him miniature boots so that he
could march over his miniature victims with me.”


“I think the world has enough miniature things.”
Lee laughed at the idea, but both Ethans’ ears perked up as they listened. In
coordination, the two mice turned to look at Lee. What? No. I’m not making you
tiny sets of armor. What the heck ideas are you giving my pets?! He glared at
Miller for a second.


“Okay, fine,” Miller agreed, his spirit clearly
dropping like a popped balloon. “No miniature mice men soldiers.”


“So, I can still pet him?” Ling asked.


“Yeah, have fun.” It was hard for him to say no to
her, so he allowed the two mice to jump off him and onto her. Ling immediately
began nuzzling into them. She looked so cute that he was tempted to focus on
what the mice were feeling and experience what nuzzling into Ling must be like,
but the idea didn’t sit well, somehow feeling like a violation, so he focused
his attention on Miller instead. “Let’s just get back to killing. We’re losing
daylight.”


“That sounds great,” Miler agreed, scratching at
his forehead. “I have been wanting to test which is more effective: breaking a
bear’s rib or breaking a bear’s limb. Doesn’t matter which, but I have a
feeling that Augustus demands that I come up with the best way to kill a giant
bear.”


“Are there bears around here?” Lee asked, looking
from side to side. The wolves weren't particularly tough now that the group was
larger, and they were a much higher level, but he had no idea how mean a bear
would be. In most game worlds, especially ones like Dungeons and Dragons, bears
could absolutely destroy someone while wolves often only ranged from very
manageable to tough, so Lee wasn’t too keen on finding out how vicious or
fierce they might be in this particular universe.


“There’s only one way to find out,” he said,
defiantly letting out a drunken shout at the same time. “We go and murder a ton
of things until the scent of blood draws one out of hibernation and lures it
into a great battle of life and death where it wrestles us for survival like
the suns and moons wrestle the sky for the right to shine upon our faces in
victory!”


Huh? “You do know that the sun . . .” Lee wanted
to correct him but brushed off the notion immediately.


“Don’t bring science into art, especially not the
holiest art of battle! Just embrace it!” Miller preached, pushing farther into
the woods.


“Yeah, just embrace it!” Ling giggled once before
proceeding to ignore both of them and continuing to play with the mice.


Fine, I’ll just embrace it—whatever that means.
Lee harrumphed and followed after the oaf.

















——-


 


An hour or two later, Lee had managed to make a
fair bit of progress. He had reached level 11, and he had raised Swordplay up
to Initiate Level 7. His other skills didn’t seem to progress at all, but the
extra two points to Intelligence and the extra point to each of his primary
skills didn’t hurt.


Even though this type of continuous combat was no
different than what he often did when he was at home on his computer, it was a
lot more physically and mentally taxing. It wore him down and left him fatigued
in a way that no other thirty-six-hour-straight video game grind session ever
had before. The strain of constantly worrying about whether or not he was going
to die, if his neck was exposed, if something could get under his armor and
bite at his sides, or if his special parts were within reach of a wild dog had
left Lee exhausted in a way that he wasn’t used to. He felt like an old woman
in a soap opera, and the only thing on his mind was grabbing a bottle of
something alcoholic, a book and resting.


They returned to his newly acquired bar a few
hours later and found the four girls, the two guys and several newcomers
sitting at the tables drinking and chatting quietly.


He was a bit surprised, since he had expected at
least a few of them to remain with their families for the day. But, instead, it
seemed like they brought their families to the bar with them.


Three men he didn’t recognize were patching up the
parts of the bar that had been destroyed in the fight against Ramon, another
was cleaning the bloodied floor, and someone had removed the Leprechauns’
bodies at some point. He also noticed that there wasn’t a single person from
the first group to come down the mountain present.


“Did you already kill them all?” Amber asked
excitedly, blurting out her question the second she saw them. She jumped up
from her seat and slammed her hands down onto the stone table she had been
sitting at. “Is that . . . Did you three already murder their Herald?”


Lee was puzzled for a moment, but then he realized
he was covered in blood from head to toe. His armor was so brown and red from
the mix of fresh and dried blood that he couldn’t even tell what color it
originally might have been. Neither his face, arms, hands nor even his hair was
much better. He remembered being trapped under a wolf at one point, the
creature’s full body weight pressing down on his upper body and sword arm and
stopping him from getting a clean blow in or from wiggling away. He had been
doing everything he could to stop it from biting his face in half when Miller
came up from behind it and shoved his spear right through the dog’s skull. The
point of his spear had exited from the canine’s eye cavity and spewed blood all
over him.


That was only the most memorable of several
instances that had left him in dire need of a shower, so he could only imagine
what he looked like now. He was actually a little scared to use either pair of
the golem’s eyes to confirm what he was already sure about.


“Oh, no, this is . . . We were training. I don’t
know how tough tomorrow is going to be, but it won’t be easy,” Lee said.


“We could put it off another day,” Ling suggested.
“I’m getting much better at fighting. Another day for training might be a big
help. We could teach these guys a bit and help get them ready for the battle,”
she offered. “I can show anyone who is an archer some of the tricks I picked up
if it would be helpful.”


“No, we will kill that Herald tomorrow. I can’t
put myself in your shoes or know what you went through, but I do know that I
don’t want anyone else to go through it again. We’ve already lost a day as it
is, and we need the night to recover. Let’s not lose any more time than we have
to. I don’t know what he’s planning, but I can guarantee you he’s making
preparations of some sort: buying mercenaries, hiring guards, something. I
don’t even want to know what else he might be up to,” Lee said as he went to
the kitchen.


Miller had eaten all of the fried chicken earlier,
so he immediately started rummaging through the freshly cleaned kitchen for
something that he could cook up to go with the group's beer.


Yep, I need a long bath, maybe some wine, and a
good night’s sleep on a nice mattress with high thread count sheets. Lee
went over the list of things he wanted to do between now and the siege tomorrow
in his head. As soon as he closed his eyes, he was planning on asking Augustus
to help him use some of his faith to go back to the real world so that he could
get a little bit of a detox from the rather tough grind that he had gone
through these last two days.


“So, you want me to warp you into the real world
so that you can spend some time with your family before your suicidal death
march on a well-defended fort tomorrow?” Augustus’s voice asked out of nowhere
while Lee was picking pieces of vegetables out of the oil he had used to cook
them in.


“Yeah. That’s possible, right?” Lee asked.


“Sure. Just remember not to be touching anyone,
and let me know when you’re ready,” Augustus confirmed.


Well, that’s easy enough. I’ll just do it at
bedtime.


Lee carried a plate of fried veggies and other
assorted fried foods into the main room when he had finished cooking. He passed
out the food and then sat down next to Miller and Ling at an otherwise empty
table to eat. They didn’t talk much, each devouring their food like crazy while
washing it down with beer. Lee kept stealing glances at Ling the entire meal,
trying to figure out what she was thinking about. He wasn’t sure if she
noticed, but after she caught his eye when he looked over and gave him a smile,
he decided that he should stop there. If he kept it up, he was sure it’d start
moving the scale of creepiness closer to stalker than he was comfortable with.


He wiped his mouth when he finished and stood up,
ready to head to bed, but Ling stood up as well and followed him. He thought it
might have just been a coincidence, but she remained behind him, even as he
climbed the stairs to the second floor. He stopped when they reached the top
floor and asked, “Did you not want to sleep at your own home?”


“I won’t feel like you’re safe if no one is
nearby. They’ve already tried to kill you once while you were asleep here,”
Ling said. “Also, our house doesn’t have a bathtub, and I’m . . .” She looked
down at her body and frowned. “I need a bath.”


“Wait, are there two bath tubs? Or are we supposed
to share one?” He hoped his second question didn’t come off as a creepy sexual
advance.


“Don’t worry about that. My brothers set up one of
Ramon’s fancy bathtubs for you and Miller already,” Amber said as she snuck up
behind Lee. “Since he’s still drinking and talking with the others, you can go
first.”


Holy crap, it’s another ninja! Lee nearly
jumped out of his skin when she appeared. “Oh, uhh . . . thanks,” he said as
she opened a door for him to show a metal bathtub filled two-thirds of the way
up with a tiny fire under it.


“I’m sure you’ve never seen one like this, but it
has a special draining system so we don’t have to lift it up to toss it out.
All you have to do is push that lever, and it’ll empty on its own. But since
Miller is coming up after you, be careful not to hit it. He’ll probably want to
clean up too.” She smiled, and it was so warm that it probably could have
melted ice.


Lee nodded, having trouble taking his eyes off the
girl. “Yeah, I’ll be sure not to hit that lever.”


Amber extended an arm in offering and said, “We’ve
got two bathtubs set up for girls as well if you want to join me, Ling. I
haven’t cleaned up yet, either.”


Ling’s eyes darted between the door, Lee, and
Amber’s arm, but then she nodded and took the other girl’s arm, and the two
stepped into the room across from his own.


So, you go from ogling Ling all day to staring
at Amber in two seconds? Lee kicked himself. Can’t you at least pick one
girl you like and stick with her? He couldn’t help but feel guilty. A part
of him believed any connection he had with Ling was nothing more than that of
his role as a leader, her fellow party member and the guy who had saved her. He
was an inch away from being positive that anything else he was picking up was
all in his head, but the idea of instantly switching his interests to Amber
still bothered him. Even if she does have those hips . . . and legs and . .
. Nope, nope, nope. Just go take your bath and relax, Lee. He slapped both
sides of his face, walked into his own room, disrobed and slid into the giant
bathtub.


“You wanna warp over now? You might not get
another chance. All you have to do is lean back and go to sleep. That shouldn’t
be too hard after a day like yours, right?” Augustus asked, the god’s voice
taking away any chance he had at a bit of peace. He knew that the deity was
probably always watching, but it was an entirely different thing to have
someone talking to him while he was naked. “Oh, stop acting like that,”
Augustus continued when Lee moved quickly to cover himself up. “You have
nothing to be ashamed of! You’re part of my blood, after all.”


“Still, you could at least learn when to give a
man some peace!” Lee grumbled.


“Whatever. Do you want to go to your home world
right now or not?” Augustus asked.


“No, I’ll wait for bedtime. This will do for now,”
he said.


“Suit yourself, but you should know . . . your
mother was planning to buy some brownie-bottomed cherry-glazed strawberry
cheesecake to give to you at the hospital. You really don’t want to miss out on
that. I know the bakery she has programmed into her phone, and it is
delicious,” Augustus said.


“They let animals eat there? Maybe I shouldn’t
have any.”


“Hey! HEY! My human form’s face is not that ugly!”
Augustus shouted in mock protest. It was clear from his tone he wasn’t mad.


“How would I know? I’ve never seen you as anything
other than an animal,” Lee retorted.


At the mention of the word ‘animal,’ he noticed
the pair of mice shook their heads vehemently while raising tiny fists at the
nothing. Fine, fine. I won’t compare you to Augustus.


“I have no idea how those things got so much
personality. Normally, golems are only supposed to blindly follow exact orders.
But suit yourself,” Augustus said. “I’ll be waiting for you to make up your
mind, but I don’t see why you’re stalling.”


Probably because I want to talk to Ling again
before I go to the other world, Lee admitted to himself before settling
back into the tub.
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He actually dozed off while relaxing, so he wasn’t
sure how much time had passed before a knock on the door came.


“Lee! Are you decent? I’m coming in in a minute!”
Miller shouted through the door. “I’ve got a towel for you, but I don’t want to
interrupt any of your weird deity-power-stuff if you’re summoning some sort of
devil in there.”


“No, no summoning going on in here,” Lee answered,
standing up.


As soon as he did, Miller walked in and tossed him
a towel.


“Ling left for the night, and she asked me to tell
you that she’d do something awful if you left without her in the morning, but I
don’t feel like repeating it.”


Drats. She left ‘cause you fell asleep.
“Wait, I thought she said she was staying here?”


“She was, but her dad came and got her. Anyway,
sleep well. I can’t wait to hear about the murder plan you have for tomorrow.”


“Yeah, the murder plan . . .” Lee had forgotten
that he even needed to come up with one. This isn’t exactly the type of
homework you can turn in at the last minute! I need to actually put together a
strategy . . . But how exactly does one siege a town? Augustus, you got any
ideas? He actually expected the shapeshifter to be reading his thoughts. No?
Nothing?


Miller scratched at his chin as he submerged
himself into the water. “It better involve me killing someone in at least one
new and unique way. Lately, I feel like I’ve really hit the end of my rope on
creative kill styles.”


“Sure thing. I’ll do my best,” Lee said and left,
making his way to his room. He couldn’t make out much due to the lack of lamps,
but the light from the hallway illuminated enough to show him the direction of
the bed, and that was good enough for him. He made his way over to it in the
darkness and flopped down, only to have half his body land on something lumpy.


“Owe!” The queen-sized bed squealed as Lee did a
mixture of jumping and falling off it.


“I’m sorry! I fell asleep waiting,” a voice said
from within the sheets.


“Who is there?” Lee asked. “What’s going on?”


“I’m sorry. It’s me! Amber! Please don’t kick me
out! I just don’t want to sleep alone,” she pleaded.


“Why don’t you sleep with one of the other girls
then?” Lee asked. “I mean, I’m—”


“A guy? I know. I just thought about everything
this morning when my friend almost died under that door. I can’t stop thinking
about all the stuff they did to us, how they treated us, and I thought about
how you came and saved us.” Her voice was more confident now than he had heard
it so far. “I just thought that, if you were here, I’d feel safe. If I was with
one of the girls, I’d feel like I was back at the mine. Please, just let me
stay here tonight. I don’t want to be by myself. It’s terrifying and scary and
. . . please, just let me stay.”


Lee sighed. Oh, what a burden it is for me to
have to sleep with a hot girl in my bed. Let me cry about it. He chuckled
silently to himself. Sharing a bed with someone other than Ling felt wrong, but
he still wasn’t sure where he even stood with her.


“Well, we have a busy day ahead of us, so just
make sure to get some rest,” he said, climbing back into the bed and lying down
on his side and facing the wall.


“Thank you,” she said.


“Ha ha ha ha, told you that you should have taken
the warp back earlier.” Augustus laughed as the girl scooted over to his side
of the bed and snuggled up to him, essentially turning him into the little
spoon in an impromptu cuddle. It’s something he’d normally complain about as
any man should rightfully be the big spoon, but given her condition and how men
had treated her, he didn’t complain. There was also the fact that he didn’t
want to wake up in thirty minutes with a completely numb arm.


“Go ahead, look that way. I’ll take a picture and
send it to Miller and Ling. I bet they will both get a kick out of that face
you’re making right now,” Augustus taunted.


Yeah, yeah, laugh it up, old man. Lee
glowered at the wall since he couldn’t exactly face the noncorporeal Augustus,
but then the glower and his consciousness faded moments later as he quickly
fell asleep.


He turned over when he woke up, still expecting to
see Amber in bed, but she wasn’t there. Instead, he saw that the outer layer of
his armor that he had haphazardly tossed on the floor before crawling into bed
was neatly stacked in a chair next to a now-open window, and a cup of tea and a
plate of leftover food that he had cooked the night before had been placed
nearby.


“I could get used to waking up like this,” he
thought aloud as he took in a breath of the fresh morning air. “I’m not saying
I wouldn’t have preferred my bed back home, but this ain’t bad.”


“Still going to think that way when I tell you
Ling was the one who brought up the food and tea? And she saw you and Amber in
the bed together?” Augustus cackled.


“What? Really?” Lee bolted up and started putting
on his armor like he had just been caught cheating.


“No, I’m just messing with you,” he laughed.
“Amber woke up from a nightmare about an hour ago and gave up on sleeping.
She’s been super productive ever since, and she was the one that brought it
up.” His cackle continued echoing in Lee’s ear. “But you should have seen your
face when I suggested that. Priceless! You know I’m taking pictures of all your
best moments? We can sit down one day, deity and demigod, and have a nice time
scrolling through them. We can even show them off at family gatherings. You’d
like that, right?”


“You know I’m possibly going to die today because
of your stupid religion? Could you at least cut me some slack?”


“Well . . . I could. I already have, actually. I
used a little of your accumulated Faith to bring over a ton of pre-cooked bacon
and waffles for you. I know you probably wanted to save all the Faith for trips
home, but I went ahead and made an executive decision. If you’re going to die
in my name, at least no one can say I didn’t treat you right if you die with a
belly full of bacon and waffles. Don’t worry about the syrup: the chef had a
bunch of fruit sauces in the cupboard. Stupid health nuts and their love of
fruits. Anyway, check your inventory and have some fun. These people here have
been eating the same health nut stuff for so long that a good slab of bacon and
some waffles might get you another zealot.”


“Thanks,” Lee said and headed downstairs. When he
arrived, he noticed that everyone was already awake and eating.


Even Miller was acting rowdy and energetic despite
the fact that he had stayed up for thirty-six hours and consumed over a dozen
twenty-ounce beers the night before. It was enough to guarantee most men a
hangover, yet there he was in the middle of the room, ready to announce Lee’s
presence right when he came down the stairs.


“If it isn’t the man of the hour! The man with the
murder plan!” Miller shouted happily. “Now, tell us who and how we’re going to
kill today! Is the fort a long way off? Are there things to kill in between us
and it?”


CRAP! I knew I forgot something! Lee stared
at Miller and the expectant group.


“Well, before we get to that, I’ve got some
goodies straight from Augustus for everyone. He said that, since you might die
in his name, the least he could do was send you out with a full belly of the
best food.”


Lee walked around to each person there and loaded
their plates up with bacon and waffles. Even though there were around thirty
people, he still had plenty of leftover bacon and waffles in his inventory
afterward.


“More food? For a god of alcohol, you think he’d
bless us with a beer sometime,” one of the people Lee didn’t recognize said.
“That is, I thank Augustus for such a wonderful gesture,” he quickly added,
correcting his attitude when every eye in the room swiveled to him the moment
he complained.


“Easy on the man. He brings up a good question,
but he’s missing something. You see, we’re not here to celebrate or worship.”
Lee grabbed a beer and chugged it in order to get the charisma bonus from Appreciative
Drunk before starting his speech. “We’re here to have one last solemn meal with
friends and family before we go to what will inevitably be the last
confrontation for at least some of us.”


He hated that he couldn’t give rousing speeches
like they did in books and movies. If my charisma is high enough, will it
matter how bad my speech is? He carried on, passing out bacon as he moved
around the room. “Which is why I’m not going to give you a speech today about
winning. That’s not what today is about. I’m not going to tell you that we’ll
be celebrating victory tonight or toasting a wonderful and amazing triumph. No,
tonight will be a war of survival, and there will be no victory for the defender.
Tomorrow will be worse than today, no matter what we do, but we still have to
go out there and do it.


“That’s why Augustus didn’t bring you liquor:
because you need a clear head when you commit yourself to this. Don’t let
yourself be pressured or forced into the fray. Go in with both eyes open. That
way, if it is your turn to die, you can die with a clean mind and sound
conscience. If you don’t go, if you don’t risk it, well . . . ask the people
who came back from the mines what happens in the world where this other Herald
wins. Ask them what will become of your life if he has his way, and we don’t
stop him. Even if it isn’t your life, it’ll be your neighbor’s, your friend’s
or your wife’s. I’m here representing Augustus and telling you that today is
not about victory: it’s about survival. And we will survive. Tomorrow, those of
us who make it back will sleep comfortably in bed with the knowledge that no
one is going to kidnap our daughters in the night or take our uncles from the
fields. That’s what we’re fighting for, and that’s why I’ve called you here to
join me.” Lee stopped and took a deep breath as he looked around at everyone.
He felt awful lying about this, but he did his best to make sure his face
didn’t show it.


“You’re here for the same reason I had the
captured kill the guard when I rescued them: because Augustus won’t do it for
you. He sent me here to free your town from these chains. I came back to life
to lead you to this battle, but I can’t make you fight for it. I will show you
the way, but like Augustus, I will not do it for you. You need to muster your
courage, rally your strength and conquer your enemies. When they are all dead,
and their ambitions of your destruction are laid before your feet, then you
shall be able to have peace once more. That’s the battle that awaits you, and
that’s the reason you have to do it with a clear mind.”


Lee finished his speech and waited while everyone
quietly thought it over. After a moment without any reaction, he sat down and
looked at Miller, who was watching everyone else and was just as quiet as they
were.


The silence persisted for almost five minutes
until Miller broke it. “Oh, come on!” He stamped the ground in frustration like
he was known to do, but no drunken shout accompanied it this time. “He’s rescued
your loved ones, he’s brought you the best food on earth . . . I mean, this
bacon is amazing, and I don’t even know what to make of these blue-dotted
fluffy treats, but they’re delicious too. He’s even brought you the gift of a
noble, guilt-free battle where you can kill as many people as you want, and
this is your reaction? Don’t tell me I’m eating and drinking with a bunch of
cowards. Is that it?” Miller’s frustration and anger was a stark contrast to
Lee’s earlier calm demeanor. “If you’re not angry and ready to go out there and
kill the bastards responsible, then I don’t know what is wrong with you, but I
don’t want you drinking with me and pretending to be devoted to my god. My god
wouldn’t tolerate this, so if you’re not pumped up and ready for battle, then
you should get out of here before you dampen my mood and take away from my
glory.”


His speech was angry and threatening, but silence
persisted for another twenty seconds until Amber spoke. “We know what awaits
us. We’re not strong, and we’re not fighters. We’re farmers, hunters,
gatherers, and also, though not by choice, miners. We sew, stitch and work
leather. I know that battle is easy for you, but it isn’t for us. It’s easy for
you to talk about it, but be easy on them. If they weren’t committed, they
wouldn’t be sitting here with you. But that doesn’t make the decision any
easier when we know that half of us dying would still be a good battle.” Her
voice was like a melody as she pleaded with Miller for patience.


“I don’t need excitement or glory. I don’t care
about the risks. Just let me kill until I die,” Henslee said from her side of
the table.


Yep, full suicide watch for her. Lee’s
expression sank. “Look, if you want to come with us, that’s fine. If you don’t,
no one will think less of you.”


“I will,” Miller said, contradicting him.


Lee glared at Miller and repeated himself. “I
said, no one will think less of you.”


“Fine, no one will think less of you. Except you.
You’ll think less of you,” Miller said. “Whatever. Don’t ruin my mood. Bacon, beer
and . . . What are these things?”


“Waffles. They’re blueberry waffles,” Lee replied.


“Right. Bacon, beer and blueberry waffles before
battle should have us all pumped up, so don’t ruin my mood with this
atmosphere. Drink, be merry, and have fun. Tonight, we go kill some people in
Augustus’s name. What could be better?” Miller added on one last note before he
ecstatically dug into his food as if it were the first meal he had eaten in a
month.


“I’m probably the weakest guy here,” one of the
two men who had stayed behind yesterday began, “but I would be dead already if
not for Augustus. If it means that someone else won’t suffer, I’ll do it. I’ll
even act as a shield for someone who is going to carry the torch and free the
town from this dreadful cloud that hangs over us. Just don’t ask me to pretend
like there is something glorious about killing people or dying. Nothing good
will happen. It’ll be a roll of the dice that decides which one of us on either
side never gets to see their family again and has a group of people that love
them that will cry over them not coming home.”


“Hmph.” Miller didn’t like that view at all.
“Whatever. Lee, tell me about this fight plan and how we’re going to butcher
them inside the castle so these people can feel better going into battle.”


“I’ll tell you when we get closer to the fort,”
Lee answered, brushing off the question. He might not have been good at much,
but his love for games had made him put off homework for so long that he had
more or less become a professional when it came to procrastinating.
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Once they got started, delaying the inevitable is
exactly what Lee did: even once they got on the road, he drug his feet and took
his time as he tried his best to figure out how to siege the fort. The town had
proven itself overly generous. The people were more than willing to give him
whatever he thought he would need in order to get the revenge that they so
desperately craved, but the problem was simply that there weren’t any proper
supplies to be had.


He had been able to buy lumber, ladders, and
enough rope for a serial killer to practice his craft on an entire town, but
those were only the most basic of necessities. There was no one who knew how to
craft siege engines like the trebuchets and battering rams that he had heard
and read about in movies and books, and he didn’t even know how he’d use the
lumber, but his gamer instinct always nagged at him to buy and pick up every
miscellaneous item with the pretense that it might be useful in the future;
and, if tabletop gaming had taught him anything, it was that he always needed
to have rope on hand. He was certain that it would all be useful by the end of
the day.


“Okay, Lee, we’re here,” Miller declared
gleefully. “Now, are you going to tell us the grand plan to destroy this
stronghold and kill everyone inside already? I’ve been itching to know what
your next big butchery scheme would be since we burned those guards alive.”


“Well, about that . . .” Lee rocked back on his
heels and studied the fort for a moment. He had seen it several times through
Ethan’s vision, but now that he was there himself, he was hoping that some
grand idea might suddenly come to him.


The fort itself was surrounded by a flat, grassy
area that had likely been created when all of the lumber that had been used for
its construction was cut down and cleared away. The small plain of grass
extended about one-hundred and fifty yards before it reached the fort and
provided a natural advantage for the defenders since it meant they had a clear
line of sight for a good way, and there was nothing for attackers to hide
behind as they approached. To make things worse, the only way in or out that he
had found so far was a heavy wooden door. He had briefly considered
constructing something to break the door down with, but it looked like it was
thicker than the average main character in an anime was when it came to
relationships.


“You see . . .” He kicked at the ground, suddenly
rather interested in moving a particular rock as he tried to add some extra
seconds to his stalling. “First, we first start with . . .” He looked up at the
group. “We start with getting the ropes over that wall. But, to do that, we’ll
need to . . .”


At that point, Lee started making stuff up as fast
as he could. He had no idea what he was talking about, but it was all derived
from one crazy scheme he had heard or seen before, and it all sounded good. So
good, in fact, that it wasn’t just Miller who was confident about the plan by
the time he was done going over everything.


After summing up the plan, the large group made
their way to the very edge of the clearing before the fort. While they lacked
tactical training and real-world experience operating as a group, they did all
have a ton of gear. The town blacksmith had been very kind in donating shields
and armor to the ragtag group of commoners, so they were at least able to put
together a semi-effective formation. They formed up into two lines, with each
person holding the rung of a ladder in one hand and a shield in the other. The
most immediate problem was that some of the shields were far too small to be
useful in such a situation—in fact, some were super-small bucklers—so there
were plenty of gaps in their defense. Lee was obviously concerned with how weak
the formation looked, but it was the best that could be done with what they
had.


“Don’t worry about them,” Amber said as she came
up behind him. “We’ll be there to back them up before anything goes too wrong.”
It was the first time she had spoken to him outside of a meeting since the
night, and he almost wished he had made it a point to speak to her sooner so
that it would be a little less awkward and a little less right before the
battle started.


“Yeah, they will be okay, but will you?” Lee
looked at Amber before letting his eyes drift to Porter, Miller, Henslee and
three other people whose names he had yet to learn.


“We’ll be fine,” Amber said reassuringly. “My
mother said that fate always kills the good ones first, so I’m probably last in
line to die.”


Huh? Lee was taken aback. He had no idea what
would make her say that. She had yet to strike him as anything other than a
kind and considerate leader, not the type to be considered a bad person at all.
All through the march, and even during the planning and organizational phase,
she had been as optimistic and helpful as possible, often making suggestions or
helping to assuage other people’s fears—just as she was doing for him now.


Then again, I’ve lied to everyone about a
religion so . . . “If you have to be a good person to die in battle, I’ll
end up immortal.” It was Amber’s time to look confused, but Lee just laughed at
the bad joke.


“Umm . . .” Amber’s mouth twisted around for a
minute as she chewed on her lip, apparently at a loss for words. “I’m going to
get ready. I was going to wish you luck since I don’t know how many lives you
have left, but if you’re immortal, and I’m last in line to die, I suppose I
don’t have to worry. See you after the fight, Mr. Boss Who Cannot Die.”


Lee winced as he heard the words leave Amber’s
mouth. Now that you’ve phrased it that way, it’s completely a death flag,
you idiot. You might as well have been the one in a detective flick who finds
out who the mystery killer is and says that you’ll let me know the next day.


“Yeah, see you after the battle, Miss Bed Warmer.”


“Miss Bed Warmer?” Ling asked as she came up right
as Amber was leaving. “Did you . . .? And her . . .?” Her head snapped back and
forth between the two like an indecisive dog that couldn’t decide which car to
chase.


“No, we didn’t have any fun. She just needed
someone to keep her company. She’s still—”


“Oh, yeah. I understand.” Ling let out a huge sigh
for some reason. “She said she’d keep you safe last night, but I suppose that
path can be walked both ways.”


“Yeah, it can. Shouldn’t you be getting ready?”


“I am, but can you promise me something before I
go?” Ling asked.


“Sure? I mean, if it’s within reason.”


“When this is over, I need to talk to you about
blue boxes. I need to talk to you about this world and what’s going on,” Ling
said. “I’m sorry if my reason for wanting to be near you, to stick around you,
has been selfish curiosity, but it is. Please don’t die until you answer my
questions and take responsibility for what this religion has sprouted in my
head.”


Lee forgot to hide the obvious displeasure he felt
as he responded. “So, that’s why you’ve been so insistent on staying with me.”


“No, that’s not the only reason, it’s just . . .”
Ling stopped talking mid-sentence and looked at the people around her. “Never
mind. We can talk about everything later. Good luck, and please don’t die.”


Lee watched her leave and return to the group she
was supposed to be with. He was already over the well-wishes and whatever
misfortune they might bring.


The once-large group had broken up into four
smaller groups. The first group was the one holding ladders and carry shields,
the second was made up of Amber and her squad, the third was Ling and the
town’s five best archers, and the final group, which Lee had to say was the
most ridiculous and pointless, was Miller and Lee, whose job was as dumb as
this whole plan that Lee had concocted haphazardly under pressure. He wanted to
kick himself for not just admitting that he didn’t have a plan and consulting
with the group until they came up with something, but he was convinced that he
had made the right decision in the end. As far as he was concerned, it was
better to maintain high morale and confidence rather than wasting a bunch of
time coming up with a plan that still might not work or even be any better than
this one. Sure, he could have shuffled some of the blame off onto the others as
well if they all came up with the plan and it failed. Now, he was the one who
would have to carry the responsibility of failure and the guilt of all the
lives lost.


Lee looked over at his buddy and asked, “Alright,
Miller, you ready?”


“I don’t wanna talk about it,” Miller grumbled.


“Oh, come on, this will be great!” Lee laughed at
Miller’s rarely-seen grumpy face.


“Why don’t we just take the whole fort by
ourselves? Why do we have to let them get all the good kills?”


“Relax, this was the best decision, so let’s go do
our part.” Lee patted the oaf on his back, and the pair walked out ahead of the
others, weapons held at the ready, and then started sprinting toward the wall.


No status updates until after the fight, Lee
reminded giant-blue-box-generating-overseer. He didn’t want to see any ‘you
have lost a personal follower’ type messages.


As you wish, all status messages shall remain delayed until
after the completion of your battle. This will not delay the acquirement of
items or level ups, only the messages notifying you of these instances.


Ethan, get ready. This is your part, Lee
thought to the two mice stuffed in the bag of rope on his back.


“Enemies at the south wall!” one of the guards shouted
loudly enough that Miller and Lee could hear them.


“Looks like they finally noticed us!” Miller
sounded almost happy again as the two guards on the south wall started firing
arrows at them.


Lee ducked behind his looted tower shield as soon
they began firing arrows. He expected Miller to do the same, but the oaf didn’t
pull his shield out right away. Instead, he began shouting something that
sounded like a mix between gibberish and profanities. He didn’t know if the
lack of translation to English had to do with the fact there was a mature
language filter or if there just wasn’t any direct correlation between the
words he was saying and any particular phrase in English.


“Get your shield out, man!” Lee yelled over at his
friend, who did as he was told just in time to block an arrow. His shield
wasn’t half as large as Lee’s since he had customized a small buckler with the
symbol of a beer mug, foamy top included, in front of a spear. When Lee had
asked about it earlier, he had informed him that it was going to be the symbol
for the Paladin order.


“Life isn’t fun without some risks,” Miller said
as they got closer to the wall.


“East wall! East wall! Enemy ladders on their
way!” Lee heard the shouts he had been waiting for since they spotted him,
finally letting him know that the second group had been spotted. Well, they
got a minute head start. That should be enough.


Lee was worried for his clay friends, but he had
to stick to the plan. Each of the mice that made up Ethan grabbed the end of a
rope and glided out of Lee’s bag and onto the ground before scampering away at
a ridiculous speed. Arrows whizzed by, missing the two rodents by a good
margin, and Lee was suddenly grateful for the fact that the archers couldn’t
hold a candle to a seasoned marksman like Ling.


The two rodents reached the wall well before Lee
and Miller and began climbing up it, towing the rope behind them.


“Get the oil! We’ve got a summon climbing!” one of
the archers yelled.


“Can’t! It’s on the east wall! Just hack it off
when it gets to the top!” another one of the enemies yelled, but the suggestion
was futile. Both of the mice were easily able to top the wall while towing a
sixty-foot rope behind them. Once there, they wrapped the ropes around one of
the first battlements available and then took to the sky, no longer burdened by
the weight of the rope. He knew that they would be cut away before either he or
Miller made it to the wall, but he had three more identical sets of ropes in
his backpack.


This whole scheme was really just a ploy to pull
guards away from the other groups. He was hoping that they could distract
enough guards on this side that the other groups would be able to scale the
walls without having to face as many archers. The other groups, however,
weren’t doing so great. As soon as the mice took to the sky, Lee peered through
their eyes at the other groups, and he felt his stomach sink. He saw three men
either dead or injured from the arrows, down on the ground and unmoving, and
two others at the front who had arrows sticking out of them. One had an arrow
in the side of his stomach, and the other had an arrow protruding from his
thigh.


There were also two dead archers on the
battlements—one had an arrow stuck through his mouth and out the back of his
skull, and the other had his left arm pinned against his chest by an arrow—yet
their losses didn’t look nearly as bad as his.


Lee signaled the mice to return and grab another
rope from the backpack.


“We should have gone with the group carrying the
ladder. There’s no way we’ll make it up,” Miller observed.


“We’ll be fine,” Lee said just as they reached the
wall and held up their shields to block the projectiles.


“We’re sitting ducks, and the ropes are cut. Let’s
just go join the ladders,” Miller insisted.


“We’re supposed to be bait, so just wait for a
bit. We’ll join them soon enough.”


“But we won’t draw first blood!”


“Victory or brutality. Which matters more?” Lee
asked in frustration as another arrow thunked into his shield, the arrowhead
piercing through the wood and giving him a fright.


“I wouldn’t expect someone who can rise from the
dead to understand, but a victory without brutality is just a game of waiting
until they come back even more wicked than the last time. It’s not enough to
pull the weed up by the roots: you have to soak it in poison too. If you don’t,
you’re just waiting for the garden and everything else that was beautiful to
die and be replaced by foul corruption.” Miller’s words, coated in a solemn and
collected tone that didn’t fit the oaf’s usual persona, caused a chill to run
up Lee’s spine.


Lee didn’t know what to say, so he just stood
there in silence while his mice did their job and secured the ropes at the top
again. He didn’t have a fancy retort or even a good response. He had always
just taken Miller’s violence as the effect of someone who really liked to
role-play the hero. This was more than that, though, and he wasn’t prepared to
admit that the Firbolg was right, so he said nothing and stared out at the
field they had run through moments ago.


Once the rope was clear, he broke the silence.
“They only left two people to handle us at the top, and the rest are headed
toward the ladder team. This is your best chance at that brutality you want.”


“Good. I want to be the first one over that wall!”
Miller stowed his shield, grabbed the rope, and began his climb upward.


Lee wasn’t far behind him. He felt uneasy about
throwing his shield away as he began to scale up the rope as fast as he could.
It was the one exercise in gym class he hated the most when he was a kid, and
he would always slack off when it was his turn, but now he was climbing that
rope as if his life depended on it. Halfway up the rope, he heard screams from
the other side. He hoped it was the enemies, but he had a bad feeling that it
was his men given that it sounded like it wasn’t far off the ground rather than
at the top of the wall.


He wanted to use one of the mice to check on it,
but they were both doing everything they could just to fend off the two men
trying to cut the rope he and Miller were climbing. It was a rather interesting
dance, as they would fly close enough to the men to bite them, and as soon as
the men turned their attention to them, they’d fly away again. If either of the
guards had been willing to risk having a mouse rip at his neck or taking the
damage of a few bites, both Miller and Lee would have been dropped back down to
the bottom. It was a good thing that they were occupied with the two small
rodents because Lee really didn’t want to know how fall damage worked in this
world.


He heard a few more words of gibberish from the
guards that were followed by a sentence that actually made sense. “Get someone
over here! They’ve scaled the walls! We need help on the south wall!”


“Busy on the east wall! The ladders are up and
secure, and they’re starting to climb up now! Wi—” The guard never finished his
sentence.


Since Lee and Miller had scaled the wall, the mice
were free to scout again, and he quickly used to them to confirm his fears. Two
of the townspeople, now unrecognizable, had been burned alive when a boiling
substance had been dumped on them. Their bodies were sprawled out next to one
of the ladders, so it was hard to tell if they had started climbing before the
oil came down on them or if it had been had poured on them while they were
setting up the ladder. Either way, the result was the same.


There were two people at the bottom of each
ladder, securing them against the walls so that the guards wouldn’t be able to
topple them over, but there was little chance of that actually happening now.
Amber and her group had made it over another wall, and they had begun killing the
guards off as quickly as they could get to them. Her group had assaulted the
fort on the opposite side from where Lee was, and the commotion created by Lee
and the other group attempting to scale the walls had been enough to draw the
guards away from her position. The battlements were now littered with bodies
from where she and her group made their way around, slaughtering the guards as
they went.


“We need to make it to that side,” Miller shouted,
looking at the guards who had begun gathering together in a tight ball as they
prepared to launch a counterattack.


“Yeah, let’s get to our people,” Lee said, staring
at the enemies in front of him.


They’re both archers. This should be rather
easy.


As if proving his point, Miller slammed into one
of the guards so hard that the man was knocked clean off of the battlements and
into the fort’s courtyard. He then stabbed the other with his spear and hoisted
the man over the side of the wall they had just climbed. In the matter of a few
seconds, the Firbolg had managed to fling the two full-grown men around like a
pair of rag dolls. If the initial damage hadn’t been enough to kill the guards,
the two-story fall would be.


“Go! We’re missing out on the fun!” Miller shouted
as he rushed toward the fight.


Fortunately, or unfortunately for Miller, Amber
and her group had proven to be rather efficient in their task, and they had
dismantled everyone by the time that Miller finally reached them. When he
reached the pile of dead guards, his discontent was plainly evident on his face.
“We shoulda stuck with one of the other groups,” he complained.


Lee ignored the comment and looked at Amber
instead. “Good job,” he said, patting her on the shoulder. “I hope all of your
fights go this smoothly.”


“Thank you!” She smiled back at him, and though
she meant it honestly, her visage was made more than a little creepy by the
fact that she was covered with blood from the people she just murdered.


Lee turned his attention to the inside of the
fort. There was a good-sized four-story stone keep set at the center, although
it only had a large wooden door instead of an iron gate, and there were
paneless windows littered across its front. They weren’t hardly large enough
for a person to fight through, and they were obviously designed to allow archers
to shoot out without taking too much of a risk.


“Alright. So, it looks like they aren’t going to
defend the courtyard, and they’ve already retreated into the main keep,” Lee
observed. “That means we can definitely bump up the schedule on our attack
plan. Do you have enough material to get started, Henslee?”


“I’m going to help her,” Miller insisted.


“Well, don’t start just yet. We need to make sure
we’ve got everyone over the wall and accounted for first.” He genuinely hoped
that the gung-ho barbarian wouldn’t start the next battle prematurely—a hope
that was diminished with one look in the Firbolg’s eyes.


“Let’s at least head down to go check out our
target,” Miller said, putting an arm over the much smaller woman. She flinched
at his touch and gave him a glare but didn’t say a word as the two walked down
the stairs from the battlements and into the courtyard.


Lee started handing out directions to everyone as
they came over the wall, positioning them just where he wanted in the
courtyard.


Finally, Ling came over the wall last. “Is that
everyone?” Lee asked her. He felt like a bus driver who had been forced to deal
with elementary school kids as he ushered everyone into position.


“We lost five to arrows, two to oil. The rest are
all up here with you, so yes, that’s everyone,” she responded.


“Five? I only counted four?”


“There was another casualty near the tree line. He
tried to retreat after being struck and made it to the woods before dying of
blood loss.” Her lips twisted into a frown, making her look more disgruntled
and upset. “I hope no one holds his last act of cowardice against him. It took
real courage to charge to the front like he did.”


You’re asking others not to judge him, but it
sounds like you already have. Lee had turned to follow her gaze toward
where she pointed at the tree line, but he didn’t say anything. “Those trees .
. .” He pointed to an area in the distance as he spoke. “They’re rustling like
we have enemy troops incoming.”


“What rustling?” Ling asked. It was a fair
question. Lee hadn’t actually seen any rustling of leaves: he’d seen the actual
movement of people through tiny flying mouse eyes. He just didn’t explain it
because there were more people around than only Ling. He might have been
willing to share his secret with Ling and Miller, but he still didn’t know how
much he could trust everyone else.


His face twisted into a scowl that matched the one
she had worn only moments ago. “They’re there, and a good number will be here
in the next ten to fifteen minutes at the latest. Sorry, but it looks like we
won’t be able to take you into the main battle at the keep. Round up at least
ten able-bodied archers. Guard this wall, and don’t let them through the
gates.”


“But what about you? Are you going to be able to
kill the—”


“I’ll be fine,” he said, cutting her off. This was
one of those times he didn’t have the luxury of arguing with her. “Just get it
done. If you fail, if they penetrate this fort, we’re going to be pincered
between two sets of troops. We’ll be smashed into pieces. Let’s get moving!” he
shouted to everyone else. “If you’re not holding the wall with Ling, let’s go!
We’re on a tight schedule now!”


“Yeah, boss!” Miller’s mood perked up at the idea
of a rushed schedule and a fight looming even closer. “Let’s go kill a false
prophet!”


“Death to the bastard!” one of the other remaining
people yelled, and then several more added in those unique gibberish
profanities.


He didn’t care that they were cursing, just so
long as morale remained high. It seemed to have wavered just after they took
the walls, likely due to their lost comrades, but it was coming back now and
stronger than before. The gathered crowd was much smaller due to their losses
and the removal of Ling’s crew to the walls, so morale was that much more
important.


Lee knew his friend was eager to rack up any
amount of glory, so he turned to the larger man and said, “Miller, I’ll let you
do the honors of starting us off.”


“You sure he’ll come out?” Miller asked. “I still
have a few promises to keep.”


“They’ll come out,” Lee assured him.


He pulled out a piece of wood and held it over a
fire that one of the men had started. Henslee and several others did the same,
each grabbing a piece of lumber and lighting it up. Once the wood was lit, they
began tossing them at the base of the large wooden keep door. It didn’t appear
to have been treated with anything and was dried out from too much time in the
sun, so it quickly caught fire. As the flames began to build, Miller began
taking pieces of the flaming wood and tossing them at the slits and into the
keep. A few bounced off, but they were able to pick up them up and hurl them
inside before the flames went out.


One by one, more and more flaming pieces of wood
were hurled into the keep. Lee was beginning to think it was all pointless,
until, at last, he heard coughing. Everyone around him immediately stopped what
they were doing and began equipping their shields as they stared at the door
and waited. From the sounds of it, there were at least a dozen men inside, and
they were likely to come barging out at any moment.


“Keep throwing them through the windows!” Lee
urged. “Don’t let them have a break from the smoke!” He knew that nothing had
caught fire inside. The door might have been made from wood, but nothing else
in the keep was. It was constructed from stone and wasn’t likely to catch fire.
They needed to create as much smoke as they could, or no one would be forced
out of the building.”


Finally, from the other side of the door, he
heard, “Well, just break it down!”


The wooden door was already well on its way to
being consumed by flame when it was struck, so it wasn’t much of a surprise
that it exploded in a spray of sparks and embers when the door shattered a
moment later and knights rushed out. The first two out of the keep were clad in
shiny, silver full plate, though they were missing helmets, and another wearing
gold armor rushed out behind them. Clearly the one in charge, he yelled,
“Protect the Herald!”


Given how close they were in size compared to
Miller, along with the angular shape of their foreheads, Lee guessed that all
three enemy knights were Firbolgs. As such, they likely had whatever racial
bonus it was that made Miller so strong.


Lee looked over at his friend as he realized this.
“Well,” he said, “you wanted a fight, Miller. Don’t give them time to talk!
Lead your order of would-be Paladins into battle!” He also took the opportunity
to make sure that his two mice were nearby. He had no idea what would come out
after these three men, and he didn’t want to be caught unaware and have to find
out the hard way.


“Gladly!” Miller’s face lit up like a Christmas
tree as he charged forward, everyone else quickly rushing behind him. Unlike
previously, he actually carried the small buckler on his left arm in addition
to his spear this time.


Miller dodged past the first two silver knights
and slammed shoulder-first into the gold one. His opponent was much bulkier
than the people he had tossed around earlier, and while he was knocked back, it
was only two steps. The knight dug his feet into the ground, and without losing
his balance, he pulled out a large two-handed sword and swung straight down at
Miller. Miller did his best to move to the side, but he wasn’t fast enough. The
sword sliced down into the back of Miller’s arm, catching him in the triceps.
To Miller’s credit, he didn’t scream. He seemed a bit shaken by the blow, but
he still adjusted his spear and swung horizontally, hitting the knight in the
ribs. Unfortunately, the normally deadly spear bounced off the other man’s
plate armor harmlessly without so much as making the man flinch. The attack
might as well have been a stick smashing against a rock for all the good it
did.


The knight responded by bringing his sword around
in a horizontal arch of his own that was aimed at Miller’s chest. His attack
didn't have half as much speed or acceleration as it had before, however, so
Miller was easily able to duck under it. Lee watched as Miller stumbled back a
few steps and then used his lower position as a form of leverage, pushing
forward and tackling the knight to the ground.


The gold-plated figure landed unceremoniously on
his rear with Miller on top of him. It looked like the two were about to get
into an old-fashioned scuffle, but Miller sprang back to his feet with an
uncanny speed that belied his large frame. The knight managed to push himself
halfway back to his feet before Miller kicked him squarely in the chest,
sending him right back to the ground.


The knight scooted back, putting distance between
himself and Miller, and tried to stand up again. Miller dropped a drunken
shout, and the knight swayed from side to side before falling over for a third
time. He opened his mouth as if he were going to say something, but Miller’s
spear went right through the man’s mouth and out the back of his head.


Lee’s Firbolg friend turned toward him, flashed
his teeth, and declared, “Justice needs no gear advantage!”


Yeah, justice. That’s what it is. Lee just
laughed despite the fact that he vehemently disagreed. He had played enough
games to know that there were times when raw skill just couldn’t overcome a
gear advantage.


There were two other fights that had been going on
at the same time as Miller’s. Henslee has rushed in right after Miller, pulling
out her two daggers and charging one of the other two knights. The larger man
leveled his sword at her, but she pressed onward, undeterred by the threat of
the sword, and allowed herself to be gored by the awaiting blade. Her momentum
carried her forward, pushing her along the weapon’s blade, until her body slammed
to a stop against the hilt.


Despite her suicidal move, the smile never left
her face as she buried one knife in the Firbolg’s neck and grabbed ahold of his
arm with her now-free hand before he could pull away. Henslee buried her
remaining dagger in the Firbolg’s eye, clearly using every bit of strength she
could muster from her aged body, before ripping it out and plunging it back in,
time and time again. When it was finally done, Henslee turned and stared
straight at Lee. She mouthed a few words that he couldn’t understand and then
fell over, flat onto her back.


One townsman, who had witnessed the event with as
much horror as Lee, panicked and rushed over to her. He started trying to
bandage her wound, but Lee knew that it wasn’t going to accomplish much. She
was as good as dead already. It was only a matter of time until she passed from
this world into the next, but he wasn’t going to stop the man from trying. In
the end, it was just as gut-wrenching to watch him futilely try to save her
life as it had been to watch her suicidal assault.


The third knight did a much better job of staying
alive that the first two had. He had been rushed by three people, and he was
able to completely block one with his shield while parrying the other two with
a succession of quick movements. He began slowly backing away from the three
combatants almost immediately, heading back toward the smoldering entrance to
the keep. His movements were mesmerizing to watch, and Lee felt like he could
learn a lot by studying this knight’s movements.


Then, out of nowhere, he parried two incoming
blades in such a way that his own sword was lined up for a thrust, and he
swapped to an offensive attack. He lunged forward, stabbing one man in the
shoulder before pulling back and parrying the next series of attacks. He took a
hit on his shield as he performed the maneuver, but it was ultimately as
harmless as all the others had been. The girl attacking him howled in rage and
anger at the sight of her injured friend, but his calm blade had no problem
stopping her wild attacks.


The man who had been stabbed fell back, holding
onto the wound and wearing an open-mouthed expression of shock as he tried to
see where he had been stabbed.


The knight probably would have won right then and
there if it wasn’t for the fact that Miller had used his Drunken Shout at just
that moment. The knight wobbled on his feet, clearly affected by the
intoxicating spell, but the young girl didn’t show even so much as the
slightest signs of being inebriated. She struck out with her sword one final
time, slicing the knight’s throat open before he could regain his senses.
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The sound of clapping could be heard from inside
the keep as the last and final of the three shiny knights died. A young man
wearing a white T-shirt and jeans walked out of the building. He couldn’t have
been older than twenty, and he had pale skin, sunken cheeks and lanky arms.


“I suppose it’s about my turn to make an
appearance if the script is right,” the man said drolly. He had about as much
enthusiasm in his voice as a student letting his teacher know he was present
during roll call.


“Yeah, I guess it is. I think it’s about my turn
to kill you too,” Lee said, looking around at the people surrounding him.
Henslee was dead, a man he didn’t know had been run through with a sword, and
he hadn’t done anything but watch. He knew that he had to make this his fight.
If he didn’t, and if it wasn’t, he’d lose them forever. If he just let the
group shoot this man until he was dead, then everything he had worked for would
be wiped out: saving the villagers wouldn’t matter, the followers he had gained
would be lost, and all the Faith he had gained would be wiped out. He had seen
the pain that these people had been through, and he had seen them willingly
throw their lives into the path of danger time and again. There was no way they
would stick beside someone who claimed to be the son of a god but was unwilling
to risk anything with them. “Your death will be by my hands,” he promised.


Lee looked over at Miller, and the Firbolg nodded
back knowingly. He knew the Firbolg wasn’t happy about the lack of life and
death fights, that he’d wanted more. “How about you take a few people and make
sure Ling can hold that wall,” he said after a moment’s thought. “Another army
is coming with reinforcements, probably one he called back from another slave
pit when he realized we were going to make it inside. Don’t let them make it
over the walls.”


“Aww . . .! Is the boss concerned about the safety
of his future wife? Don't worry! I’ll keep your woman safe.” Miller laughed
loudly as he stamped his spear and headed toward the battlements with half the
people that had circled the opposing Herald.


What? Wife? What are you talking about? Lee
watched him leave, mouth agape.


“Oh, no, that reaction is just terrible,” the
opposing Herald observed, shaking his head. “You’re not one of the dense
characters, are you? The type who has a woman around you for days but still
can’t summon the courage to ask them out or tell them how you feel? That just
won’t do.”


“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” Lee
said flatly.


“Oh, but it is my business!” The Herald smiled
broadly as he pulled a book out of thin air. “I consider it to be very
important to know the backstory of the villains I defeat. What were your
motivations? What type of person were you before you fell down the criminal
path? You know, the things that humanize you so that no one is forced to put up
with two-dimensional characters when everyone reads the story of my path to
greatness.”


Lee didn’t wait for the monologue to finish. His
opponent was unarmed, and this was likely the best chance he was going to get,
so he wasn’t going to waste it. He charged straight in and lunged forward at
the last possible second, hoping to finish him off in one swift go. Just before
his sword made contact, however, a flash of light appeared, and his sword was
blocked.


“Now, now. That’s no good! Attacking the unarmed
is just another point in villainy. Come, now. You really need to give me
something to work with,” the Herald said.


The light faded just in time for Lee to see the
tail end of a horse-sized European dragon with large wings and bright red
scales covering every inch of its body worm its way out of the open book the Herald
held.


“So, to help you understand the importance of
character, let me tell you a story about a dragon who guarded a precious trove
of gold. The dragon had stolen the gold, you see, but not because it was
covetous or greedy. No, it understood that it was a soft, shiny, malleable
rock. It knew that it could shape it with fire, that it could turn it into
anything it wanted, and it enjoyed playing with it.”


Starting to see the terror that was this Herald’s
power, Lee went in for another attack. He had trained against animals as much
as people, so when the dragon attacked, he had a rough idea of how to handle
it. He knew that the creature was simply too large, and likely too fast, for
him to be able to dodge its attacks completely, so he used his sword to block
them instead. He twisted the short sword around in his right hand so that he
could use it as a makeshift shield, and when the dragon’s front claws wrapped
around it, he stabbed forward with the short sword in his other. It was a move
that he had already practiced countless times against the wolves, and he was
thrilled when one of the dragon’s scales chipped away and allowed his sword to
sink several inches into its chest.


The dragon roared in pain and snapped its head
forward, biting down on Lee’s exposed left shoulder. He was lucky that only a
few teeth actually managed to bite into him, and he was even luckier that it
was a fairly superficial wound as far as dragon bites went. If he had been any
closer to the beast, or if it had a better position to begin with, its long
teeth would have penetrated through into his organs, and that would have been
game over. Still, the teeth sank through his thin armor as if it wasn’t even
there, stripping him down to 70% of his life.


“But the dragon wasn’t the only one who wanted the
gold,” the Herald continued, even as Lee battled it out with the monstrous
reptile. “In fact, there were several people who desired the gold for their own
greedy, nefarious purposes. One of these was a vicious and terrible knight, the
kind of wicked man who would do his best to stab people in the back.”


Lee’s eyes flashed open with the implications, and
he tried to dodge as soon as the words left the Herald’s mouth. Held fast as he
was by the dragon’s maw, however, there was nothing he could do. He tried and
failed to shed the dragon off of him, but the dragon’s bite held him tightly.
The phantom sword struck him in his lower back and stripped off another 5% of
his health. He twisted around and found a black-plated knight.


“And, while the knight was good at backstabbing,
he was also a fearsome fighter in his own right. He was a famous jouster who
believed that he could kill even a dragon with a single thrust of his lance.” A
light trailed from the book to the knight as he spoke, lifting the black knight
into the air, creating a horse underneath him and transforming his sword into a
lance.


Lee heard a series of ‘ooh’s’ and ‘ahh’s’ from the
people behind him. He knew that it would be hard for anyone who hadn’t been
raised on special effects and video games to not be impressed. He had seen the
mystical and the magical effects of Hollywood displayed on the silver screen
his entire life, and even he was somewhat mystified by the display.


“I think you should really just put down the kids’
story,” Lee said, although he didn’t hold out any hope that the Herald would
actually listen.


“It’s not a kids’ story; it’s a bedtime story. You
know, the kind that puts people to sleep.”


Lee winced at the horrible pun. “Well, forgive me
if I don’t share your love of ‘knight time stories.’” Lee couldn’t help but
keep the wordplay going as he tried to roll away from the jousting horse.
Somersaulting around was about the only thing he knew to do in order to not be
gored or trampled, but unfortunately, he came up right in front of the dragon,
who was waiting with teeth and claws spread wide. He threw his swords up as
quickly as he could in an attempt to block the creature’s attack, but he simply
wasn’t fast enough. He managed to thwart the dragon’s attempt to bite him
again, but its long talons still ripped across his chest. He was lucky the
armor stopped them from impaling him, but the damage was done. The swipe took
him down to 31% of his life and sent him reeling back several feet.


“Isn’t it fun to relive your favorite stories?”
the Herald asked.


Lee finally realized that all his getting knocked
around hadn’t been for naught. He was now within twenty feet of the opposing Herald.
He stole a glance at the dragon, which was just beginning to pounce at him
again, and charged toward the Herald without any more hesitation.


He couldn’t see it, but he knew the dragon was up
to something the moment he turned away from it. He heard the sounds of the air
as its massive wings whooshed through it and hoofbeats as the knight circled
around to place itself between Lee and the Herald.


So, the Herald is the weak spot. Lee
swallowed what felt like a pound of hot air as he summoned up the courage to do
something stupid. He was going to take whatever blow was necessary to go right
through that horse and just hit that Herald. Just one hit! That’s all I
need! He stared at the weak, shaggy-looking, glasses-wearing appearance of
the enemy. I can do this, Lee told himself one more time and started
toward the knight.


‘WOOSH!’ The dragon let loose with a fiery blast
before he even made it two steps. He felt the pillar of heat just before it hit
and then the searing pain as it scorched his flesh and charred his skin before
melting his flesh into the armor he was wearing.


That stupid freaking dragon. Lee wanted to
scream, but the pain was so bad that the only thing he could manage was a
torrent of curses. All he could do was grit his teeth and focus on his task at
hand. He was down to less than ten percent of his health already, and he was
veritably staring death in the face with a dragon behind him and a knight in
front.


Yeah, maybe now is the time to call for help
from my followers. Lee rolled to his right just in time to dodge a second
spout of flame. The dragon was apparently bent on turning Lee into a
well-seared slab of meat.


Lee’s thoughts raced for ways to finish the fight,
a way to save this scenario, but the truth was that he had run out of options.
He was effectively pinned in place. The dragon has me hemmed in from the
back, the knight is stopping me from charging forward. Even if I throw my
swords . . . If I . . . The sounds coming from the dragon behind him let
him know that he was only going to have one chance for this to work before he
was fried on the spot.


He dropped his swords and darted for the Herald. The
knight was guaranteed to stop him if he tried to run past it, but he wasn’t
running anymore. He equipped one of the few daggers he had held onto, and as
soon as he was in direct view of the enemy Herald, he threw the dagger as hard
as he could—not at the Herald, but at the book. He didn’t hold much hope that
it would hit, but he put every bit of strength he could into the throw to make
the blade fly as fast and as true as possible. He had never played sports in
his life. He had never tossed around a football or played catch with a
baseball. His only real hope was that his coordination and reflexes were
corrected enough by the game system for his aim to be just good enough.


The dagger pierced through the book with a small
thunk, and the Herald dropped it. Lee watched as it twisted around in the air,
finally landing page-first onto the stone floor. The knight just laughed, and
Lee heard the dragon behind him charge up the final blast it needed to burn him
alive.


Looks like I was wrong. This death promised
to be much worse than the last one. He had been at peace the last time he died.
He had been accepting of it. Now, all he wanted was just to punch that smug summoning
Herald in the face for using such an awful cheat skill.


The blast never came. Instead, the knight twisted
into shades of light, as if it were a picture on a camera coming in and out of
focus, before being sucked into the book along with the dragon at the same
time.


“That wasn’t very kind. That book had a lot of
great stories, but . . .” The Herald shrugged as if nothing was wrong and
pulled out another book. “It’s no matter. I have plenty more stories to read
you.”


Lee didn’t wait for him to even open the book as
he rushed forward, once more equipping his swords and throwing the noob weapon
from his left hand straight at the Herald. No, don't you read another page!
I just stopped myself from dying to that awful thing! Don’t you do it! He
felt his heart beat a thousand miles an hour as he got closer. Twenty feet
wasn’t that far. It was less than a large living room, but given how much
adrenaline was surging through his veins, and how scared he was of another page
being read, Lee perceived it all in slow motion. The twenty feet may as well
have been closer to a hundred for all it mattered to him.


“You see,” the Herald began, pausing briefly to
dodge the incoming noob sword. “Back in the day, there used to be a—”


The Herald was cut off by Lee’s real sword. Lee
swung at the book with every ounce of energy left in his body, and finally, he
felt the pull against his blade as the book was rent in half.


“Now that’s just not right!” The Herald took a
step back and pulled out another book, but no sooner had this one entered his
hands than Lee had already swiped it down too. He reached out with his free
hand and grabbed the Herald.


“Hey!” The man panicked. “Get your filthy hands
off me!”


There were a few different lines that went through
his head as he stabbed the Herald through the gut: ‘Storytime is over,’ ‘It’s
time to book you,’ or even the cringe-worthy, ‘This is one book I’ll have to
put down.’ He would have probably even gone with the last one, but there were
people watching—people he needed to turn into zealots—and that would never
happen if they heard how ridiculous his puns were. Lee loved dad jokes, but he
knew that no one would take him seriously once they heard his.


The Herald stared at him coldly and said, “Your
weapon, so crass and Philistine. Do you really not know?” He jerked away just
in time for Lee’s second strike to miss. “Stories can be used as a defense too,
and a good parable at the right time can shield one from the slanderous swords
and stones of others.” A light formed in front of him when he finished
speaking, and a massive golden shield appeared, blocking Lee from seeing what
the Herald was doing. “More than that, they are better than any weapon. A
weapon forces you to risk a confrontation, but a well-placed story in the right
ear can act as a shot from afar, safely striking down your opponent without you
ever having to lift a finger on your own.”


Easily recognizing the pattern, Lee backed up,
equipped his tower shield, and held it up in front of him. His instincts proved
right as, seconds later, a volley of arrows struck his shield.


“A shield that acts like a wall? You think it will
save you from the words and stories of men?” The Herald laughed. “You should
know that no wall is great enough to stop the winds from carrying the words of
men to and from the lands. The more a man tries to shield himself from gossip
and idle stories, the more vulnerable he becomes to the slings and arrows of
accusation.” Lee’s shield became ethereal, almost completely fading away from
view entirely and leaving him exposed. He tried to equip another shield as soon
as it happened, but he couldn’t remove the ghostly item on his arm.


“Where you can’t stop them with a wall, you can
drown them out with noise so that no one can tell truth from lie. Then doubt
will become your shield where lies cannot,” Lee said. At this point, he saw
thirty-odd arrows coming toward him from behind the Herald. He thought he was
dead for sure, but this gamble paid off just as well as the last one. His
shield re-materialized and the arrows turned ethereal, no longer solid or
tangible, and they passed right through him and his shield.


There’s a reason for the pause between
everything he says and the impact. It has to give time for a counter-argument. Lee
felt like he had taken in a breath of refreshing air for the first time since
the fight started. He’s not overpowered; he’s not broken. His ability has a
weakness, and he can be killed. He suddenly realized that the people around
him were cheering, urging him on to finish off the Herald.


The Herald dropped his shield and said, “Whether
or not an accusation can be nullified in a wave of gossip, one must still admit
that a good tongue is sharper and deadlier than any sword.” He stuck his tongue
out, and Lee watched as it extended well past any woman’s expectations,
dropping further and further until it reached three feet in length before
stopping.


The Herald grabbed his elongated tongue and
pulled, and with a snap, the part of his tongue that had been hanging out broke
off. The part he held in his hand formed a soft handle, and the rest stiffened
up straighter than if it was cloth ironed with all the starch in every 1970s
commercial. A moment later, Lee saw that the tongue now shone and reflected
light perfectly, clearly a hiltless sword.


Lee did his best to reinforce his own blade,
saying, “That may be the case, but no quick tongue can ever truly defeat reason
and the presence of good, visible, physical evidence against a case. Even if
you concoct the best stories, it won’t matter if people can see that your case
isn’t justifiable from the evidence at hand.”


“We’ll see if that’s really true,” the Herald
taunted.


Using the two-handed sword, he lashed out at Lee.
Lee blocked the attack with his own sword, not trusting the shield he had
created to hold up, and felt another wave of relief when he realized that his
own sword was going to hold up as well. He tried to counterattack, but before
he could strike a blow, the golden shield maneuvered itself directly between
them. Lee’s blade bounced harmlessly off the shield of light like it was a
wooden stick striking a brick wall.


“Hahaha! No matter what you do, my parables will
defend any point I make. There is always an anecdote to justify whatever I
want!” The Herald laughed, and the cheering ceased as everyone saw exactly how
defensively sound that light was.


“A parable might defend your case, but it could
also just as easily illuminate the weaknesses. No matter how good a story is,
it will have a flaw to be nitpicked, a weakness in the metaphor to be
undermined, and the parables you use as defense are no different,” Lee
criticized. He watched as his words left his mouth as slow-moving, red rivers
of light and pasted themselves onto the Herald’s shield, covering it in thin
red lines from one side to the next. They were only the size of a number two
pencil at best, but Lee was confident that he could hit them, assuming that his
opponent wasn’t a genius swordsman.


The shield rotated to the side allowing Lee to see
the wicked sneer plastered on the Herald's gaunt face. “I can’t stand it when a
villain keeps using one twist after another to stay alive. It’s simply a bad
plot device. You should die peacefully and let the story go on to a better
arc.”


You’re the one delaying your death with these
cheap magic tricks! Lee furrowed his brow as he stared angrily at the Herald.
He wanted to yell, to give him a piece of his mind, but words were important in
this fight. If the Herald’s magic worked to its full extent as it had
previously, it’d just prevent him from dying and give him another chance at
lasting longer. He couldn’t risk saying anything out of place since it wasn’t
only the Herald’s words that mattered.


Seeing that his provocation hadn’t worked, the Herald
lunged forward with a straight thrust. Lee angled his body right and risked it
to see if his shield could absorb the blow from the sword without turning to
paper and being cut right through. He knew that he’d be fine, even if the
shield failed, since he had stepped to the side, so he felt comfortable taking
the risk.


There was a thwack of tongue on wood as his shield
turned the attack, but as soon as he went for his own retaliation, the giant
golden shield swiveled around in front of him, once more separating the two.
This time, Lee adjusted his blade as quickly as he could and, ignoring the Herald,
aimed for the red lines on the shield. His sword cut through one, and the
shield split in two, parting so that there was a clear foot of space between
the top and bottom half of the shield where the red line had been.


“That’s not okay.” The Herald’s temper was no
longer as steady as it was before. His thrust, having been deflected by the
shield, had left him in a position where he couldn’t even counterattack
properly. “You should know that the hero in every story wins. It’s how it’s
supposed to be!” he shouted angrily, going for a low horizontal slash.


Lee parried the blade and sent it straight to the
floor before following up with another attack at the shield. He hit another red
line, and the golden shield split further, the space originally left by his
first slash growing a new foot wider.


“Who said you were the hero? What story have you
ever read that insinuates that?” Lee asked against his better judgment. “You
kidnap people, force people to work, kill people you disagree with and build
castles in the middle of nowhere. You might as well have called it an evil lair
and waited for your death at the hands of the first good knight to take up the
case.”


The Herald’s face scrunched up. “That’s . . .! I
brought the people more than they deserved! Education! Entertainment! Meaning!”
he yelled as he made another poor attempt at striking Lee.


Lee realized how sloppy the man’s swordsmanship was.
“You never did your own fighting, did you? You’ve relied on your powers the
whole time, haven’t you? You’ve never tested or trained yourself, have you?”


“What use do I have to train? Haven’t you read?
Most good stories feature a hero who is physically inept and vastly unqualified
yet able to defeat opponents who have worked hard their entire life to master a
skill! And after only a day or two of training!” the Herald quipped, his face
turning redder than Erik the Viking’s beard.


Well, technically, I qualify there too. Except,
this just means that neither of us has ever trained before. Lee parried
another attack and cut again at another red line on the golden shield. He
realized that the gaps were large enough for him to almost ignore the shield
completely at this point, but he patiently waited and cut through one more so
that the split was large enough for him to step through comfortably. Then, as
he sidestepped his opponent's thrust and parried it to the side, he grabbed his
opponent's wrist with his shield hand and pulled him directly onto his waiting
sword.


The Herald started to laugh, and Lee knew he was
up to something. “You think you’ve won, but the best part of a sto—”


The Herald began to use another one of his trump
cards, but Lee wasn’t going to let that happen. Instead of letting him finish,
he punched the Herald in the mouth with the hand that was holding his sword.


“Ow, stop that! You’re not supposed to interr—”


Lee didn’t have any patience left. He punched the
restrained man again. He didn’t want to waste any more time toying with him, so
Lee thrust forward for the other Herald’s neck. High as he was on his victory,
however, he was too slow. The Herald turned his tongue-like sword and stabbed
into Lee’s side, even as Lee’s own sword sliced into his throat.


Luckily for Lee, the Herald had been too weak to
actually drive home the blow. He watched as his own health dropped from
thirteen to nine and then stared at the message as it popped up and let him
know that he was taking one point of damage from bleeding every other second.
That gave him twenty seconds to live. His only comfort was the fact that his
own blade had cut the Herald’s throat, so he wasn’t the only one with a timer.


“You’re such a bastard.” Lee watched as the Herald’s
mouth opened and closed in shock, the look of pain and disbelief in his eyes
growing as he processed his death. “I hope you rot in hell,” he added before
releasing his grip and falling over. The minute he hit the ground, Lee felt
like he had been used as a punching bag by a heavyweight boxer. He had been
running on adrenaline alone, and it had basically been the only thing keeping
him on his feet and ignorant of all the damage his body had taken.


Stupid. Freaking. Dragon. Stupid. Freaking.
Knight. Lee sighed, staring at the sky. “It’s time for me to die again.” He
spoke the words aloud as he realized that it was inevitable now. He had won,
and the other Herald was dead, but there was nothing he could do to stop
himself from bleeding out. He had tried to use the same strange healing he had
used on Ling in the mine to help cure himself, but it didn’t want to work for
him.


“Just . . . take care of Ling and listen to Miller
for me,” he said to the crowd who had gathered.


Divinity Power: Life in Death activated.


What? What the heck?


Divinity Power: Life in Death will both cease
life-threatening damage over time effects and slowly regenerate the user’s hit
points so long as the conditions are met.


What conditions?


The enemy that caused the injury resulting in the damage
over time effect must be killed.


The fancy blue box prompts were rather
enlightening, and the news was a load off. He had six health left when the
effect kicked in, and he realized now that the Herald must have taken a full
minute to die. For some reason, that brought a little comfort to Lee.


“The wound is closing up,” he heard one of the
people say as they crowded around him.


“Is it over?” he heard others from inside the keep
ask.


Lee raised his head to see a few dozen people, all
chained and dressed in clothes that might as well be potato sacks, starting to
file out of the keep. “Did he finally die? Are we free?” one of them asked.


One of the men who had just witness the
confrontation said, “Yes! This man, The Herald of Augustus, came and saved
you!”


“He’s not just a Herald, he’s the son of a god! He
came back from the dead!” another yelled.


“I mean, the other one had magic and seemed . . .
more divine. Are you sure he’s a god? He doesn’t seem that impressive,” one of
the men who had followed Lee from the village asked, ignoring the newly-freed
and frightened prisoners who had been held inside the keep.


“People!” Lee said, bracing himself as he stood
up. He might not have been dead, but he still felt awful. Low hit points had a
very real and physical feel, and it wasn’t pleasant. “Please, put your
priorities straight. Who or what I am doesn’t matter. Can’t you see them?” He
pointed over to the three or four individuals that had actually left the keep,
and the dozen or so behind them that were still timidly waiting inside. Their
arms were bound, their feet were shackled together, and their faces were gaunt
and miserable. “Why must you worry about who is what or what matters when so
many are injured and suffering right in front of you?”


“Oh . . .” the villager who boasted about Lee’s
divinity at the beginning began with a start. “I’m sorry, Lord. I’ll go right
away.”


He rushed over to the group, pulled out a dagger
and began working the lock on the closest victim to him as best he could, yet
the others just stood and watched. They were wide-eyed, curious and confused,
but after a minute, they joined him. They began taking off their shirts from
underneath their armor and giving them to the prisoners, passing out food, and
doing what they could to remove the locks and chains. The small group of
observers was finally doing something useful.


Lee walked over to where Henslee was bleeding out.
She was stretched out on the ground, and a man was sitting beside her, holding
a blood-soaked bandage over her wound. Lee was no doctor, but even he could
tell that she was going to die very soon. “I see you did very well for
yourself, Henslee,” he said, kneeling down beside her.


She took a ragged breath and coughed up a mouthful
of blood. Even as the blood dribbled down the side of her mouth, she smiled.
“Does this mean I’ll finally get to be with David?”


Lee shook his head and placed a hand on top of her
chest. “I’m afraid I still have a need for you.” He had only used the method of
healing once on Ling, but due to the nature of this world’s systems, he was
able to execute the heal on Henslee without any issue at all. It was far easier
than it had been the first time, but the process left him drained. He watched
as over half of his Spirit bar depleted, and his energy was transferred into Henslee
as her wound was healed.


Ethan noticed it first, and with a little mental
squeak, he told Lee to pay attention. The people were lined up just inside the
keep, watching him intently. “He . . . He can do that? Not only did he come
back from what should have been a fatal wound, but he even brought her back
too?” one asked in awe.


“I told you: he’s a god,” his staunch defender,
Foster, reaffirmed.


Lee did his best to ignore them while they
gossiped about how divine he was or wasn’t and focused his attention on the
woman he had healed.


“You promised me . . . if I died . . . that I
could . . . You promised me!” Her smile faded to anger as she glared up at him.
“Why would you heal me?”


“Because it’s what David would have wanted. He
told me when we were fighting giant beasts in the tunnels. He was worried that
he might die at any turn, and he told me that he wanted you to live a long life
no matter what happened to him.” Lee was lying, but he didn’t know what else to
say. This woman was hell-bent on death, and her method of fighting would get
her there sooner or later.


“He would say something like that.” Her anger
subsided, melting away as she suddenly became interested in the ground off to
her side. “That idiot. Why did he always have to be first, to try the hardest?
Why did he have to go right as we . . .?” For one reason or another, she didn’t
finish her sentence. She just broke down crying. The man who had bandaged her
up looked around awkwardly and then excused himself.


Lee sat where he was, crouched down beside her,
equally unsure of what to do. “It’s going to be okay. He’s not suffering. You
have but years here, but you will have an eternity with him later. Treasure the
time in this world as a chance to become a better person for your time in the
next one.” Lee continued to use his tongue as a shovel to dig a blasphemous
hole straight to hell. Augustus, why couldn’t you let me convert them to the
proper religion? You bastard!


“But . . . I don’t want to wait,” she sobbed. “I
just want him back. Why couldn’t you have healed him?”


“Because it was his time to go.” He always hated
hearing that whenever someone said those words to him. He always felt like it
was the dumbest excuse anyone had ever come up with, and now he was guilty of
committing the same offense. “And it’s not yours. You need to be strong for
him. You need to become a person that everyone looks up to and help as many
people as you can. That way, when you get there, he’ll be that much prouder of
you.”


“Okay,” she answered, but then just laid back, tears
still rolling down her cheeks.


Alright, the battle’s over, so show me what you
got, Lee thought to the prompt. He had asked for all messages to be held
until after the fight, and he was grateful that he had when a flood of kills
popped up. Before he could sort through the death notifications, skill ups and
the EXP and the loot from all the kills, his eyes were drawn to three specific
status message notifications.


The first was relating to his killing of the Herald,
mainly because it looked nothing like the other status messages he had seen for
kills.


You have defeated the Herald of the God of Books and
Stories. As the slayer of a Herald, all of his excess Faith shall be awarded to
the god you serve. You have also been granted the final boon of a now-dead god:
three blank pages from his Book of Endless Dreams.


The second one let him know that the whole thing was finally
over. The status message he had been hoping to receive when he first rescued
the poor peasants from the slave camp at the mine.


You have completed the
quest: Save the villagers from the kidnapping threat. Your party has been
awarded 15 gold, one engraved steel sword, one engraved pair of bracers, one
unknown silver ring and 15,000 Experience, of which your share is 5 gold, one
unknown silver ring, and 5000 Experience. Your Charisma has also improved by 10
for going above and beyond in the aid of strangers. Your Honor has improved by
4 for honoring your word and completing the quest as you promised.






Your reputation in
Satterfield has increased significantly.


The last of the three major notifications, though, was what
caused Lee no endless amount of worry.


Due to your followers dying, your Personal Faith has dropped
from 39 to 37.


Lee’s heart skipped a beat when he saw the change
in Personal Faith. He didn’t know if that was lost from people who died during
the initial siege, or if it was people who had just died defending the
battlements, so he rushed straight up the stairs and back to the top of the
fort wall. As he climbed the stairs to the battlements, he found himself
staring at a single man surrounded by a sea of red.


Miller, covered in wounds, stood tall and proud
with his spear planted in the ground. Ling was leaned up against the wall with
Amber and several others, each dyed as crimson as the next, and there was so
much blood that he couldn’t even begin to guess whether it was theirs or
someone else’s. If it wasn’t for the occasional arrow protruding from a body
part or a visible gash in the clothing, it would have been impossible.


“What in the . . .” Lee’s mouth hung agape as his
eyes darted from body to body. They were littered everywhere. The soldiers that
had come to reinforce the fort had turned into a horror show’s worth of
mutilated decorations across the ground, and Ling and his other followers were
just staring blankly. “What happened here?”


“Victory,” Miller said as smugly and arrogantly as
he could. “Victory happened here.”


“Yeah, but . . . Did we lose anyone?”


“Three people,” Miller answered quickly. “Three
people died that shouldn’t have died because we delayed justice.”


Was it anyone I knew? Was it someone I
traveled with? That I drank with? Or just someone’s family who had come along
to help because they believed in me? It was a rather cruel thing for him to
realize that he somehow valued one set of lives over the other simply because
he knew them better. Yep, that’s life for you.


“We came as soon as we were rested and ready for
battle,” Lee argued.


“We could have marched straight here yesterday.
The rest is why those three died,” Miller countered.


“The rest is why others lived,” Lee countered. He
didn’t know why he even felt the need to argue with Miller. He could just as
easily ignore him, but given the shell-shocked expressions on the survivors’
faces, he didn’t want to trash whatever morale they had left by miring it in
self-doubt. “Trust me: This was the right decision.”


Even though he was arguing about whose fault the
deaths were, Miller still looked rather pleased with himself. “I’m sure if you
say so, and if Augustus says so, then it is so.”


“Either way, it was a victory. Their Herald is
dead, we’ve freed more people, and we’ve won the day.” Lee wanted to keep the
news as positive and upbeat as he could.


His eyes landed on one of the few men that had
come with him. The poor man was loaded up with arrows like an overused
pincushion. It was brutal to even look at. Lee didn’t know how the poor guy had
turned into an arrow magnet whereas the others were fine, but he didn’t really
want to know either. He counted his blessings that they hadn’t lost more.


“Then your victory was as glorious as mine was!”
Miller declared, slamming his staff into the walkway. “Tonight, we’ll have to
celebrate our conquest over drinks to honor Augustus.”


“Yeah.” Lee nodded, finally moving over to Ling.
He healed the few wounds she had before proceeding to the next person. “We’ll
get around to that, I’m sure. But, well . . . Look. I need you to do something
for me. I need you to pack these people up and get moving.”


Miller looked at Lee curiously.


“Get moving? Why? We haven’t even finished raiding
the keep and taking his loot.”


“I know you don’t want to hear this, and I don’t
want to be the coward here either, but we have a lot of injured, tired and worn
out people. We need to get back to the town and let them rest up,” Lee said.
“You and I can go out after that and have all the fun you want. We can loot and
raid and kill our way there and back as much as you like, just help me get the
townsfolk to safety first.”


Two of your personal followers have become zealots.
Your Personal Faith has increased by 12.






Current Personal Faith Total: 49


“Okay, fine,” Miller said, bending over and
grabbing two of the hurt people Lee hadn’t gotten to healing yet and tossing
them over each of his shoulders like they weighed less than a feather, and then
he proceeded to bring them down the stairs and to the keep’s gate, where a lot
of people were now waiting. Since Lee was already nearly out of stamina, he was
happy to not have to help them out. He was sure they’d all be fine. Other than
Ling, whom he had healed first, he had prioritized the ones he helped by the
severity of their wounds.


Ling watched him heal one last person then stood
up and offered him a helping hand as he finished healing the people against the
wall. “Are you okay?” she asked as he took her hand.


He shrugged. “Yeah, I had a pretty tough fight,
but I came out okay.” His divinity skill hadn’t fully recuperated his health,
but it had gotten him back up to over a third of his life. “I’m just gonna need
a good night's rest soon . . . That is, if Miller will let me have it without
forcing me into another fight,” he chuckled. Yeah, his cooperation will cost
me. It always does one way or another.


“A good night’s rest with Amber?” Ling asked
pointedly, but Lee felt that there was more to the tone of Ling’s question.


“Ling, Amber is going through stuff, and she
doesn’t want to be alone at night. There wasn’t much more to it. I might as
well have been a night light by the bed for a kid afraid of the dark. Don't
read too much into it.” Lee had expected this topic to pop up eventually, and
he cut it off quickly. He wasn’t sure how much she’d understand or accept, but
honesty was the best policy. “I like Amber, but much like with you, I don’t
really know her.”


“Yeah, about things we don’t know . . .” Ling
trailed off as her eyes followed the ground. Then she looked straight back at
him with renewed focus. “You need to tell me now. I want my explanation.”


“Am I allowed to tell her?” Lee asked Augustus,
whom he was positive was listening.


“You can tell her as much as you want. It’s not
like you know much to begin with,” the laughing voice of the trolling god
quickly replied.


Ling didn’t say anything, but she seemed to have
the gist that he was asking a higher authority for permission.


“Well,” Lee started, “in the place I come from . .
. I wasn’t a god. I wasn’t the son of a god, and there wasn’t even Augustus.
But, there were boxes like those status messages. Just . . . They weren’t. In reality,
they were in games. You’d receive them to notify you about the mechanics of a
fake game world. Then, one day, I got stolen away by a crazy lunatic of a
deity, Augustus, who claims he is some distant grandfather type figure in my
lineage.”


Lee carried on with as much honesty as he could.
He was happy that Ling had been the only one to stay and wait on him after he
wore himself out healing. He was comfortable telling her this information for
some reason—likely just the fact she was pretty and he knew her—but he didn’t
want to blab all of this stuff to the rest of the world. “He took me to a
coliseum and made me fight to the death with a zombie. Once I won, he sent me
here and told me that the only way to get back to my home world was to build up
believers for him in this world. If I didn’t do that, I’d be stuck here
forever.”


“Oh . . . But the boxes?” she pressed.


“Yeah, I don’t get it either. From what I
understand, this world is run by a system—a god of some kind—that regulates the
functions and physics of every interaction. The deity who built this world was
really into the game format from my old world, and so this world mirrors that.”


“So, are you saying we’re in some kind of game
like one from your own world?”


“No, I thought that might be the case at first,
but this is a fully-fleshed-out and real world. Everyone and everything here is
real, and death is definitely real. When I die, when you die, we’re dead for
good. The only exception are certain people this god has selected who don’t
permanently die: they just start over from scratch with a new life somewhere
else.”


“Oh . . .” She appeared to be taking the news
rather well, but Lee had no idea what was going on inside her head as her eyes
slowly but surely drifted toward the ground between them. After a long pause,
she asked, “Does that mean you plan to leave us?”


“Huh?”


“You said you were converting people to Augustus’s
religion because you needed to do that to get back home,” she repeated his
words. “Does that mean you plan to leave us for good once you get enough
followers for Augustus?”


“Oh, that.” Lee put on his best poker face. He
didn’t want his mixed emotions on the topic to bleed through. “Well, I’ve
actually been back to my own world a few times already. I go at night
sometimes, so no one notices. But I have to, and not because I plan to leave
you all. I think you’ll be stuck with me for a long time. I go because there
are things in that world that you don’t have here.”


“Ah.” Ling looked relieved. “Okay, I understand.
So, do you believe in Augustus? Really?”


“Yeah, I have met him, after all. He’s . . .
crazy. The worlds he made and threw me into, the forms he’s taken . . . He
definitely has a lot of power, and he’s definitely real. I never knew he
existed before the day he brought me here, but I promise you that he is a real
and powerful god,” Lee asserted.


“Awww, now you’re just flattering me,” Lee could
hear Augustus saying while chuckling softly.


“Okay. Thank you,” Ling said, nodding.


She seemed to be nodding a lot, but Lee understood
how difficult this all was to swallow. He had been in her place, to some degree
at least, at the start of this adventure. Baffled, confused, and feeling like
her sense of reality was being distorted: that was him when he first met
Augustus.


“Is there anything else you want to talk about?”
he asked her.


“No, I think I’m good for now. Let me process
this, and . . .” She paused and stared up at him with big doe eyes that made
sure he’d have trouble refusing whatever request she made. “Please don’t leave
us for your home world.”


“I won’t,” he said.


“Okay,” Ling answered and walked away, down the
stairs toward the rest of the group.


“That’s good,” another voice came out of the
shadow near him. It startled Lee enough that he nearly had a heart attack—if
that was possible in this world. “That you’re not leaving, that is. Because I
need a night light by my bed.”


“Holy—” Lee calmed himself. Being startled in this
world was definitely not a good thing. Anything that could make him jump could
also just as easily kill him before he realized what it was or that it was even
there.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you or
eavesdrop,” Amber said with a laugh. She was still just as blood-drenched and
injured-looking as before, so he had no idea how or when she had managed to
meld into a shadow while still dripping the occasional drop of blood from her
armor to the ground. “I just didn’t know when it was okay to make myself known
when you two were having that awkward conversation. I guess my mother is right:
if I don’t speak up and make myself known, I really am invisible.”


He wanted to argue with her, but he had completely
failed to notice her. “That’s fine. No harm, no foul.”


“Do you want a hand down there? It looks like
everyone is expecting a speech of some sort.” Amber pointed at the gathered
crowd that was growing larger and larger by the gate. They had opened up the
fort, and everyone was putting their stuff together and getting ready to
depart.


“Yeah, I suppose we should head down there,” Lee
said.


“Mhmm.” Amber put on a cheery face. It was
disconcerting seeing someone so bloody standing in the middle of enemy bodies
with such a happy-looking face.


Lee didn’t take more than two steps toward the
stairs down, however, before she herself stopped him. “But Lee,” she said,
causing him to turn around and look at her again.


“Yeah?” He was worried that she’d want to ask a
bunch of questions like Ling had since she had overheard their talk and
probably had plenty of curiosity bothering her too now.


“I need you to stay too.” She gave him a playful
smile before adding, “And it’s not just because you’re a lamp by the bed.”


“I suppose that’s good to hear.” Lee wasn’t
exactly sure how he was supposed to answer that, but he wasn’t comfortable with
leaving a silence hanging between them either. Still, the two didn’t exchange
another word as they descended the stairs.


It turned out that Amber was correct: everyone was
expecting a speech. Several were munching on food that Lee had insisted they
bring, most had bandages on one body part or another, and a few were shuffling
around with a general sense of malaise. As soon as he walked up with Amber,
however, they all stopped whatever it was they were doing and stared at him
expectantly.


Yep, awkward and uncomfortable, just the way I
like things before I make a grand speech, Lee chuckled. He was starting to
get used to this feeling, even if only a little bit, but not enough to stop his
cheeks from turning slightly red as he looked around at the crowd. “So, I am
told that, after victories, you’re supposed to say something meaningful. I told
you to take care of others first, and you have, and I think that’s more
meaningful than anything I can say. But, now I suppose I have to get around to
giving a few words.”


“Are you re—” A member in the audience quickly elbowed
the newcomer in the stomach, silencing the question before it could even
finish.


Thank you. I tell enough lies as it is, so
don’t make me just repeat another for the sake of it.


“And for these words, I want to say you should
look to the person on your left and right because they were the ones that
carried us to victory. They were the courageous ones who ran through a field of
arrows, who climbed walls and killed fearsome enemies, just to make sure that
you and your loved ones, your neighbors and that guy down the street who you
really don’t like but can’t put your finger on why can all sleep soundly
tonight. They fought hard and risked their lives against a small army so that
you won’t have to be concerned with who was kidnapped or why they were captured
each morning when you wake up.


“That’s why they fought,” Lee continued. “They
didn’t fight because of me, because of my religion, or because I have a god who
makes the best bacon.”


Lee realized that he needed the words to be true
even as they left his mouth. People hadn’t stepped up to become conquerors or
murderers because he had asked them to. People hadn’t died because he had
wanted to kill a Herald in some game.


When he continued, he was speaking as much to
himself as he was anyone else. “I also promise you: They didn’t fight because
they liked to. Well, most of them didn’t just fight because they liked to.” He
paused and shot Miller a knowing look before continuing. “No, they fought for
you, they fought for their family, and they fought for a better town. So, I’m
not going to cheapen their victory with paltry, meaningless words or empty
platitudes. I’m only going to say that you all did a great job and that those
who died will not suffer.”


One of the people from Satterfield who hadn’t been
there at the mines stepped forward and asked. “What do you mean? Isn’t being
stabbed or shot to death with arrows pretty much suffering?”


“In death . . .” Henslee answered for him. Her
eyes were puffy and her nose was red from where she had been sobbing earlier,
but there was a little more brightness in her expression. “In death, those who
lived a good and noble life or died for a good cause get to go somewhere
amazing. So long as they didn’t take their own life and were good people and
good followers of Augustus, they’ll go to a great and wonderful place without
pain and suffering.”


“She’s right,” Lee agreed. “And if they died
trying to save and protect their fellow man or while doing a great deed for
other people, it’s a place they will absolutely be welcomed into. Augustus and
I will take good care of them there.”


“Ah,” the man said. Several others nodded along
like Ling had done earlier when Lee explained the mechanics of the world to
her.


“Look, I can answer all of your questions in due
time. I’ll be more than happy to go over the finer points of the afterlife, of
what it means to serve Augustus, and how great fried chicken and waffles are.
I’m sure there are plenty of questions, but the first and most important thing
you need to understand is that this religion isn’t one you have to follow. I am
not the Herald we just killed. I won’t lock you up in chains, force you to work
or beat you if you don’t listen to me. I only ask that you at least follow the
tenets of what it means to be a good person and what it means to help others
out, even if you don’t follow Augustus.”


“And not to blaspheme Augustus. ‘Cause then I’ll
kill you,” Miller added. Rather than take him seriously, however, several
people just chortled and laughed while the newcomers all seemed nervous or scared
by the statement.


“Now, if you do choose to join, you’re welcome to
pack your stuff up and head back to Satterfield with the rest of us. There is a
bar with plenty of full kegs, lots of fried chicken and a little bacon. We can
talk about the religion there.”


Lee turned without waiting for the crowd’s
reaction and began the walk back to town. He knew that he was going to have to
address the rest of the big topics eventually, but for now, he was going to put
it off as long as he could. Procrastination would provide the last-minute
answers he needed like always.


You two are so spoiled. Lee shook his head
at the two rodents when they flew down and crawled into his backpack, but the
two mice only chuckled back at him. Fine. I’ll treat you well this time
since you worked so hard earlier. He wasn’t sure what a smug mouse face
looked like, but he knew they had one on.

















——-


 


It didn’t take much convincing to get Miller to
sideline the ‘More experience! More killing!’ urge and settle for drinking
instead once they made it back to the bar. Not many were in the mood to party
or joke around, but the Firbolg managed to find his groove anyway. All Lee had
to do to get the Firbolg off his case was remind him that it was customary to
have a drink for each person who died, and then after five drinks, the friendly
giant forgot all about everything else.


The townsfolk were kind enough to make some space
and living quarters for the Herald’s hostages that chose to follow Lee back to
Satterfield. Most of them went to the new homes they were offered and slept,
but some of the more fit and healthy ones gravitated toward Miller in the pub
and went to drink with him.


Within an hour though of getting back, the news
had spread. Lee didn’t jump on the opportunity to do any more speeches, didn’t
bother with preaching and was only having a beer with a few people, yet somehow
his Faith had crept up to 452. Even though a good portion of that was from the
other Herald, it was still impressive. What was even more impressive was that
he had managed to boost his personal zealot score up to 11, and the number of
personal followers he had jumped up to 29. He had half-expected some type of
halo to appear over his head whenever this happened, or at least some type of
boost to his stats, but he got nothing. There wasn’t a single change at all
despite having 95 Personal Faith.


As much as he wanted to spend time celebrating
with everyone else, he still chose to head upstairs rather early in the night. The
day’s events had taken their toll, and it all seemed to catch up with him as
soon as he sat down. He didn’t even make it up the stairs, however, before
Amber came up behind him.


“Sleeping already?” she asked as she crept up to
him.


“That was the plan, though I thought about a
shower first,” Lee said, rubbing his arms pointedly. They were still covered in
dirt and blood, and he hadn’t even taken the time to wash up yet.


“Shower?” She looked at him confused.


Ah, that’s right. “I mean a bath.”


“Oh, yeah. I suppose that now is the best time to
go if you didn’t want to deal with dirty water in the bathtub.” She nodded, her
eyes looking back down over to the room. “I think they’ll have to change the
water entirely after your friend takes one,” she laughed as she eyed Miller. “I
think the fighting turned out to be less messy than eating and drinking.”


“Yeah . . .” Lee shrugged. It was kind of funny,
but he was still worn out from this world. He needed to figure how much time he
had earned so that he could go back to his own world. Once there, he’d be able
to take a really nice, long, hot shower. He was even looking forward to pigging
out on some Chinese food and playing games with his buddy, Wolfe. He wasn’t
sure how any of it would pan out, but he knew that any amount of time in the
world he had come from was going to be a glorious break from the stress in this
one.


“It’s not like you, though. You eat with an
aversion to mess like I’ve never seen before. The fork and knife are
commonplace, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen one insist on using them for
everything like you do,” she said, continuing her stray observations as the two
walked up the stairs.


“So, if I’m going to sleep, are you joining me
again?” Lee asked, not making light of her issue even though he really wanted
to give her a suggestive wink and throw in a crude pun.


“If you don’t mind. I was hoping to slip into
something more comfortable this time,” she said, actually winking at him.


Lee felt bad now for missing a chance to make a
rude joke himself but didn’t pass up the opportunity twice. “You don’t have to
put anything on at all if you don’t want to,” he chuckled.


“Well, well . . . So there a man in there
somewhere.” She laughed as she leaned into his arm as the two walked down the
hallway. “I’ve heard that holy men have thoughts as dirty as their faith is
pure.”


“Who told you that holy men have dirty thoughts?
Did that Herald before me ruin my reputation?”


“Nah, just some of the poems and ballads that the
bard sang when he made his trip through our town. He told me that I need to be
careful of any Herald or religious figure because they’re all perverted con
men,” she explained. The words were clearly accusations, but her tone was so
playful that Lee didn’t mind at all.


“Well, then I don’t have to worry about warning
you ahead of time before you come to bed with me tonight.” Lee’s pushed a
little into her as she leaned against his arm, knocking her slightly off
balance. She adjusted by actually grabbing onto his arm.


It was a sensation Lee liked, but the hallway was
small and those short exchanges were more than enough to fill the time needed
to reach the bathroom. Bathroom . . . The name actually makes sense when
there is a bath inside.


“I’ll let you do your thing. I’m going to . . .
I’m just . . .” She looked over at the other bathroom. “I’m just . . . Yeah.
I’ll see you in a bit, but don’t mind me if I don’t sneak in until after you’re
asleep so you don’t get any perverted ideas.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Lee laughed and stuck out a hand to
pat Amber’s head. “You just do your thing and relax. You worked hard today. You
did good, and you helped a lot of people, so you deserve to be comfortable
tonight.” What kind of creepy line is that? Lee wanted to kick himself
for saying something so awkward, but it made Amber smile. He didn’t know if she
was just humoring him, but it was a beautiful enough smile that melted his
heart a bit.


Alright, bath time to scrub off all those dirty
thoughts. Lee fortified his willpower and headed into the bath.


His feet had no sooner touched the water than he
heard the familiar voice of the shapeshifter. “So, you going to take my advice
and warp back now? Or are you going to wait for Amber to warp-block you again?”


“How long do I have this time in the other world?”
Lee had to ask. Please don’t be a month or two at most, he thought.


“You can take as long as you want this time.
You’re not going to age anymore, so it doesn’t matter. Take a day, a month, a
year. It’s fine,” Augustus answered. Based on his tone, Lee imagined a monkey
shrugging at him while spinning around in an office chair.


“I’m . . . not going to age?” Lee found this news
both amazing and frightening. Immortality was both a blessing and a curse and
one he never thought he’d have to contemplate outside of a drinking game.


“You’ve awoken your divinity seed. I can pull you
back to this world anytime you want. It’s not like the timelines are connected
between this world and yours,” Augustus explained. “You just have to pick a
date when you want to come back, let me know while you’re sleeping, and I’ll
rip you back into the game world. You’ll be sitting in a tub stark naked like
you never left at all.”


“Sickness? Health issues? What about those?”


“Look, you’re not going to have any of those
problems. In fact, unless you do something incredibly stupid, I can’t imagine a
single possible way for you to get killed. So, as far as I’m concerned, we can
wait as long as you want once you get to that world to come back to the War of
Eternity. Now, are you going to go or not? I mean, I understand if you don’t
want to go. Beautiful women want to join you in bed. That alone seems promising
enough that I’d be hard-pressed to leave if I were you.”


“No, I’ll take your advice about leaving while I
have the chance this time . . . so long as you make sure I have another pair of
clothes when I get to the other side. I’m pretty sure I’ve still got a family
member or two near me in that hospital room.” Lee tried his best to remember.
It had been so long, and so much had happened, he couldn’t quite remember what
he had been doing when Augustus pulled him back to this world.


“Fine, fine. But you’re taking the fun out of
this. I was hoping to send you into a bathroom stark naked and force you to
awkwardly flash a few family members just to get out,” Augustus laughed at his
own idea.


“Yeah, that does sound like you,” Lee agreed. “In
fact, maybe I should specify that you should return me in the same attire I
left in.”


Augustus laughed at whatever diabolical idea he
had. “So, I can’t send you back in a pink tutu that was meant for someone much
smaller than you?”


Despite himself, Lee laughed as well. “Same outfit
you warped me over in, thank you.”


He didn’t even finish his sentence before he was
back in his hospital bed and saying ‘thank you’ to his parents while laughing
at a joke they didn’t get and had never heard.












Epilogue


 


 


“Are you listening to me?” his mom asked. “Hello?
Lee, are you there?”


I am now. He had only started listening to
her because she said his name. Before that, he had been thinking about the
world he came from, the religion, the Herald, and how to handle everything if
and when he went back. I don’t age in this world anymore, so I have to go
back eventually. But, for now, he said that I had as much time here as I
wanted. That means Augustus was lying to me when he mentioned the time limit,
or there is a difference between a Herald and a deity and keeping them here.


“Oh, sorry, Mom. I’m just . . . not all here,” he
admitted, looking around the room. He had been lying on the hospital bed
listening to his parents talk to him for close to forty minutes.


His eyes went between his mother and father. I
guess the guest list for hospital patients dwindles as time goes on. Oh well,
it’s time to leave, Lee thought, standing up. “Mom, are there any pants
around? I’d like to change out of these if I can,” he said, tugging on the
exposing gown.


“Hey, take it easy there,” his dad called out.
“Your injuries weren’t minor, and you don’t want to hurt yourself any more than
you have to, so just lay back down and get some rest.”


“No.” Lee didn’t feel like wasting any time in
this place. “Just call the doctor. He can check me himself if he needs. I’m
fine, and I’m leaving tonight.”


“Honey, I don’t think that’s a good idea. With
your ribs and your condition,” the mother said, joining the father in trying to
gently urge him back onto the hospital bed.


“It’s fine. Just call the doct— Oh, there he is.
Hey! Doctor!” Lee shouted at the doctor walking by in the hallway. “I would
like to be checked out. Can you press on my ribs to make sure they’re okay?”


The doctor studied him strangely. “That’s really
not a good idea. In your condition, you really need to— That’s not right.” The
doctor stopped talking when Lee started beating a fist against his chest where
the broken rib had been. The doctor’s curiosity overtook him, and he extended a
hand and pressed it on the spot too. “This is not right at all.”


“What is it?” Lee’s mother and father both asked
at the same time.


“It’s perfectly healthy. It’s like it was never
injured in the first place.” The doctor’s mouth just hung open as he felt the
rib. “I worked on you. I saw your chart. I . . . This shouldn’t be possible.
Let me get . . .” He paused to look around. “Let me get someone else in here.
We need to check out what happened and see how this is even possible. We need
to schedule an exam and have you x-rayed as well.”


“No, that’s fine.” Lee rejected that idea quickly.
“I have to get home. I’m leaving now.”


“Let us at least take an x-ray of it,” the doctor
insisted, but Lee wasn’t having any of it.


“I’m really just not feeling it,” Lee maintained.
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It took a little while, but by the end of the
night, Lee was happily lying in his own bed. Oh, man, nothing beats this.
This is the best bed ever. “Minus the fact it’s empty,” Lee said aloud as
he rolled over. Even if the itchy bed at Ramon’s was about as uncomfortable as
sleeping on hay, Amber was there. That was a nice treat he didn’t have in this
world.
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Lee went straight to work in the morning. He
hadn’t used up his entire vacation—he still had one day off—but he figured that
there was no point anymore in stalling things out and pretending like he didn’t
have responsibilities if he was going to be in this world for a long time.


When he got to work, however, it felt like an
alien world. He hadn’t been in the other world long, but this one didn’t feel
right. Everything was calm and serene-like, and that left him feeling uneasy.
He had actually grown accustomed to the dirt and blood and fifth in the other
world, and he was used to looking over his shoulder through a second set of
eyes for danger.


He knew that time hadn’t passed in this world
while he was gone, but he was still surprised no one even really noticed or
talked to him when he came in. His boss gave him an evil glare, like she wanted
to stab him through with an ice pick, and a few co-workers patted him on the
back and took a selfie with him to celebrate the man who had been saved by a
gorilla, but past that, they went back to their desks, and he was left there
with his work.


Data entry. His job description was actually
technically ‘Data Engineer,’ but he wasn’t that. He remembered reading the
requirements when he first got the gig: be familiar with SQL, service
architecture and data integration. He remembered thinking about all the
creative solutions he’d have to come up with that would challenge him
intellectually. His first gig had actually been really difficult. It required
him to redesign the entire database and program the data management interfaces.
But, those days were long gone, and in the end, he turned up being a glorified
and overpaid data entry clerk. They would occasionally need him to change the
information stored about a customer, and he would get to write some SQL, but
that was it.


When he sat down at his computer, he expected to
have a ton of work setting up new customers. The work orders usually piled up
whenever he was on vacation until they reached the point that his boss would
call him up and drag him back in and ruin whatever free time he had. This time,
though, there was nothing. As he started opening up images and getting to work
on his copypasta, he found himself more bored than ever before. It wasn’t exactly
quiet in the room, but he felt as if there was an oppressive silence pushing
down on him.


“What’s the point?” he mumbled aloud, quite
sardonically.


“What?” the man in the cubicle next to his asked.
“Having trouble already?”


“No, nothing. Never mind,” Lee answered
disinterestedly.


The man was trying to be nice and make
conversation, which was more than anyone else in the office had ever done
before without wanting something, but Lee zoned out almost as quickly as he
started talking.


Wolfe was waiting for him when he got home,
talking about all the raids he wanted to do. The first thing he noticed when he
logged in, however, were all the annoying little question marks above people’s
heads in the starting area indicating quests that he had previously ignored
because they didn’t give good loot, EXP or reputation. They were essentially
worthless to his character’s progression, so he had walked right past them when
he first started playing, but now he clicked on every single one.


“Yo, bro, whatcha doing? Don’t tell me you’re
going to go full completionist and knock every single one of those out?” Wolfe
asked as soon as Lee finished setting up his microphone and logging into the
voice communication server.


“Oh, umm . . .” Lee stared at the story of the
girl in the quest box in front of him. She wants me to rescue her dog, huh? His
story with Ling had started the same way, except over a cat. “Maybe just one or
two before the raid just to kill time.”


“You do you, bro. I’m just gonna go make some
stuff in town, check in with our homegirl and see what PVP can be had.” Wolfe
chuckled at Lee as he left to join one of the other guild members who was
organizing some PVP before the raid. And, just like that, a night disappeared
before Lee realized it. He hadn’t joined Wolfe at all for the raid. He had just
worked on every small quest as he went through the game, exploring it in a way
he had never done before—learning the NPCs’ stories.


The next day came and passed as quickly as the
first day. Everything seemed hazy. He wasn’t even sure of what was going on or
what he was doing.


By the third day, he was sitting at his desk,
staring at the screen, unable to summon enough energy to tackle the day’s
events. There has to be more to life than this, right, Ethan? Lee
realized that he was talking to the golem, even though it was nowhere to be
found. He knew that his rodent friend wasn’t there with him, but that didn’t
stop him from communicating with it anyway. We still haven’t even hit up
those casinos. He laughed to himself, drawing a few strange glances as
others wondered what happened.


On his way home that day, halfway between work and
his apartment, Lee stopped and looked around. He stared at the roads and
alleyways he had walked past every day for years and never taken a single step
into. Not one single exploratory venture. He thought about taking one now if
only to see something new and find out what was on the other side of that road,
but his phone rang and reminded him he needed to get home and get ready for
another raid night. The raids are always the same, Lee thought as he put
away the phone and started home.


Lee thought that was the end of things until he
caught sight of a girl that looked just like Ling walking into a grocery store.
He followed her in before he even realized what he was doing, but not wanting
to be the creepy stalker following around a random stranger just because he
thought he recognized her, he turned around to leave, only to spot a mouse
sneaking through the door as he opened it.


Lee’s brain started raising red flags and wanted
to ask a million questions, but in the end, he just let every inquisitive
thought break against his morose mood and ebb back into the dullness. Instead
of pursuing any of those trains of thought, he went back home, did a few raids
with his guild, went to bed and once more went to work the next day.


The cycle repeats. It never felt so
monotonous before he went to the other world. The raids were exciting,
everything felt perfect, and his life was amazing. But now it just felt empty. He
remembered that one of his guildmates who had gotten back from a deployment
said that the world never tasted the same after war, that the adrenaline and
the rush of combat were things he knew he shouldn’t want, but he did. Lee
hadn’t been in a war though. He was just some kid who had spent a few days in a
harsh environment. Yet, somehow, those few days had sullied his comfort in a
way that was hard to describe.


Does any of this even matter? Lee thought
as he finished his work for the day, turned off his computer and headed home.
This time, he went to the grocery store he had seen Ling enter the day before.
He didn't know what he was doing, but he felt uncomfortable not buying anything
like he was a teenager or a shoplifter, so he purchased a few energy drinks and
some beef jerky. While he was paying, he saw one of those ‘raising money to
help people rebuild homes’ penny donation boxes by the cash register. Because
who needs pennies? He pulled out a ten-dollar bill from his wallet and left
it there. That’s right. I promised I would do more to help victims. He
hadn’t forgotten the promise he had made when he saw the condition Ramon’s
slaves were in.


The next day at work, that thought of doing
something to help others hung in his mind for the full eight-hours. He couldn’t
stop thinking about what he could do to help people who might have been in even
worse situations. So, as he got up to go home, his ears instantly perked up
when he overheard a few girls talking about a charity event at a local church.


That sounds like a good idea, he said to
himself as he walked over.


“Hey, sorry to intrude, but I couldn’t help but
overhearing you say that your church is doing a big charity event. Is anyone
allowed to come? Or have sign-ups already ended?” He didn’t really know the
young woman’s name, and he had only seen her around the office a few times.


Her eyes opened wide, and she crossed her arms as
she turned to look at him. He took her expression to mean that she was
uncomfortable with having a stranger approach her and interrupt her
conversation. He wasn’t usually one to butt into someone else’s business. In
fact, he had been so introverted before going to the other world that the only
time he talked to people at the office was when they Initiated the conversation—again,
because they usually wanted something from him or because they wanted to rag to
him about some social media meme-like thing he didn’t understand.


“I . . .” She blinked a few times. She wasn’t the
only one looking standoffish and confused. “I’m sorry, yes,” she answered,
reaching back to scratch behind her neck.


“Yes, the sign ups have already ended? Or, yes,
anyone is allowed to come?” he asked for clarification. This was a pet peeve of
his. He couldn’t stand it whenever someone answered an either-or question with
a ‘yes’ or a ‘no,’ but he did his best not to look irritated.


She blinked again. Clearly, talking to him was
difficult.


“Never mind. Didn’t mean to make you nervous.
Sorry that I interrupted your conversation,” he said, not sure how else to deal
with her shock.


“Oh, no . . . It’s just I didn’t realize you spoke
Russian,” she said. “And so fluently.”


“Hmm?” Oh! That’s right! Some of the other tech
people are immigrants from Russia. He felt like an idiot. This exact same
thing had happened before with his boss. That mongrel. He couldn’t help
but wish a silent curse on her. She had been strangely and uncharacteristically
unobtrusive as he waded through his day to day minutia at work since he
returned. “I’m sorry. I just never had a chance to use it,” he answered
honestly, giving his best fake smile as he looked between the three shocked
women. Oh, no. What have they been saying about me behind my back that they
would behave this way?


“Well, yes. That is, anyone can come help, but
there are sign-ups. You’re welcome to come to the church tonight and put your
name down on the list if you like. We were going to head there in a few minutes
ourselves. You’re welcome to join us.”


“That sounds nice,” Lee said. “I’ll just wait by
the entrance for you all to get ready.”


He wasn’t five steps away before he heard them
start talking about him.


“Is he from Russia too?”


“Has he always been like that?”


“There’s something different about him, right?”


“Yeah, he’s much more . . . mmm . . . “


“I thought he was such a shut-in dork. I had no
idea.”


“And he’s into volunteering?”


“Dibs.”


Wait, did she say dibs? Women call dibs too? Lee
couldn’t stop smiling. He even wanted to stop before entering the elevator and
continue listening, but he knew that would give away the fact that he was
eavesdropping and dispel any cool points he had managed to earn.


Twenty minutes later, Lee, the group of girls, and
another friend from the office were standing in front of a large church. It was
absolutely magnificent. Between the murals, the stained-glass windows and the
architecture, everything was just awe-inspiring enough to take Lee’s breath
away.


“Stacey! Masha! Lyova! Olga! And a new friend!” a
priest called out as soon as he saw them walk through the door.


Lee turned toward the voice and found a
jolly-looking, large man with white hair on the sides and back of his head but
none on the top. Other than the priest and six other people, they were the only
ones in the place. For all its magnificence in structure and aesthetics, the
church wasn’t actually as large as he Lee expected.


“Lee. His name is Lee,” a girl who was apparently
named Masha said. Lee noted that she was the same one who had called dibs on
him a short time ago. He was also aware of her hand on his shoulder as she
introduced him. “He works with us at the office. He heard us talking about
helping out some of the local communities, and he asked to volunteer.”


The priest’s smile seemed genuine as he walked to
them.


“Ah, that’s wonderful. It’s always nice to see
people willing to lend a hand and help those less fortunate.”


“Yeah, sorry for inviting myself. I just wanted to
help out.” Lee extended his hand to greet the priest. His ear-to-ear smile
never left him as he took Lee’s hand.


“Well, let me get you registered and set up,” the
priest said, using the handshake to pull Lee closer and throw an arm around
him. “We’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow that would just be perfect for a
strong, young man like yourself. You’ll be helping out a ton of people. In
fact, if you want to show up early, we could also use a hand at the soup
kitchen,” the priest continued. Lee just nodded along as the priest tried to
rope him into more and more activities.


“He’s never going to keep any volunteers if he
comes on that strong,” Olga said, chuckling to her friend at Lee’s predicament.


Lee didn’t mind. He was just rather happy that the
word ‘register’ had nothing at all to do with giving out his email address or
having to sign up for yet another website he’d use at most three times in his
life. Data mining trolls, he grumbled as he thought about it. Oh,
we’re never going to use that email to do anything. They always lied.
Rather, registration was just a series of forms that basically said he wouldn’t
sue the church if he got injured building the house and that the church
wouldn’t be responsible for any mistakes he made on his own. The fact they
need these forms is just shameful, Lee thought, realizing they existed
because of the number of people that have probably sued in such circumstances.


His phone started blowing up almost as soon as he
was finished signing everything and getting registered with the church’s
community service outreach program. Ah, it’s Wolfe. He probably wants me to
play wingman as he picks up some girls. Lee couldn't stop himself from laughing
at the thought. It was the only reason Wolfe ever sent him this many ‘Bro!
Where’s my uglier half at?!’ sort of text messages. He did tell me that he
was planning on milking my fame to help him improve his game last time . . .
and I did agree . . . Reluctantly, he made up his mind to assist his friend
in typical bachelor behavior.


He met up with Wolfe, who had put together a
mixer, but it just felt pointless. The girl he was with carried on for an hour
talking about an ingenious robot that she was working on with her friends for a
mini tech battle game, but the only thing he could think about was the other
world. Previously, he would have been enthused by not only the robot but also
the fact that a girl was actually speaking to him without being on the other
end of a headset and a voice comm. Yet, all he could think about was Ramon, his
betrayal, and all the traps he had set up throughout his bar. He couldn’t stop
worrying about whether or not they had found them all, if some of them might
still be active or what would happen if someone accidentally activated one
while stumbling around drunk.


“Where are you at, man?” Wolfe asked Lee as they
stepped outside.


“What do you mean? I’m right here,” Lee responded.
What a silly question.


“I know you’re here, but you’re not here, man.
What the heck happened to you that day? You came back with broken ribs and a
stab wound, and you still haven’t even told anyone what happened,” Wolfe
clarified.


“I just . . .” Lee closed his eyes as he thought
about the events on that day. “I just had a rough day.”


“Rough day? Dude, what’s up with you? I mean,
doing all those lowbie, nonsense quests in the game was one thing, but you have
barely said three sentences since we got here. Which, might I add, is working
great for you. You should stay quiet and let me do the talking more often. I’m
definitely the more charming one. But seriously, what happened? What’s wrong?
Why are you looking shell-shocked twenty-four seven?” Wolfe pressured.


“I . . .” He remembered very clearly what had
happened to him. He knew exactly how his rib had been broken and how he had
been stabbed. But that wasn’t what bothered him. It was the stuff that came
after that, the things that hadn’t left any visible marks on him, that made him
want to avoid the topic. “I don’t want to talk about it.” Mainly because you
wouldn’t believe me if I did.


“Whatever, bro.” Wolfe shrugged. “Just know that
as the bigger, better-looking, more-amazing person in our duo, I will do my
duty and take care of the little guy. So, if you ever need something, even an
ear, I’ll cover you. Although, if you need an ear for sob stuff, let me know
ahead of time. I’ve got the perfect girl I like to outsource all that stuff to.
She’s a great listener: a total bobblehead.”


“Bobblehead?”


“You know, the type of listener that just nods the
entire time you’re talking to her. She’s perfect for listening to all the sob
stories. I mean, I’m your bro and all, but if you get all weird and emo on me,
she’s your bro then.”


Lee couldn’t help but laugh as he imagined it. Yeah,
those type of people are perfect. Then his conscience kicked in, and he
felt bad for laughing at someone for just being kind and considerate. I’m
such a jerk.

















——-


 


Lee was one of the first people to show up the
next day for the build-a-home initiative. He had never worked construction, but
some dormant part of his brain decided to turn on the second he got there, and
he accomplished every task he was given as quickly and thoroughly as possible.
The priest seemed to be rather fond of his work—probably since he was able to
lift things and carry them around without effort.


The strength he had gained in the other world, or
‘Power’ as the stat was listed, had definitely carried over. He went from
barely being able to squat with any amount of weight to lifting two
eighty-pound bags of cement with one hand as if they were filled with pudding—a
feat that earned him more than a few appreciative looks from the girls at his
office


When it came time for lunch, he grabbed one of the
sandwiches and a bag of chips provided by the church and started walking over
to sit with the girls, but the preacher grabbed him and pulled him to the side
before he got there. He wasn’t sure if it was okay to refuse a preacher who was
asking for someone to eat with, so he shrugged and sat down with the old man.


“You know, I don’t think I’ve seen many people
work with such commitment and expertise as you. If I didn’t already know that
you work with Olga and the others, I’d have guessed you were a construction
worker.”


“Thanks. I guess I’m just good with my hands,” Lee
replied, brushing off the compliment.


“Good hands indeed. But”—the priest looked over at
him—“bad eyes.”


“Bad eyes?”


“Maybe ‘bad eyes’ isn’t the right words.” There
weren’t any tables, so everyone was just eating on the floor, and the priest
leaned back against the wall as he thought for a moment. “Empty. Empty eyes.
Those are the right words, I think. It is like there isn’t anything to fill
them up anymore.”


Lee didn’t know how to respond, so he said, “I
don’t know why you’d say that.”


“Well, there are four pretty girls who seem rather
interested in you, batting their eyelashes and throwing you looks, but you
haven’t said more than three words to them since you got here. You work hard,
as if there isn’t anything else for you to do, and if you don’t mind me saying,
you’re a rather bad conversationalist. I figured that you would have at least
asked me how my day was!” The priest laughed as he listed out the reasons. “But,
I guess, the main reason is that your eyes just look hollow. There’s no life or
love in them.”


Lee studied the ground in front of him. The priest
wasn’t wrong. Things did feel hollow. The world did feel empty, and it
definitely didn’t feel like there was any life or love left in him. He wasn’t
even sure there had been any to begin with. He had spent the better part of his
life accomplishing less and helping fewer people than he had in just a few days
in the other world.


“Yes. No need to tell me I’m right,” the priest
said around a mouth full of food. “I’m good at these things. It’s my job, after
all.”


“Your job? I thought you were supposed to
enlighten people about God?”


“Well, there’s that too. But, you know they say
that half the people at Sunday services these days are atheists? The really
religious ones are the newbies, the ones who come in off the street, and people
don’t typically flock to the house of the Lord because their life was great. If
someone who wasn’t already a member of some other church walks through that
door, I can tell you that he’s broken in one way or another even before I speak
with him.


“And your job is to show those people God?” Lee
saw where the man was going, but he somehow didn’t feel like stopping his flow.
Instead, he played into it if for no other reason than to see if he had advice
on his own situation.


“No, my job is to fix them. But you can’t fix a
person until you know why they’re not working and how bad the damage is,” the
priest said. “I’ve spent the better half of this morning trying to figure out
the why since the how was clear as day yesterday.”


“Any luck, doc?” Lee asked.


“Not yet, but I could take a guess. I could throw
out some random ideas about you hitting an existential crisis. You are roughly
the right age for one, but I think I’ll pass. I’ll just tell you that the odd
jobs aren’t going to help. People don’t find happiness doing one-offs. Unless
their depression was caused by bills, scratching a lottery ticket and winning a
million dollars won’t give them any real joy. The only thing that does work
consistently is setting goals. Once your mind settles down and starts coping
with whatever changed in you, take some time to figure out who you want to be
and what you want to do. That’s the best prescription I can write for what ails
you.”


“Then . . . just . . . work toward that?” Lee
asked. “Just find a goal and work toward it?”


“Well, yeah.” The priest chuckled. “People make
life a lot more complicated than it has to be. It’s that simple. Set a goal
that will take you ten years to accomplish and focus on it as hard as you can.
Don’t get caught up in the quick-click instant gratification of this world.
Don’t worry about what others tell you that you need or what will only make you
happy today. They’re empty calories for the soul. Just focus on whatever goal
you decide. Personally, my goal is to read every fantasy book ever written, but
given how many come out a year and how much I have to do every day, I see no
real end in sight. It’s great.”


“Thanks,” Lee said, finishing off his sandwich and
getting up.


“Oh, and also”—the priest whispered to him—“I’m
doing this for your own good.” He switched from whispering to practically
shouting as he belted out, “And make sure to tell that pretty girl you chased
all the way to my church how you feel about her! Or else she’ll never get the
message! Women can’t read minds, you know!”


All four of the girls who had come with him looked
at Lee. He froze, unsure of what to do. In the end, he just waved to them and
went back to work on the building project.


Lee spent the next half of the day thinking about
what the priest said, mulling over goals and ambitions, and he let his body run
on autopilot and carry out all the jobs asked of him.


Every time he tried to think about what he wanted
to do and what goal he wanted to set for himself, he came up blank. He hadn’t
realized exactly how void of ambition he was until he tried to follow through
with the priest’s advice and pick something, anything, that would give him a
sense of purpose. There was nothing he could think of that would give him back
the same sense of security and comfort he had before was dragged into the other
world, and the only thing he could think about in terms of a goal was wanting
to stop more people from becoming victims. He couldn’t think of a single other
aim aside from that. He didn’t want people to have to suffer like Amber or to
go through what Henslee and David did. It wasn’t much of an ambition, but it
was the only one he could honestly put his mind to.


A month. I’ll prepare for a month, Lee told
himself. He had unlimited time as far as he knew—that had been what Augustus
had told him anyway— but when he realized what his goal was and what he wanted
to accomplish, he couldn’t wait. Once he had set his mind to it, he knew that a
month would be plenty of time to prepare.


And, to kick things off, he’d start by making the
one thing that his new religion desperately needed: a good bible. He spent most
of that month reading everything he could on philosophy, taking notes on morals
and copying down information on how to make food ‘fit for a god.’ He wasn’t
sure what would await him when he went back, and he definitely wanted to be
ready.


When his preparation month ended, and the first
Monday of the next month rolled around, he called out for Augustus.


“So, you’re ready?” Augustus answered him,
appearing before him this time as a snow-white fox.


“Yeah, but first things first,” Lee said, pointing
to a stack of fifty printouts of his bible, A Guide to Being a Good Man. It
wasn’t long—in fact, it was barely forty-five thousand words—but it encompassed
everything he could think of that needed to be put there. He didn’t know if
they’d be able to understand it since he wasn’t sure how translations worked
for text, but he was pretty happy with his work. “Can you add those to my inventory
on the other side?”


“I can, but are you sure? I had a thousand pounds
of bacon ready to load up your inventory with, and those books are going to
subtract from that quite heavily. You’ll only be left with a meager nine
hundred and fifty pounds of bacon,” Augustus said.


“Yeah, it’s a sacrifice, I know, but I think I’ll
be okay,” Lee replied.


“And you sure you’re ready to go back now? You
don’t want to hook up with Masha? Not even one time? Just for the road?” The
fox’s yipping cackle afterward was rather unnerving.


“Yeah. I’m definitely sure. I know exactly what I
need to be doing,” Lee said, smiling for the first time in a month.

















——-


 


Augustus sat unmoving as he watched the scenes
unfold, his eyes intently glued to the several monitors in front of his desk
that displayed his descendent from every angle possible. The occasional times
he did move were short and quick grabs for the nectar that sustained his life
force and held the base of his divinity.


Thump thump thump.


Augustus instantly shifted from his human form
into that of a domesticated black cat when he heard the footsteps approaching
the tiny cave of a room.


“A house cat again?” The voice alone was enough to
fill the dark, quiet room with charismatic mirth and dispel the dank miasma
that radiated from the center of the eight by eight cell of a bedroom.


Augustus’s dark, beady eyes, illuminated only by
the reflections of the screen, turned to stare in the direction of the voice.
“Mary of the Sanguine River, what brings you so far out here? Your realm, your
dimension, is quite far away.”


“Some beast has tampered with one of the facets of
the eternal war. I heard through the grapevine that the one who did it was a
son of a—” Mary, a six-foot-two woman whose skin, hair and eyes were all
varying shades of crimson, was quickly cut off by August.


“Mary, there’s no reason to use such biting
words.” Augustus, now in a form no larger than half the size of his seat
cushion, jumped off his chair and padded toward the woman.


“I thought animals like you were all about
biting,” she said sweetly, smiling down at the kitty. “Isn’t that why everyone
tries to muzzle you, so you don’t slip up and force us to call animal control
on a bothersome pest?” Though her words were contextually filled with malice
and threats, they were all spoken in such a happy and upbeat tone that one
might think she was talking to her crush about her favorite movie.


“Now, now. I still don’t have any idea what you’re
talking about,” Augustus replied, feigning innocence as he walked over and
began to rub up against her leg, purring as he did so.


“Now, now, little snake, acting won’t help you
here. You broke the rules of the game, and you’re going to have to pay for it,”
she said, reaching down to pet Augustus’s head.


“Hypothetically . . .” Augustus changed into a
snake, taking his cue from Mary’s suggestion and sprang onto Mary’s arm before
she could withdraw it. He wrapped himself around her wrist, slithered up past
her shoulder and up to her ear. “How would one break the rules without being
punished?” he hissed.


“That’s why I’m saying it’s going to happen,” she
repeated, seemingly unfazed as he slipped behind her head and over to her other
shoulder, where he turned and approached her other ear.


“Wouldn’t someone who cheated have already been
punished? I know you like to think yourself a moderator to this little game of
ours, but this contest already has one, and his rules are inescapable, are they
not?” Augustus’s tongue kissed her ear several times as it flicked back and
forth between pauses in the sentences, tasting the air as was a snake’s habit.


“But you, you . . .” Mary bit her own tongue, not
daring to voice her objection.


“Can’t say it, can you?” Augustus’s hissing laugh
turned into a deep and full-bellied chuckle as he shifted once more, this time
into something heavy enough to force her onto her back and pin her against the
floor. “You can’t accuse me of anything because it would imply that the true
moderator of our existence had failed to catch and punish a deity's crime,
would it not?” His chuckle turned into an almost maniacal laugh as his face,
now that of the very same gorilla he had turned into to save Lee, moved so
close to hers that he could feel her warm breath.


“You must really hate your human face,” Mary said.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a human god avoid his humanity to walk in the
skin of some mindless beast.”


“The truth of instinct outweighs the justice of
humanity,” Augustus said. “Although, we’ve already had this conversation.”


“Show me,” Mary demanded as she extricated herself
and stood up, pinching and pulling her wrinkled dress smooth.


“Why? Has curiosity killed me?” Augustus asked,
morphing back into a black cat and jumping back into his seat.


Mary moved her hand, causing the lights to
illuminate the bedroom and drawing a hiss from Augustus as he acted like a
vampire seeing sunlight for the first time. “For all the trouble your antics
have caused me, you owe me. So, show me. Show me the shifter’s true face,” she
pressed.


“I didn’t cause you trouble, and you didn’t come
here to moderate.” Augustus turned into a sloth, leaned back in his chair,
crossed his arms over his stomach and shrugged his small shoulders. “Not one of
our kind has ever tried to enforce rules or punish another since the original
war, remember? When the true one declared a winner, he restored order to
everything and told us the nature of existence. But, the rules demand that we
who know everything do not blaspheme the creator, moderator, and observer of
the wars. Which means . . . the only reason you would come down here and talk
of blasphemy . . . is because you wanted to use it as leverage, didn’t you? You
wanted to know what the others have been asking about for millennia.”


“Can you blame me?” Her perpetually peppy voice
dulled his senses. “You show it to mortals and to women, but why not gods? Can
you blame me for trying to leverage that incident to see it?”


“Hmm . . . you have a Herald in my server, right?”
Augustus pried.


“Yes.”


My kid needs a new toy for his sandbox.” Augustus
turned into a monkey and said, “But the rules are so tiresome. Perhaps . . .
Well, perhaps you can talk your Herald into lending him a hand?”


“That I can do . . . Something minor, maybe. Are a
few gold coins for that beggar brat of yours all that it will take to see past
your facade?” Mary’s smile became even brighter, her voice even happier and
sugar-laden.


“I’ll let you figure out what to give the boy.”
Augustus hopped onto the floor, a foot from Mary. “I’m sure you’ll treat him
fairly.”


“Deal,” Mary said, extending her hand down to the
monkey in front of her.


“Deal.” The monkey took her hand, and just as soon
as he did, he started changing back into his human form until he stood over the
woman


“You . . . You . . . You’re . . . You’re him!”
Mary’s voice lost the enchanting spell that caused it to tickle across the
senses as its pitch lowered, and she found herself stuttering and stammering at
the sight of Augustus. “No, that can’t be. That can't be . . . He’s . . .
You’re . . . This . . . This is—”


“The new toy,” Augustus’s human voice shattered
across her in a way that shook everything from her heart to her knees. “And you
will keep your word on the silence.”


“Yes, yes, I will. I’m sorry for bothering you. I
. . .” Mary didn’t even finish her sentence before bowing her head and quickly
darting out of the room.


“Now, what were you up to, son?” Augustus just
chuckled to himself as he sat back down in his chair, once more staring at the
screens in front of him that played out the scenes of Lee’s life.
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The War Aeternus Tutorial:


 


Only read before
actually playing the game if you absolutely must, as all tutorials to true
gamers are considered spoilers, and as such, caution is advised.



















Character Stats:


Accuracy: Allows one to land projectiles. This stat
impacts archery and bow related skills in a multiplicative fashion.


Charisma: Each point of charisma increases the user’s
likability by 1%, and reduces market prices when buying or selling by .25%
where applicable. Note, shopkeepers will not take a loss when trading no matter
how high a user’s Charisma is.


Concentration: Allows one to better cast spells in
combat without being interrupted.


Coordination: The game designers lack this attribute
in real life, but we felt the need to include it because people say it is
important for combat.


Courage: Each point of Courage improves pain
tolerance by 1% and reduces the likelihood of being influenced by a fear-based
attack by 1%. (Chapter 2)


Deceit: Deceit improves the likelihood of
successfully lying to others.


Faith: Each
point of Faith the user has increases the ability of their deity to affect the
world and increases the chance of their deity interfering on their behalf. As
the Faith stat increases, physical characteristics and appearance may change.
Faith also increases the chance for the user to resist curses.


Intelligence: So, Intelligence isn’t just for
learning skills faster. It seems you can’t even learn or use certain skills
without it. (C3)


Reflex: This is a hidden stat, that allows one
to be better at reacting to things. Like ping pong.


Spirit: This stat’s effects are not allowed to
be discussed with users, for fear that we will be unable to create deus-ex-machina
mechanics in future game editions.


Power: Each point of Power increases damage by
1 point.


Toughness: Each point of Toughness increases
hit points by 10. The fact this stat is here is silly, since it’s redundant and
hit point alone should be included, but then the status messages in War of
Eternity would have to include a separate line from hit points and primary
stats, and that is more effort than we, the game designers, wanted to put in.
We’re that lazy.


 


 


These Stats can be impacted by status effects. Some of the
effects are vague and vary more than others.


Here are some example effects that could negatively impact
one’s character sheet.


Inebriation (Penalty) - Inebriation causes the player
to lose 50% of their intelligence, 30% of their coordination and 30% of their
reflex stats.


Fatigue (Penalty) - Running all day can have its
downsides.



















Known Characters:


Augustus: The antagonistic old male figure of the game who is
supposed to connect with the main character over time, build a budding
relationship and assure the main character’s success in karate tournaments even
if the main character has to completely cheat to win. Head kicks are
disqualifying! However, this particular shapeshifting alcoholic god lost his
memo about the caring and connecting part. Instead, he spends most of the book,
besides warping Lee to and fro different worlds, making bacon, turning into
very small animals, and getting drunk. He even showed up to chapter one so
drunk that he was unable to properly indoctrinate Lee into the new world, and
instead insulted and pranked him.


Brian the Undead Zombie: The life of Brian was rather long and difficult, but in
the end, he was able to look on the bright side. Then he got turned into a
zombie and used as a tutorial combat instruction side for the game.


David: The Chef. Never trust a chef who
cannot cook fried chicken. But, this one has an excuse for it.


Donovan Miller: Justice heavy Firbolg found out he has to pay more on
taxes than his boss, even though his boss makes five times as much as him, so
now he’s out killing and murdering everything in sight in the name of justice.
No one has told him what exactly qualifies as justice because of his temper
though.


Geoffrey: The town’s local tailor. Does some suspicious stuff that
gets him into trouble?


Grimalkin: We thought we were being creative.  It’s just a cat.


Herald of the God of Books and
Stories: This Herald’s gift with words was
second to none, not in that he was clever, but that in his words literally
manifested themselves as tangible and deadly opponents for whatever victim fell
prey.


Herbert the Green Hat: An unfortunate man who should keep a better eye on his
wife.


Jian Fu: The wife of Herbert.


Lee Originally, he was nothing more than a Data Engineer, but
after being pulled into another world, he can’t even contribute anything. As
the main character of the game, he comes equipped with all of one’s token
expectations: girls that like him for just being there, bland and over-caring
attitude, hypocritical morals that he changes based on circumstance, lack of
self-awareness, and that annoying, ever-present power of ‘feelings.’


Ling: Ying’s Daughter. Because every book or story needs a hot,
attractive woman who at first has trouble thinking for herself.


Miller: see Donovan Miller


Mr. Ying: Because Ling wouldn’t be right if


Ramon: This is the bartender character. While information dump
characters have been nearly made irrelevant by the introduction of game
walkthroughs, tutorials, and side books that have to hold the impatient
reader’s attention, it’s still helpful to have a good old bartender type
character to fill in the player on lore and helpful events. This particular one
just so happens to not only be the bartender, but the owner of a very practical
bar, with great ale, good food, and beds to crash on so there won’t be any
drunk horse riders.


Wolfe: Everyone needs a good and charismatic wingman. The type
that tells your most annoying, morally bankrupt architect, or rather software
architect, that he’s not the bad guy in the story even as he does incredibly
questionable things. Wolfe, is just that guy. He’ll pat you on the back, and
tell you that you’re legendary, if you have the weight for it that is. He is by
far Lee’s most loyal friend, even if Lee ends up hanging out with the murder
tall guy.



















Races:


Human: You’re one, so this shouldn’t need explaining,
but the average base stats for humans are 10 Power, 10 Toughness, 10 Spirit.


Firbolg: This race of giant large browed beasts of
men comes, more often than not, with orange and red coloring on either skin or
head. Their fore-arms are much larger proportionately to their body than with
humans. They also have boosts, which vary based on purity of blood, to their
power at a cost of their Reflex, Coordination and Accuracy.


Leprechaun: While not significantly shorter than
humans, Leprechaun are noticeably smaller than Firbolgs. They suffer a penalty
to power but have boosts to Coordination, Reflex, and Accuracy.



















Items:


Sword of Slight Stabbing: Just another name for the awful starting sword Lee
gets.  The name changes based on how much he hates it at any given moment.


Blade of Failure: Just another name for the awful starting sword Lee
gets.  The name changes based on how much he hates it at any given moment.


Every Noob’s Starting Sword: Just another name for the awful starting sword Lee gets. 
The name changes based on how much he hates it at any given moment.


Adventurer’s Starting Sword: Just another name for the awful starting sword Lee gets. 
The name changes based on how much he hates it at any given moment.


Book of Augustus, holy text of
the God of Alcohol and Crafts: The magical
bible of Augustus. Unlike other bibles, this particular book is more craft and
brewing related. If one knows how to ask the right question, the book will
always have the right answer, but knowing the right question is much harder
than it looks.


Fine leather boots offer 6 damage reduction over the surface they cover,
reduce energy spent on travel by 15%, and increase the effectiveness of sneak
by one rank when worn. Chapter 4.


Leather gloves offer 5 damage reduction over the surface they cover and
increase grip strength on weapons. Chapter 4.


Leather pants offer 5 damage reduction over the surface they cover,
reduce energy spent on travel by 15%, and increase the effectiveness of sneak
by one rank when worn. Chapter 4.


Cloth Armor offers 3 damage reduction over the surface it covers and
also reduces damage from heat or cold based attacks by 5%. Chapter 4.


Bronze sword Deals 8 damage. Chapter 4.


Oak bow Chapter 5.


Bronze Dagger Chapter 5.


One box of unwritten letters Chapter 6.


One silver dagger Chapter 6.


One tower shield Chapter 6.


Ling loots a longsword Chapter 6.


Sturdy Leather Boots Chapter 7.


Armor Pants Chapter 7.


Armor Chest Chapter 7.


Armor Wrist Guards Chapter 7.


Short Sword Chapter 7.


Tower Shields Chapter 7.


Sturdy Leather Armor Helmets. Chapter 7.


World Stone Shards: These, when connected to form the original world
stone, will allow the user to bypass the murder-spree of other heralds and
claim victory for his god.


Three blank pages from the Book of Endless Dreams
Chapter 12


 



















Skills


Golem Sculpting: Allows the user to create a living
creature out of an inanimate material, like clay. The higher the level, the
larger and fiercer the creature will become. The golem will be telepathically
linked with the user, and this does include sight, so we recommend new players
read the ethics handguide before using this skill.


Appreciative Drunk reduces the inebriation
stat penalties by 1% flat, such that with level 1 appreciative drunk the player
will only suffer 49% Intelligence, 29% coordination, and 29% reflex penalties.
It also will add other stats depending on the user’s accomplishments or
properties. These Combat skills are changed while Drunk as well:


Unarmed Combat changes to Drunk Fu.


Swordplay changes to Tipsy Blade.


Sneak changes to No Squeaky Floorboards
Please.




Swordplay: Improves reasoning and execution with sword-related
skills.


Sneak: Improves one’s ability to stay hidden,
move silently, and act undetected.


Unarmed Combat: Improves one’s ability to fight
without a weapon.


Cooking: This skill improves one’s
ability to manage time and ingredients in the kitchen.


Trap Detection: This skill helps one notice the hard
to see traps and devices that could very well spell about one’s end. It also
improves the ability to recognize a person’s biological gender for some reason,
programmers have yet to discover why.


Faith Healing: This skill allows one to use one’s own
spirit to heal and patch up the wounds of himself, or others.



















Locations


Satterfield: Within the southern kingdom of Spicy
Noodle Chicken Surprise. Spicy Noodle Chicken Surprise is a kingdom founded and
still being currently ruled by King Red Ramen of the guild Heroes of Eternity.


CowTip: While this town sounds ridiculous, it’s
because the war of eternity game creators were incredibly hungry and thinking
about beef tips when they wrote this part of the questline. Please, try not to
let hunger influence your own naming choices.



















Random:


Members of the Church of Augustus: Those that are still
alive have all learned how to ask the right question to the great Book of
Augustus, and thus have achieved near immortality. Unfortunately, they haven’t
learned to play games, thus their own god doesn’t hang out with them as much.


 


 


List of gods and their titles:


 


Mary God of Blood


Troll God


Sord God of Rising Numbers


Angelica God of Regrets


Cadwe God of Poetry


Cadwe God of Ambiguity and Awkwardness


Nevir God of Fashion


Erik God of Spices and Smells


Chmilenko God of Uncomfortable Silences


Lenfers God of Architecture


Siegman


 



















Quests


Cattywampus
Catch


Cattywampus
Catch part 2



















Monsters, Mobs, and Enemies:


Ravenous Wolves: Because regular wolves are far too
cute and cuddly to attack anyone.


Bandits: If there weren’t bandits, it wouldn’t be a
game in a fantasy setting. Honestly, how are there always so many?


Bandit Leader: Because if a bandit is going to break
every rule in town, he needs to find order somewhere in life. Having a good
leader can give the bandit that much needed structure and discipline.


Corrupted Sloth: The name kind of explains what it
is… but sure. Type it into a search engine and guess for yourself. The
programmers, and the lore book writers, were both too lazy to put a real answer
here.


Dire Wolves: Larger than the original wolf, more
ferocious than the ravenous wolf, these are creatures to be admired, but not
domesticated. Attempting friendly relations with the Dire Wolf has led many a
fan to his death.


Drill Mites: This is what happens when mosquitoes
become even uglier, deadlier, and more heinous and then decide to adopt the
social habits of wasps. Avoid at all costs . . . much like I’m avoiding the
obvious mosquito pun here.


Gan Ceann King: This type of wicked and fierce
fighter can quickly take your head just as fast as he lost his own. Be careful
when crossing them, and never play poker with them. This is generally advised
with anyone whose eyes and face you cannot see though.


Krobken: The Krobken are called the ancient guardians
of the Worldstone Shards, installed by the programmer at the same time as
almost every other NPC. In this case, the word ancient doesn't feel right, but
the lore book says so, so the game guide must adhere.



















Gaming Terms:


Aggro: The proclivity of a monster or NPC to attack a
player or another creature.  Often used within the phrase ‘draw aggro,’
which basically means to get a monster’s attention or force it to attack a
certain target.


AOE: Area of Effect. This term refers to skills that
affect multiple targets simultaneously, whether friendly or not. Typically, the
particular skill being used determines the range of affected targets.


Buff: To increase or augment the abilities of another
player or character in a game. When someone “buffs” another person, they’re
making them better at their job.


Drive: (as in VR drive) The device used to
access a virtual reality world.


EXP: Experience. Gained from killing monsters,
completing quests and assisting other players. Necessary for increasing one’s
level within the game.


LOS: Line of sight.  You can’t attack what you
can’t see.


Nerf: A dreaded term for many avid gamers, this is
the word used to describe when a game manufacturer makes a class less potent in
its field.


NPC: Non-Playable Character. Characters within games
that are controlled by the computer (artificial intelligence).


PK (RPK): This term can be used
interchangeably as either a noun or a verb. Thanks, 1337 sp34k. As a noun, it
refers to a player killer, someone who participates in actively killing other
players. As a verb, it means ‘to have been killed by another player.’


RPG: Role Playing Game.  Often used as MMORPG.


VR: Virtual Reality.


MMO: Massive Multiplayer Online (game).
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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
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