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Prologue
 
March 7, 2387
 
If you are receiving this, then I am in prison or dead. Who am I kidding? This is as much a confession as a fail-safe to make sure the truth gets out. 
My name is Otto Konig, Sr. Director of Game Development for Codename: Freedom. I was offered a contract with the United States government to develop the most realistic virtual reality (VR) world ever conceived. Ultimately, with the help of a great team and many long years, we were successful in creating a machine with the potential of producing the finest super soldiers in human history. Strength and speed are just a foundation. What mankind is capable of goes far beyond what most deem possible; what I believed possible. There are incredible and terrifying things our government has hidden from the public eye, but that is not what I am writing to discuss.
I’m not naïve. War with the trans-humans is coming. I knew creating the perfect soldier was the mission when I signed on. But there is something else I have discovered. Among the participants that are selected from our best athletes and VR gamers, there are also criminals.
I have had little problem tracking down who these criminals were once I knew what to look for. What I discovered has caused me to question my entire purpose for taking this job. Someone high up in the government, who I have yet to be able to flush out, has hand-selected hundreds of criminals to participate in the experiment. These aren’t just normal criminals, but the kind with many consecutive life sentences. It’s hard to imagine a worse scenario. 
The participants in Codename: Freedom will be under no governing body except the ones that they create. They will have absolute freedom to commit the most perverse atrocities mankind is capable of. Thank God murder is not among them. The game system won’t allow participants to die. Instead, we have inadvertently created the perfect torture device. Whoever is stuck in Freedom with these violent men will find themselves unable to die and only able to escape if they can find the strength to fight back. Not only will we create superior soldiers, but we will take some of the world’s most violent men and make them incredibly powerful.
I will continue to seek out whoever is responsible and hopefully put a stop to it before it comes to fruition. My personal AI (artificial intelligence) will alert all major media in ten different countries if anything happens to me. 
I hope I’m not too late.
 
Dr. Otto Konig, Sr. 
Director of Game Development
 



Chapter 1 – Interviews
 
“What kind of company makes you show up in person for an interview?” St3alth said, continuing our conversation as we teleported into the arena. 
A quick scan of the arena told me this was a medium size, square shaped room, with a stone pathway around the perimeter. Dirt paths led down from the elevated perimeter to cross in the middle of the room, with a large open area and a dirt floor.
“Something about tests that can’t be done virtually. It’s not like our personal AI keep records of our DNA or anything.” Chewme said, oozing sarcasm. “Lucius. When are you up?”
“I’m interviewing for Codename: Freedom this morning. In the vehicle now. Will be gaming with you guys until Destiny gets close enough to drop me off.” I answered, standing there decked out in epic items: a green leather jacket, with a mythalloy chain shirt underneath and my demon spine rapier on my belt. Everything I wore looked rather bland in comparison to most max level items. It was by design. Why advertise strength? I still wore a flashy green mythalloy Crescent Helm that collected my sweat-soaked brown hair like a magnet. What can I say? The stats were worth it. Our guild symbol, three diamonds interwoven with each other, currently embroidered the chest of my jacket. 
The comfortable breeze that always greeted new participants to the arena never got old. Such a small detail had become a treat that I had been experiencing daily for just over two years now. I would miss the rush that accompanied it if I was selected for Codename: Freedom.
All three of us stood at the top of a path leading down. Sticking to the manmade walkways would be best. Heavy overgrown foliage made it impossible to see from one path to the other once you left the stone perimeter. I didn’t even want to try wading through it.
“St3alth. Stick high and we will go low?” I asked.
He had already gone invisible. An ethereal shadow-cloak rippled behind him as it flapped in the non-existent wind. There was very little air flow in this arena, but items like his cloak were self-animated for the sake of style. He didn’t share my philosophy on style.
The rest of him was just as transparent, only visible to Chewme and me because we were in his group. His mask was pitch leather, fully covering his face except for his mouth. Midnight’s Kiss, a knife formed from obsidian ice, was held flat against his cheek as he pretended to ponder my question.
“Really, Lucius? Like you will wait for me? You are too focused on gaining fans. Didn’t your AI teach you how to share?”
“Must I teach you a lesson about complaining?” Destiny, my AI, replied, projecting her voice into the group chat channel that was translated into text. She was currently running my gaming system, as well as directing my car. She had no physical body, but was in my head, literally. Or more accurately, my MR (mixed reality) gear, or headset.
A boisterous chuckle came from the large man to my left. 
“Jealous?” Chewme asked.
Flashing towards St3alth’s head, a claymore stopped an inch from his skull. 
Crossing his arms, St3alth dared Chewme to proceed. 
Although he only stood about my height, I’d be lucky if my thigh was as thick as Chewme’s arm. With chopped blond hair and a strong jaw, he was our smiley melee brute. Donning a fur cloak over Mythsidian Mail, a glassy black steel chain-linked armor, he was constantly sparring with the assassin. 
With a shift from his shoulder, the claymore tapped the assassin on the head twice. “Just be ready. It’s not our fault if you’re slow.” 
St3alth lunged forward, knife aimed at his throat.
Chewme’s eyes went wide. 
The knife stopped before it reached the skin. 
Eyes still wide, Chewme pulled the sword in and tapped St3alth on the head once again. 
I choked down a laugh. 
“You see him,” Destiny confirmed. 
Spotting movement of a player moving down the opposite path to the arena floor, I took the initiative and left them to their foolishness. “By the way, would you two kindly back me up? I’m moving in.” 
There was no longer any sign of the players that had been at the other end of the arena. That could mean many things, but there was a precaution that had to be taken. 
“Possible assassin. Stay back. I’ll be the bait.” I group messaged them so I wouldn’t be audible to others.
Glancing quickly across the bottom of my peripheral vision was an ethereal status bar that kept me updated on our current stats.
Viewers
15,019 Total Viewers
9,475 Guild Viewers
5,544 Group Viewers
2,433 Lucius’s Followers Viewing
Lucius’s Fame
Rank 674 of 263,653,741 Players
 
Sadly Gravel didn’t show us how many viewers were watching our opponents. Their popularity might give away how good they were.
“Focus, Lucius.” Destiny chided. 
“Yes, dear.”
I could feel Destiny’s eyes roll as opposed to seeing them. Normally having her appear in a small window at the edge of my vision let me better communicate with her, but now was not the time for that. We had a job to do.
St3alth wasn’t wrong about my concern for gaining fans. To be a pro you had to do more than play it smart. To be great you had to put on a show. As ridiculous as we acted, all three of us knew what had to be done. Our audience awaited us. 
To the assassin, I would look like a delightfully easy target. My rapier was strapped at my waist, fastened over a loose-fitting jacket. I fit somewhere between a mage or a monk with a sword. My cool-green sleeves were rolled up, showing abnormally large forearms for a magic user. There was no visible armor or magic shield. Yet I walked toward the known threat with assured defiance.
Reaching the bottom of the path I stopped when I reached the center and let him come to me. Closing my eyes, there was only one sense that would help me now. 
This group that we faced wouldn’t be here if they didn’t qualify as better than good. We were in the legendary class, the highest tier in the arena with only the top 10,000 ranked guilds. There was no chance this assassin would be a pushover or have any less than max level gear. My rarely used Spell-Sword profession gave me an advantage. He would underestimate me. They always did—the first time.
Chewme and St3althL0rd were sitting tight, waiting on the assassin to make his move. We all understood our places in this fight from thousands of similar encounters. 
There was only one direction where the sound came unnaturally. The subtle brushing of a boot against dirt, an odd leaf softly crunched underfoot, and only the smallest of twigs snapping. The sound slowly shifted around me in a wide 20-meter perimeter. 
Opening my eyes, they didn’t shift but remained forward. Sound was all that existed. It could be said that my approach was a gamble. That it was possible to hear someone approaching, but it was insane to depend upon it when your life was on the line. 
The feeling of fear and nervousness had long ago been trained out of me with only anticipation remaining as the invisible assassin stalked me. No assassin would attack me from the front. The flank and rear were too tempting.
To the left came a soft step as he began to close in. 
I didn’t flinch from the realization. 
He was not just good, but exceptional. By this time even the best assassins would either have rushed in because they thought I was easy prey or have fled because I was acting odd. He stalked me with patience, not succumbing to his own nerves.
Fifteen feet. His pace slowed.
Destiny and I had practiced this same situation a thousand times. It was up to me. She insisted I had ears. Not to use them was idiotic. 
Ten. He stopped and awaited any reaction I might have.
At this distance, there were a number of skills that could help him close in quickly. If he activated any of them I would only have a split second to react. After a long number of seconds, he stepped forward.
Five. I was now in danger of not being able to react quickly enough to his assassin specialty skills. The danger was there, but I had faced this situation before. I knew it intimately.
My anticipation grew. I felt he was a step away from driving his deadly knife into my ribs.
Appearing out of stealth, he was behind me, slightly to my left.
The whole time I had been gathering mana in my gut. With a simple exhalation of breath, all of the pressure that had built up let loose. I didn’t direct it. Like a bomb the mana converted into pure force as it left my body, creating a wave of magic erupting in all directions. 
His knife shot forward. The assassin was swept hard by the force. Flying back, he cleared over 10 feet of ground. 
Throwing out my hand, I cast a grand-master level force field just before he landed. His body accordioned in midair as his skull collided against the invisible wall. His neck snapped. 
Bowing my head, I honored him, as well as played to the viewers.
I withdrew the force field. It was a huge mana sink, but when mastered the use for force fields went far beyond defense. 
“You left your force field active two-tenths of a second longer than necessary wasting 40 mana,” Destiny stated. 
A blur of motion shot toward me. My rapier was out and flicking the arrow aside before it found my chest. 
“One archer,” I called.
“One mage,” Chewme added, storming down the path, joining me at the center of the arena.
Crimson fire hurled our way before I saw the player who had cast it. 
Turning his shoulder, the bolt easily missed my friend. 
Using the foliage to our advantage, we split up, standing to either side of the path they would have to take to join us on the arena floor. Even with their advantage in elevation, they couldn’t see through the greenery. The mage might decide to burn us out, but it would take a while to get a fire started and cost him a lot of mana.
An arrow landed close to where I stood, hinting that the archer had moved down the path to get a better angle. 
Chewme noticed as well. “Rush?” 
“Give them a moment. I want to get an idea how brave or stupid they are.”
When no more arrows or mage bolts came, I peeked around the corner. The archer unleashed an arrow that I easily pulled back from.
“Three left.” Destiny informed us.
“They have a battle ax wielder in full platemail. Be ready.” 
“I got him,” Chewme replied. 
“I’m behind them at the top of the path. Ready when you are!” St3alth said.
Daring another look, I saw their armored tank bounding our way. Both the mage and archer were a good ten feet behind, ready to attack as soon as either of us engaged. It was a good basic strategy. 
Looking to my friend, a nod set him off. 
We both rushed forward. I lunged at their tank, my sword doing little against his polished breastplate.
Chewme took full advantage of the split second I had bought him. His sword tore the wind from below, knocking the warrior back two paces. I had already rushed past, leaving the tank to him. 
An arrow engulfed in blue light and a fire bolt launched toward me at the same time from a distance that was impossible to dodge. With my empty hand stretched forward, my force field appeared momentarily deflecting the projectiles. 
“Better. A tenth of a second too long,” Destiny said.
The mage retreated, but the archer managed to unsheathe a short sword to engage me. 
Jabbing at the archer's head, I cast an ice bolt of my own, impacting the archer’s foot. It was a low-level spell. Most of the spells of a spell-sword were about the same low rank, but it was enough to stagger him to his knees. 
The mage was about to leave my short range, so I cast force field once again. He ran face first into a small wall of energy about the size of a dining plate. 
My neck tensed at just the thought of how it felt. A tank would have just shrugged it off, but casters were fun to mess with.
St3alth decided to join us. Becoming visible behind the magic user, he slashed him across the neck, then stabbed him in the back in one fluid motion. For all St3alth’s complaining, it was rare that he wasn’t exactly where he needed to be.
Too bad they didn’t save the assassin for later. It may have been a closer fight.
The archer began to regain his footing. His eyes were locked on me. Without his bow, his class skills would be limited.
I bowed slightly, with a flourish from my sword, urging him to stand. 
St3alth just stood back and watched as Chewme and I handled the remaining two players. 
With his short sword in one hand and bow in the other, he stabbed at my waist, holding his bow up for extra cover. He was well practiced. 
I stepped back, his sword just missing, and another ice bolt flew from my hand at his face. He twisted wildly, placing his bow between him and the bolt. Impressive agility.
Thrusting down, my blade pierced between the string and shaft of his bow, jabbing his thigh. Jumping back, I severed the bowstring with a flick. 
Who could help but smile? I could almost feel new subscribers joining my gaming channel. If I entertained them enough, many benefits would follow. More followers meant more sponsors. Those not watching now would watch today's highlights later. Some followers would even donate money. Enough followers and I could attract one of the big sponsors and get a full ride to game for a living. That was the goal and my high school career was almost over. 
“Focus, Lucius,” Destiny reminded.
As cruel as it might seem, I wouldn’t finish this guy off quickly. That would waste an opportunity. Nor would I make the fight look even. He was likely a semipro himself, so defeating him was just another opportunity for him to learn. I had been there before.
Casting an ice bolt at his feet, I slashed down from overhead. He was too slow to dodge them both. Choosing to take the bolt to the leg, I caught him on the same foot as before. This time he kept himself from falling to his knees. I took the opportunity to leave him a deep puncture wound to the shoulder. 
Spell-swords were popular with new players but rarely played well. Unlike most professions that had very obvious strengths, we had a larger variety of options due to the ability to cast spells and fight with weapons. Most serious gamers dismissed us entirely. The spell-sword’s spells and sword skills were at the best average, except for one spell that you could max. When used in unison with the right build and strategy, the spell-sword was unbeatable. 
He attacked next, realizing there was little chance to win. I shifted slightly, letting his thrust pierce my shoulder. The stinging sensation was nothing to laugh about because Gravel allowed the legal maximum of 40% pain. I literally felt 40% of the calculated pain for a maximum of five seconds.
Another thrust came, this one wilder than the first. 
It was all a part of the show.
Parrying his thrust, I sidestepped as he passed, smacking him on the rear with the blunt of my sword. 
When he turned, I was already casting a bolt, which hit him in the chest. 
Still unwilling to give up, he threw his bow at my head and slashed at my knee. It would have worked too, but he collided with a quickly cast force field as he lunged forward. 
You fought well.

My sword pierced him high in the chest, easily exiting his back. 
He met my eyes as his health drained from his body. Knowing what it was to lose countless defeats, I bowed my head to acknowledge him as he disintegrated into pixels. 
Chewme mocked me for honoring the enemy, but I saw no reason to rub a person’s defeat in their face.
“There he goes again.” St3alth joined me after my opponent had fallen.
Hearing the clang of steel, I knew what he was referring to before I even looked. 
Despite what you might have seen in virtual movies or games, swords aren’t very useful against full platemail. This VR game, Gravel, had a real world physics engine, so despite magic and special skills, everything else was dependent on natural laws. Few people had the real life strength to pierce steel even with the sharpest blade. Chewme was an exception. Since our game characters were based on our real life bodies, Chewme was as massive here as he was in the real world. The game had no choice but to throw this into its physics calculations.
The man he faced barely held onto his two-handed ax. It drooped to his side, held by his only good arm. What had once been well-polished armor was now dented in from every angle. One arm showed divotted steel just below the shoulder. Blood flowed from the cracks at his elbow. If that was the only damage, then the guy would have been able to continue. His platemail at the thigh and knee was also crushed. Blood seeped out at the knee and boot. 
Chewme spun. His claymore gained maximum velocity. The man braced with his good leg, taking the blow on his good arm. The ax fell from his grip. His armor was damaged near the wrist. Already blood was pooling into a drop at the tip of his hanging gauntlet.
Allowing the man to forfeit at that point would have been the sane thing to do. The open-mouthed smile on Chewme’s face showed he was too far gone to stop now. 
“Stop, Chewme!” Destiny messaged. Group chat wasn’t the same as yelling where someone could actually hear you though. 
Even with a weaponless opponent, Chewme spun again, this time elevating his sword and bringing it down from over his shoulder. The vicious blow crippled the man’s remaining good leg. He fell hard to his side, landing with his arm unnaturally underneath him. 
It had gone on long enough. 
“Chew!” I yelled. 
He tilted his head to the side like a questioning canine. Placing his foot on the man’s shoulder, he leaned on him as he might a footstool. 
“Oh. You guys are already finished?” he asked, smirking with mock innocence. 
“End it.”
“Fine, fine.”
Before he could act, confetti fell from the sky like a colorful snowfall. 
“Winner Guild Nexus!” declared the announcer. 
Chewme’s footstool dissolved; the player had either died from his wounds or forfeited. It also meant that the bloodlust-loving bear of a man stumbled forward and almost fell over. 
An annoyingly loud cackle came from St3alth. 
Humorous or not, we both looked at him like he was mad. 
Now that the fight was over we had the option to fight again, leave for the spectator's lounge or return to our guild base. 
The first thing I did was check our viewer stats. Another three hundred people were watching us live. More importantly, twelve more people had followed my channel. It was a nice bump for a few minutes’ work. 
“How much time you have left, Lucius?” Chewme asked.
With a thought, the real world time appeared at the top right of my vision. About 8:15 am. 
“I still have half an hour before I arrive.” 
“A few more matches then?” St3alth asked.
“Absolutely. As many as possible. I’ll be going through testing for the rest of the day.”
“Nothing to worry about. The hardest part is not getting bored.” 
“Be sure to let us know how it goes,” Chewme said. “My testing is next Saturday.” 
“I thought they have banned all galactic space walruses from trying out,” St3alth replied. 
“They did until they saw you. What did they say? Anything would be better than giving a ninja cockroach one of the 100,000 spots!” 
Rolling his eyes, St3alth turned back to me. “You think you’re ready for the interview?” 
“More than ready,” I replied. “Destiny and I have practiced interview questions for more hours than I care to remember.”
“Can I go on a date with her?” St3alth asked, again.
“No for the thousandth time! She’s an AI… And way too classy for you.” 
“What Lucius said,” Destiny replied.
“Fine. Then let’s continue. Let’s head to the lounge and try 3 vs 5. If there are any girl players, I call first go!” 
“To kill them, or flirt with them?” Chewme asked.
“To fight them first. Then after they are impressed…”
“I don’t think girls find guys that kill them attractive,” I said. 
“I’m looking for a special kind of girl. Don’t step all over my dreams.” 
“Some dreams can get you prison time,” Destiny teased.
I teleported to the lounge, ending the conversation. 
 



Chapter 2 – Letter
 
I received the letter. It was a real physical letter, one of only a few I had received in my entire life. The drone had dropped it off just like any other delivery, but there was nothing ordinary about it.
Physical letters became almost obsolete in the last couple hundred years because there was no longer any need for them. But some occasions called for something a little special. Or it could be because it was from the government and they still had some archaic practices. 
Why bother with a letter normally when you had direct access to all of your family and friends regardless of where they were in the world through the Metaverse? Just port over to them anywhere and hang out with them virtually. All it took was to will it and your AI and MR Tech would take care of the rest.
I rubbed the envelope gently between my fingers as I walked the last couple hundred meters through this long, above-ground tunnel to the transportation hub. Its texture fascinated me for some reason. 
If the people around me knew what I was about to do, the majority of them would think I had overdosed on game violence and the unfiltered Metaverse.
Looking up, dozens of small drones shot past overhead in their own network of traffic. Above them was a dome stretching down the wide tunnel. It was entirely covered in holograms. The hub limited advertisements by law to preset locations that wouldn’t dangerously distract pedestrians as they traveled. There were holographic pillars every twenty meters or so to the sides of the walkway that allowed a single holographic commercial at a time. Like the incredibly attractive, bigger than life woman that was levitating on a mag-hover mattress while snoozing in her car. 
Arrows along the ground directed me and those around me in designated traffic lanes. How people were augmenting themselves was always interesting. 
A girl to my right was going the same direction and walked a few meters ahead. She wore a tight-fitting padded jacket that showed off her figure, with a leather studded skirt and a long, blond, fluffy tail. It was more cat than dog.
Coming from the other direction to the right was a space rogue, with a below the knee duster and a cybernetic eye. His image shimmered periodically to mimic stealth armor that had yet to be activated. 
An Undead Deathlord, with abnormally pale skin and emerald silver platemail, was in front of me moving down the tunnel to the central hub. 
A hooded figure with two triggerless six-shooters holstered at the hip passed in the other direction. He was a ballistic mage that used magic instead of gunpowder or magnets to propel the bullets from his guns. 
There were creatures you could see in the holographic forest that the local high school students created in art class. Bears, deer, dragons, minotaurs… You know, the kind that you find in every forest.
“Are you worried?” Destiny asked. She had appeared in a small messaging window near the top left-hand corner of my peripheral, her large green eyes wincing. 
No one else was able to hear her, for she was tied directly into my MR gear. She had mid-back length blond hair and captivating features.
I had chosen a female AI on purpose. One of her jobs was to help me stay disciplined by being the voice in my head to help guide me, as annoying as that could be. Her gender and look were chosen because it was harder to say no to a beautiful girl. It might sound ridiculous, but it worked.
“You know what I’m about to do. It won’t be easy.”
“That may be true, but it will be worth it.”
“You’re right.” I sighed.
“Of course I’m right. If you don’t take my advice you are an idiot.” 
Her direct response caught me off guard. Glancing up, I saw she was staring at me intently. She couldn’t keep the grin from her face for long. 
I chuckled. She had been my AI for a decade, over half of my life, and had mastered how to manipulate my sense of humor.
Normally Destiny would appear to me as a hologram, but it was a normal courtesy to keep your bots from manifesting in a busy public place like this. Having her appear where only I could see her was a very real option, but with so many people it would be difficult to keep track of her. She was more accessible now in my quick chat.
“Father even came home early from work when he got the news. I can count on one finger how many times that has happened. Not that it changed his mind about gaming.”
“Your dad is a great man. He works hard, provides for his family, and has much success. He may have his own ideas about what he wants his son to become, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to spend time with you.”
“Yeah, yeah. I’m not going to miss you reminding me.” 
“How can you say that? I thought you loved my rebukes!” She stuck out her tongue.
Destiny was the only person that called my father dad. He had created her specifically for me. Few of the AI on the market could compete with her capabilities. Having a genius father had its perks, but as long as I could remember he spent most of his time working. Destiny was good company and designed to teach me to become the best in whatever I so desired. Still, she wasn’t my father.
More than that, because I had such an amazing AI, I was expected to make something of myself. When I had decided to become an ultra-user and pursue professional gaming, he hadn’t hidden his disappointment. He wanted me to become a creator like him, to develop AIs or for the Metaverse. It was true that at first, I had started gaming mostly out of spite, but very quickly I fell in love with competing against others from all over the world. 
An alien from a game I couldn’t place passed by. Its eyes at the end of burnt orange antennas followed me. 
Creepy. Its mouth was as wide as a person’s body and had multiple limbs. 
Real alien avatars weren’t popular right now, because of intergalactic tensions. The exception was the Jinhwa. They were basically cyborgs that were always trying to make some coin from their advanced technology. I’d see at least one of their shops in a few moments.
My own outfit mimicked black Kevlar body armor that was tight-fitting, showing off a well-defined athletic body. It was simple and the only extravagance was a large Guild Nexus logo at the center of my chest, with many graphics from my sponsors around it and on my back. This was the new modest. My real frame was thinner, but there was little extravagance besides thicker muscles. 
What I really wore under the augmentation was a dull silver long-sleeved shirt and darker athletic pants; comfy and a good contrast that didn’t interfere with the lighting for my outfit augmentation. 
I unapologetically wore a strap around my head with a small but obvious processing unit just above each ear that stretched out into my peripheral vision. The light projector was barely noticeable but streamed directly into both eyes giving me full access to both augmented and virtual sectors of the Metaverse. 
The clear rubbery lens that completely covered my vision reached from nose to temple and brow to cheekbone. They were clear and not considered rude because people could still see my eyes through them. The clear film making up the lens could be tinted so that it controlled the light that might interfere while viewing the Metaverse. These lenses bubbled out which gave anyone who was found out while wearing them the immediate nickname of bug eye. The superior performance was worth it though.
Most people had contacts or cybernetic implants when they were out of the house to augment the world around them and give limited access to the virtual side of the Metaverse. 
I left the tunnel and entered the Hub. The noise of the crowd condensed and became louder. With the noise came a sense of excitement as people rushed to get to their shuttles and automated vehicles. 
Immediately I saw the Jinhwa shop, a nearly human looking gentleman with polished steel receivers instead of ears, and most of his other implants hidden graciously under a pillowy suit jacket. An officer stood to the side of the shop entrance. It wasn’t just implants the Jinhwa sold. On Earth, add-ons that didn’t have to be surgically implanted were the only ones socially acceptable. The exception was MR lens implants. It distinguished us from the Jinhwa cyborgs.
Officers wore blue hydrocarbon body armor that was smooth and similar in design to my augmented outfit. Their tool belts were loaded with a number of different weapons for stunning and more lethal actions. The hub’s personnel wore dull green with a designated logo on their chest. 
A bench shone like obsidian and was highlighted in a yellow light. Destiny had found our destination. I headed toward it.
I passed a group of local perverts huddled against the wall. At first glance, they dressed a lot like a biker gang met cyberpunk. Their blank expressions were the surest sign that they were using the unfiltered Metaverse. What I was seeing was the avatar visible in the filtered Metaverse. These filters protected children and really anyone not wanting to display their private life in public.
Being 18, I did technically have legal access to remove all my filters, but I didn’t on purpose. Distractions could keep me from becoming a professional gamer or from just plain not looking stupid in public.
Without having to ask, Destiny noticed what I had been looking at and took care of it. She blurred the group so that I was blind to them. 
At that moment, an entourage of police escorted a blurred face giant. There was no need to ask if Destiny was responsible for blurring out the face. It was the Metaverse responding to the legal requirement to blur prisoners. It was more than just a digital covering, otherwise Destiny could have just seen it through the naked lens of one of the many cameras on my headgear. A black see-through layer of cloth was also over his head. The color made it more difficult for any camera-reliant MR to collect enough data.
“He’s Ekseliksi,” Destiny said. “Decoding.”
Standing at least eight foot tall, the man had no virtual augmentation and was wearing just an orange jumpsuit. The blur to his face started to dissipate. 
It wasn’t exactly illegal to decode the blurred prisoner’s face. Most AI just weren’t capable of it without increased processing power and a lot more time. For Destiny that wasn’t necessary though. She believed it was safer for us to see the prisoner’s facial expressions to anticipate what he might be thinking. She had figured out her own method over the years to decipher such things quickly. 
As his face became clear, the burnt pink of his skin and the bulging of his jaw and neck muscle became defined. Unlike the Jinhwa, which were a cyborg race, the Ekseliksi, or trans-humans, were a race drunk on bio-engineering. They hated the non-organic, which surprisingly caused more hostility between us and them than the Jinhwa who were their opposites. They believed we were like them, but little more than mutts. We didn’t enhance ourselves and desecrated ourselves with technology. 
The prisoner passed by causing only a small stir in the busy crowd. Now that the distraction had passed, it was time to begin my new training.
Sitting down I looked once more at the world around me. The drones overhead were ignored by everyone but those receiving or sending packages. Everything else wasn’t real. It wasn’t organic. 
Everyone really wore simple clothing similar to mine to make augmentation easier. Other than the first few years of life, when mixed reality was used sparingly to let a child develop, this technology was our life. The augmentation of the world was as real, if not more realistic, than the physical world, because it was all we knew. All I knew.
Undoing the envelope I pulled out the letter and began to read.
 
Lucius Edward,
It is our pleasure to inform you that you have been selected to participate in the largest behavioral experiment in human history. Codename: Freedom will gather 100,000 men and women from the western world and put them in the most realistic virtual world ever created. Your job will be to survive and thrive as your merits are tested and pushed to the very limit of what is humanly possible…
 
I had won. It would be difficult, but the letter I held in my hand excited me, even as it also left me feeling unsettled. This kind of victory wasn’t the same as winning a duel or competition. 
One thing was clear. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity; an opportunity to prove my father wrong about VR Gaming. I could make a living doing it. With enough of a following and if I made it to the top, I could have a large impact like he did as a creator, just in a different way. 
Ever since the moment I’d opened the letter, I’d been reading everything I could to learn about Freedom. There was very little information and that was no accident. Even the encyclopedia of information I received from the government to prepare myself seemed rather lacking real details. 
A few things were guaranteed. 
First, this would be a survival game. 
There would be no advanced technology. That meant a fantasy or medieval setting. 
The biggest surprise was that there would be no headsets or capsules for deep dives commonly used today for the most realistic kind of virtual reality. Instead, there was the promise of a new technology that would give the most realistic virtual experience ever.
The recommendations to be in the best possible physical shape meant the new technology would not solely use traditional neuro-link to the brain that connected your mind to the virtual world. Beyond that, I had no clue.
Most importantly, everything I did would be streamed real time every moment I was in the experiment. With over 37 billion people on earth and 80% of them heavily into games, especially ones as hyped up as this, there was limitless potential. Even an unknown like myself already had gear deals and commercials lined up if I finished the experiment a year from now. They were offers based on my performance, but that was to be expected. My dream was within my grasp.
Without permission, Destiny appeared beside me, manifested where only I could see. I was going to miss her the most.
Turning away from her, I stared down at the floor.
“Lucius. Remember why you are doing this. This is your chance.”
“I know.” I forced myself to take a deep breath. 
Swallowing, I turned to face her. 
I noticed her eyes first. In times like these, they were always wide and steady. 
“I will be watching everything you do. Even if we can’t interact while you are in Freedom, I have access to your eyes and thoughts just like normal. Your job is to remember and act. When you come back a professional gamer we will have much to do.”
She knew I would miss her and didn’t have any way of showing it. Or at least, so I thought.
Leaning forward in her seat, she kissed me gently on the forehead. I had been a child last time she had done that. 
We smiled at each other for a long moment. My resolve started to settle as did the vision of what I desired the most: to compete with the best in the world as my father watched awestruck. 
I took a good look at her one last time. She wore a modestly cut, full-length gown of rich purple. Her modest dress had purpose. I would miss her partnership. No, she was a friend. As a precision instrument, she had helped me grow in knowledge and character. Her constant presence and encouragement helped me be better than I ever would have been without her. 
Closing my eyes, I sighed heavily as I took off my headset. It was something I rarely did except at home. 
Destiny could not come with me where I was going and mixed reality withdrawals were a very real thing. Instead of facing the symptoms when I began Codename: Freedom, I would start now. 
With my headset cradled in my lap, I opened my eyes to the dreary world around me. Most everyone wore clothing that reflected the acceptable amount of light.
Everything was suddenly very simple. There were no streaming notifications or augmented holograms. Destiny was gone. It was overwhelming for the first few minutes and I sat there and just allowed myself to take it all in.
It was as disturbing to look in the direction of the perverts as I had imagined. Cyborg-Snot!
Turning away, I determined not to do that again. Destiny. I already miss you.
Remembering my purpose, I began exploring my suddenly unfamiliar world anew. 
Today I would only be here for an hour and then walk home without help from Destiny or any mixed reality. After today I would start to add a half an hour each day until I could make it eight hours without it bothering me. In two short months I would be living in a virtual world full time without Destiny or any Metaverse. I had to be ready.
 



Chapter 3 – Tutorial
 
There was little time before I entered Codename: Freedom. Chewme was the only other person I knew that had been selected to participate in the experiment. It didn’t surprise me with his freakish size and athletic ability. 
We started training. I already ran daily. To be a professional gamer meant you knew the benefits of keeping one’s body in shape. I followed their example. In many ways we were similar to endurance athletes, just not as extreme. I upped the number of miles I ran and added body weight training. Destiny was quick to set up a daily routine for me. 
When the day came, my body hummed in excitement. I was alone, except for the kind curly brunette in a white coat guiding me down an elevator leading deep underground.
When the sterile metallic doors opened, my mouth dropped. I felt a tingling sensation in my knees. An underground expanse at least half a mile wide extended further than I could calculate. There was a polished steel walkway before me that seemed insignificant to the underground world I had just discovered.
Humor-filled eyes met mine. The female doctor must have grown to expect this kind of reaction. She placed her hand on my shoulder and motioned me forward.
The walkway reached out twenty meters before we met a yellow railing stopping us from falling to a painful death below. I didn’t hesitate to approach it and grabbed ahold of it tightly. Looking down, I saw them for the first time. 
Hundreds of house sized, black cube structures lined either side of the bunker running off into the expanse of the room. 
My guide led me to a second elevator to our left that was little more than a steel cage. Entering, the creek of steel followed us down.
The cage opened to the ground level. Following the doctor’s lead, we approached the first structure. As I neared, I saw it was at least two stories tall, with numerous cords, metal arms and pipes coming out the top and the side facing the wall. It was too high to see the top of it, but there was movement.
Were these really what I thought they were? 
I was suddenly thankful we had taken the advice to get in shape seriously. After centuries of virtual reality, neuro-linking was “the way” virtual reality worked. If you wanted to fight an orc, join a battle, siege a castle, blast some aliens, fly a spaceship, or explore new worlds there was no doubt that current technology would let you do just that. Could this machine do better? 
“Sit here.” 
She directed me to sit on an aluminum bench staring up at one of the house-sized machines. Looking around, there were other benches in front of each structure with players waiting.
“Impressive huh?” The lady said. She was looking at the house-sized machine-room before us. “We call it the Cube.” 
Her eyes closed as she smiled to herself. 
In all seriousness, I suspected that I could throw everything I thought I knew about virtual reality hardware out the window. 
After a long while sitting, the time finally came. My doctor friend directed me through a doorway to one side of the Cube. She had me stand in the middle of the room as my eyes adjusted to the lack of light.
I soon dangled six feet in the air with countless industrial arms of all sizes hanging from the ceiling and reaching out to me from the walls. They came in all shapes and sizes. I stood on a platform that was compiled of dozens of smaller arms and platforms coming together under my feet.
To my embarrassment, I had no clothing on, but I had been left alone. 
There was a sickly, green light running along the wall just above head level that gave the room a haunting feel. Only the silhouettes of the massive mechanical arms were visible. I was surrounded. 
A man’s voice sounded from a speaker in the wall. “We will now begin. First, you will feel a slight chill, and then a loud sound will start the countdown. This is nothing to worry about. We are in the final stages of preparation.”
He wasn’t kidding about the chill. I tried to cling closer to myself for warmth, but it was a losing battle.
The promised loud siren started to go off like a dying whale. I realized in that moment that I would be spending a year without ever leaving this crazy machine. I held my breath.
The siren started to sound at a quicker tempo.
Something was coming.
It came quicker.
Then suddenly the remaining light ceased.
I screamed through gritted teeth like a startled animal.
Darkness everywhere. 
There was no logical threat, but I found myself posturing defensively.
Light slowly started to brighten all around. There was no light source. It came from every direction at once. Soon I stood in an empty white room with no walls, ceiling, or floor. The texture of the floor had even changed. It felt like I was standing on well-hydrated earth. It was soft and smooth like a finely woven sheet.
“Welcome, Lucius Edwards, to Codename: Freedom,” came a kind woman’s voice from somewhere in the distance. No one was in the direction the voice had come from.
“Today you will be joining approximately 100,000 men and women in the largest virtual experiment in the history of the world.”
“To you, Freedom will be a new world; to the viewers of the Metaverse, it will become the next big thing in reality entertainment. You will have no direct contact with anyone outside of Freedom, and all fan comments and messages will be scanned for information that might give you an unfair advantage. Once inside, there are many small starting cities and the total player population will be split between them randomly. Your starting city will be Willingham. I will now appear before you.”
A translucent, colorless face with the consistency of water appeared. She had a long elegant face but was no doubt an artificial intelligence like Destiny.
“You can leave Freedom at any time, but if you do leave you cannot return. To do so, go to the city hall of any starting city. Please consider seriously what the consequences of leaving will mean. How will such an act affect your current followers and public image? There are thousands of people in line to take your place if you decide to leave. Lucius, your chances of becoming a professional gamer will be greatly hindered. But if you stay and fight...”
There was no surprise that the game’s AI knew about me. All they had to do was scan my social media. 
“It is time for you to choose.” She smiled reassuringly.
“What will be your player name?”
“Lucius Edwards,” I answered.
“Very well. Lucius Edwards accepted. Your body size, weight, and facial features have been uploaded. Because of the nature of the experiment, you will not have an option to change them. If you want to get stronger, then you must work hard.”
Behind the AI, three large wooden displays with five shelves apiece shot up from the floor. It had been impossible to see the floor because everything was white with literally no horizon or objects to give it context.
“You currently have 10 silver coins to spend on the items before you. Just look at them for longer than a second and the price will appear. Money works as follows. 100 copper coins equal 1 silver. 20 silver equal 1 gold. 20 gold is equal to 1 silver talon. 20 silver talons are equal to 1 gold talon. You may now proceed.”
Looking down, I wore silver boxer briefs and a sleeveless undershirt. No socks? Immediately I felt the fabric of my shirt and at my waist. The shirt was more finely woven than the boxers, so the only difference I felt was the texture. How was that possible? Literally moments ago I had been without clothing. When had I been dressed? How had it happened? It seemed the Cube I was inside was also my personal assistant. 
Stepping forward, I was immediately fearful I would fall off the platform. I stood 6 feet off the ground. My senses swore I was in a virtual world, but I knew my consciousness had not been placed into the normal dream state that allowed deep dives. Logic told me the Cube had already been activated and I was safe. I reached out one foot at a time and tested the environment. After I had gone ten feet, twice as far as I needed to go to fall off the platform, I started to relax.
With a deep sigh, I walked the rest of the way. Somehow the Cube was simulating my real world steps into this world. There was no treadmill and every step felt as solid as walking on real ground. My toes clenched at the ground and felt a rubbery surface. 
At least I wasn’t as cold as before. My newly acquired boxers and shirt blocked the appropriate amount of air and radiated my body heat back at me.
I hadn’t felt this uncertain about technology or a virtual world in a long time. I was a newbie. There was also a vividness to this place that wasn’t a visual thing. I couldn’t place it.
My heart thundered in my chest. My pulse quickened.
Standing before the three displays, I found myself unsure how to proceed. The left display held clothing and armor. If I spent all of my coins I could get a thin leather vest and leggings. It was the best armor on display, but I didn’t believe it was worth the cost. The sand colored, cotton tunic and pants were only 2 silver and seemed fairly durable. A pair of leather boots came with the set.
The next stand held a number of purses and bags, sleeping bags, and hats... Why hats? On a single shelf sat canteens and pouches of a variety of dried fruits, seeds, and nuts.
Finally, there were weapons. Even though they were all rather worn, the bronze swords, spears and axes stole my attention. 
I grabbed a Low-Quality bronze short sword and examined how it felt in my hand. The texture, weight, and balance were pretty good. A single swing was all it took to feel the difference in feedback my muscles gave in comparison to normal virtual reality. Normally deep diving bypassed the nervous system and spoke to your brain directly. When you swing a sword in deep dive, the motion is always perfectly smooth. Almost too fluid to be real. The variables increase significantly when your own arm is involved.
“Every item is graded and placed in one of the categories: Low Quality, Average, Fine, and Superior. Even within these categories, not all items are created equal. Upgrades will become available to you later that will improve your ability to examine equipment.”
Grabbing the heavy cotton Average quality clothing I got dressed. The sword had cost me 4 silver and the outfit 2. With 4 silver left I grabbed a well-fitted hemp backpack that went over each shoulder and tied across the chest, filling it with a pouch of mixed nuts and raisins on top of my new sleeping bag and a canteen of water. After that, I was left with a single silver.
Since I had no idea what Freedom would throw at me, I thought being prepared for anything would be better than just being ready for a fight. All this talk about survival, and looking at the items offered, made it seem insane to pass up this opportunity.
Not seeing anything else I just had to have, I kept the final silver as a trade item in case I had not chosen well.
“Your total is 9 silver. You will find your silver coin in the coin purse on your belt.”
With my backpack on my shoulder and sword at my side, I turned to face the AI. Though the pack really wasn’t too heavy, I didn’t expect to feel it at all, which set me off balance. I easily caught myself, but my moment of clumsiness clarified for me what the vividness of this world really was. Not only was I experiencing this game with my waking consciousness, but my real world coordination came with it. It was not something a deep dive could measure or simulate. I was really in the game.
Looking down, a small leather pouch was now fastened to the side of my belt. 
“That finalizes your purchases. Now it is time to reveal to you a few things that have been hidden until now.
“First, there is a leveling system in Freedom just as in the role playing games, but that is where the similarity ends. In Freedom, the system is based on military grade mixed reality. Similar technology is used by you every day in the real world. Mixed reality warns you with information about your surroundings that can save your life in an emergency. This has revolutionized the battlefield by giving individual soldiers the ability to see things that they normally couldn’t and hear things impossible for the human ear. This information makes them super human. 
“Imagine seeing the threat before it presents itself and being able to spot any ambush before it happens. This is what Freedom’s Leveling System is based on. You will have the most advanced military tech become available to you as you level. It will be implemented like a normal gaming system and keep true to Freedom’s fantasy setting. Choose wisely. 
“Side note. All of this tech is available in the real world under a different name. Master these systems and you will have a set of skills to add to your resume.
“Here. I am unlocking your two starting systems, the Personnel Condition Monitor and Metaverse Access Hub. There are a few hidden systems we will not speak about to encourage you to explore the MR menu.”
As she was saying it, the Personnel Condition Monitor popped up to the left in my peripheral vision. It was ethereal and only lost that status when I looked directly at it.
No surprise, it was basically a red health bar with a large round circle above it that shone green. There was no advanced training needed to interpret it. Green meant I was healthy. To its left, there was an outline of a person. This should indicate what part of my body was injured if I took damage in the future. Clicking on the person brought up a very basic Character Status screen. It resembled parchment in color and texture but was really just a digital display.
It read as follows.
Character Status
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 1
Health Points: 221
Endurance Points: 330
Combat Level: Unknown?
Strength: 28?
Dexterity: 40?
Endurance: 33?
 
Abilities Unlocked: Personnel Condition Monitor (Basic), Metaverse Access Hub.
 
What was with the question marks and combat level unknown? The stats themselves were also fairly high for level 1, weren’t they? It sounded like my stats and level really wouldn’t have any direct relationship, so these must be a numerical estimate of my strength, dexterity, and endurance that my real body was capable of. So my stats would grow as I got in better shape. Hmmm.
Where were the stats like Constitution and Agility? Or any mind-centered stats like Intelligence?
“As you see, this menu is basic just as its rank suggests. Your height and weight are not used in the calculation. A tall person with the same stats as a shorter person may have less powerful movements because it takes more strength to move longer limbs. Although the tall person may be faster than the short person with the same stats because they have longer legs.” 
“What about stats like agility?”
“As you level you will unlock higher levels of detail and numerous tools to help you plan your training. The calculation for things like agility and speed are a mix of your current stats. They are hidden from you. As an example though, for your top speed, both Strength and Dexterity would be a part of the equation. For quickness, Dexterity would be the main stat, but Strength would also affect it, and Endurance may have a negative effect on it because of the differences in the type of muscle fiber used.
“Your HP, or Health Points, represent your body’s health status. Having full points indicates perfect health. How points are lost is more complicated. Depending on the part of the body injured, points will be lost. This is not like most games you are used to. Someone can’t hit you in the arm over and over until you lose all of your HP. After all, you can lose a limb or two and still survive in the real world. Bleeding to death after losing a limb is a very real concern though.
“Your EP, or Endurance Points, work in a similar way to your HP. Your body is constantly working to provide itself energy when it does work. Whether by taking in oxygen when running long distance, or using chemical reactions during short, intense bursts of exercise, your points represent your real life ability to sustain and regain energy. 
“Both HP and EP cannot rise as your stats rise. How good of shape you are in, and how well your body recovers or heals will determine how points are lost and gained. Also, there are other factors that can improve your ability to take damage and lessen the points you lose. As an example, as you gain muscle, your mass works as a natural armor, allowing you to take a harder hit and lose less damage. Having a good endurance will affect it by increasing your recovery time.”
Closing out of the Character Status screen, I removed my focus from the Personnel Condition Monitor (health bar), and looked back to my AI guide.
“Very good. You can access the Metaverse Access Hub in two ways. The first is with a verbal command. Say ‘activate Metaverse Access Hub’, or Hub for short.”
I did just that.
A Game Menu popped up in the same parchment style window the Character Status screen had. There was a list of different options.
Metaverse Access Hub
Personnel Condition Monitor
Lore
User Interface
Metaverse
 
Everything was grayed out currently except for Personnel Condition Monitor and Metaverse. The rest must be things that I would unlock as I progressed. Clicking on Metaverse, a very familiar list of options jumped up from the scroll as a holographic user interface. It was a grid system where I simply had to touch the option I wanted and it would allow access to that part of the Metaverse.
Find a Mentor
Freedom News
Player Channel
 
It was pretty straightforward, and we were locked out of the majority of the Metaverse as expected. They took no chances with us cheating
Find a Mentor was as it sounded. It was currently grayed out, but there would be mentors available to teach different skills and martial arts. 
This aspect of the game had been highly publicized. Hundreds of famous names and faces had been advertised. Every form of martial arts and fighting system would be available.
Freedom News was a link with a number of well-known gaming news celebs who had talk shows and internet channels. They didn’t completely cut us off from the outside world. 
Player Channel gave me a portal to read comments by my fans. There was no way to respond to them, sadly. I currently had 260,447 followers. The number had only grown since it became public knowledge I would be a participant in Freedom.
Already there were 72,581 people watching me live! It was no surprise since it was the first day of Freedom. But still, it was a personal record and all I had to do was show up! I knew opening day for Freedom was going to be a big event, but this was beyond all expectations.
Unsheathing my sword, I stood in an open stance, my arms open to fully display what I now wore. After a few moments, the camera angle was exactly where I wanted it and a new 3D selfie was created.
Immediately after my image was posted as my main profile pic, over 2,000 new viewers started watching. A countless number of people were scurrying around online trying to find out all the information they could about Freedom. I had to take advantage of every photo op. It wasn’t exactly communicating with my fans, but it was close.
“The other way of accessing your Access Hub is through hand gestures.”
Bringing her hands together in her lap, like an open book, the AI brought them to her face. This gesture also brought up the hub as she said.
“That is it, Lucius. We are finished except for one final thing. If you get injured while playing you will feel pain. Injury simulation is also at 100% realism with no time limit. If you die in the game, you will feel 100% of the pain associated with that death. There is little doubt you will survive the experience, but there is no guarantee that it won’t harm you psychologically. The study of such trauma, and how people rise above it, is one of the focuses of the Codename: Freedom experiment. You will also drop all of the equipment and money you were carrying and then respawn at the inn in your city of residence. Thank you for participating.”
Wait, what? 100% pain from injuries? Pain simulation wasn’t a new thing, but the most any system could simulate legally was up to 40% for 5 seconds. 
My gut tightened like a fist. I wracked my brain to search for any information related to this. 
Nothing. They had hidden this aspect on purpose. What was I getting myself into? What other surprises did they have waiting?
I dangled six feet in the air with dozens of mechanical arms surrounding me. Such machinery could tear my body in pieces and now I knew it was designed with a very sadistic ability. To perfectly simulate pain.
A cold sweat broke out on my back and chest. I clenched my fist trying to keep myself from feeling woozy. 
My reaction to the news had made me oblivious to a new countdown. When the voice reached zero everything went black.
 



Chapter 4 – Logging In
 
June 14, 2387
I have gotten little sleep in the last couple months as Freedom has been in the final stages. Even now, I have to take time out of the precious few hours I have to sleep to write this. I…
I have failed. The criminal element was added to the general population even after I blew the whistle internally. Not only am I still alive, but nothing has been said at all about the report I submitted. Nothing. I don’t know what is worse, being threatened or being ignored. My conscience is clear, but my guilt has been replaced with paranoia. 
The person responsible has yet to reveal themselves, but I still feel it’s only right to try and find out who did this. I will try to find a way to help those inside the experiment if things go wrong. 
That is all for now. 
 
Dr. Otto Konig, Sr. 
Director of Game Development
 
***
 
Whistling greeted me as I dealt with a blinding warm light. The high pitch came in a rhythmic tone, from a woodwind instrument playing somewhere below. 
My eyes quickly adjusted. A large wood-framed window was a friendly welcome. I stood in the middle of a small room surrounded by a bed, a single wooden desk, a chair, and the entrance. There was no decoration, not even paint. 
Outside the window, I had a good view from the second floor of a large village. Buildings were made of weathered wood without any unnatural color. It reminded me of an old western frontier town, but the people carried swords instead of rifles. The road was packed dirt and filled with dozens of people pushing carts. Men wore pants tucked into their boots, with long-sleeved tunics. A few women wore long flower-patterned dresses over tall boots, others blouses with trousers and boots for more manual work. Some of these villagers were non-player characters or NPCs. Each had their own AI loaded with a lifetime of false human memories to drive their motivation. Others were people hired to run the village and work as merchants. It was supposed to be nearly impossible to tell them apart. 
Even with the revelation of 100% pain, my mind was racing about what I should do first. The higher the pain % the more people would be watching. I could use this to my advantage. That meant more opportunity to gain followers! 
Turning to the door, an abrasively modern popup window of polished silver stopped me in my tracks. I read its message.
 
Dearest Earthling,
On behalf of the American Armed Forces, I welcome you!
The reasons you have been brought to this world have mostly been hidden from you. Legally there was a certain amount of information we were required to tell you, but we provided no information beyond that requirement. Hidden in this land are clues as to the real purpose of Codename: Freedom. Although we will be collecting data to study how humans respond in such an environment, such efforts are a shadow, the excuse behind our real purpose.
Do I have your attention?
This world is filled with danger, but strength is available to all of those who seek it diligently. Besides the world itself, there are many tools at your disposal. It is highly recommended that you take advantage of the mentor system that will give you access to some of the most accomplished martial artists and combat trainers available from the real world. Few of you have the real combat training that will be needed to survive. All you have to do is survive to the end of the first week and these trainers will be available to you. In other words, if you don’t quit before the first week is out you will gain access to the trainers.
You will not find any direct information from the people of this land about our purpose. Only recently have they come to these shores aboard massive ships to settle here. Regardless, do not underestimate their worth.
As an alien to this world, you will find many of the creatures here foreign to you. They are the real people of this land with thousands of years of history. Beware of the danger even the weakest of them possesses. Strength is often hidden.
For now, the only direction you will be given is to go. Go out into the land and discover what has been hidden from you.
The first clue?
War is coming.
That is all.
 
Oh. And try not to die, but entertain us if you do.
 
It gave me pause. I read the last line again. Obnoxious, aren’t they?
I didn’t know if I was more surprised about the direction of the quest, or the fact that there was a quest at all. There had been a lot of speculation about what the game’s lore and history would be like. This was… unexpected. 
At least the NPCs shouldn’t give us too much trouble if they were new here as well.
So the government wanted to play games and hide their secrets from us? Some kind of war was coming? I didn’t even care what they threw at me at this point. I smelled the aroma of new followers and was determined to get their attention. 
A separate popup, in parchment styling, populated on top of the modern one.
You have unlocked Lore in your Access Hub!
That was quick. So it seemed some systems would unlock if the conditions were right. Bringing up the hub, the lore tab just gave me a list of things I had discovered.
Quest Type: (World Wide Event)
War!? 
What could this possibly mean?
Reward: ?!?!
 
Quest Type: (Regional Event) 
Survive the week! 
You will be tested! How? Figure that out yourself. Giving you a warning is more than fair!
Reward: 10,000 Experience, Access to trainers, Ability to form a guild.
Failure: You only fail if you quit and leave Freedom.
 
After examining the quests, the first event was certainly vague, but would likely have amazing rewards. The quest type of World Wide Event was impossible to miss. The time sensitivity of the second event was pretty interesting. It seemed the first week in Freedom was going to be good.
I took some snapshots of both the Quest and Lore windows, once again scoring a few thousand more viewers. 
Shaking my head at how effortless it was, if only gaining followers could always be this easy all the time. Going pro was only a matter of time now if things kept going the way they were. 
Once again unsheathing my sword, I gripped it, the blade pointing down. I snapped another picture. Small gestures like this one went a long way. Vent, my channel manager, had ingrained such things into my brain.
Outside my little room, I headed down a long hall following the music. It got me where I needed to go. Finding the stairs down to the first floor the upbeat woodwind grew louder. 
I ignored a large group of new players standing at the salon-style front counter trying to speak with the inn’s staff. I knew they were new players because they were all dressed in familiar dirt colored outfits, with the rare exception of some players that had leather. A few of the players had even purchased the ridiculous hats. I was not a fan of money sinks. 
If the raised voices were any indication, the 100% pain thing wasn’t being taken very well.
I was through the village, which was much larger than it had seemed from my window and out the front gate in a few minutes. I had left quickly enough that the first wave of players hadn’t overwhelmed the streets. 
The breeze on my face, gravel underfoot, and weight of my pack left me in wonder. It was hard to believe where my body was and what I was really doing in the real world.
Chewme and I had agreed we should spend the first few days gearing up and getting a hang of the basics before we sought one another out. Of course, there was the hidden challenge to try to see who would get the best gear between now and then. Challenge accepted!
There was no time to worry about Chewme now. It was a race for resources like most first days in new massive multiplayer online games. The people we were competing against were among the greatest gamers and athletes in the world. 
Suddenly I felt small just thinking about it. I would show everyone I deserved to be here. 
The wall around the village was nearly two stories tall stretching the full perimeter. It was probably more appropriate to call it a small city. The gate was little more than a bunch of smoothed out trees held together with nails and rope. They were tall enough to do the job.
Two towers made of the same wood held an archer in either perch under gray clay shingles, matching the rest of the homes in the area. 
A field of about 200 meters stretched out between me and a forest. The landscape wasn’t quite plains, rather it was made up of low rolling hills. The forest was a mix of old oak, maple and pine, not leaving a lot of room for new trees. This open field was teaming with life of the most basic variety: rabbits, squirrels, and boar.
Approximately ten people had already gathered outside the gate. Everyone stood watching in a loose huddle.
Split evenly, the group of players was made up of gamers and athletes. I was taken aback. Most of the faces of both groups I recognized.
It wasn’t hard to tell the difference between the two groups. The gamers were either toned but thin, or pudgy. Not everyone took physical health seriously. The athletes looked, well, athletic.
Three gamers caught my eye immediately. They were at a level that I only dreamed of. Vector was the leader of a professional gaming team call Clan Craze. Easily spotted by his blood red eyebrows, he seemed to be the guy the other gamers congregated to. 
Treetop knew Vector from competing against him from another team. As his name implied, he was a tall, plain looking guy, with a brown mop top for hair. He was a bit of a wild card. He had plenty of talent but was known for not taking things seriously. It was the insane things he pulled off that made him a pro.
The third gamer’s name was Drool. She wasn’t named that because of any odd saliva habits, at least not of her own. Her pink hair was always back in wild waves, and her eyes slanted down like an exotic animal. This wasn’t just another massively talented gamer chick that totally cheated by distracting guys with her looks. She was the gamer chick famously known for starting the Male Fail videos. 
I immediately rebuked myself for my sweaty-palmed reaction when spotting her.
When she first went pro she had to face off against one of the world’s best male players. She flirted with him, causing him to lose. Okay, flirting was an understatement. It was excessive flirting that caused the guy to melt like warm butter. She crushed him and mocked him extensively. His career was never able to recover from it.
Folding my arms, I stood back and watched. Joining them might have its benefits. Guest appearances were always welcome and my fans were probably enjoying the surprise. I couldn’t allow my channel to become about who I hung out with instead of what I achieved. Instead of a gamer, I would turn into a commentator, or worse, a groupie. Commentators were respectable enough and experts in their own right. That just wasn’t for me. But groupies were just famous by association, not because of their own merits. 
They were my competition. If I outplayed them, and people saw it, my fan count would surge wildly. It was likely they had millions of people watching them right now. 
Following their gaze, I saw a lone player marching up to a boar as tall as a large dog. Someone had beaten me to the first enemy.
The bronze hatchet he gripped seemed rather small. Thick cotton would be the only protection he had against the boar if things went wrong. With a strong build, he was definitely an athlete. 
This would be a good test of the game’s artificial intelligence and difficulty. Newbie monster or not, learning as much about Freedom as possible was essential.
He paced toward the boar, building tempo. His forearm bulged. 
Turning to meet him, the boar backed up with a snort. It faced off with the player, its tusks at the ready. 
Pulling the hatchet over his head, the man attacked first in a big, downward swing, connecting sickly on the back of its neck.
I cringed at the terrified screech.
The player relaxed his grip. 
What? Is he stupid?
The boar charged forward, easily lifting the player onto its back. It had no problem carrying his weight as it jerked its tusks back and forth.
My gut wrecked. His legs were being torn apart. 
Everything about the situation was wrong. New player towns always had easy creatures to introduce players to the world. I knew as I watched, this common feature had been completely tossed out by the Freedom developers. Someone was having fun at our expense. This boar possessed the same strength and ferocity as its real life counterpart. 
There was no damage indication that mentioned how many HP he was losing. That wasn’t a big surprise. I guessed I would have to be in someone’s group to get any feedback from the game system as to how much damage was being done. 
“Come on! Let’s help him!” A voice rumbled from the crowd. A short black guy with massive shoulders shot out from the group toward the player. His bronze studded club looked much more durable than the losing player’s hatchet.
Aroused from the shock of the moment, I hurried after him, spurred on by the realization there was no pain limiter.
The attacking player was tossed from the boar's back, landing motionless. Only the sound of us sprinting towards it had stopped the beast from turning back to tear into him anew.
Despite the head start, I had nearly caught up to the man who had rallied everyone to help.
Realizing that the boar’s size and strength matched real-world physics, I rounded my approach. How would I fight a huge boar in real life? Seriously?! With drones or an exoskeleton. Never with a pointy bronze stick.
In Virtual Reality, it was common for game developers to take liberty with exaggerating a monster’s size and look, even if it wasn’t a difficult creature. This beast really didn’t look that impressive compared to creatures common to games, but we weren’t fighting an average game monster. This was more accurately a simulation of what it would be like to face a 300 lb boar in real life.
If I was logged in using normal virtual reality that linked directly to my mind, this would have been easy. Even with a low-level character, I would have made short work of it. Controlling a game character with your mind is completely different than controlling it with your own body. I wasn’t coordinated enough to have the confidence to face it one on one.
The boar had completely forgotten its first target. It charged our way. Blood streamed from the wound on its neck. It didn’t slow down. 
As we neared its charge, it was on course for the man in front of me. I slowed my pace to attack from the flank as soon as they met, hoping to relieve him if he got into trouble.
There was no slowing by the athletic black man in the lead. His pace was too fast. I had a bad feeling the boar was about to have a second victim.
The man stopped suddenly, the quad muscles of his leg bulging. He danced to the side and twisted his torso, clobbering the boar as it passed. There was an ugly jerk of the boar’s body from the impact to its ribs.
That did not go how I expected. His blow staggered the beast momentarily, batting it to the side, but it kept going.
I struggled to stop. The beast was now passing me by. My plan had taken me out of its path. Turning, it was time to play catch up.
It now headed for the rest of the players who had followed behind me. 
Vector, Treetop, and Drool were grouped together. Facing it head on, Vector stood his ground, ready to lunge forward with his sword. The other two had swords drawn at either side, making a human wall.
The blade shot forward. His aim was true. As if running into a twig, the boar pummeled through the attack and then leveled all three of them. With a snap, I heard Vector’s leg break at the shin. His other leg flew up and hit Treetop in the back of the head.
Drool was the only one that remained unscathed. She had jumped back as Vector had collided with her, blunting most of the damage.
I pocketed my empathy for Vector, remembering my purpose. If I could somehow give a better showing, I would certainly win some followers.
The next player that faced the boar was another gamer. He just jumped out of the way. Not exactly brave, but he wasn’t stupid either.
With another four players spread out before it, no one was quick to attack it head on. They poked at it from a distance while it was torn on who to attack. It had started to tire.
There was no standout moment from them, but the challenge the four athletes gave it left the gamers embarrassed.
Its pace slowed further. Battle exhaustion was taking over.
This was my chance. Finally catching up from the rear, I planted my foot and lunged. Its hide was thick, only allowing my sword to sink three inches deep into its flank.
The annoying squeal came again. It turned to face me, but I had already bounded back, trying my best to do something that resembled fencing. Virtual gaming was no substitute for real experience and muscle memory. All of the gamers were experiencing this same problem. We felt clumsy.
That didn’t lessen the elation I felt. Regardless of the thousands of hours I had spent in virtual games, I felt as if I was wielding a sword for the first time. Who would have thought something like lack of coordination would do so much to emphasize realism.
Every player still standing fell upon the boar. The four athletes were the first to take advantage. Blades rose and fell. Drool was soon stabbing at it. Treetop joined in. As skinny as he was, he used his full height to land a frightening two-handed blow to its back with his sword. 
There was nothing left for me to do.
Over a minute later the last blow was leveled on the beast that had probably died long before. It lay in a heap of wounds. 
Well, there went any doubt as to the level of realism in Freedom. It was rather frustrating admitting it had taken an entire gang of high-level athletes and gamers to kill a single boar.
Checking my viewer's log was more difficult than I was used to. I had to bring up my main menu then scroll two screens to get to it. It was not designed to remain open. With a few gestures, I found over 12 million people were joint-viewing us. 
My mouth dropped.
Over five hundred thousand people… were watching me.
I shook my head to regain my composure. If I wasn’t careful Drool might think her looks had ensnared another guy.
It wasn’t necessary to upload the scene to my channel. The AI automatically did that for me, pinpointing my highlights for the day. Vent, my channel manager, would make sure a video was put together if something important was missed. I just had to worry about the selfies I wanted to share.
There was no time to celebrate. The customary few seconds of pain that games allowed had already passed. Groans continued. 
At first, I stood there, unsure what to do. 
Vector was making most of the noise due to his broken leg. Trying to help while holding his side, Treetop was obviously in pain himself. Everyone else ran to them. I passed him up and found the man who had been shredded by the boar.
Jogging over to him, he lay in a motionless heap on the ground. I still couldn’t see his Health Bar and the amount of HP he had left. It was only when I neared that I heard his low moan. He was alive.
His legs from the knee down had been so lacerated that I couldn’t recognize them. The bloody scene was too realistic to believe. It wasn’t that there was a lot of blood, but that the blood and gore I saw before me was… accurate. 
There didn’t seem to be the traditional numerical system that simulated the damage done by the boar and subtracted it from his total health points. How the health bar was calculated I wasn’t sure. It was like the system perfectly interpreted the boar’s attacks and inflicted the wounds on the man’s anatomy with the same precision. It was more common for a game to overemphasize violence for effect. Without that emphasis, it was more shocking.
My own nausea protested the sight before me. Closing my eyes, I breathed deeply and shook off the feeling.
This man was experiencing the fullness of the pain accompanying his wounds. Despite my pity, and desire to help, what could I do?
The club-wielding black man that had rallied us to help joined me. He had a full goatee and the grimace of an older man in his forties. Most of the players I had heard of through the media were all in their early twenties to mid-thirties. It was rarer to see teenagers like Drool and I. It was even rarer to see someone who I guessed was in their mid-forties.
Kneeling down, he forced open one of the man’s eyelids.
“Well, he hasn’t gone into shock.”
“What can I do?” I asked.
He shrugged.
It wasn’t exactly abnormal for athletes to compete in their forties. With modern medicine, it was even possible for someone to compete at the highest levels into their eighties. The drive to compete was more common in younger men and women though.
We tried the typical things that would commonly heal a person in a game. Food and water had no effect. If there was something available in town to help with healing, no one here would know about it.
Cleaning and bandaging the wounds to stop the bleeding was all that we could do.
New faces started to pass by as more players were leaving town. Even though many were kind enough to stop, no passerby had heard anything about how to heal either. We were about to send someone to town to check when Treetop spoke up.
“I think I’m better.”
He was motioning to his ribs. Wait. Regeneration? Or was there actually a time limit to the pain?
Before everyone’s eyes, about a half an hour after the fight, Vector’s leg did something we believed impossible. His leg literally reset itself with a loud pop.
Treetop screamed.
Giving him a jab to the gut, Drool rebuked him for his lack of manliness, but her heart wasn’t in it.
 
Despite his pain, Vector was soon chuckling hysterically.
Though it would be another five minutes before Treetop and Drool helped him limp back to town, it was an amazing discovery. Freedom allowed us to regenerate, even if it was a much slower recovery than what we were used to.
There was hope for the man that had been left shredded.
When I saw his legs starting to recover, I started to look for an excuse to leave. There were plenty of people here, and there was nothing anyone could do to help but wait. Time was not something I had the liberty to waste.
I doubted I would have much trouble joining up with Vector now. I might even be one step ahead of them athletically, so my odds of becoming a groupie were slight. But there was another option.
As the black guy got to his feet, I offered my hand. "I'm Lucius."
“Kline.”
“Would you be interested in grouping up?”
Kline had been the most impressive player out of everyone. I wasn’t proud enough to pass joining him if he was willing. If my gut was right, joining him was the smartest route to take.
His brow creased as he considered my question. Looking from the group of players recovering to those streaming out of the city gate, he rolled his shoulders. “Sure."
When I tried to recruit the rest of those that had fought the boar, a few insisted on staying and the rest went to town. We were on our own.
There were only a few players left to look after the man as he healed. I had waited until the others had started towards town before I made my move.
“One thing we need to do before we leave.”
Quickly I knelt down and examined the boar we had killed. As I had hoped, a new popup window shot up.
You have discovered the Looting system!
I balled my fists, trying to hold back my excitement.
There was actually a looting system, inventory and all. A gridded window popped up. The beast had dropped a pigtail, 360 lbs. of pork, and two tusks. Thankfully the athletes didn't even think to check. The other gamers hadn't helped so it was bad form for them to request any loot. Gamer fail! It was still foolish of them to have not even examined the boar.
Of the pork, I took about 80 lbs. and a tusk. It was more than my fair share, but as one of the first to rush to help, I could make an argument that I deserved it. No one was there to complain anyways.
It would be a real newbie move not to move my gear into my inventory. I could currently carry one hundred pounds in total. The gridded window was used to organize my inventory. Taking my backpack off, I was able to place it inside and it took up a single slot. As I placed the meat and the tusk inside, they took up a single slot each. With only thirty slots, it would be wise to utilize containers like my backpack as much as I could to save space. This didn’t change the 100 lbs. limit though.
With everything in my inventory, I felt none of the previous weight I had been carrying on my back. After all the talk about the gaming system being based on military grade mixed reality and real technology, how did they explain away this?
 



Chapter 5 – Hunting with Kline
 
Kline and I split up to sell quickly at the market before continuing into the forest. If at all possible I wanted to try and purchase a better weapon before we got started again.
Already there were hundreds of players crowding the main street. It was wide enough to have cart after cart lining either side. These merchants had their goods laid out on top of their carts and some had extra tables with goods. Near the city gate, there were even carts in the middle of the road, splitting this wider section in two. The actual businesses with buildings behind the row of carts had signs hanging over the crowd above their doorway. Plenty of room was given so that there was a way in and out. 
I found a merchant within the first block of the village gate. A stern looking woman with a pale green bonnet and an apron over her azure dress had an item crowded cart. It had a variety of weapons, armor, preserved food, and beverages. Her cart was made of wood with large spoke wheels and a thick board fastened over the wagon bed underneath. She had a donkey tied up behind her against a log building. The cart was far too heavy for her to handle alone.
Noticing me, she didn’t leave the side of her cart as she hollered much louder than necessary for me to hear.
“Hey son! In the market to buy or sell? April will treat you fair!” 
“Both,” I replied, probably too low for her to hear and walked up to her cart. Might as well price things with her while I was here.
“Let’s see what you got.” 
Opening my inventory, I was looking for…
“The trade button is on the bottom.”
Here. I clicked the raised chrome text where she said it would be. 
My 80 lbs. of raw pork and the tusk sold for 3 silver and 38 copper. It left me with 4 silver and 38 copper in total. 
“Take a look and I’ll give you your coin after you are finished shopping.”
She was a thrifty little merchant. 
There were other places for fresh food, but there seemed to be no weapon or armor specialty shops nearby. 
April had little paper tags tied with string onto each piece of merchandise. Scanning through the equipment I found my 4 silver was actually a good deal of money for so early in the game. It compared pretty well to the prices from the tutorial.
All of the weapons were laid out on a thick, stained wool blanket. With 4 silver I could easily afford a rough quality item in the bronze category like a short sword, ax or spear. It was equivalent to what I had gotten during the tutorial.
This is more like it. I grabbed a bronze spear that would be more useful for a situation against a creature like the boar. Then I found a round wooden shield that had been leaning on the side of her cart. Just to be safe, I bought some hard biscuits and two jugs of water.
She had armor laid out, but I didn’t bother with it yet. Everything was leather-based, so finding a breastplate or chainmail was a ways off.
As I left with a little more than 1 silver in my pouch April called out abnormally loud like before. “Discounts for return customers!”
I decided I liked her.
 
***
 
It was another five minutes before Kline and I found each other. He had upgraded his club and was now wielding a bronze woodcutter's ax. Besides being more expensive it was also a two-handed ax and not the tiny hatchets that had been available until now. 
We both still wore our dust-colored newbie pants and tunic. They were honestly much better put together garments than what I was used to. Things in the real world weren’t designed to be this durable.
“Hey man. Were you thinking of heading into the forest?” Kline asked.
I nodded.
With a fist to his chin, Kline wrenched his head to either side, popping his neck. “About 3 more pigs and I can afford a full suit of leather armor. I gotta look good you know.”
It wasn’t like me to let an opportunity for a good quip go to waste.
“Are you saying I don’t look good in this?” 
Smacking me on the shoulder, his goatee completely shielded his mouth, leaving only his scrunched up eyes showing his grin. “You have been chosen out of billions of people to wear dirt colored pajamas before the world! Now, how’s a man supposed to fight in dirt pajamas?!”
Recovering from his swat, I shook my head, unable to hold back laughter. Dirt-colored pajamas was a pretty accurate description actually.
“I have to agree with you.” 
“Then we will get along fine. Not sure I could trust a guy that willingly fought in pajamas.”
“I guarantee you that this wasn’t my first choice.”
“Ah ha!”
I tried a few things to discover a party system as we walked, but nothing seemed to work. Perhaps we had to level up before it would become available to us.
Kline seemed to have no real knowledge about gaming. He was oblivious to the concept of what a party system was.
I was able to see the amount of experience I had gained from fighting the boar. Over three-fourths of my experience bar was full. It was a small silver bar placed under my health bar.
We walked toward the forest, me with my shield and spear, and Kline with his two-handed ax resting on his shoulder.
By now there were hundreds of players spread out in the woods, mostly in groups. The field had been cleared and there seemed to be no respawning of monsters or animals. We had gotten lucky killing the boar since they seemed to be in limited supply. 
Three dark green creatures huddled around something we couldn’t see. There was no indicator of what they were, but the large heads, dull green skin, and large yellow eyes reminded me of goblins from other games. The forest wasn’t filled with much underbrush, but there was enough that it had concealed our approach.
They stood only three and a half feet tall. 
We didn’t approach them with much strategy. Kline motioned to me to take one side, and he gestured he would take the other.
With a nod, he rushed forward, leaving me off guard.
I quickly scrambled to attack the other flank.
Finally, with something to clear my mind from the shock of our first fight, adrenaline filled me and I flew.
I was the first to attack, beating Kline to the enemy. My well-practiced psychotic cry caused the three green men to jump. People would be watching. It was time to put on a show. I jabbed with my spear scoring a clean hit in the back of the closest goblin. 
Kline wasn’t one to let me outdo him. He nearly cleaved one in two from the top to bottom with his ax. It was immediately killed, but my goblin started shaking spastically to try and get the spear loose of his back. I had missed his heart and struck too low. It wasn’t easy to pull my spear out of the creature’s body.
As it finally came out, the third goblin had slipped into my blind spot under my shield. Sneaky little toad!
Suddenly pain shot up my leg where the creature had bitten my calf. Just above my Health Bar a number popped up and the bar went down slightly.
-13 Damage
A sickening feeling welled up in my gut.
I frantically scraped the green monster off my leg with my shield. His small size was easy to manipulate. As he bounced away, I was glad we got to attack first, because these things were quick. His yellow, bloodshot eyes mocked me, as they scrunched up in what must have been a grin.
Thankfully he was caught off guard by Kline’s ax. In two swings the creature was dead.
Level 2
You have reached Level 2!
You now have access to the Creature Indicator!
You now have access to Abilities menu!
 
Stepping forward on my injured leg, I almost fell from the pain. It was the most painful thing I had ever experienced in virtual reality. This was 13 damage?! With each heartbeat, the pain echoed from my calf. It was hard to bear.
“That doesn’t look good.” Kline grimaced. “Take a seat. I’ll get the loot.”
This was embarrassing. Not only were my moves clumsy, but I had gotten injured in my second fight. I could just feel people leaving my channel and looking for another one. 
My gamer instinct took over. People would still be interested in knowing how injuries work here. There was only one thing to do. I took a close-up snapshot of the wound and shared it with the world.
I'll spare you the details, except to say that the fangs of the goblin-like creature had deeply pierced my cotton pants as well as my skin in multiple places. The fabric around the wound was soaked with blood and torn. As I rolled up my pants, the fabric stuck to the wound and was slowly peeled off.
I poured a little water on the wound. It was cold and soothing but did little else.
Checking my stats, since I had leveled the first time, I confirmed there was no change. 
Character Status
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 2
Health Points: 208/221
Endurance Points: 330
Combat Level: Unknown?
Strength: 28
Dexterity: 40
Endurance: 33
 
So it was clear that leveling didn’t affect my stats at all. 
Joining me on the ground, Kline piled the loot on the ground between us. It was a good distraction. There was one junk quality iron knife, about 40 copper coins, three loin cloths and a small green stone. 
We agreed to split the coins, Kline took the iron knife and I took the green stone and the loin cloths. Though I insisted Kline take at least one loin cloth, he wouldn’t have it. I was stuck with the used goblin underwear? I shared a pic of my new undies as well.
“How’s it feel?” 
Looking at the wound, I suspected it would heal quickly, but was it already feeling better? “Well, the pain is real. I doubt it will take more than a few minutes.”
Suspicious, he replied, “Can you feel it healing?”
“Might just be my imagination, but I think so.”
“Since we are taking a break, what brings you here?”
“Well, I’m trying to make a living off gaming. I need to do well here and build my fan base to get the big sponsors.”
“Ahhh, I got selected for this gig because I was a professional fighter. Mixed martial arts. The sport has morphed more into a virtual thing now where everyone can compete without pain or danger of injury, which completely ruined the sport. I’ve been getting by teaching kids martial arts, but it’s not what I feel I was meant to do. Codename: Freedom is like a second chance for me.”
Though he didn’t look old, I’d guess he was in his early to mid-forties. His well-honed build and physical strength made perfect sense now. There was a big difference between non-virtual athletes and the virtual ones. Strength transferred over well from the real world to the virtual, but not the other way around.
“So you have quite a few fans already?” he continued. “I plan on reminding everyone how useful real martial arts are! You’ll have to give me some pointers on how to run a fan channel.”
“Sure. This is unlike any game I have ever played. You actually have quite an advantage being in such good shape.”
“It’s not much of an advantage until I upgrade this outfit.” He sighed.
“When you get new clothing, take a screenshot and save it as your profile picture. Taking pictures and sharing it is the best way to interact with your channel right now. We can’t write any messages or respond to anyone directly. I guess you could respond, but they would have to be watching while you said it to guarantee that they got the message. They are also limiting what information we receive from our fans. The devs don’t want us to learn anything through our channels that we haven’t learned in the game.”
“Devs?”
“Developers. The people that created Freedom. Here.”
Bringing up my menu, I started to show him the basics of taking selfies. Then I searched for the Creature Indicator that was mentioned when I leveled up.
The User Interface tab in the Access Hub was now accessible. There I found it.
Creature Indicator
This tool analyzes the world around you and marks any living creatures with an augmented beacon if you are looking in its direction. When active, it is not yet capable of distinguishing between hostile and friendly creatures. As you level such distinctions will be unlocked.
Currently, the range is limited to 10 meters, but it will increase as you level.
Best use: To make the unseen seen and track multiple enemies at a time.
 
“Well, that’s cheating,” Kline said. He had followed my lead and found the new tool as well.
“It’s becoming more and more like a typical game. Although, this kind of thing is available with most Mixed Reality headsets as well.”
“Best of all it will be easier to track down our next victims,” he replied. 
His mock evil grin looked like a dust mop with a serpent’s eyes. Talk about cheating. Kline would have people flocking to follow him just based on his expressions alone.
“Not necessarily. Its range is only 10 meters. We will need to level up more for it to be of much use I’m afraid.”
“We’ll just have to level up then.”
There was no getting him down.
“Now we are talking!” I said.
“What?!” He jumped to a low crouch. 
I looked at him, doing all I could to suppress a laugh. 
“We now have access to our Abilities Menu. It also gives us all basic ability upgrades so we can plan what to do when we level. Look here.” 
Abilities
Abilities Unlocked: Personnel Condition Monitor (Basic), Metaverse Access Hub, Creature Indicator (Basic), Abilities menu. 
 
Upgrades
Selecting any of the below Upgrades will cost you (1) Ability Point. 
Spend wisely!
 
Character Sheet (Basic)
(This tool analysis your actions and translates that to your character stats. Upgrading this will add a much more detailed analysis.) 
 
Creature Indicator Upgrades
(The range of this tool upgrades itself as you level. There may be a possibility of an addon that could also increase its usefulness.)
Creature Beacon
(Selecting this gives you a white beacon that shoots up from the creature’s location and is received when Creature Indicator is unlocked.)
Hostile Creature Indicator
(Selecting this gives you a red beacon that shoots up from any hostile creature’s location.)
Danger Indicator
(Selecting this will warn a player of danger within sensors’ proximity.)
 
Communication Upgrades
Grouping
(Selecting this provides experience sharing. Automatically syncs with the map.)
Group Chat
(Selecting this allows for your words to travel over long distances to those in your group. Anyone that is in close proximity can overhear the person sending the message. Only verbal messages can be sent currently.) 
Group Leadership
(Selecting this allows for loot distribution.)
Join a Guild
(Unlocked by completing the quest Survive Week One. Able to choose from a number of guild hierarchies, set ranks of guild members, tax members and set guild property. To see a full list of options you must first finish the required quest.)
Guild Chat
(Selecting this allows for your words to travel over long distances to those in your guild. Anyone that is in close proximity can overhear the person sending the message. Only verbal messages can be sent currently.)
 
Map Upgrades
Local Map
(Selecting this shows a close proximity map of your surroundings. Can zoom in and out. 5x the range of your current Creature Indicator proximity.)
World Map
(Selecting this allows the areas you have personally visited or seen from another map to be visible on your map. Terrain is very basic. Only the largest landmarks will be recorded.)
Ability Points
You earn Ability Points as you level up. From level 1-20 you will earn a new ability point every 2 levels and from level 21-99 a new point every 5 levels. 
 
Advancement Points
You earn Advancement Points as you level up. You will receive one every ten levels. Through Advancement Points you will be able to advance beyond Basic level Abilities. 
 
“Now to figure out what we are going to need to unlock first,” I said.
“The danger indicator looks good.” 
“That will come in handy, but one thing will be much more important in the long run. Grouping. We can create a group and in a few more levels see each other on a mini-map and speak over long distances.”
“Oh. Okay, I’ll leave it to you. Just let me know as we level up what will be the most useful. By the way, man, that’s a good looking leg!”
“What?! Oh...”
213/221 HP
My puncture wounds were starting to scab. What had it been, maybe five minutes? Was that 1 HP per minute for recovery?
“I think I can stand.”
Offering a hand Kline heaved me up. There was no doubt about it, he was massively strong. I probably stood an entire head over the guy, but at this point in time, it didn’t seem like an advantage in comparison to his strength.
My only advantage over him seemed to be that I was faster in a full out sprint. Being tall and lengthy helped. I needed to take advantage of my gaming knowledge. Though some athletes certainly played games, there were some like Kline who were extremely talented but lacked basic knowledge. 
We both spent our first ability point on Grouping and created our first group. Experience sharing would work more in my favor than his, but that didn’t mean this wasn’t the best option for spending our first ability point. Grouping was something we were bound to use every day for the rest of the time we were in Freedom. It was literally priceless, especially after a few upgrades. 
It was bearable to walk, and in another few minutes, we were at the hunt again. My wound didn’t completely disappear for at least an hour though. This time I was determined not to get bitten.
“It’s your turn to get hurt next time,” I said.
He smirked, looking at me uncomfortably long. 
I raised a brow in response.
He shook in laughter.
We stalked goblins. Their groups always came in twos, threes, and fours. A subtle, white beacon now beamed from their heads to the sky when we got close enough.
It became more and more obvious that I was drastically lacking the strength and endurance to keep up. Mentally my gaming experience seemed to prepare me for knowing what to do, but my body struggled. Not only did I not possess the real life skill to pull off what I knew theoretically, but it was hard to even hold up my spear one handed at the pace we were going.
After three more groups, we reached level 3.
Level 3
You have reached Level 3!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 12 meters!
 
We would have to wait until level 4 for our next skill point. 
We ran into our fifth group of goblins. I went to skewer my first one and it was so difficult to hold my spear steady that the spear point missed its mark entirely. With the fear of pain freshly on my mind, I panicked. Using my shield to bash the goblin in the face, its claw nearly reached my outstretched arm.
A surge of delight filled me as I acknowledged how well the shield bash worked. If I couldn’t fully compete for kills, I could at least make things entertaining.
I started experimenting with weapon combinations. Kline recommended using the spear two-handed, but I didn’t want to abandon the shield. I ended up switching out my spear for the sword, which was only about two pounds compared to the seven of the spear. I still had issues wielding it, but being lighter just made it more useful for my current fitness level.
By the tenth group of mini-greenies, I had found my rhythm. This further unshackled Kline who never seemed to tire. His ax was devastating. We would rush them regardless of whether they noticed us or not. With Kline’s control and strength, it was hard for him to miss. My gut had been right about him.
“By the way, we have just under 600,000 people watching us.”
“Is that good?”
“Well, let’s put it this way. I haven’t had to pay for any of my Virtual Reality equipment, games, or clothing for the last three years and I first got sponsored with 30,000 followers. 600k is a number only the highest rated pros get daily outside of big events. You’ll want to capitalize on the viewers we are getting while we’ve got them. This is the first day of Freedom so you could consider this the biggest event we are going to see. Do well and take pictures to show your fans how things are progressing. Here. I’ve got an idea.”
Opening my inventory, I also selected the manual camera. A hologram of a camera appeared, its lens facing me. Moving it, I positioned it over my shoulder. At my command, it counted down from two. My fans would now be able to see a picture with my full inventory of goblin drops, some gems and coins, and a side view of me looking at the camera. 
“Looks like I got lucky finding the right guy to group with,” he replied.
“Nah. I got the better end of the deal. As a gamer, it’s going to take me longer to get used to this world. You’re helping me get through this as I adapt. It’s the least I can do.”
He held out his spear, expecting me to respond.
Not sure what he was looking for, I nudged the spear with my shield.
Replying with a grin, it seemed he meant this as a celebratory fist bump or handshake. It wasn’t the customary fist over heart greeting common to combat gamers, but it worked just the same.
We played around with the cameras for a few minutes, taking a break. He laid out all his gems and coins on the ground in a small pile. I copied him. He had a good eye.
 
I didn’t let up after that. Exhaustion was a very small thing in light of the success we were having.
Since the goblins were so quick, I also had issues with my sword. Instead of swinging, I had more luck lunging in like a fencer. Even then it was, at best, a clean hit maybe 50% of the time.
My shield became Flimsy the Goblin Smoocher. Quick or not, I could level them in the mouth every time. It was many thanks to their big heads and small legs! The shield was about ten pounds of solid wood. 
I ended up knocking most of the goblins down, then Kline and I would race to finish them off. He was sneaky like that. Was he personally trying to take my kills just to push me harder? As an experienced fighter of a lot of years, I suspected he was helping me train.
Either he guessed at my personality or had assumed I was competitive because it was pushing me to fight harder. Sly old man.
I got a few more scratches, but nothing compared to the first bite I received. It took about ten minutes for the pain to go away and thirty minutes for the wound to fully heal if it was a small one.
Level 4
You have reached Level 4!
Ability Point +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 14 meters!
 
With the additional ability point, I unlocked the Local Map. Kline followed my lead. 
 
Local Map unlocked!
Grabbing the Local Map and stretching it will give you a close-up view of the mini-map.
Seeing the people in your group will depend on their distance from your Local Map, not the range of your Creature Indicator. It is approximately a 5x larger proximity than your Creature Indicator. 
 
Level 5
You have reached Level 5!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 16 meters!
 
“Now the fun really begins!” I said. 
“Oh?” 
“So here’s the plan.” 
We were now at least forty meters from one another and easily able to keep track of each other’s location through the Local Map. Since it didn’t rely on the Creature Indicator’s range, we now had a large number of new tactics available to us. 
I could move the small window to any part of my field of view. It went translucent when I didn’t look directly at it. Choosing the upper right-hand corner, I sized it to where I could comfortable look back and forth at it. It currently had an 80-meter perimeter. 
It was late morning when we had first entered Freedom. After a full afternoon of hunting the sun was starting to set. We were probably a couple miles from the village, so we started to head back as we tested our new strategy. 
A group of four weak looking goblins huddled together next to a tree about twenty meters out. They didn’t show up on the local map, but a silver dot representing Kline was close by. As agreed, we both stopped when we spotted them. It was his turn to attack first.
The silver dot started toward the goblins. As it picked up speed, I began to move. 
With a cry, I called the goblin’s attention to me. The timing couldn’t have been better. 
Kline cranked his ax back and unleashed it on the first goblin. He killed a second one while it was still seeking out where my battle cry had come from. 
The two remaining goblins turned to meet Kline. Since they were kind enough to give me their backs, I chose that time to attack. My spear completely impaled one through the back and out the chest. The last one joined the others in death. 
“Beautiful!” Kline declared. 
“You think dead goblins are…”
“Ha! No. That was a good plan. Too bad it’s getting late. These things don’t come with torches or anything right?”
“No. I’m afraid not,” I chuckled. 
“Too bad. We were just getting started.”
“Tomorrow then we will make a full day of it.”
“Deal!” 
It had been a good hunt. Our inventories were half full with numerous odd pieces of clothing, a number of knives, two or three silver richer. Goblin undies… I was totally exhausted but had no desire to stop. Kline was right. We had really just got to the place where we could really roll through these groups like teeth through stuffed mushrooms. 
“I’m getting hungry,” I added. 
Now that I thought about it, nearly an hour had passed since we had seen another player. Perhaps we had gone too far out. We had been clearing out every group we saw. 
It had come to the point where I could pretty much confirm that there was no respawning of the goblins. This place seemed pretty empty. There was the possible danger of harder enemies coming out at night. It was a game cliche, but still, something to keep an eye out for.
When we finally left the tree line, the stars were starting to outshine the remaining ray of sunlight on the horizon. Eyeing the village, the sight before us was like a punch to the gut.
The entrance to the village had been closed.
Looking to Kline, we ran toward the city gate.
There were over a hundred players already congregated there. A commotion was coming from the crowd.
As we arrived, two arrows flew from either tower, landing in the path of a player who was about to try and scale the gate.
Everyone stepped back slowly. The player was not someone I would have wanted to mess with. He was taller than me with a solid physique, yet he had been halted and was fuming as he stared up at the guards above.
It was then that I realized none of the players had a bow, nor had I seen any ranged weapons at all except in the hands of the guards. How convenient. 
After some threats were tossed up at the guards, everyone started to settle it in their minds that we would be here all night.
“Newbs,” I said under my breath. Didn't they realize a gift had just been handed to us?
“What’s that?” Kline asked.
“Newb is a term that means newbie, or new players. What I was referring to is that it's silly to complain. If we are locked out of the city tonight, it is by no accident. Normally it means there is about to be a special event.”
“That’s a good thing, right?” 
“It's a great thing! Events normally give rare or unique items and possibly quests.” 
“So what you're saying is we will probably be up all night, but it's going to be worth it.”
“Yeah. That sums it up.”
Day 1 event sweetness! Please just let me have something to eat before everything starts.
 



Chapter 6 – Ruin
 
Snacking on biscuits and nuts, I had inventoried my spear and shield, leaving my sword sheathed as the only weapon I had easy access to. Not holding anything was like singing softly to a half-asleep baby. 
A few players had run around the village and found no way in. Scaling the wall was nearly impossible because of the smoothness of the twenty-foot wall even away from the sight of the guards. There was only one in each tower. I hadn’t seen many guards walking the streets earlier, so I didn’t think there were many. It didn’t seem like a very smart move for them to give us a hard time. Unless they were hiding big numbers of guards, they might come to regret tonight.
There were large torch lamps showering down light from the gate towers. Everyone set up the best camp they could in the lighted area, despite being close to the trigger happy archers.
Unpacking my bundle, I found a thick tarp-like fabric five feet wide and about seven feet long. I suspected it was to act like a windbreaker or propped up to shelter you from the rain. Instead, I simply laid it out so Kline and I could lie down without getting wet from dew in the morning. It was nice enough out that you really didn't need a blanket. The rest of my pack was actually a sleeping bag. There was no zipper, but it was warm.
Kline and I sat down to fill our bellies the best we could and I showed him the basics of running his channel. He already had over 70,000 followers.
Since there was no way to respond to comments, I got a feel for what people were thinking through the comments. There were a large number of people that were going to monitor my channel all night in anticipation of the event.
I saved the best for last and watched my daily action highlights. Though it was subpar to the superhuman action that other games provided, it didn't seem to dissuade my fans. The sense of realism wasn’t lost on them. Extra squirming with 100% pain must have been entertaining. My shield bashing was also well received. 
After I had finished, my exhaustion caught up with me. I quickly drifted to sleep.
 
***
 
Stirring in the middle of the night, I found Kline sleeping on the tarp next to me. Most others were also asleep except for a few groups that were still gathered around different campfires. Scanning the mounds of sleeping bodies, I estimated that close to three hundred people had ended up being trapped outside of the gate. Was the same event happening elsewhere?
I was still groggy, but the intense exhaustion I had felt earlier had been replaced with soreness. 
Yesterday had been physically intense and considering I was only in fair shape I was regretting not working out more often.
Looking up at the stars in the perfectly clear night sky, the moon was full and nearly directly above us. There really was an awe to this virtual world. Even after feeling the pain from getting bitten by the goblin, I was thoroughly enjoying it.
Since virtual reality began, there had always been the dream of creating a truly realistic virtual world. Looking back at the last couple hundred years of history, it seemed every decade a new technology would come out that promised just that. It would be a breakthrough in comparison to the old, but I knew nothing had ever compared to this.
Deep diving, or neuro-linking, where a device hijacked your senses and tricked your mind into thinking you were in a virtual world had been the standard for the last century or so. Nearly all other forms of virtual reality had been tossed out. But here I was, six feet in the air, in a mostly mysterious giant cube that surpassed deep diving by involving my body in the input and output processes. I could honestly say I believed that someone had finally done it. 
I knew that the clothing I was wearing, the warmth of the sleeping bag, and the slight breeze on my cheeks was all simulation. It wasn’t real. The only reason I knew this was because I had the memory of entering Freedom. Besides that, I couldn’t tell the difference.
My eyes wandered to the tree line of the moonlit forest. Before me stood possibility. 
Spying a flicker of light stole my attention. There was not just one, but three or four, no dozens! Someone or something was out there.
“Kline! Wake up!”
Standing, I saw I wasn’t the only one that had noticed what was coming from the forest. The whole camp started to stir. I realized we might be attacked and people just weren’t moving fast enough.
I made to yell, but a high pitched scream beat me to it. “We are under attack!”
Instead of bothering to roll up my tarp and sleeping bag, I threw them in my inventory and joined Kline. He had approached a growing crowd.
Immediately there was a problem. Half a dozen people stepped up to make suggestions and were arguing about what should be done. The crowd grew, just adding to the noise.
“Stop it!” It was the same female voice that had screamed moments before.
Many of the men who were trying to take the lead seemed annoyed. I saw one roll his eyes.
She stood arms crossed and held her ground. In the darkness of night, not all was clear to the eye, but her dark hair had a glossy frame and her light olive skin shone. Her green eyes were vivid with streaks of silver brought out in the low light. She was taller than average, but I couldn’t place whether she was a gamer or athlete. The cotton clothing, or pajamas as Kline called them, was deceiving.
I sighed to myself.
Having to deal with attractive girls was typical in the gaming world. I didn’t recognize her, but most gamer chicks would love the opportunity to make another Male Fail video. To keep from getting stabbed in the back I would keep my distance.
“She’s right!” A man stepped forward. Shadows hid all but his forehead.
“We don’t have time to fight each other. Look!”
He pointed to the woods and everyone’s eyes followed. There was now three times the number of torches and more popping up every second.
“Break up into your groups and do the best you can. We don’t have time for an extravagant plan.”
A few protests were flung, but everyone followed the advice.
Kline and I found ourselves standing together near the end of the defense line. I observed we were one of the groups with the least number of people. There were a few groups with three members, but most had four members or more. The groups to either side of us had five and seven. They were lining up shoulder to shoulder, but gaps were left between us and them.
“This might be bad,” Kline said. “With all these holes in the line, they will most likely get behind and surround us.”
“Be ready to run to get a better position?” I asked.
He nodded.
“If we get surrounded, back to back?”
“You got it!” he replied. “Do you think I should yell Pajama Power?”
Drawing back wide eyed, I replied, “If you have to ask, then definitely not.”
He roared in laughter.
Without any more delay, torchlight rushed toward us from the forest.
As the monsters appeared in the clearing they were obviously similar to the goblins. They had the same twisted pointy ears and large heads and potbellies. These weren’t exactly the same ones we had faced earlier today though. As they approached the difference became clear. They were at least a head taller than the goblins we had faced before. Some of them even had short swords, clubs and axes, and wore armor. This must have been the goblin warrior class. Were they here for revenge for all the goblins we had killed today?
Regardless of the numerous battles I had fought in VR games, my heart was pounding like an overexcited newb. The memory of pain reminded me this was far more real than anything I had ever faced before. I was terrified with a huge grin on my face.
My muscles ached, I needed sleep and I only had nuts and biscuits for dinner. Regardless, the adrenaline and fresh night air made me feel alive. Standing there with my spear in one hand and shield in the other, I shifted stances holding my shield between me and the coming assault. My spear rested butt to the ground, to give my sore shoulder time to relax before the action began.
Beacons indicated the coming mobs better at night than in the day. Its range seemed to be shorter than before. I had a feeling this had something to do with not being able to see as well at night.
I flung my spear forward, piercing a large five-foot goblin directly in the center of the chest. He had worn some kind of studded leather armor, but the spear point easily pierced his chest and went out his back.
One down.
Leaving my spear sticking up from the dead goblin I unsheathed my sword.
I leaned hard against my shield as another goblin collided with me. It was harsh enough that the goblin’s momentum sent it crumbling to the ground. These goblins may have been bigger than the earlier goblins, but they were still smaller than the average human. 
My sword quickly found its mark on the dazed goblin, but there was no time to take a breather.
The approach of the next goblin had slowed. I faced a shorter one that wielded dual knives. Because of its speed, I knew I was at a disadvantage trying to fence with it.
Taking the lesson from earlier today, I threw a halfhearted thrust with my sword, which my opponent easily parried and countered.
My shield blocked the knife thrust and overwhelmed the attack, smashing it in the face. It was then easily finished with a slash to the neck.
And then they were gone, at least from our section of the line. Most of the goblins had rushed toward the center of the line where most of the players were.
Turning to Kline, I nodded in their direction.
Finding Kline ready, he had also noticed the opening and we took it.
I quickly wrenched my spear from the chest of the fallen goblin. Kline and I rushed forward, turning toward the rear of the goblins closest to us. A few of the player groups flanking us were still facing off with their share.
We went down the line, killing or disrupting as quickly as we could. After a few snorted in death, their neighbors started to catch on, and soon we had about five goblins facing us.
“Keep going!” Kline yelled.
I speared one through, I left my spear behind and knocked another over. Instead of finishing them off, we ran past them and headed for the main horde where the heat of the battle was.
We continued jogging around the outskirts picking off the odd goblin. Kline led and I bashed or cut down any goblin that came after him or didn’t immediately fall under his heavy blows.
By the time we made it to the far end of the heart of the battle, it was nearly over and we had leveled up twice.
Level 6
You have reached Level 6!
Ability Point +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 18 meters!
 
Level 7
You have reached Level 7! 
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 20 meters!
 
The small battle was over in less than fifteen minutes. That didn’t mean that everyone went without injury. Over twenty people had been wounded. Only one man had died.
I reminded Kline to use his ability point. 
 
Group chat has been unlocked. 
(Selecting this allows for your words to travel over long distances to those in your group. Anyone that is in close proximity can overhear the person sending the message. Only verbal messages can be sent currently.)
 
Quickly I checked to see how many people were viewing us live. I was left dumbfounded. Over twelve million people were joint-watching the battle right now in the middle of the night.
The best part was that my personal followers had shot up to over 500k.
I was breathing heavily, unable to remove my eyes from the indicator. My body swelled as the adrenaline still flowed through my veins. My soreness was gone temporarily, but just sitting down for a few minutes would remind my muscles how overworked they were. No amount of pain or soreness could dampen my mood. I was almost there.
I inventoried my shield and sheathed my sword.
Heading back to our place in line, I retrieved my spear and we looted the goblins we knew were our kills. My inventory was close to three-quarters full. These goblins were dropping better loot and higher end equipment if you consider low quality better than junk.
The sum of my take in equipment was: 6 knives, bronze and iron of different qualities; 2 hatchets, both bronze; 2 short swords, one bronze and one iron of low quality; and an iron spiked club. I had gathered about 75 copper and a number of armor pieces that needed looking through.
Scanning through my new items quickly, I immediately put on a fairly new looking leather vest, with metal studs upping its defense. There were a few odd armor pieces that I left since they were garbage and got rid of the goblin loin cloths.
“I’m going to miss these pajamas,” Kline said.
A smooth leather vest with rounded shoulder pads slipped over his head and cotton shirt. He was also lucky enough to find some leather shin guards.
Testing the group chat, after I turned it on through the User Interface, it was a matter of talking and wanting what you said to be broadcast via group chat. I didn’t know if it was the game or a personal AI that was observing our mind patterns to determine what we desired. It was really just a voice channel that was absolutely worthless this close to each other. I showed Kline anyways. Those close to us would hear us whether we used group chat or not. 
“What kind of a face does a mixed martial artist make when dressed in leather armor?” I asked.
He positioned his camera, remembering to take a picture for his fans. Turning to me before posing, he pursed his lips and sharpened his eyes in a squint.
“Are you constipated?”
With a jerk to the camera, he pulled his thumbs to his shoulders and flexed, with nostrils flaring and blood vessels on both his temples bulging.
His biceps were massive and his forearms were as big as my calves.
“I’m glad you’re on my side,” I said.
Turning away from me, he replied under his breath, “For now.”
It suddenly felt like he had thrown me under a stampeding mob of goblins. Had I said something?
Looking back at me, all emotion had fled from his face. When his eyes met mine, his mouth flew open into a deep full-bodied snicker.
“As long as you don’t steal my food we’ll be good.”
Relieved, I replied, “How can I not steal your food after a comment like that?”
“Oh, okay. I’m actually good at sharing. So how does a gamer pose with leather armor?”
Returning his wink from before, I positioned my own camera around my waist looking up at me. 
Standing back for a mid-shot, I kept my chin up but looked down and off into the distance.
“By using the right angles.”
Showing him the picture, he nodded his head while examining it. “Angles, huh?”
A familiar female interrupted. “Hello.”
We both turned. The girl that had spoken up before the goblins first attacked was watching us with a raised brow.
 
***
 
The young woman was nearly as tall as Kline. Her weapon was a leaf-tipped iron spear. For armor, she wore a soft leather shirt, with a tie up front, and a thick leather skirt.
“Would you like to join us?” she said. Sweat dampened, obsidian strands were finger-swept across her forehead. Her green eyes met mine. There were silver streaks around her pupils.
Not another gamer chick. Why do they always have to be so… attractive? Don’t even consider it, Lucius. She’ll flirt with you, fry you, then eat you alive while stealing your followers.
Behind her was the man that had suggested to the crowd to stick to groups. Another guy, with dark caramel skin, followed behind, towering over them. He had six inches on me and the muscle definition of a body builder. Kline only competed with him in thickness.
“Gentlemen,” the shorter man said. He had short, combed back brown hair, and tight, focused eyes. I guessed he was their leader. His weapon was an iron longsword, the first longsword I had seen and a wooden shield. “We want to propose a strategy similar to the one you just executed. To join up as Victoria said.”
The big guy who wielded a giant club pointed toward the woods.
Kline and I looked to see that there were just as many torches now as there had been before the first goblin wave.
 “What’s the plan?” Kline asked.
I studied Victoria as she watched the conversation. She stood straight, one hand on her spear, which rested on the ground. I tried to get a feel for her motives, but my attention kept reverting to how feminine she looked despite her armor. She was tall and even elegant but didn’t lack curves. I dare say it was impossible to find fault with the way she looked. Drool was used wash water in comparison.
Clenching my jaw, I rebuked myself for letting my mind wander. Destiny would have given me a quick verbal smack over the head. I’d hear it from her a year from now when I left Freedom.
Victoria’s head nodded at the words of her friend. She doesn’t give me the bad feeling most gamer girls do. She… lacks an aggressive edge. 
“We want to position ourselves at one of the flanks,” their leader responded, pointing to the last group in the defensive line. “We will finish whatever enemies come at us as quickly as possible, then collapse on the remaining goblins, taking out enemies around the perimeter.”
It was the same plan we had just used.
As if hearing my unspoken critique, he added, “Oliver, myself and…”
Kline gave his name in response.
“Pleasure, Kline. I’m Peter,” he said, offering his hand.
After they shook he turned to me.
I took his hand. “Lucius.”
“Alright. Oliver,” said the big guy. “Kline and I will be the front line. Shoulder to shoulder we will rush forward and kill anything that gets in the way. Lucius and Victoria, you take our flank. Since you are using spears, stay to either side on our heels and take out anything that might try to flank us.”
Looking at Victoria, she seemed calm, nodding when she saw I was looking. Aggressive or not she had an air of severity to her. 
Returning her nod, I turned away. Had I misjudged that she was a gamer? 
Without even looking I was assaulted with the image of her. My palms became balmy and I felt a tingling sensation over my chest, back and arms. Raging hormones. Look, body, we finished with that puberty thing years ago. Mind your manners or I’ll find some icy water to throw you into? 
Remembering the pain from my calf earlier in the day, a chill went up my spine pushing back the urge. My mind needed to be elsewhere. What’s wrong with me?
We agreed to join them and received group requests that dissolved our old group.
The next wave of goblins came soon after. We had settled into our place in line and were on the far right flank where Kline and I had begun before.
There was no real indicator when the attack began, except for the sudden stomping of hundreds of feet. The goblins didn’t even have a battle cry to speak of. The noises they made were nothing more than snorts.
This group of goblins seemed to be more disciplined than the first. They sent their number more widespread, or there might just have been more of them.
I started out on the line with everyone else and gutted the first goblin that came my way. This time I only had time to finish one with my spear who had been too aggressive with its hatchet, impaling itself and making my life easier.
Almost as soon as the goblins arrived they were finished.
Each of the newcomers to the group handled themselves well. Oliver and Kline had finished three apiece. I suspected they were testing each other’s capabilities.
Victoria’s thrust showed more coordination than mine, even if she did use two hands. She was swift and calm.
Turning a goblin blade with the flat of his sword, Peter gutted one and de-legged another.
Moments later we were formed up and running along the chaotic line of battle.
Oliver was directly in front of me, closest to the line of fighting, taking much of the brunt of the encounters. It didn’t matter. With his huge two-handed club he was literally clearing the way.
Peter was in the middle with his shield and sword, showing he had much more real life experience than I did with a blade. He was calculated and made no extra movements as we rushed forward.
A competition developed between Kline and Oliver. They both possessed insane strength and endurance, finishing goblins with deadly efficiency. Oliver’s position was better, closer to the goblin’s line, so he was scoring the most kills.
I was at the rear closest to the line of goblins, so I got the opportunity to finish off about five or six goblins as we rushed forward. I leveled just as many with my shield, leaving them on the ground so as not to slow our progress.
The pace this time was slower than it was with Kline and me. We were a crawling forest fire among dry chaff. I relaxed and was able to keep up with my breathing.
Victoria had a harder time getting kills. She protected the group on our flank facing the forest where there were currently no goblins. I tried to keep an eye on her, not comfortable having her behind me yet. That isn’t to say that I thought she would literally stab me in the back.
As we reached the middle of the line where the goblins were concentrating their force, Victoria and I finally got to really participate. A group of about fifteen goblins broke off of the main group and quickly tried to swarm us.
Though my strength wasn’t where I wanted it, I was starting to hit my targets with much more precision using my spear.
A pesky goblin with a shield blocked my thrust, almost slicing into my thigh with his short sword. I had been so focused on killing quickly that I had forgotten my shield placement.
I leaned back in time to save myself another injury.
Embarrassed, I refocused. Driving my spear forward, I followed with my shield in quick succession. The volley of blows surprised the goblin. Caught off balance, I slipped my spear under his shield guard. His death was quick.
When the goblins started to dwindle, a loud nasally roar came out of the forest.
Meeting the roar was a chorus of fearful snorts from the remaining sea of goblins.
Bashing one in the face, I turned and saw a huge blue-skinned monster slightly resembling a goblin. He surged from the forest. An uprooted tree was gripped in one hand and a mace in the other. We were the closest to his approach. He came right for us.
Another group rushed in behind and helped relieve us from the goblins we faced.
Victoria screamed, “Incoming!”
There was no time. His stride was too long. He would be on us in seconds. She was about to face the monster alone.
I leveled the same goblin again with my shield. This time I put my entire weight into it. My spear quickly found its chest as it lay on the ground and I turned rapidly not bothering to check if it was dead.
The monster’s name and title appeared above its head.
 
Hobgoblin Grrach
Captain of Goblin’s Revenge
Boss Monster!
 
The shirtless boss monster was nearly nine feet of solid muscle, unlike the potbellied goblins. There was glee behind his bloodshot yellow eyes.
All I could do was react. I threw myself, grabbing Victoria. Putting my body between them, I pushed her to safety.
The giant’s shin caught my legs. He charged forward, flipping me up in the air and off to the side.
-6 Damage
I landed in a fog. My eyes drifted, and spine tingled. A skin-crawling cry cleared the fog in an instant. My shield was still in my grasp, sword was sheathed, but my spear was missing from my hand. I had done at least one flip and landed on my rear.
In panic, I turned, finding my group sprawled out on the ground. Everyone seemed to have survived.
With massive force, the hobgoblin swung its club down upon the group of players that had just relieved us. He ignored the safety of the goblins. The tree he used as a club shattered a goblin from behind, driving its body through three separate players. Like bowling pins, they crumbled over to the ground. One player was killed instantly.
Looking back to my group, I saw everyone sprawled, struggling to get their wits about them. Heat rose up in my chest and back. My teeth chattered as my jaw trembled. I wrenched my shield strap and rolled my nails into my palm tight enough to nearly draw blood.
I floated over to my spear, hardly aware I had gotten to my feet. All my years gaming had made returning force for force a habit. After retrieving it, I marched. The forsaken blue hulk was in my sights. You will regret that.
Another swing took out men, women, and goblins alike. The hobgoblin waded through the sea of battle, a leviathan devastating both armies in lustful wrath.
Almost as one, the goblins realized the danger and every last one retreated to the forest, leaving us alone with the boss monster.
I watched as people were pummeled left and right. Some tried to fight back, and a few spears found their mark, but barely fazed the creature.
Peter tried to get everyone together for some kind of assault. I ignored his call.
With a flick of my wrist, I caught my spear in an overhand grip. I tested it for balance. Stalking towards the hobgoblin’s back, my path was clear of players. I stopped momentarily and looked. A man was motionless at my feet. Next to him, a girl rocked on her back while holding her ribs.
Enough.
I exploded forward, launching my spear with all my strength. My coordination limited my ability to make a precision throw. The spear bit deep into its shoulder blade. It remained there.
A thunderous roar replied. I felt my chest vibrate.
Well, that got its attention.
He turned to meet me, a backhanded swing of his tree-club fanned over my head. The iron mace followed.
Bracing, my arm clenched, shoulder high, I caught the hard iron mace with my shield. Any angle I tried to give my shield to deflect the blow was negated by sheer force. It exploded like rotten bark. Numbness bit my arm.
-33 Damage
I was under no illusion that I would be able to defeat the monster, but my years of combat experience from competitive gaming hadn’t been for nothing.
The hobgoblin was wide open.
Arching up, I lunged with all my weight and slashed down. My bronze sword cleaved deep into the hobgoblin’s left thigh right above the knee on the quadriceps tendon. The blade bit to the bone.
Examining the wound, my aim could have been better, but it would be enough. I retreated to the side of the now raging beast.
Tumbling forward, it twisted at the waist and swung the tree-club wildly.
-141 Damage
My spine caught the lumbering blow. The world spun. Skidding across the ground I inhaled grass.
I had landed in time to see the brute trying to catch its balance, but its leg didn’t respond. A ripple rocked through the ground. The boss was down.
Immediately I saw the rest of my group attack as one.
Oliver didn’t hesitate, jumping on the creature’s back. Grabbing its wrist, he pulled its loose hand to his chest while he spun. The arm was twisted around to its back. Oliver’s legs locked its arm in place at the elbow.
Ramming his sword into the armpit of the opposite arm, Peter worked his longsword with two hands.
Victoria slid her spear into its ribs on the same side.
Strolling up, Kline stopped at its head and begun chopping at the hobgoblin’s throat.
When my cheeks pulled back to grin, a pop sounded in my neck. A legion of needles clawed their way down my spine, spewing liquid fire into my arms and legs. My back arched on its own. My jaw clenched. I tasted blood, but through the pain, I didn’t know if I had bit my cheek or tongue.
The torrent that had internally inflamed me from head to toe simmered down to a hounding echo. My heart thumped jolts of pain at a steady rhythm.
Like a starving predator that stalked its prey in the dark of night, I tried to stay as still as possible. It wasn’t hunger that drove me but knowing the moment I moved I would be in agony.
My eyes pursued anyone or anything that could help. The cadence of fire escalated when I realized I was holding my breath as my heartbeat sped.
Everyone was looking away, focused on something else. No help came. No hope remained. 
Gasping, the muscles of my chest and back jerked against one another. I wailed for mercy, my air spent, gasping again. I bucked like a fish out of water undergoing shock therapy again and again. 
A skirted knee, with rivets of bronze securing sheets of leather, knelt over me. The smell of sweetness joined with grass, reminding me of perfectly ripe fruit.
Waterlogged eyes frantically scrutinized me. Victoria was there, leaning over to see my back. Her lip trembled.
There was no way to tell how long it took, but I was able to find a way to breathe without going into a fit of spasms. For a few moments, the pain calmed. I was now lying on my back, with Victoria at my side, and Kline, arms crossed, standing over me.
Tears flooded her cheeks, streams reaching her chin and even the tip of her nose. Her hands rested in her lap, head cocked to the side as she stared through me, emotionally spent. The quiet stillness told me one thing; she knew that I was broken.
I didn’t dare to make any unnecessary movements. Waves of shallow burning from each breath joined the throb from each heartbeat in an accompaniment of unceasing torture.
Why wasn’t I dead? I wanted to be dead. Then the pain would be over and I could sleep. Looking to my health gauge, it was still sitting at a 36 out of 100 HP remaining. Death would not come.
Time passed. How much I had no idea. Violent spasmic fits came and went.
Then pain started to escalate regardless of how still I stayed. With every heartbeat, it started to increase. With every breath.
When I was convinced it was about to get even worse, I passed out.
 



Chapter 7 – Aftermath
 
“Should we move him?” a young lady asked.
Destiny, is that you?
My eyes opened and were met by a pulsating agony that reminded me of a dream.
“No,” a deep male voice insisted.
I knew that voice. Kline?
As if my tormentor realized I was awake and he had opportunity to continue his profession, my back arched, sending a new wave down my spine. Embarrassed, I tried to fight it, causing a chain reaction throughout my nervous system. I screamed. Did I?
“What can we do?” Sobs followed. It wasn’t Destiny, but a familiar kindness.
Everything went black.
 
***
 
My head shifted.
“Drink.”
A finger on my chin forced my mouth open, and burning liquid flowed down my throat. The pressure on my chin incited a riot of a billion atomic protesters, shaking my body back and forth as if to tip over the bus they all had squeezed into. The liquid kept coming. Someone held my head firm, and something heavy held me upright. 
“That should be enough.”
Choking continued after the liquid stopped coming. The firm hold on my body was warm, but a fight they couldn’t win. 
Kill me.
 
***
 
When I came to the next time, my eyes had trouble focusing. Things seemed unclear. An annoying ache was throbbing in my back.
It didn’t matter. My nurse was lovely.
“He’s awake,” she said.
Her skin was chocolate, but a light chocolate, much lighter than even milk chocolate with no imperfections. I wanted to curl up against her and sleep. She will destroy you! How did a gamer chick get into my group anyways? So pretty though. 
Swimming to the surface of the groggy swamp that I was in, I remembered protecting her from something. I would have reached out and touched her dampened cheek, but when I tried to move my arm the throbbing grew stronger. Instead, I looked at her as she looked at me. 
She shared a smile, but there was no missing her downtrodden gaze.
“He’s looking better,” she insisted. Someone was sitting across from her.
“He. Wants to lick you,” I said. 
“Sleep,” she insisted. “He's delirious.”
What’s wrong with licking?
I wanted to turn my head but it would have taken too much effort. It wasn’t worth it. Instead, I thought I would take a nap.
 
***
 
Light shone brightly. My eyelids couldn’t hold it back. Blinking, I turned my head to the side, repositioning away from the sun. I froze. The memory of ongoing agony came back to me. Had I just moved? There was no pain?
Stiff muscles in my neck and back begged me to change position. A pounding vibrated from my temples and behind my eyes, making the muscle stiffness a secondary problem.
It must have been alcohol they had given me last night to try and numb my pain. The fact I had slept meant that it had probably worked. I welcomed my first hangover if it was all over.
209/221 HP
I didn’t dare to fully believe that I had really healed. It was the most intense pain I had ever experienced. Starting with my hands, I moved my fingers, then fists. My toes came next. I grimaced remembering vividly how it had felt. My fear remained unfounded. Daring to sit up, I found the strength. I had really healed. I tried to reach around and feel the spot where I had been hit, but my fingertip just barely reached the middle of my back. 
Where the pain had been was now only tense muscle and exhaustion. 
Victoria lay at arm’s length, curled up facing me covered in blankets up to her chin. Kline slept to my other side and the rest were gathered close in a cluster asleep. 
“Morning. It’s a relief you’re doing better,” Peter said. His hands hung from the collar of his newly acquired hard leather vest. He gave me a grin despite his obvious exhaustion.
He sat cross-legged near a huge pile of items at his feet. Above his head now hovered his name and level.
Peter
Level 11
 
“You had us worried. It was foolish what you did, but thank you for saving Victoria. I owe you.”
He threw me a hard biscuit.
I timidly returned his smile, still afraid the pain would come back at any moment. 
“You’re right, I was foolish. This isn’t like any virtual game I’ve ever played. It isn’t really a game at all.” 
“I’m sorry you had to learn it the hard way.”
Taking a bite, I washed it down with some water from a jug I fished out of my inventory.
Pointing above my head, he knew my question before I asked.
“The name and level indicators appeared after we reached level ten. I have no idea why we could see the indicator above the boss’s name last night unless it was because he was a boss. There is another surprise waiting for you in your notifications.”
“That sounds reasonable.”
It was then that I noticed I had reached level 12. I gave myself over to examining the windows. It was a good distraction. I didn’t want to think about what happened last night. Not yet.
Level 8
You have reached Level 8!
Ability Point +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 22 meters!
 
Level 9
You have reached Level 9!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 24 meters!
 
Level 10
You have reached Level 10!
You are now able to see more information through Creature Indicator.
Ability Points +1!
Advancement Points +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 26 meters!
 
You have unlocked your Pet! 
A Pet is ranked in three areas. Sight, hearing, and smell. 
Each also has special abilities depending on its nature. 
Pets do not participate in combat at any time and are only visible if you command them to be.
Note: All other tools and game abilities are directly and indirectly affected by your pet. 
 
Sight - The further your pet can see the further your Creature Indicator, Local Map and World Map can monitor. Also as you become close to your pet, your own eyesight will improve to match that of your pet. Example: Night vision.
Best used to for scouting long distances. You will be able to see things that are hidden to lesser creatures.
Hearing - The better you can hear the more aware you will be of your surrounding all times of the day. You will notice things on your Creature Indicator and Local Map that aren’t visible to the eye and are coming at you from a direction you aren’t looking. This will also better your own hearing as you grow closer to your pet.
Example: General awareness and to discover stealth attacks.
Smell - The better your smell, the more likely you will be able to track down something that is no longer there. Creatures’ scent trails become visible to the eye through your Creature Indicator and Local Map. All creatures leave scents and the best of trackers can track down their scent hours or even days later. Hiding becomes extremely difficult when you have a highly ranked sniffer on your trail. As you grow close to your pet, your own sense of smell will improve.
 
Example: Tracking down someone or something after the fact.
Choose Wisely!
1 Advancement Point will be spent in selecting your Pet.
 
Pets
Wolf 
Sight - Rank C 
Hearing - Rank B +
Smell - Rank A 
Special abilities - Night vision, doubles carry weight, able to mask scent partially. 
 
Mountain Lion
Sight - Rank C
Hearing - Rank A 
Smell - Rank B 
Special abilities - Night vision, doubles carry weight, decreases the amount of noise made when walking.
 
Falcon
Sight - Rank S 
Hearing - Rank D
Smell - Rank D 
Special abilities - Only pet without Night Vision, Day Vision is superior to all other creatures, greatly extends Local and World Maps
 
Owl
Sight - Rank A 
Hearing - Rank B
Smell - Rank C 
Special abilities - Superior night vision, greatly extends Local and World Maps. 
 
Which Pet do you choose? 
Note: You can reselect your Pet at any time, but you must regain the experience necessary to train the new pet.
 
I read everything slowly trying to take it all in. There was no reason to spend my first Advancement Point on anything else. It seemed all other systems would benefit from having a pet. The pet’s ability excused the system that gave us abilities possible through mixed reality hardware. Still, why would the government decide on a Pet system of all things?
“Pets?”
He shrugged. “They’re kind of cute though. Be sure to pick quickly or Victoria will try and pick for you.”
There was no way she would have any say in my pet which would directly affect my play style. I looked down at her sleeping and the memories of how she had stood by my side last night came flooding back. Perhaps my resolve wasn’t as sound as I thought. She really had tried to help. I had been wrong about her and owed her more than making silly assumptions that she was trying to ruin my career. I better choose quickly.
After a few words whispered under his breath, a young lion appeared at Peter’s feet. It ignored me. 
According to its size, I guessed it was little more than a cub. 
“Does it get bigger as you level?” 
“It sounds like it. As you level its abilities get stronger.”
The falcon and owl Pets I quickly ruled out. They were far too specialized for my taste even if they would be useful abilities to have. It would be hard to live without the additional 100 lbs. of carry weight the lion and wolf gave. Earning money through hunting, later on, would take twice the time.
What was more important, the ability to hear or smell? Almost immediately I was leaning towards sound. The ability to sense something before it could sneak up behind me was almost priceless, but the special abilities made me pause and not pick the Lion immediately. 
Not being heard would be very helpful if I found myself hiding or sneaking. Not having a scent would make it harder for someone to find me as long as I managed to get away. If my scent really stayed there for days, that was frightening. Both seemed overpowered and I wanted them both. 
It came down to my fear of not being able to disguise my scent as easily as I could learn to stay quiet. Since the wolf and lion were both above average with sound and smell, I wouldn’t completely lose super hearing either.
With nothing left to consider, especially since they would never join me in combat, I choose the wolf. 
A coal faced pup with a white patch over one eye appeared at my feet. Without even looking up at me it started sniffing my boots to get acquainted. 
Reaching over to it, I sat forward and scratched behind its ears. At first, it cuddled up to me, but suddenly turned its head and nibbled on my finger. Baring its teeth, it began playfully attacking me. 
At the least, I liked dogs, so we’d have some fun together. 
The popup that came next explained exactly what Peter had said. As I leveled my Pet would as well. If I neglected or abused it, then its growth and abilities would diminish.
After toggling where other players could see, my pup started terrorizing Peter’s lion cub. It wasn’t long before the cub snapped out of its lazy cat funk and started pawing at my wolf’s nose. 
What would you like to name your wolf? 
Eh. I hated naming things. Should the name sound interesting, or mean something important? Even harder to pull off would be to try and make the name interesting and important. All the wolf and werewolf names I knew I started sorting in my head. It was futile. The name was staring me in the face.
“Wink.” 
Your Pet has been named! 
Check the menu for options.
 
Level 11
You have reached Level 11!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 28 meters!
Level 12
You have reached Level 12!
Ability Point +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 30 meters!
 
I would save my 3 ability points for later.
Toggling Wink to be invisible to other players, she immediately stopped playing with Peter’s lion and stared up at me. 
“It seems we are going to be spending a lot of time together. Are you hungry? Do I have to feed you?”
Looking to Peter, he replied. “No clue.”
I tore off some of my biscuit and offered it to her. She sniffed it and declined. Picky, aren’t you?
“Thanks, Peter. What’s with the pile of stuff?” I asked.
“Over fifty players died last night. We gathered their stuff so they could get it after the gates open. Everyone who could still walk pitched in.”
There were still over two hundred players bunked down, most of them only starting to stir. 
Normally such a gesture might be something you did for your guild or group, but never for strangers in a game. After last night though I understood why everyone would do it. We fought together and virtually bled together. Before last night that would have been a joke. No longer. 
Wink sat her head on my lap and whimpered. She didn’t want me to feel bad. 
Pet AI had advanced extremely far in the last few centuries, just as had all NPC AI. Her actions weren’t abnormal. 
“Good. So we are going to wait for them to come?” I asked.
“That’s the idea, but once the gates open we are going to send you and Victoria to the inn to sleep. She stayed up all night taking care of you.”
“Are you sure you don’t need to come with us?”
“Thank you, but I’m fine.”
I had no doubt he got less sleep than anyone, but I wasn’t going to force the issue.
Looking down at her, she seemed rather small and delicate compared to the stature she had last night.
“You sound like you know her well.”
“I’m a friend of her mother's.” There was sternness to his reply. Perhaps a warning.
“She’s taking this really hard. In her culture, she is a healer. Normally wounds like yours are easy for her. Not being able to help took a toll on her I didn’t expect.” 
“Forgive me if I’m being too forward, but how old is she? She seems a little young to be a doctor.”
“She’s 18. It is common for girls her age to undergo an apprenticeship where she’s from. She would be what you might consider a nurse.”
“Oh. Is there anything I can do? I feel like I owe her.”
He was quiet for a moment as he watched me. “Get some rest. I doubt last night was the last time we will see those creatures. You need to focus on recovering. I’m sure you will be needed soon enough.”
I sighed, nodding to myself.
That was odd. How were they able to end up in the same town together? Wasn’t the place you spawned and who you spawned with completely random for everyone? When I had asked that question during my briefing before entering Freedom, they insisted Chewme and I couldn’t start at the same location. Did Peter or Victoria’s mother have some special connections?
A player’s body disappears after they die, so thankfully there weren’t bodies lying around the battlefield. It was still depressing to looking around the makeshift camp at the other groups who were mostly sleeping knowing there were less of them than before.
When the gates started to open, there was a large creak from the rusty hinges. Standing behind the gate were dozens of players that had been waiting to head out into the forest. Everyone that had been sleeping on the damp grass slowly got their stuff together.
Sitting up quickly while clutching the neck of an iron knife, Kline's eyes were stern and his jaw was clenched. The veins at his temples were at it again, bulging and proud of it. Just as quickly, his arms fell to his side. His shoulders slouched. Then he saw me sitting up.
“Man! Good to see that you are back in the world of the living.”
“I almost wish I would have died,” I replied. 
He grunted apologetically leaving a long moment of silence.
“Sorry. That was supposed to come out as a joke,” I said.
“No worries.” 
He patted me on the shoulder and stood to stretch.
Before the moment became too uncomfortable, Oliver and Victoria also started to stir.
After sitting up Oliver acknowledged me with a slight bow of his head. 
In contrast, Victoria shot to her knees and was immediately sticking her face a few inches from mine.
“How do you feel?”
Opening my mouth to answer, I was stopped short. She brought her hand to my face and forced my eyes open wide with her thumb and index finger. After both eyes were inspected, she jumped to her feet and stepped behind me to examine my back.
“Your armor is ruined. Take it off,” she commanded.
I would normally have hesitated, but Peter had said she was a nurse. 
Glancing at him, he wasn’t looking my way. Well, if he had no qualms.
Removing the leather vest, I managed to pull it over my head without help. There was no pain, only stiffness. Anticipating the next demand, I turned my head and looked up at her.
“The shirt.”
Pulling the sweat stained shirt over my head, I sat there red-faced. I was fairly athletically built, but nothing compared to the men around us. Lounging around playing virtual reality all day usually didn’t help. It was only the ramping up of my running and workouts that had put some muscle on me.
Did I mention groups were streaming out of the village? The pile of loot at Peter’s feet made us especially worthy of attention. These were items of much higher quality than most of them possessed. 
Numerous sober faces nodded our way or ignored us as they walked by. A few stopped and asked if we needed help. It was good to see kindness knowing that most people still considered this a game. In a month's time, very few people would still see it that way.
“It looks like it may leave a bit of a scar, but the skin wasn’t broken as much as bruised.”
Glancing at my leg wound from the day before I noticed there was also a little scarring from that.
“So, how do you feel?”
“Good. Just tired really.”
“Alright. Then let’s go get a bed. Oliver?”
“Here. This should be better than what you were wearing.” Oliver said, tossing me a large bundle of leather.
I unfolded the stiff hide and found it was nearly twice as thick as the one the Hobgoblin had destroyed. This one lacked studs. The gamer in me grinned. New gear!
Victoria continued to watch me with the eye of a nurse as I put my shirt back on and then slid the leather vest over my head. She didn’t quite seem convinced that I was better. The leather vest was a much better fit than the first one. Not that it really mattered. The game system would resize the item to fit you. It wasn’t realistic, but the added convenience made it forgivable.
That’s when I saw Peter shoot to his feet and yell. “Hey!” 
He marched over with his hand on the hilt of his still-sheathed sword to a group of players that had run across an item that had been missed while collecting the fallen players’ items.
We all rose to our feet. The alcohol was wearing off, but I was still a little woozy. The dull pressure behind my eyes was the real problem.
A player with blue spiky hair had reached down and found a decent iron sword. He still wore newbie dirt pajamas and a bronze short sword. He couldn’t have had much of an opportunity to fight yesterday.
“That isn’t yours,” Peter said. 
“Hey now! I worked hard for this,” he replied, shaking the sword in the air as if it was a trophy. His group of five other guys, also with newbie gear, laughed.
“Drop it!” 
Sniffing and looking down his nose, the newcomer was starting to get visibly agitated. “Oh come on, you saw me bend down and pick it up. That’s hard work right there. Are you wanting to steal my loot?”
The snickers from his gang continued.
“The owner died last night,” Peter said in a somber voice, hoping reason would win out.
Turning his head, the blue-headed thief gave a mock shrug. “That’s even better. Wouldn’t want to reward a loser.”
Peter didn’t answer with words but slowly drew his longsword.
“Oh, come on, boys. The old man thinks he’s going to teach us a lesson.” 
As one they stalked toward Peter.
Immediately my spear and shield were out and we rushed over to stand behind him. Though we looked like an odd assortment, Kline was abnormally buff even if he was short and Oliver would intimidate anyone with his size. Our gear was superior to theirs, which should have been a sign. 
Peter’s lion cub and Victoria’s falcon were visible for all to see. From the text above their heads, these players weren’t even level 5. 
I stood leaning on my spear with my shield dragging at my side. My hope was that they saw how fearless I looked; even if my fearlessness was really just exhaustion in disguise.
They stopped short, but not without a few hoots at Victoria.
Biting her lower lip, she lowered her spear as a dare. 
“The person who died last night, died protecting the village. If you will not respect that, then I will make this very clear. Drop the sword or experience what he did,” Peter said.
The gang led by the blue haired guy looked as if they would test Peter’s resolve when another group joined us.
“I suggest you listen, boy. That belongs to a friend of mine,” said their leader. I remembered his full rusty beard from the night before. The name over his head read Harrison.
About fifteen people stood there opposing them.
Not as stupid as I hoped, the blue haired thief shrugged. “I didn’t know he was your friend. Guess it can’t be helped.” 
He threw the sword to the ground near Peter’s feet.
“Watch your back.” He led his group out of the crowd into the woods.
The large bearded man gave us a slow nod. After the problem was out of sight, he headed to the gate with his group. Other groups followed shortly after.
What is wrong with people? I knew that wasn’t the right question. In VR games where pain isn’t an issue, there are thousands of guys like Mr. Blueberry. They enjoy giving people a hard time for the sake of the thrill. It really isn’t a big deal normally, but the reality of Freedom had not yet caught up with them. In time, the real criminals would be the people that didn’t change after they experienced the difference.
After the initial rush of players had left the village, a large crowd headed our way. They were armorless, with nothing but their newbie browns. There were dozens of them. 
One of the players at the front of the pack was one of the men that had backed us up when the Hobgoblin boss first attacked. His name was John.
Most of the groups from last night had already entered the village so only our group was there to meet them.
They stopped before us, the pile of armor and weapons between us. 
“Is that what I think it is?” one of the men asked. 
Victoria stepped forward, a young falcon perched on her shoulder. The bird of prey had silver head feathers and a cherry brown colored body.
It caught me as odd that she kept doing the talking. She was more than capable, but it was Peter that commanded respect with ease. Not to mention he was an adult. 
“Yes. We gathered all the items we could find that were dropped by everyone that died last night. The other groups helped. Please come gather your things. I’m sorry there was no way for us to sort them.”
The first to approach us was a black woman. Her hair was cut tight against her head and she was even taller than Victoria. She had well-toned muscle definition overall and was definitely an athlete. Such a strong woman had tears streaming down her face. 
Walking up to Victoria, she grabbed her hand and cradled it in her own. 
“Thank you,” she whispered. 
Turning to each of us in turn, she mouthed the words. 
I felt tears threaten my eyes when she turned to me, but not out of compassion. I was jealous. She had gotten to die. The pain had ended quickly for her. I rebuked myself for even thinking such a thing.
When she was done, she turned to the pile and started sorting. 
“Marcus! I think this is your club,” she said while placing items to the side.
A man stepped forward and grabbed the weapon, inventoried it, and stooped down to help her sort. Though it wasn’t as ceremonial, he also looked to us and nodded his thanks. 
Soon a stream of players were working together to sort through the items. The tragic night had caused something I rarely saw in massive multiplayer games. Everyone was helping one another and there was no quest reward at the end.
After a few minutes, John stood and asked a question. 
“So how did you guys kill the Hobgoblin?”
No one answered right away, but Victoria cleared her throat, choked up with emotion. 
“When it attacked, we were all taken by surprise. Our group faced it first, but it ran right through us. If it wasn’t for Lucius, I would have been the first person crushed.”
When the crowd looked to me, I found it hard to breathe. My chest filled with warmth. Normally the spotlight was a part of being a high-level gamer, but this was something different. I cracked a smile to not be rude, but I didn’t think I deserved any praise.
“After that, it slaughtered many of us. Lucius once again took it upon himself and attacked the Hobgoblin alone. He gained its attention by throwing his spear into its back. Then he rushed forward and barely blocked the creature’s mace, which shattered his shield. That didn’t stop him. He slashed down at the Hobgoblin’s leg and disabled it at the knee. After…” 
Suddenly she was unable to speak. Nothing looked externally wrong, she hid it really well. With a single shake of her head, she looked to Peter, who took over the story. 
“After that Lucius was hit in the back as he tried to escape. I’m afraid he had the worst of it last night. Many of his ribs were broken, his back. He didn’t die.”
I was not able to look up at anyone. My body trembled. Wringing my hands, I tried to hide it.
A hand found my wrist and Victoria was there holding onto my arm. She didn’t even look up or say anything, but the gesture helped. I focused on the sweet smell of fruit that I remembered from last night. It had been her. 
“We found that alcohol helps alleviate pain. When the beast fell, no longer able to walk, we were able to finish it quickly. Kline decapitated it for us.”
There was a deep sigh from the crowd. 
“And as you can see Lucius is fully recovered.” 
Those in the crowd needed no explanation about what it meant that I hadn’t died.
John soon found me and offered me his hand. A round of handshakes and pats on the back followed. I quickly came up with a theory that some of them were patting me on the back just to see if I really had recovered.
It was the most sobering moment of my life up to that point. What I saw was real thanks in people’s eyes. Winning a gaming world championship wouldn’t compare to what I felt at that moment. It was a humbling happiness. 
Many of them headed back to the village after getting their stuff, but a few joined their groups and headed into the woods. Those were the brave ones.
Would I also find the courage? It was too early to tell. Now it was time to get some sleep, but this afternoon I had some thinking to do. I couldn’t lie to myself and say I didn’t fear what had just happened. It could happen again.
Oliver was charged with escorting Victoria and me to an inn. They had slept the least until early morning when Peter insisted and took over watch. 
Victoria kept asking if I needed help walking, which wasn’t necessary at all. Never before had I grown this close to a group in all my years gaming online. I really liked these people. Not only were they willing to help me, but also protected the loot of everyone that had fallen facing the hobgoblin boss. 
“I have some items for you,” Oliver said.
I received a full 10 silver not including what I had picked up myself, which was nearly half a gold. My inventory was almost full. An iron short sword in the best condition I had seen yet was handed over next. It was even polished.
Victoria explained. “It was actually a gift from Harrison’s group. He said that if you would have had a better weapon you could have taken the hobgoblin’s leg clean off. Iron holds a much better edge.” 
“The bearded guy?”
“That’s him.”
“Thank you.”
One less thing I had to spend money on. Good iron weapons could cost as much as low-end steel from what I remember seeing on April‘s cart. 
The last thing I received was a green stone. I guessed it was an uncut emerald. This one was bigger than all the stones I had received before. The economy was still in its infancy, but I was sure this would be something to keep and sell later.
With a sudden change of demeanor, Victoria asked. “Okay, let’s see it!”
“What?!” I asked.
“Your pet, of course.” 
“Oh... Here.”
With a command, Wink appeared a few feet in front of her. She had been there all along but only visible to me.
“A puppy!” 
To the discomfort of her falcon, she knelt down and scooped up the wolf pup, squeezing it to her chest. 
She was too distracted to introduce her own pet, but the text above its head informed me its name was Ali. 
“Good choice. And her name is Wink? Oh, her eye!”
“I didn’t think anything else would do.”
“It’s perfect.”
It was 10 copper for each of us to get a room for the night. It was at the same inn I had started out at. From the outside, it was a huge log structure with a plain, but homely atmosphere. 
We stood there at the far end of the reception area, with the big saloon-style counter and a noisy room with a sausage and gravy smell seeping through the cracked doors to a tavern of sorts. I would have to explore a bit more later. 
There was little effort spent on our farewells as we departed upstairs to our separate rooms, except that Victoria didn’t want to stop her tickle fight with Wink. She had no problem letting the pup lick her all over the face. 
Victoria said goodnight after giving up the pup, and I noticed her lightheartedness from a moment before was now gone. Her sudden soberness made me want to stop her before she left. If I could have loaned her Wink for the night I would have. 
I was too late to say anything as she headed up the stairs to her room.
“Good night,” I said. 
Oliver didn’t answer and watched me as I went.
 
***
 
Self-Examination
The room I entered looked identical to the one I had started in: a twin bed, small desk, large window and no decoration. At least there was an actual mattress, even if it was a few centuries old. I was expecting straw or feathers. 
Even though I had been putting it off, it was time to check in on my fans. It meant I would have to face what happened last night. Exhaustion, which I had plenty of, was not a good enough excuse to wait. 
First, I stripped into nothing but my dust-colored clothes and inventoried my armor. The sweat soiled shirt came off next. Only my new sword and sheath stayed with me next to my pillow for protection.
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My recovery was happening quickly. Only a little stiffness still remained. 
Sitting Indian style on the bed, I pulled up the parchment textured menu. 
I stared at the window for a long time without even pulling up my channel management console. Everything that had driven me the last couple years seemed so far away. To become a professional gamer, one of the best out of billions was the ultimate bragging right. 
The competition only got better the higher you went up in the rankings. To challenge the greatest gamers alive and prevail gave you something that no one could take away. Bragging rights were mediocre in comparison to real glory; the kind of glory that doesn’t come from how others see you, but from your own undeniable ability. Once you were the best, the number of followers you had no longer mattered. You could fight against the entire system and you would still have to be acknowledged.
For the first time since I had taken the steps to become a pro gamer, I thought that maybe my father was right. Maybe being a creator was a better choice. It was easy to think that way if all I wanted to do was escape pain. Shaking my head, I repositioned my legs to try and get comfortable without much luck. 
Up until last night, all I had to do was remind myself why I was here to stay motivated. The thousands of hours of hard work and going without the things most high schoolers lived for was hard, but a worthy price to pay. Last night the price for admission had changed from climbing the ladder to building your own ladder without any tools and nothing to lean it against. It seemed impossible. 
More pain awaited me if I continued. There was very little chance I wouldn’t get hurt again. It was only a matter of time. The game would see to that. Before last night I could honestly say I found joy in what I did, but how could one find joy in suffering? I had mastered 40% pain at a max of 5 seconds. It’s amazing what the mind can do, but is it possible to master 100% pain for hours and stay sane? 
Opening my channel management console, I saw my latest selfie. It was from before the Hobgoblin had crushed my shield when Kline and I were showing off our new equipment. 
Under my selfie were my channel’s stats. What I saw would have sent me dancing down the street like a crazy man just a day before. Instead, I felt numb.
A room in the inn meant I was free from the live feed, so I didn't have anyone watching me. It was for the best because my followers had shot up to 2,298,589. I now had enough followers to go pro and then some. 
Searching for the reason for the viral increase in fans I found that a few of my longtime fans had made two videos. The first I clicked on and confirmed to allow full virtual visuals. 
The room disappeared and suddenly I was looking through my own eyes from the night before. I was able to change the view, but first person seemed appropriate. 
Sprinting forward a few feet I watched my spear fly and strike the hobgoblin in the back. The scene of my attack played through until the tree-sized club launched me meters away and I watched the boss monster get killed.
Even after the scene played out, I sat there staring at my channel console for a time trembling uncontrollably. This time there was no kind, pretty girl to settle me down. 
Clicking the next video gave me a side view of the end of the scene. The club caught me on the far end of its swing. If I had just been two feet further away I would have been home free. 
There was a good view of the Hobgoblin being decapitated, but it didn't end there. It didn't seem like it would ever end. Watching yourself clinch your jaw so tight because you lacked the ability to scream was terrifying. When you start to jerk without stop until you passed out… how can you ever look at yourself the same way again?
After I had first passed out Victoria jumped from her knees and stood to face Peter. Tears drenched her face and she demanded with a severity I didn’t think she was capable of, "I have to help!" 
A subtle, almost invisible light started to emanate from her hands. 
With a shake of his head, he replied, "You know you can't." 
Her careful expression didn't change, but the light dissipated as quickly as it had come. Am I seeing things?
"I have to help."
"I know." He stepped forward and grabbed her tight, as a father does a child. "But you can't. Not yet."
She pushed out of his grasp and hit him in the chest. 
More impressive, he took the hit like a grunt-cyborg in heavy battle armor. 
She dropped to her knees showing the same defeated look I had seen before she went to bed. Peter had said she was a healer. If it was true that she could have normally healed me, then I understood why she felt guilty. Not that she deserved to feel the emotion now.
Without another word she got up and went back to kneel beside me. Seeing her like that was almost as bad as watching me suffer.
She wasn't the only one there. Peter, Oliver and a number of faces I only partially recognized spent a lot of time discussing what to do to help. Harrison, who had gifted me the good quality iron sword, was also there for a time.
It was Kline that brought in the alcohol about three hours after my injury. He had found it in one of the dead player’s loot piles. 
I went back and watched the scene again. The white light from Victoria’s hands was there, but it was faint enough I wasn’t sure if my eyes were playing tricks on me. She seemed to believe she could have done something. It didn’t make any sense. She had helped me, had helped the players that died gather their stuff, and obviously desired to help, so I couldn’t doubt her intentions. 
The video skipped through times of inaction where I was passed out. Regardless I watched the doggedly long video from start to finish, unable to pull myself away from it until I woke in the morning and summoned Wink for the first time. It was supposed to be a happy ending to a sad story, but the real struggle had just begun.
Everything about this seemed wrong. Why would anyone invent a virtual simulation that caused people to suffer? The hidden goal of Codename: Freedom no longer seemed like just another interesting quest. There was something deadly serious about why we were here. There had to be. What were they trying to accomplish?
Should I quit altogether? That would be such an easy route to take. No, that was a lie. I had over two million people backing me. I had years of hard work and much to show for it. I had Destiny if I ever got out of here. What would she say? 
Destiny’s words rung in my ears. “You are only a victim if you admit defeat.”
Out of all people, it was the memory of my father getting demoted that came to mind. It was years ago when I was maybe six or seven. He was more distant than normal that night when he came home. I remember my mother sitting with him at the kitchen table in silence for over an hour after dinner. When he finally spoke, there was no distress in his voice. He said his company didn’t share his vision, but he knew someone that did. A week later he started a new job and his hours increased greatly. It can’t be denied that he overcame a huge setback. Destiny was created soon after. 
This same memory reminded me that after he started his new job I didn’t see him as much anymore. 
I shook my head; I still needed to prove him wrong. A gamer could be more than just a user.
My trembling had stopped. Unclenching my fists, I took long deep breaths to cool the anger that had replaced it. 
I wasn’t calm, but I was still. I had enough followers to persuade a number of sponsors to back me. When it was time, I would also track down the forsaken secret the government thought so important to taunt us with.
There was no way I would leave this place, regardless how insane it might be. Something as stupid as pain that had already healed wouldn’t stop me now. It wasn’t my fans or my future that motivated me to continue. I didn’t really understand what drove me then. 
There was too much adrenaline to fall asleep right away. Forget exhaustion. I started the tedious process of reading comments and watching response vids. There was no way to respond directly, but my fans were watching.
If only Destiny was here she would have been able to help me understand what was going on inside of me. She knew me better than anyone, including myself most of the time. I knew she was watching, even now. What was I missing?
I found anger through reliving the most terrible moment of my life was a far cry better than debilitating fear. All that made sense was to fan the flames.
 



Chapter 8 – Recovery
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I awoke when it was late afternoon. The peaceful fuming of my anger was still supplied with plenty of fuel.
Checking my fan channel one more time, I saw a surprising personal message. It wasn’t the worried but positive one from my mother that caught me off guard. My father had written me and what it said was abnormal…
“Son. You did what needed to be done. I’m proud of you.” 
It was short and seemingly generic, but coming from him… It was the first time I remember such praise without a single but, or what if. 
My throat became tight. I didn’t know what to think. After all these years trying to prove him wrong, did I still desire his approval? There was no ignoring the elation that I felt, even if I wasn’t sure why I felt it. 
Another surprise awaited me when I opened my character screen.
Character Status
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 12
Health Points: 238
Endurance Points: 360
Combat Level: Unknown?
Strength: 29
Dexterity: 42
Endurance: 36
Strength +1, Dexterity +2, Endurance +3
Pet: Wink (Wolf Pup)
Abilities Unlocked: Personnel Condition Monitor (Basic), Metaverse Access Hub, Creature Indicator (Basic), Abilities menu, Local Map, Danger Indicator
 
My Strength had increased by 1, my Dexterity by 2 and Endurance by 3. I had absolutely no idea why though. It didn’t seem to have anything to do with my level. Maybe it was because I had gotten sleep? If I could keep the pattern going my stats would be pretty impressive in just a few months. 
Even with the change of stats, I really couldn’t tell the difference. My muscles were perhaps firmer than normal, but I may have just been imagining it.
Enough nonsense. I had leveled up. With 3 Ability Points to spend, it was time I carefully considered my options from here. 
Since everything was still at its basic level, it was pretty clear in what order I needed to get what.
 
Creature Beacon Upgrade!
You are now able to discern between different types of creatures! 
A blue beacon will indicate friendly creatures.
(This includes the people in your group.)
A red beacon will indicate hostile creatures.
A white beacon will indicate neutral creatures.
The Local Map will continue the color scheme for each kind of creature.
 
Danger Indicator!
Danger Indicator added to Creature Indicator and Local Map!
A red arrow will show in your peripheral vision if something is attacking you from behind or the flank. 
The sensitivity to danger depends on your Pet’s sense of hearing.
 
World Map
You now have access to the World Map! 
Only the areas you have personally visited or seen from another map will be visible on your map. 
Terrain is very basic. Only the largest landmarks will be recorded.
 
Despite everything, I was looking forward to finding Kline and make sure he spent his points wisely.
Leaving my room, I planned on finding the rest of the group and unloading my loot after finding April for her “return customer discount”. With the coin I had, it was time to really gear up. There was a lot of equipment I needed to sell and I would go through the best of it and see if any was worth keeping. I also needed something to eat. Scratch that. I would eat first.
As I walked through the familiar lobby, this time without a gang of complainers, someone called out my name. Turning opposite of the room-length, oak reception desk, I saw a double wide doorway standing open. Kline stood at a round table across from Victoria, waving to get my attention.
I entered through the double wide to a large tavern of sorts with at least forty round, oak tables sitting ten chairs each. There were waitresses scurrying around carrying trays filled with wonderful aromas. Meat!
In the corner was a single musician playing a flute-like instrument. It looked to be made of wood and much longer than any flute I remember seeing. The tune was upbeat and airy. 
The tavern had a bar with sitting room near the entryway and was only about a quarter full of patrons. Most of them were players but there were a few villagers eating there too.
Across the room, a holographic TV screen spanned the whole wall. Playing were highlights of the ‘best players feats’ so far in the game. Currently, one guy was wrestling a boar, and bashing it in the head barehanded.
I sat down between them.
Victoria looked up, her dimples making an appearance as her eyes brushed past mine. Looking off, her attention settled on tarnished silverware awaiting a plate. 
Either she was starving or something was still bothering her. After yesterday, I was surprised she had even gotten out of bed at all. 
She no longer wore the ugly brown shirt and trousers, but a tight faded-green long-sleeved shirt under her leather vest. Instead of pants, she had on a blue skirt with light green leggings reaching down to the knee. Tall green socks were tucked under her pants just below the knee, with new calf-high leather boots to finish off the outfit.
“How is everyone this morning?” I looked from her to Kline. 
“No more dirt pajamas!” he replied.
He had upgraded his outfit as well. He lost the newbie browns and now wore the same green as Victoria head to toe, with new boots and hard leather shin guards, or greaves, tucked in. He actually wore two leather vests, one on top of the other and some leather forearm protectors, otherwise known as bracers. The greaves and bracers weren’t even the same color leather as the vests, but it didn’t matter, he looked ready.
They were two of the best-dressed players in the tavern. Most everyone, including myself, still wore newbie brown. There were some odd armor pieces here and there, but Kline had everyone beat in that category.
When Victoria didn’t respond to Kline’s quip, instead staring down at the table, I changed the subject.
“I’m starving.” 
At the same time, I commanded Wink to appear. She went to Victoria immediately, wanting to continue the tickle fight they started last night. 
Not even turning her head, Victoria reached out and dug her fingers into the fur of her neck. 
“That can be fixed,” Kline replied, holding up his hand to wave at a random server.
A pretty brunette with a flowered dress and a large brown apron appeared before us.
“Hey, hon. What’cha need?”
“I’m hungry.” Kline winked.
She crossed her arms and began tapping her index finger on her arm.
Holding up his hands in surrender, he asked, “What’s on the menu?”
She rambled off, “Potato soup, chicken pot pie, Shepherd's pie, and our special is pork steak served with a baked potato and greens.”
“Do you have any sandwiches?” Victoria replied, beating Kline and me in response. 
Well, that snapped her out of her own head. Maybe next time I should have Wink take her some food.
The waitress gave her a blank look.
“Chicken pot pie then.” 
Kline pumped his brow, grinning like a teen with a crush. “Pork steak for me!”
 “Pork here too,” I said, doing all I could to keep from laughing.
“Drinks?”
“Tea,” Victoria replied.
“Water here,” Kline added.
“Tea,” I said.
“What are you guys, health nuts? Alright. Two teas and a water, then two pigs and a chicken,” she said, eyeing us for only a moment before she left in a hurry.
Kline looked at us wide-eyed.
Victoria burst out laughing. With that, whatever was distracting her took a back seat to the present.
“So when did you guys go shopping?” I asked.
“Oh, about an hour ago,” she said. With her head back and chest forward in perfect mock posture. "What do you think?"
Pulling back, her change in demeanor caught me off guard. Tilting my head to the side, I slowly combed the stubble on my chin.
Opening my mind to how good she looked was not a good idea. I was suddenly aware of how close she was. My lips parted, tasting the same sweet aroma that I remembered mixed with grass from the night before. 
"Yum," I said, immediately turning bright red. 
She snickered. "Why thank you for the compliment. There's nothing like being Yummy in the afternoon."
Body, you’re an idiot. Victoria wasn't even dressed sensually. Where was Destiny when I needed her? She could have blurred out the most distracting parts and augmented a big pimple on her forehead or something. 
"What about being yummy in the morning?" I blurted out, then realized that all the back and forth I had with Destiny that she insisted was “training” had just backfired. Awkward.
"Eh.” She hesitated. “It's not the same..."
"Oh to be young and yummy again..." Kline replied.
"You were yummy too once?" I asked, thankful to be saved by Kline who was kind enough to divert the conversation.
"No, I was young once. I'm still yummy…"
Wink yelped as Victoria rocked back in her chair, bracing herself against the table while trying to control her amusement.
I almost kissed the table as I held my gut.
Having trouble calming down, I said, "Now I'm really hungry."
"Me too," Kline replied. "Where's that pretty waitress?"
The implication set us off again, but the implication had returned us to uncomfortable laughter. 
I knew he was doing this on purpose, trying to distract us from thinking about last night. Old goblin fart.
He looked at us like we were crazy. 
“Since you two are as giggly as two twelve-year-old girls, there is something we should discuss. Lucius.
We were talking and Victoria invited us to join up with their group officially. What do you think?” 
It was a little formal, but there was little reason not to join. Normally I would have second-guessed the offer, but there was no evidence Victoria was buttering me up to knife me in the back. And there was no denying the skill of their group. 
"Sure."
“Great!” She clapped. “The men should join us soon. We can give them the news.”
When they arrived, they were decked out in new clothing. I knew immediately Victoria had a hand in it. The collars were hemmed with extra fabric that embellished the V-neck in slightly lighter green fabric. Though they were sleeveless, darker fabric emboldened the arm holes. It was rather flattering in a masculine way. 
Victoria quickly caught them up. And with that, Kline and I were part of the group.
When we were being served and the same spunky waitress took Peter and Oliver’s orders, a flash on the wall screen caught my eye. It blinked Live Broadcast. 
Kline reached to the middle of the table. When his hand passed over the customarily hidden holo-dock, a holographic user terminal activated. A digital volume dial appeared. As he turned it the volume increased for everyone at the table. It was a common thing in restaurants, but normally the holo-dock really just synced everyone’s MR headset to share an audio channel.
A quick intro trailer played with a too perfect looking, bubbly girl with purple hair down to her shoulders. She was making random exaggerated faces all while VR gaming footage played in the background. 
Mia’s VR Haven was a popular gamer show that was normally fully virtual-interactive through the Metaverse, but there must have been an exception made for those of us in Freedom. It played like a normal video with no queues to port in to watch it virtually. 
Though she looked ridiculous most of the time with her outfits and outlandish expressions, she actually was quite knowledgeable. Her quirky mannerisms were strangely appealing.
Mia appeared looking off screen and spaced out with her mouth dropped open. Suddenly she turned her head and stared directly at us.
“Hello, players!” she said, grinning ear to ear with thumbs up on either side to her face.
“Welcome to this special edition of Mia’s VR Haven specially designed for our Codename: Freedom friends! It is my honor to be selected as one of the game’s official VRJ’s (Virtual Reality Jockeys). It has been over 24 hours since the single greatest gaming experiment that has ever taken place has begun. And boy it has already surpassed our wild expectations! You are in the right place to get the latest news as to what has progressed!
“First, let’s start with some stats! Yesterday, Codename: Freedom broke every record and then some with eight billion, four hundred million viewers watching live during the opening day event. That breaks the previous record for a non-established game set by Controlled Chaos by over two hundred million people.”
Holding her eyes open wide with figures and thumbs, she mouthed the word ‘wow’. 
“Incredible, I know. With the ramping up of pain to 100%, a few famously obnoxious players that have always mocked 40% pain have been caught freaking out and even in tears; often from not too serious wounds. If seeing arrogance crushed wasn’t enough to entertain a girl, the talk is that removing the limiter on pain will change combat from a callous but flashy exercise in violence to a desperate struggle to survive. With more meaningful action, the viewership has already given Codename: Freedom over ten billion tips of varying amounts. 
Moving on. If you haven’t already heard, nearly 17,000 players found themselves shut out of multiple player cities last night and were attacked by hundreds of goblin baddies!”
She paused, wide-eyed with shock.
“There were even a few named bosses scattered at a few of the starter cities. And believe me when I say they were the purest kind of ugly. These bosses were giant hobgoblins followed by their own hordes. I’m sad to report that over 5,000 players died in the raids last night.”
Turning her head, the angle cut to a different screen where she gave her best puppy dog face. 
“On a serious note, it must be said the level of pain in Freedom is higher than anything we have ever seen before. You’ve got to feel sorry for these guys and gals. Well, some of them. As you might expect, the players’ families and human rights organizations are up in arms. For those of you that died last night, better luck next time, guys!”
Mia breathed deeply, releasing a heavy sigh. “It must be reported that over a thousand players have already chosen to quit and leave Freedom. But not to worry, plenty are waiting in line to take their place!”
Turning back, she continued, “This challenge also gave some of the up and coming star players an opportunity to shine. We compiled highlights from every player city. As a disclaimer before we get started. The players of Freedom are watching this, so we are not allowed to show the locations of each of these events—only the events themselves. Also, all quests have been forbidden to report on. With that said, here are the top 10 moments from the attack last night!”
A large granite Number 10 appeared on the screen stretching from one side to the next.
A wall of eight men and women with spears stood at the ready with a horde of goblins running their way. As one they stepped forward and lunged, their spears skewering the front line of goblins.
The players in the video didn’t have any levels or name indicators above their heads.
They quickly kicked the impaled goblins off their spears and immediately pulled back. The goblins’ next attack wasn’t in unison. Their attack staggered in response, making short work of another row of goblins. They continued this pattern until the goblins were finished. Such teamwork was nearly impossible without even knowing each other for a day, yet they pulled it off. 
Number 9. A lanky dirty-blond guy with a full mustache stood surrounded by 7 goblins. He wielded a bronze longsword which he rested against his shoulder. His eyes faced straight ahead looking at no goblin in particular. 
The first potbelly jumped forward, and his sword flashed. He leaned to the right, the goblin’s hatchet missed by mere inches. His sword found its home in the goblin’s chest. Dancing into another unsuspecting goblin, he pierced it through the gut.
In response, the rest of the goblins came at the man enraged at seeing their fellow goblins’ deaths.
Stepping forward, the man’s sword found another goblin’s heart and de-legged another in one motion. He spun, retreating back, but immediately countered the first goblin that stepped forward by removing its head.
The last goblin on its feet rushed forward despite seeing all its friends die.
With a simple parry, the man followed with a thrust to the chest. Afterward, he finished the legless goblin.
There were bound to be real expert fighters like him in Freedom. It was an impressive display.
To our surprise, number 8 was our group after Peter, Oliver, and Victoria joined us.
“Yeah!” Kline stood in celebration. 
The other players in the tavern turned to look at us.
It began with us quickly finishing our wave of goblins, then forming up and plowing through the goblin line. I was there, but seeing it now from an aerial view really emphasized how dominant our front line was. The goblins very literally crumbled before us.
Some players turned to give us nods of congratulations, where others were jealous and weren’t shy in showing it.
Number 7 was another group, also not from Willingham, of three guys with swords and shields that stood back to back and took out a wave almost single-handedly, before they were overwhelmed and died. They weren’t actually that skilled, but in desperation, they had proved to be quite the scrappers. 
The next scene was a single guy that faced off with an iron spear against at least twenty goblins. He backstepped, smacking the closest goblin in the side of the head, forcing it to the front of the group, then speared it in the gut. Its death slowed their advance. Jabbing another in the thigh, he smacked another at the knee. 
As they swarmed around the injured, he kept the lead goblins funneled with well-placed swats, killing another to slow their progress. With this strategy, he killed the twenty of them, not letting any get close enough to even swing at him.
Another weapon expert.
Number 5 showed two guys rushing the goblins instead of waiting for them to reach the player defensive line. One wielded two swords and the other a hatchet and the first small bronze shield I had seen. They were obviously skilled, but their greatest attribute was enduring stupidity. They nearly overwhelmed the goblins at all times, never letting up their barrage. Their tenacity to not stop driving forward was too much for the small green humanoids. The rest of the players defending soon joined them.
Number 4 was a group of about twenty players surrounding one of the hobgoblins and piercing it from every angle. The group of eight spearmen from before was leading the attack. It seemed their village saw far fewer player casualties than the rest of us. This was probably the most proficient strategy to defeat a boss like the hobgoblin.
My stomach dropped. I saw myself heave my spear overhand on the 3rd spot. It was also the third time I was reliving the attack. This was the first creature that had its name appear above its head on screen. Seeing the mace forcibly backhanded into my shield caused my arm to itch. Even the vicious way my sword cut into the meat of his leg couldn’t change my mood. I knew what was coming next.
There were a few cheers throughout the dining hall when my sword found its mark. 
When the club found my back, I was already so overwhelmed with anger that everything else faded. 
A hand found my wrist. I looked into the face of my friend. It was impossible to miss the tremor in Victoria’s neck, as she tried to encourage me with a smile. 
For her kindness, I returned desire. Her closeness was sudden, just as my reaction was surprising. The resurfacing of fear faded as quickly as it had come. 
My shame didn’t have the same reversing power that my lust had over my fear. What was wrong with me? I was having the mood swings of a pregnant cat. 
“Thank you,” I whispered.
She nodded, retreating from my gaze. What wasn’t she willing to share? 
I noticed my surroundings. Most everyone was on their feet and applauding our group; applauding me.
My shame deepened; my palms grew sweatier.
Glancing at the rest of my group, everyone wore a sober look. They were no doubt proud, but reliving the danger of the night put them on edge. 
I really hadn’t considered how it would affect them and they had graciously let me recover without burdening me with their own feelings. That would have to change.
The number 2 spot began playing and everyone retook their seats.
This one showed a familiar chaos of players being torn apart by a large club-wielding hobgoblin. Multiple groups scrambled to get in any shot they could land.
Two girls bravely rushed the hobgoblin from the front with nothing but swords. 
My stomach dropped.
As the hobgoblin pulled back to swing, a man desperately launched his spear from thirty meters behind it. Hitting the boss monster in the back of the head, miraculously it sunk deep into the base of its skull. 
Falling forward, the girls were nearly crushed. 
They pole-vaulted, their blades in the falling beast, stabbing and pushing themselves out of harm’s way. 
As if a python had climbed into my gut and decided to tie itself in a knot, I found myself unable to breathe. The number one highlight of the night had begun.
A man faced a hobgoblin alone wielding a spear in either hand; his dirt brown shirt was torn from the collar to his gut. He was thicker than Kline or Oliver, though only average in height. With his mouth upturned to one side, he smirked at the challenge before him. Chewme.
The large club of the hobgoblin crashed towards his face. Ducking under it, he skipped from one foot to the next. He countered with a fierce thrust into the ribs of the monster when its side opened up from its swing. The boss monster sent a backhanded whack with the club. He danced back and found the creature’s hip with his other hand.
This hobgoblin didn’t have its name above its head. Was it not shown because he wasn’t in our city or was it something else? 
Time after time he countered the monster that had proven to be the end of so many players. He picked the creature apart, slowly draining its life.
The hobgoblin attacked in a rage with an overhand slam of his club, just missing him, and he wedged one spear point into the creature’s throat. Dancing back as the club fell from the large creature’s hands, he then he lunged forward with all his weight. Two-handing his remaining spear, the man impaled the hobgoblin through the chest, lodging it in.
He pounded his fist into his other hand as he watched the creature die on the ground before him. The grin never left his face.
Then Mia was back, mouth wide open.
An eruption of hoots came from the tavern in response.
I gave a heavy sigh.
“That was some nice work,” Kline said.
The rest of the group seemed thoroughly entertained. It’s not like I should be surprised. Chewme, you’re way out in front right now. I will catch you. 
Everyone was too quiet.
 “His name is Timur,” I said, giving them Chewme’s real name. He had said he was leaving his handle behind.
Immediately the rest of the group’s eyes were on me.
I answered their unasked question. “He’s a friend of mine. We are from the same guild in the game Gravel.”
We had both ended up in the top ten highlights of the first day in Freedom, but the circumstances were far different. Out of all the people in the top ten, my actions were actually among the least skilled. All I could boast was good timing. If I faced Timur now, I would lose badly. There was no way he would let me go without sparring. I wanted to face him, but not yet.
Timur was in a different village and the show didn’t give any indication of where it was. I hadn’t leveled up enough to be able to private message him or contact him in any way. I wasn’t the physical specimen that he was, but through skill and strategy, I had always competed with him before. Finding a way would be more difficult this time without skills and spells, but that just made it more of a challenge.
Well, the rest of the guild would be delighted. With our exploits, the guild would become known. Fame meant possible full guild sponsorship. It was a dream we all shared. We had spent hours and hours of tedious work becoming the best we could. Never before had we been so close to making it come true. 
The rest of Mia’s Gamer Haven lasted about fifteen minutes. I admit I was lost in thought for the rest of it.
 “So, are you guys ready to go?” I asked.
“He speaks!” Kline said. “Victoria and I were talking to you and you went off someplace.” 
“Sorry. I’m good.”
Victoria looked at me, concerned. 
“You sure you are up to it? It’s already the afternoon. Maybe we should take the day off?”
“Yeah, it's fine, man, if you need a break,” Kline added.
“No. No breaks. There’s no time.” 
“He’s right,” Peter insisted. “It’s very likely that the goblins will attack again tonight and we need to be ready for them.”
It was a good point that I hadn’t considered. I was more concerned that if I didn’t get out and fight I might never work up the nerve to do it again.
When no one spoke up, he nodded.
“Victoria. Can you take Lucius shopping? Show him a few of the shops we found earlier. Everyone make sure you have an extra spear for tonight. Two extras if you can afford it.”
“You want to face the hobgoblin as the group of spearmen did?” Oliver asked.
“Yes. Or at least borrow their strategy. There’s a thing or two I think we can improve on.”
“I’ll get some extra food,” Kline replied.
“Not too much extra is necessary. Oliver is already carrying enough for dinner and breakfast for all of us.”
“I’ll grab more alcohol instead then. Just in case.”
 



Chapter 9 – Ambushed by Questions?
 
As I followed Victoria out of the tavern, Oliver grabbed my arm. Towering over me, he stared forward speaking low where only I could hear. “She’s taken, in case you were interested.” 
He returned to his seat.
Peter met my eye, nodding.
At first, I took what was said as an accusation, but catching up with Victoria, I realized I was the one being unfair. They were warning me in the case I was planning on making a fool of myself. What they didn’t know is that that was the furthest thing from my mind. 
The merchant stalls were now packed with items that players had been selling. Junk. And lots of it. The bronze swords, hatchets, and knives of low quality were now so plentiful that they were practically giving them away. Low-quality iron was almost the same. High-end bronze and decent iron had become the new in-demand gear. 
Leather was almost the only armor that could be found, but it varied much more in variety and quality than the weapons did. It could be a simple shirt or an elaborate, stud woven, multi-layered, water hardened work of art. The lack of bronze and other metal armors was because no one was rich enough to afford them yet. Few bronze breastplates, greaves, and gauntlets were available, but the prices began at one gold for even the smallest pieces. 
Musicians were quite common, as there seemed to be a different one every block. Woodwinds and lutes abounded. Some would sing and some would just play, but they were all asking coin and would play songs at request. Modern music on unconventional instruments surprisingly didn’t change the rugged atmosphere of the busy village. 
A steady stream of players jumped from stall to stall looking through crates of equipment for the best deal they could find. Many of them were no longer wearing newbie brown. The easiest way to do away with the newbie mantle was to just buy a new tunic of a different color. Cheapest too.
Victoria led me around, her hand cupped over my arm. It caught my attention because it struck me as strangely formal as we slowly browsed. Wink was walking a number of paces ahead of us visible to all, checking out all the smells. Her falcon sat on her far shoulder, somehow setting its beak against its chest with its eyes closed without falling off of her as we walked. 
“Okay, Lucius. What styles do you like?”
“Eh. Practical? My channel manager always helped me with that kind of stuff. It was always simple and mostly dude.” 
She chastised me with a look. “Mostly dude?”
“Um. For guys…” I was a little distracted by her closeness, to say the least. 
It was really a rare situation for me. Most of my time spent with extremely attractive girls was during competition. I didn’t remember the last time I was with a girl where we were just playing a game together and I wasn’t considering how to kill her. 
If it weren’t for what Oliver said about her being taken, controlling where my mind wandered would be all I had to worry about. Now that he had mentioned it, I couldn’t help but think about what a real relationship would be like. It wasn’t something that I was against, but I had always set the timing in the distant future.
I missed Destiny, but she didn’t have to be here for me to know what she would say. 
“Lucius. Just because you desire a girl doesn’t mean you're in love. Since you were twelve I have observed you having the same chemical response to over nine thousand girls and counting. She’s attractive, yes. You’re a guy. Do you want to give up all we have worked for to have some temporary pleasure?”
“Can’t I have both?” 
“Will she want you to have both? Or more importantly, will she support you to reach your dream even if she ‘thinks’ she’s willing? Will she know how?”
“I don’t know.”
“No, you don’t. Humans are the most complex creatures in the galaxy. It will take us months, if not years, to get to know her well enough to be sure. Then your time will be split between working towards your goal and trying to please her at the same time. Even if she is supportive and trustworthy not to break your heart, you couldn’t neglect her.”
“You are a pain in the butt.” 
“You are the one that asked me to look out for you, Lucius. To be your friend even when you don’t want me around. Don’t you want to do whatever it takes to become a professional? Don’t you see the danger? A single moment of lust is already turning your will from what you want more than anything else. Fight, Lucius. Remember what it is we are fighting for.”
“You are right,” I said out loud. 
Victoria squeezed my arm, pulling me back to the conversation. “Of course I am. Are you okay?”
I nodded. 
“For overall style, do you like classical, colonial, cyborg conservative, cyberpunk, mech-modern, Victorian? Maybe...”
“I always play a magic user.”
“A what?”
Any doubt that Victoria wasn’t a gamer was thoroughly shot down. My stomach tightened.
“Like a mage or wizard in a game.”
“So long robes and pointy hats?” 
“Not exactly. Robes but well fit, for mobility. I also use a sword.”
“You’re such a guy. Mostly dude, huh?” 
She dropped my arm, placing a finger to the side of her head to think.
At least her rebuke was playful. Or was I in trouble? 
“Let’s start with some details. Do you want a collar?”
“Um, sure.”
“Wingtips, straight point, mandarin? Or maybe just a v-neck with trim?”
My mouth opened, but my answer wouldn’t have benefitted the conversation. Basically, I didn’t want her thinking I was less refined than she already did. Too late?
“What do you think?” I asked.
“What about sleeves?” 
“Maybe?”
“Okay. What length of pants? Shorts?” 
“Not too short.”
“More of a point and click kind of guy, aren’t you?” She grinned.
She was totally belittling me in a flirty kind of way. Was this flirting? I couldn’t decide if this would be what it was like to shop with a girlfriend or a sister.
“Don’t worry. It's more fun if I don’t know what you like.” 
“Oh. Great.” 
The pace quickened as she seemed to have figured out what we needed to do. Before she got totally carried away, there was something I’d been meaning to ask.
“So why did you sign up for Freedom?”
She stopped so suddenly, I almost ran into her. After her initial hesitation, she continued at a slower pace.
“I thought it would be fun. I’ve spent most of my life studying, so it was an opportunity to get a yearlong vacation.” 
“What were you studying?”
“Mostly the boring stuff. Politics, economics, biology.”
“With the competition so fierce to get accepted into Freedom you must have done something special. Peter said that you were a healer. Did you get an athletic scholarship?”
“Of sorts. I’m a dancer.” Stopping again, she turned. Looking down, her mouth opened to say something, but then it closed. “I… To answer your question honestly, I think my mother pulled some strings to get me in. I’m a political charity case.”
She wouldn’t meet my eyes as if ashamed. 
“So that’s how you were able to start off with Peter. He said he knows your mother.”
“Right. Oliver and Peter work for her.”
“Hey.”
Still downcast, her eyes met mine. 
“There’s nothing wrong with using the advantages you have. I’m glad to have met you last night. Just think how beat up I would get over the next year if the three of you weren’t here to keep me in line.”
She looked up at me. Her mouth pursed as if to laugh. “If you continue to throw yourself into hopeless situations I don’t know if there is anything to do except to nurse you back to health.” 
“You’re right. I let myself get hit last night because I thought it might be more dramatic for my fans.”
“Really?”
Well, that joke fell flat. If it wasn’t for the 100% pain it would have been true.
“No. I’m insane, but I’m not foolish.” 
She shook her head with a chuckle. “So that’s that why you are here? To get fans?” 
“Basically. I want to be a pro gamer.”
“That explains why you like wizards.”
“Right.” I grinned. 
Before we could arrive at who-knows-where, Drool stepped out in front of me stopping me in my tracks. She leaned in close to examine my face. 
“Hi?” I said. 
Victoria was no longer holding onto my arm. It suddenly concerned me that Drool may have just seen it. Another part hoped she had.
“You’re Lucius, right?” 
“It’s him,” Vector replied. He was now at Drool’s side. Treetop loomed behind. 
They hadn’t wasted their time since yesterday. Drool was sporting a leather vest with a light purple dress over the top. Her cleavage had been carefully prepared for the eyes of others. The skirt of her dress was just long enough to keep the imagination engaged. 
Vector and Treetop had decent leather and red overtunics, the primary color of Vector’s team if I remembered. Had he recruited Treetop? 
They were only level six, so they weren’t able to see name indicators above our heads yet. 
“We saw you fight,” Drool said, crossing her arms. “You made us look good.” 
Us? Did they remember I was there when they had failed while fighting the boar? 
“The athletes have been dominating,” Treetop said. 
Even though there was no hostility from Vector, he was looking off into the crowd like he had better things to do. 
“I’ve noticed,” I replied. 
“Are you going to man the wall tonight?” Vector finally spoke. 
“Yes. We are gearing up.” 
Grabbing my arm above the elbow, Drool hugged it to her chest. 
I would be lying if I said my body didn’t react, but my years with Destiny had prepared me for girls like Drool. Let’s say I was preconditioned to respond to her. It wasn’t hard to tell what she wanted and that she was willing to use me to get it.
“Do you mind if we join you?” she asked.
There was no doubt that they had just seen me face off with the hobgoblin, and were following where they thought there would be the most viewers. She couldn’t afford to leave the spotlight. None of them could. Sure I had gained a huge following in the last 24 hours, but it was nowhere near what they probably thought. A couple million people weren’t much in comparison to billions.
There really wasn’t anything wrong with what they were asking. My problem was her. She had made a living out of embarrassing guys, often destroying their careers. She was the Male Fail Videos queen. 
“I’m afraid not.”
She immediately pulled me down to look her in the eyes and said in the sweetest voice, “Why?” 
Because you will destroy me and lick up the pieces while smiling all the way.
As I hesitated with what to say, Victoria replied, “It’s my fault. My friends want to keep the group small. We are starting a guild soon and you guys will be welcome to join then.”
They were already talking about starting a guild? A guild was an organization of players with a common goal. The ability to start one was a reward for surviving week one. 
Drool let go and the tension in my body eased. She looked up at Victoria but was quickly distracted by her outfit. 
“Where did you get this?” Drool asked, reaching out for Victoria’s sleeve. With a nod, she lifted and tugged at the material. “I wasn’t able to find anything that fit this well.”
“Oh, I made it.”
Tilting her head, Drool pulled back.
“No, really. Come with us. I was going to set Lucius up anyways. You will probably appreciate crafting more than he will.”
She winked at me, then set off chatting with Drool.
“What just happened?” I said after she had left. 
“Girls,” Treetop said as if there was nothing more to say. “She’s cute, though. Have you claimed her?”
We followed behind at a distance.
“I have the word of a giant that she’s taken.”
“Bleh. All the tall girls are taken. Do you think she’s the casual type?”
He was just like St3alth. I didn’t know her well enough to say for sure, but I wasn’t going to encourage him regardless.
“I doubt it.”
“What was your uptake after last night?” Vector asked. By uptake, he meant new followers. 
Pulling up my menu I accessed my Player Profile to find the shock of my life. Doing my best to act like nothing was out of the ordinary, I replied. “26 million.”
“Very nice,” Treetop said.
“I was expecting more.” Vector shook his head. 
How many followers did he have if 26 million wasn’t enough? 
“You had one of the top three moments and there have to be at least a billion people watching. Probably many more times that. There had to be something else going on in Freedom that was getting everyone’s attention last night.” 
“My uptake was only 2 million initially, but has grown to 26 since then,” I replied.
“Interesting. So our village probably didn’t have as many viewers’ attention until after Mia’s show. How’s your back by the way?”
“Good. Surprisingly, I’m not even sore. How’s your leg?”
“Oh, just fine. I can’t say the same for not being sore.”
“Drool’s probably to blame for that,” Treetop smirked.
I stopped short. Was he insane? Sure she was as attractive as they come, but didn’t he know who she was?
Vector shrugged. 
“What about…” I said, unsure how to word my question.
“Her reputation?” Treetop replied. “Drool’s easy to figure out.”
Sighing, Vector added. “She knows I have a lot of followers so she will leech off me until another guy comes along. I’m not stupid enough to put myself in a situation where she can take advantage of the situation. Besides, we are all newbs right now and there is no advantage to her betraying any of us. Maybe you. If you let her join the group, she’d likely reward you. Be careful, though.”
How could they speak so nonchalantly about a person in their group? Looking ahead, I watched her as she talked with Victoria. My eyes wandered to her bare legs. Lingering too long, I diverted my eyes, terrified what easy prey I would be for her. 
We neared the front gate where the majority of merchants parked their carts. 
Wink started to snarl.
Nasally grunts joined the clash of steel. Dozens of goblin militia were swarming in from the entrance, attacking players and merchants alike. We were about 100 meters away. 
“Well, that’s handy. I’m going to have to get me a pet,” Treetop said. 
My initial thought was to form a defensive line with the gamers, but at the first sign of the goblins, Victoria retrieved her spear from her inventory and raced forward. Drool didn’t miss a beat and was right beside her.
Something primal held me where I stood. Without my permission, my body hesitated. A tingle in my back brought the memory of the uncontrollable spasms to the forefront of my mind. 
Then I remembered the anger Victoria displayed when she couldn’t do anything to help me. She pounded on Peter’s chest. Now she ran off to face a horde of goblins with a short little gamer chick in tow. I wanted to grab her by the hair, sit her down, and give her a talking to. 
I took off after them not sure if Vector and Treetop would follow. If I had been in my right mind I would have tried to group message Peter, Kline, and Oliver, but I was too distracted. 
Pulling a leather wrapped, highly weathered shield from my inventory from last night’s loot along with my spear, I saw that the girls were about to be in trouble. There was a group of players protecting a merchant that Victoria was heading for. From my angle further back, I saw a handful of goblins were about to join in and overwhelm them. Victoria would be swept away.
There was no time, this was going to hurt. 
Digging deep, I widened my shoulders to let my spear and shield pump as I sprinted forward. They were too close to the action to stop now. There was a gap between the goblins already fighting and their reinforcements. I headed for it. 
Shooting past the girls, I was going full speed. I didn’t stop. Reaching the gap I skewered one fighting goblin from the flank, losing my spear, and leveled one of the reinforcements with my shield. Not daring to stop, I ran past them. Hopefully, it would be enough. 
I found myself behind the goblin line, surrounded by dozens. Turning frantically, I saw the five goblins had given me chase and were seconds away from overtaking me. 
Unsheathing my sword, I gripped the rickety shield I hoped would hold for one more impact.
To my horror, Victoria was giving chase. She impaled one of the goblins from behind. 
Drool was at her side, almost losing grip of her sword as it slashed down on the back of the same goblin. She chewed her lip with a wide-eyed glare.
A hatchet swung for my leg. I lowered my shield to block it without thinking. Thankfully the shield held together. I parried a club, with more a swat than a turn of the wrist. The blows came faster. I pumped my arms in desperation, never knowing what angle the strike would come. The shield held.
When Victoria lunged for another goblin, two of them turned on her. It was then that Vector and Treetop caught up. 
Were they all crazy? Now we were all in the belly of the beast with me. 
With only two goblins left, I threw my shield at the one on my left and slashed down with all my weight at the other. 
Its club reached up and met my spear in time, but my blow crumpled it at the knees. With that one on its back, I slashed low, severing the stunned goblin’s ankle. As it fell, I bullied its hatchet from its hand and chopped down at the other one on the ground. It was an awkward left-handed blow, but it sunk into its hip. My blade stabbed into its chest but didn’t pierce more than an inch because of its leather vest. 
Without the skill I had gained in normal virtual reality, I was left with no other avenue but brute force and my wits. Thankfully they were much smaller than me. 
Regaining my feet, I spun, retracting my blade at the last moment before scalping Drool. 
“Sorry!” I pleaded. 
Her jaw was clenched as her chest heaved, air flaring her nostrils as she caught her breath. 
After that, I could cross off my chance to hook up with her. That was a relief. 
“That was foolish, Lucius!” Victoria said. “Why did you run in here?” 
Was she rebuking me after what I had just done for her? Correction. Tried to do for her.
I didn’t take kindly to her accusation. “Because you were about to get run over by five goblins! So I got their attention and ran.” 
She looked at me blankly. A twitch of her mouth preceded a giggle. “I was wrong. You are a kind fool.” 
Arguing the fairness of her words would have to wait for later. 
I scanned the chaos trying to find a gap we could retreat to. 
A familiar hand caught my wrist causing my chest to tense up. Did she really want to argue right now?
Finding Victoria’s face closer than expected, I had to crane my neck. 
“There.” She pointed the city gate that was wide open without any goblins blocking the way.
Of all the ridiculous ideas… Wait! That’s it. She was as big a pain in the butt as Destiny was.
Nodding, I pulled her along, her grip releasing as we started to run. I turned and made sure everyone was behind me. The three gamers followed but looked at me like a crazy person. There was a lot of that going around.
Exiting the city gate, we met no opposition. The only monster of any kind was a boar a group was fighting in the far distance. They were far enough they had likely missed the attack if it happened as quickly as I thought it had. After the initial relief, Victoria set off immediately toward the group yelling for help. Drool followed her.
“What now?” Vector asked. 
It was a great question.
“I’ll message the rest of our group?” I replied.
“Wait, you have group chat?” Treetop asked. 
“Yeah, I purchased it at level 6.” 
“Ah. I got Danger Indicator.”
“I waited to get that one.” 
“What level are you?” Vector asked.
“12. The boss last night gave me nearly three levels.”
Vector’s brow tightened as he considered what I said.
“The city is being attacked! Come quick! We are just outside the city entrance!” I said, directing what I said to my group chat.
“Lucius?” Kline replied. 
“Yes.” 
“We are on our way,” Oliver replied.
“Protect Victoria at all costs,” Peter added.
“She’s safe.” 
A few minutes later, Victoria had returned, and a group of four players was headed our way at a jog.
“What’s the plan?” Vector asked again. 
Victoria and Drool were breathing heavy but were all ears. 
“We ambush them from behind.”
 



Chapter 10 – This City is Ours
 
Vector crouched to one side of the gate, with Drool, Treetop and a guy from the group that had joined us. Victoria and I crouched on the other side with two guys and a girl from the same group. They were even lower in level than Vector’s group, all level 4. The lack of gear was a concern, but at the most everyone had played Freedom for a single day, so I didn’t hold their level against them. 
At least two of them were athletes, the man that joined Vector’s group and the girl that joined ours. If everything went as planned it would be enough. Kline, Peter, and Oliver were racing this way. I kept an eye on my Local Map. After letting them know where we were I expected them to force a number of goblins to retreat if they didn’t die before they came our way. Send ‘em our way!
During our set up for the ambush, I realized that something must have happened to the archers above in the gate towers. I hadn’t seen a single arrow shot.
Wink had been rather quiet. Currently, she was invisible to the world and viewed the enemy, her fur on end. During the fighting, she had turned invisible as soon as the action started on her own. She just stayed close and watched. I suppose that was her job. She wasn’t capable of actually fighting.
Daring to look, I could see much of the fighting that was still going on. I estimated fifty goblins were still causing havoc. Merchants’ carts were turned over, and some of them were fighting back. At least three were dead. They were possibly players. Almost double the goblin’s number in players faced off against them. They defended well enough, but there was no forward movement. It was a stalemate. The battle momentum was theirs.
I heard it before I saw it. A fury of gasping snorts. Behind the wall to my side where I couldn’t see, someone was making progress. A grunt stopped mid-gasp right on the other side of the wall. 
“Be ready,” I said.
They came. 
Three goblins ran out the gate. One hobbled. 
Vector didn’t hesitate, meeting the first one head on, stabbing it through the heart. He remembered to jump back this time.
I held my hand out to stay our attack, but the two guys followed their female companion. They rushed to the second goblin, littering it with uncountable blows and killing it in seconds. Their lack of patience earned one of the guys a slash on the shoulder from the hobbling goblin. Treetop beheaded it with a two-handed slash of his sword, despite his lanky awkwardness.
More goblins came. 
The three retreated slowly. Vector’s group joined them. Our plan to ambush was already going all wrong. Standing in the middle of the entrance to block their retreat, we became a cap on a massive pressure-building bottle. The question remained, could we handle the pressure or would it blow us off its top as the goblins fled. 
Without much choice, Victoria and I waited just long enough to intercept a few goblins that tried to go around our group instead of through it. They were easy enough to eliminate since we surprised them from the flank.
“Promise me you won’t run off and doing anything foolish,” Victoria said. 
Snorting I turned, seeing her nose wrinkled up in a smirk.
“Only if you promise me the same.” 
Her nose remained scrunched as she frowned and bobbed her head in sarcasm.
Placing my hand on her shoulder pad, I pushed, rocking her to the side. 
She looked genuinely surprised. 
As one group of goblins fled, more goblins joined them until the stream became a river of rapid water.
In a torrent of chops and thrusts, I worked with Victoria, the reach of her spear holding one back while I attacked low and to the side. 
They started to bottleneck to the point it looked hopeless when I saw two short blond heads, girls, wading through the sea of goblins. A third one, male, slightly taller and dirty-blond, bobbed up and down from their flank. 
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These must have been the players that had caused the initial retreat. They were taking full advantage of the fleeing goblins, killing as many as they could with their back to them. It was extremely dangerous because they were surrounded, but they had read the momentum of the battle well. 
The horde was being thinned on our side thanks to the group. 
Glancing at the Local Map again, I saw no sign of Peter, Kline, and Oliver.
“Push forward!” I called. Perhaps we could use the bottleneck to our advantage and tie as many up as possible. 
Some started to squirm around us to either side, but since I was dual-wielding I was able to give them a good slash to the back of the neck or leg as they left. 
Other groups had joined the blond group. One man specifically towered over the goblins from the rear. Oliver and our group had arrived. 
“Hold! It’s almost over!” Victoria cried. Her high pitched encouragement sent a chill down my spine. I felt like a gamer again. 
As their numbers failed, the goblins became desperate, no longer trying nor caring to fight, they threw themselves at gaps in the line to try and wiggle through. Their abandonment of the little discipline they had turned it from a retreat to a slaughter. 
Peter, Oliver, and Kline reached us by cutting a cavity through the center of the remaining mob. 
With the last goblin down, the two blonde girls and man with them stood panting. The girls were twins, well-toned, with strong jaws. The man was stocky and wielded two hatchets. 
One of the girls smiled at me, her face in a state of wonder as she stood among the pile of bodies. She had had a good dose of adrenaline high and had yet to come down off it. She wasn’t a psychopath. Most likely.
We began our looting. Victoria left most of the looting to me and instead turned her attention to thanking the group that had joined our party to help. Peter and Oliver joined her.
“Man, you haven’t even got to go shopping yet,” Kline said, swatting me on the back. 
Catching my balance, I replied. “I’m totally going to steal your dinner tonight. And no, I haven’t got to be quartered and measured by Victoria yet. Don’t worry. I doubt she will let me get away.”
“Wiser words have never been said, but you’re not taking my food.” He snickered. 
“Gentlemen,” Victoria said. “Let’s make sure no one loots the merchant carts.” 
With a nod, we rejoined the others. Most of the goblin bodies had already disappeared since they had been looted.
“How you holding up?” Peter asked. He had left Victoria’s side and was now walking with me. Victoria and Oliver were in front heading toward a mess of gear scattered on the ground. 
“Good.”
“Glad to hear it. Bad injuries can have a lasting effect even years after they heal. You’re doing well just to be holding a sword. Thank you for watching out for her. She mentioned what you did.” 
“Of course.” His compliment was far from what I expected. Not that I thought him incapable of kindness, but since we met I felt he had been weighing what he thought of me, withholding judgment. Had I just passed some unknown test? Too bad there wasn’t an experience bonus.
As soon as we arrived a dilemma presented itself. 
“She’s dead! I knew her the best. It’s only fair that I inherit her store and continue on her legacy!” A portly, squinty-eyed merchant said as he crawled around the ground, piling items from her overturned cart into a pile. He wore a faded blue tunic and patched brown pants. 
The merchant April lay dead, a bloody wound on her chest. A blanket was spread beneath her. Her hands were folded together where she lay. 
I didn’t know how to respond. Was she a person that had been paid to play a role, or was she really an NPC that had just lost its life? I was callous to her death. Most games wouldn’t allow non-player character respawning, but I felt I should feel more. Either way, this means merchants don’t respawn. That’s a problem. What about the archers?
April wasn’t the only merchant that had died.
“How pathetic! You would be dead right now if it wasn’t for us! We deserve a cut!” said the spiky blue haired guy from this morning. He started gathering the scattered items into a separate pile. With his friends’ help, his pile quickly outgrew the merchant’s. 
What a mess.
Victoria now stood before the two opposing parties. Peter had joined Oliver at her side. From behind, I saw the knuckles of the hand holding her spear turn white. Her empty hand was a clenched fist. This would be interesting.
I followed Kline, who positioned himself behind Spikey’s crew. They numbered nine. Two girls had joined them that weren’t there yesterday. Why did some girls find cruel guys attractive?
“What are you doing?” Victoria asked, her voice cutting the air. 
Getting a better look at the guy with blue hair, his face was long and thin. His jaw flexed in response to Victoria’s rebuke. 
Turning without getting up off his knees, he shook his head when seeing who it was. 
“You can’t be serious. Look. I was a bit unfair this morning. But we fought for this. We aren’t stealing it.” 
“If this merchant had a family then it belongs to them. The items from the goblins you killed belong to you.” Victoria’s voice stayed steady but clear. 
Other players started to gather at the sound of the confrontation. 
“Oh come on. They are NPCs. It’s not like they are real people.”
“So you admit to stealing, but it being okay as long as it’s from NPCs?” 
The man stood, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword sheathed on his belt. His crew stood with him. 
One of the girls in his group pushed her way to the front of the pack, her platinum blonde hair snapped like a cloak in the wind. Her leather was tight like Drool’s, but much more practical. She had two short swords sheathed on either hip. 
“Jerrek, you’re acting like a child,” she said, stopping next to the blue haired guy, arms crossed. 
“Olivia. Hush.” 
With both hands, she shoved him with all her weight, right into the pile the chubby merchant had made, scattering the items.
She wiped her hands on her leather pants as if the dirty work was finished. 
“Sorry about my brother,” she said, turning to Victoria. “I’m sure we can work something out.” 
How did they end up in the same starter city together? Another charity case?
Victoria let her fist relax, her fingers taking a needed rest. “I’m sure we can.”
“What if the merchant doesn’t have any family? It would only be right that the people that tried to protect her and the merchants beside her–” She eyed the merchant who was now climbing to his feet. “–That we claim what she had. Who else is going to defend them next time?” 
It was a decent argument.
“Perhaps,” Victoria replied. “Let’s find out if she has a family.”
“You,” Olivia said, meaning the merchant. “Did she have any family?”
“No! Do you think I would take her stuff if she did?”
With so many people gathered, it was only a moment before another merchant stepped forward. She was a pigtailed redhead, younger than April had been, but with a similar green full-length dress and leather boots. 
“April didn’t have any family, but Eustis is the last person that should get her goods. There wasn’t a day that went by that he wasn’t trying to take her spot with his cart.” 
Everyone turned to him and the plump man turned red. He didn’t even try to defend himself. 
“Anyone else have something to add?” Victoria asked. 
A man called from the crowd. “He doesn’t deserve it!” 
Another voice echoed the same. 
“Very well. Olivia, is it?” Victoria asked. 
She curtsied, then smirked at Jerrek who was standing, fist on his hips. 
“Thank you for helping defend the village.” Spinning to the crowd, she raised her voice. “Each member of Olivia’s group will get first pick of the items.”
Not only was she crazy enough to run into danger, but this was as bold as it gets. My grip tightened on my sword, which sat in its sheath. The hatchet I had let hang by its neck, I now grabbed at its handle. She might cause a riot, but I snickered to myself despite it all.
Kline nudged my arm. He chuckled with me.
It didn’t go unnoticed by Jerrek that Victoria had said it was Olivia’s group and not his. His fingers tightened around the hilt of his sword. 
“They will pick no more than two items a person.” 
Olivia’s jaw muscle twitched just as Jerrek’s had. 
“The rest of the items, other than food, will be dispersed to the other groups that fought today. The food will be gathered for tonight.”
What was she getting at? 
“The enemy has proven that it can attack at any time. It's plain we are at war! Yet we are still strolling around like this is a game! This food and April’s cart will be the first building blocks to create a real fortification outside of our gate! 
“Spread the word! We need bodies and supplies! Night and day we will need people to defend this city, its merchants, and players, from hundreds, if not thousands of creatures that want to destroy us!” 
“You need to see this!” called a voice from the back of the crowd. It came from the direction of the gate.
Two players, still in newbie brown with leather shirts over the top, were hauling one of the guards that had been in the tower. One carried him under the arms and the other by the feet. 
The crowd made way as they waddled up to Victoria. They gently set the body down. The guard had worn a long green coat and thick leather belt, with a matching green and black cap. 
“What happened?” Peter asked, kneeling down to examine the body. 
“Brett saw it.” 
The player that had been carrying the feet held up his hand, indicating that was him. 
“When the goblins first attacked, I was shopping at one of the merchants closest to the gate. The guard in the tower yelled that we were under attack and started firing. Somehow they made it through the gate before anyone could get it closed. There were about twenty goblins that attacked at random. It wasn’t long before the firing stopped. I noticed it because only one goblin had run at me and Ted here helped me kill it. Anyways I got suspicious and saw a taller, skinny goblin trying to sneak down the stairs after that. It was called a Goblin Sneak Thief. I killed it when it made it to the ground and it dropped this.” 
He held out a long thin blade, almost as long as a short sword. 
Peter reached for it and received the blade. Turning to Oliver he handed him the blade after examining it. 
“Assassin.” He said it loud enough for everyone to hear. 
Victoria waited a few seconds before she began again. “They have assassins among them! If you don’t want to have to worry about getting stabbed in your sleep, we need a 24/7 watch! Spread the word! We begin construction immediately!” 
Miraculously everyone did as she said. I wasn’t sure what she meant by construction exactly.
Though they weren’t happy, Olivia and Jerrek took their two items. There was nothing they could say after the news about the assassin. Everyone had fallen behind Victoria and they had been forgotten. 
“Olivia,” Victoria called out. 
The girl made no pretense of friendship. 
“You can have my two items from the merchant’s goods. I mean it. Thank you.” 
The two girls spent a long moment looking at one another. 
Olivia finally sighed, a grin parting her lips. “You’re welcome.” 
Suffice to say, they didn’t stay to help any further. 
Another three merchants had died. The same distribution of items was agreed upon except for one of the merchants, a man that had a wife and two children. 
Even more depressing, over fifteen players had died in the attack. There were hardly more than 100 to 150 goblins in the raiding party altogether, but they had caught us by surprise. 
It was sobering for all of us, but Victoria scurried around to each of the wounded players, making sure they were taken care of.
Kline and I set to work collecting the scattered foodstuffs and setting them on the cart. It was easily righted between the two of us. 
Soon the merchant girl who had spoken up for April was leading a mule with April's cart behind it. We exited the gate, and stopped about 100 meters out, unstrapping the cart from the animal.
Afterward, a merchant lent us a wagon to pull behind the mule and we loaded up everything from broken down tables and chairs, to logs and barrels of scrap. There was plenty of it behind the more industrious shops and after hearing what happened all but a few were happy to donate their junk. Everything ended up out front of the gate to help build the barrier. 
The word spread. Hundreds of hands were helping within an hour. Oliver and Peter worked together to lead the workers. A familiar face, Harrison, the bearded group leader from last night, joined them. He soon took over the construction. 
Vector and Treetop didn’t flee at the sign of work. Actually, they customized their own cart near the front of the defensive barricade. I saw them testing spears through custom-made holes in the wood.
Drool did run off, but only after a conversation with Victoria. They exchanged something. I didn’t exactly like the fact Victoria had so easily befriended Drool, but because of the seriousness of the situation, I didn’t think we had anything to worry about for now.
Nearly three hours after the attack, Victoria found me loading packing crates of scraps into the bellies of carts and wagons to weigh them down. The barricade had become a large semicircle of these broken down carts, wagons, and barrels. 
“Ready to continue our shopping trip?” she said, wiping sweat from her forehead with a handkerchief. 
Kline pushed me toward her before I could ask if he needed me. He threw a rock at me when I turned to respond. It bounced off my leather vest. He heaved hilarity all the while.
“I suppose I am.” 
“He can no longer stand your lack of fashion sense,” she teased, shaking her head.
 



Chapter 11 – Gearing Up
 
We went at a slow pace. The work hadn’t been light for either of us. 
Entering the village, the area of attack had already been repopulated with merchants happy to trade their wares. There was more traffic here than earlier with the construction going on. 
Victoria’s hair was a frizz, statically sticking to her leather armor, a few strands in the air. Her face had splotches of dirt under one eye, on the opposite cheek, and on her chin. She stuck to her leather, as all of us did, with sweat drenched cloth underneath it. But her look was not what had me worried. I had seen how frantic she got when I got hurt. Her worry turned to action, even if there was nothing to do. She had just responded to the death of April, the merchants, and players the same way. The only difference is this time there was work to do. She was quite impressive.
Destiny always diverted my attention when I was overly worried. I’d try to do the same for her.
“So I thought you said you were just here for fun. Political charity case and all.” 
“You don’t think I’m having fun?” she said, with a glint of mischief.
“Oh, I’m sure you are. Your guild is coming together nicely.” 
“You caught that, huh? That’s just the beginning really.”
“Oh, you have plans?” 
Her mouth was a fine line, stretched out in a grin. Her eyes turned down, villainous as a gaming real-estate agent. 
“When we form the guild, we will charge everyone a fee to join. With the money, we will rent a guild hall and create a bank.”
“Isn’t there already a bank?” 
“There is, but it costs to deposit money. We will only charge for item storage and actually pay interest to anyone that deposits money with us. That should draw our members. Once the money starts to flow we will use it to invest.” 
“You want to be a banker?”
“I want to help direct the economy. There are no guarantees, but with good investments, we should be rich.” 
“Oh, is that all?”
“Well, if things go as planned we will be the richest guild in the game. By a lot.” She pranced from one foot to another, then dipped her head to the side. 
Her movements were controlled and precise. Such grace must have taken years of practice.
“What was that?” 
“I wasn’t lying about being a dancer. Don’t you have problems keeping still when you’re excited?” 
Perhaps she wasn’t as distraught as I thought.
“Yeah, but I pace. I don’t dance.” 
“Poor boy. I’ll have to teach you to dress and the proper way of things.” 
“You mentioned money. So I should probably stay on your good side.”
“Only if you want to be rich, a member of the strongest guild in the game, and have a fashion coordinator.” 
“Do all members get a fashion coordinator?” 
“No. I’ll charge everyone else. You saved me, so I have to be nice.” 
“Makes sense.”
We arrived at a side road not far from the front gate where a merchant and his son had three different carts set up. The traffic here was slower, but they had a better quality selection than any merchant I had seen.
The merchant's name was Henry. His son’s name was George. They both were laidback, letting us browse. Henry sported a full beard and wore a nice off-white tunic, but had the sleeves rolled up revealing sailor tattoos. It was the anchor that gave them away. His son was dressed just as nicely, without the sleeves rolled up.
 “This is the best place to sell,” Victoria said.
I was going to do something that I never would have done before. My play style had always been with a single sword and a strong magic foundation. But now? I had been using a spear and shield out of necessity. It was time to either completely commit to this new play style or change to my old one. After facing the hobgoblin, I didn’t really have any other choice. 
I was at 94% capacity of the 200 lbs. my inventory held. By the time I was done unloading everything, I had a total of 1 gold 17 silver 94 copper. Almost 2 gold in total. 
Their item qualities were fairly vague. The different levels went as follows: Low Quality, Average, Fine, and Superior. The biggest issue was that there seemed to be some overlap or difficulty with items that were close to two qualities. Most junk was Low Quality but could be used for a time. It was more likely to break and didn’t hold much of an edge. Average was used, but functional, and had a lot more life left in it. It could hold a good edge. Fine was either brand new, or an item of rare quality. It would endure longer and had a sharper edge than normal. Superior was just that. It would hold an edge that surpassed what was normal and had a tendency to stay sharp. Armor was thicker with enhanced quality made by a master. 
Except for my extra thick leather vest of superior quality and two padded leather greaves to protect my shins, the only thing I didn’t sell was my gemstones. There was also a fine leather cuisse, or thigh protection, I saved from my inventory before selling the rest. I wouldn’t find anything better for some time. 
Wading through a crate of arm guards I found two different colored bracers that fit my arms perfectly after a little tightening of the lace. They cost me six silver for the pair and were of fair quality, between average and superior. 
I spent the money on a good iron helm, a bit better than average. This was really good for an iron helm considering it reached down to cover my neck. It had a brim to shade my eyes, but an open face that wouldn’t limit my vision terribly. There were visors pointing down over my ears, and a curved bill over the back of my neck. It was eight silver in total.
It was time to get serious. There was a large, round, bronze shield on display hanging from the corner of their overhead tent. Because of its size, it was for sale for 15 silver. It was big enough and of superior quality, so I could literally hide behind it like a bronze tank. I had to try something.
“Question. Do you buy these?”
I held out one of the small emeralds.
“Sure do. Give you a silver for each one you find.”
“Would you trade the shield for ten of them?”
Retrieving the stones I held them out before him.
Seeing him hesitate was a good sign. Either the shield was a little overpriced, or the stones were worth more than he said. After my browsing for the day, I was sure the shield was worth the price, probably even on sale. 
“I couldn’t do a direct trade, but throw in five silver coins and I’ll add something with the shield.”
“What about this?” I held out another emerald. 
“Do you have another?”
“Deal,” I said, shaking his hand that was as tough as any leather.
The shield was surprisingly light. He added a small bottle of liquid to put on the shield to keep its color and a small wooden box with different textured cloths to polish it.
“You can use this on any metal. It keeps it shiny and protects from rust.”
The bracer that was made from softer leather worked perfectly for what I had in mind. It added extra padding between me and the shield. This would hopefully help protect my arm from things like giant clubs wielded by hobgoblins.
Grabbing two additional spears as Peter requested, I was able to depart much better armored and with 1 gold and 3 silver coins left. 
“Ready to do some real shopping?” Victoria asked.
“No.”
“Very funny.”
She led me to a small building with clotheslines strung on the roof to either side of the entrance. Fabrics of different colors and patterns hung down in long sheets. Inside, three walls displayed clothing from ceiling to floor. A smell of lime detergent cleared my sinuses. Many of the clothes overlapped causing the illusion that the clothing was a collage of different pieces making up a colorful whole.
Victoria smiled to the crane-necked tailor standing mid-room, his arms folded behind his back, wearing a suit jacket with a tail. 
He nodded to her like an old friend and waved us back. Stepping through the room, a door opened to a back room half the size of the first. Drool sat at a smooth wood desk, a piece of fabric hovering a few inches off the surface. Deep in concentration, she pulled at the fabric and it grew or shrunk at her fine movements. It wasn’t fabric at all but a hologram design program that allowed players to customize clothing. 
So this is how crafting works.
Without interrupting Drool, Victoria sat at the only other desk, which rested on the opposite side of the room. Though fashion was far from something that interested me, I still would have liked to experiment with the crafting system. I needed to make some time for it.
“Measure,” Victoria said, flicking a seemingly empty hand at me. Her eyes examined me from head to toe, obviously seeing something I was blind to. 
A hologram of a leaf green tunic, long-sleeved and with a v-neck, appeared before her. Clicking it twice, it expanded or shrunk in size at different places. With a nod, Victoria grabbed the shirt a final time, the item coming to life as she handed it to me. 
Fine V-neck Tunic
Light Green
“For cold nights.” 
She didn’t wait for me to thank her or have me try it on. Turning back to her work, another shirt appeared; this one without sleeves. It was the same green, but just like Peter’s shirt, it had different color trim at the armholes and collar. With a few touches it was finished, and she handed me three copies folded up and stacked on top of each other. 
3x Fine Tank Top
Light Green
 
Still, she wasn’t finished. Next, forest green pants appeared before her, two pairs she handed to me after some tweaks. They were much thicker material than the shirts, but still cotton. 
2x Fine Trousers
Dark Green
 
Finally, a hooded cloak, much roomier than the other clothing, appeared before her. She took more time with this garment than all the others, sizing it manually, not letting the design program interfere. 
Fine Cloak
Dark Green
 
Standing, her nose wrinkled with her grin. She was up to something. 
I placed everything into my inventory. 
“You don’t have to undress to try something on. Open up your inventory and character sheet. It will allow you to add and remove equipment. You can even stack it.”
“Ah, I was looking forward to a show,” Drool said, now standing behind me.
I nearly jumped out of my clothes at her words. 
“Don’t be afraid.” She chuckled. “In my experience boys enjoy it more without their clothes.”
“It depends on the outfit,” Victoria replied.
“That’s true.” 
They both laughed, as I felt like I had been transformed into a slab of steak with two wildcats fighting over me.
“I finished the order,” Drool said.
“Oh. Let me see.” 
Leaving me to myself, the girls huddled around Drool’s desk. 
I decided to put my new clothing on. Too bad I couldn’t have a bath first. Dragging my leather vest from my character sheet, it disappeared from my shoulders into my inventory. The short-sleeved vest and pants I dragged over the top of my dirt browns and they replaced what I was wearing before my eyes, reminding me this really wasn’t real, but a virtual world. 
My curiosity was piqued after I had stood there a few minutes. Inching up behind the girls to see what they worked on, Victoria spun around, her hand to my chest stopping me from getting closer.
“It’s rude for boys to spy on a girl at work. Stay back until we are finished or I will let Drool have her show.” 
Her eyes turned in as she grinned like an innocent cat demon.
 



Chapter 12 – Do You Hear That?
 
Meat juices gushed into the back of my throat. The Salisbury steak was a perfect medium. Homemade ranch dressing drenched my plate. Our waitress wasn’t shy about letting us help ourselves. Sunk deep into my seat I listened to the conversation of my older group members. Enough work had been done today to allow me to slurp up every bite. 
I sat between Oliver and Kline, who both had the same idea. We were mostly quiet, only Oliver was disciplined enough not to submerge in his chair. 
Peter and Victoria picked at their food between comments. Harrison and a few of his group members had joined us. 
With the lull of a lullaby, a lute and flute sung slow, contemplative tones. It matched the hushed conversations going on in the tavern that night. The earlier attack had sobered most. No one doubted the danger we were in now. We were in full-fledged survival mode.
Moments ago I had rebuked myself for not remembering my followers and why I was here. Checking my fan page had settled any concern I was doing something wrong. 52 million people were following me. Eating myself silly was the least I could do to celebrate. After taking some selfies with my new gear, I didn’t know if it was exhaustion or elation that returned me to a relaxed stupor. It felt as if I was floating about looking through someone else’s eyes. 
Wink nipped a bite of steak from my palm, her tail thunking against Kline’s chair. His pup stood on its hind legs begging for food. 
“So this mayor of Willingham is willing to sell you the merchant’s home for a fourth of the normal price? I’m assuming there’s a catch.” Harrison said, licking gravy from the whisker at the side of his mouth. 
“The real catch is it’s a terrible location. It’s near the wall and far from the gate. I talked him into letting us rent it instead.” Peter replied, his hands intertwined, tapping rhythmically at his bottom lip. “It should at least be safe. There were only 20 full-time guards in Willingham, who are little more than police, but there are at least a couple thousand players. The distance between us and the gate makes it very unlikely any attacks will get to us quickly.”
“It will do for now. We’ll help with rent if we can store goods there as well.” 
“That will help. By the end of the week, I hope to get the 30 gold to put a down payment on the building we found. It will be perfect for our plans.” 
“Great plan, missy,” Harrison said, still chomping his food and turning to Victoria. 
“Thank you, Harry,” she replied, using the name he insisted she call him. 
“You get the building, and I’ll make us a safe that would take twenty thousand goblins a week to break into.” 
“With that out of the way, the only thing to do is to get some food and go join the defense,” Victoria replied, sitting forward and smoothing her skirt. 
Still nervous? Ever since we returned from shopping the weight of whatever was bothering her had settled back on her shoulders.

“Not tonight. We can help man the gate during the day tomorrow. Besides—” Turning back to Harrison, Peter said, “If you are willing, I would like to put together a large group and go find out where these goblins are coming from.”
“I was going to suggest the same if you didn’t. Count us in.” 
Those who hadn’t really touched their food took this as their cue. The chewing of food and ringing of silverware was inching me toward sleep. 
Peter, Victoria, and Oliver left the table first, heading straight to the house we were renting. It was April’s old house, a cabin with two bedrooms, a living room and kitchen. The size was impressive for one person. 
“Just so you know, if you are waiting until I’m not suspecting to steal my food, I’m onto you,” Kline said, staring up at the ceiling, his hands resting on his slowly rising chest. 
”I’m too tired to steal food,” I replied, not wanting to get up to leave with the others. 
“You’re not going to get me that way. I see through your act.”
“You don’t even have any food on your plate left to steal.”
“You won’t fool me with your fancy arguments. Food thieves are the worst kind. Except for those gear thieves. They should be hunted down.”
“Gear thieves?” 
“Yeah. Touch a man’s threads and get turned into mustard! A guy has got to look good.” 
“Mustard?!” 
Looking from the ceiling, his eyes went wide meeting mine. “That is what I call a defensive maneuver. I distract with my incredible wit so that I can eat my food before it’s taken.” 
“What about Lulu. She took plenty of your food.” Lulu was his pup’s name. As best as I could tell he had picked the little wolf to have an eating partner.
“Girls don’t count.”
“That’s sexist.” 
A shriek skirted across the floor as Kline’s chair flew back. He stood over me, looking down his nose. 
Getting used to his offended act, I cringed sarcastically in fear until my nostrils flared.
“Yes, it is. Just remember, some girls might want you to treat them as equals, but they aren’t equal, they are better than you! My rule is to treat all women with manners, whether they like it or not!” Rolling his shoulder back, he stretched, reaching to the ceiling. He nodded with finality as if what he had just said was the most important thing that had ever been said.
Shaking my head, It’s time. I stood and stretched. 
 
***
 
Exiting the tavern and wading through the semi-busy inn lobby, we left to catch up with our group. Whether we caught them or not right away wasn’t my concern. We knew where the house was. 
A pleasant chill settled on my cheeks as we met the night air. The aroma of grilled meat lessened as we moved on. I almost wanted to go back for another bite that would never fit into my stomach. 
We turned from the row of taverns and inns to join the main road leading to the village gate. It was still busy with most traffic leading to the front of the city for tonight’s defense. We headed against traffic. With the front gates now under the player’s control, they would be closed most of the night but opened for players joining the fight. 
I was torn between joining the defense and staying with my group. The hunt for the goblin spawn point, whatever that might be, would hopefully be a worthy substitute for my fans tomorrow. 
Keeping to a major side road, we turned, heading north to the housing district of the village. There was no real partition between sections of the city. They were fairly blended, but most businesses were mid-city and east toward the gate. South held the hotels and taverns, though some of the biggest taverns were mid-town. West were city businesses, town hall, department of housing, and the village bank. I hadn’t ventured there yet.
The walk was a long one, but the night chill woke me enough to get me out of my own drowsy musing. I looked up at the night’s sky. We were at war with goblins, my back had been ground into powder, a girl with an overly sensitive sense of responsibility for things she couldn’t control kept getting into trouble, and even though I suspected I’d struggle to get some sleep, I took that moment to gaze up in awe. I was in a virtual world and it was hard to remain consciously aware of that. There was nothing in the world that gave it away except for a few unnatural gaming systems that mimicked augmented reality pretty well.
“We have to be there tonight!” Victoria’s voice carried. We were less than a block away but hadn’t rounded the last corner to our home for the night.
“You ran into danger today without anyone at your side,” Peter replied.
Kline and I halted. 
“Lucius was there!” 
A nudge from Kline’s elbow gained my attention. He winked.
“And you were depending upon a man who had his back broken twelve hours earlier.”
“I told you he was fine.” 
“Yes, but you hardly know him well enough to make that determination. Still, you bet your life upon his recovery. I promise you, at the least, he is currently second-guessing everything he does. It’s impossible to know how he will react. It could be months before he’s fully recovered, if he ever is.”
How encouraging.
“Still. If I am going to lead, I need to be there tonight to fight with my people.”
“No!” Peter said, raising his voice for the first time since I met him. “Victoria. You let your emotions determine your actions. Taking the initiative tomorrow to search for the goblin base will be enough. They will see it and respect you. From now on I don’t want you going anywhere unless Oliver and I are with you. Do you understand?” 
Hesitation.
“Fine.” 
The commotion ceased. A door opened and shut. 
Kline and I turned the corner. 
“He’s right, you know.”
“Yeah. I hope she doesn’t run off like that again.”
“No, I mean about you getting hurt. You did well.”
“Eh. Thanks.”
“I had a fight against this guy that wasn’t even really that good. It should have been an easy victory. Early in the fight, I threw a standard shin kick while still trying to figure out his rhythm. My shin caught his knee just right and snapped in two.”
My stomach rolled. “Let me guess, you hobbled after him, wrestled him to the ground and won the fight in seconds.” 
“Nah. The guy tried to kick me, so the ref ran up and pushed us back. I fell and wiggled around on the ground like a breakdancing chicken.”
I grinned and winced at the same time.
“With modern medicine, I was physically ready to go again in less than a week. After that happened though I didn’t show up at the gym for an entire month. When I did show up it was a year before I could kick someone again without freaking out. Once your body experiences something like that its sense of danger is heightened even if you find the courage to face it. To protect itself your body naturally goes into flight mode. The best thing to do to get past it is to get out there and fight. We need to find you a hobgoblin and kick its butt.”
My heart beat pounded a warning at nothing more than the thought.
Noticing my response he shook up and down like a giggling jackrabbit. A very buff giggling jackrabbit.
 



Chapter 13 – Overwhelmed
 
I lay awake, my mind at war with itself over whether to get up and do what Kline had recommended. By getting out there and fighting he probably didn’t mean tonight, but my reasons to do so were piling up. 
The chest of my friend rose steadily on a couch caddy-corner from my own. We slept in the living room which was well furnished with a coffee table and a dining set splitting the room in two. Not bad for two freeloaders. The padding of my makeshift bed was stuffed cotton, almost as good as the cots in the inn. Peter and Oliver took the master bedroom, and Victoria had the guest room all to herself. They were down the hall to the rear of the house. The hall split the living room and the kitchen, leading straight to the door. I could see the hall and into the kitchen due to moonlight flooding into windows in both rooms.
Despite the chaos, I was still a gamer. My goal here had not changed. With over 50 million followers the most difficult part of my job had been accomplished. I now had more than enough followers to go pro. All the work I had put in outside of this game, or experiment, had given me minuscule results in comparison. 
Now that I had the fans necessary my role was about to change. I was always trying to gain followers, but now that I had them it was time for full-throttle maintenance mode. They deserved my thanks. Besides uploading images, I couldn’t comment or share anything with them. The one thing I could do was fight.
The more I considered the events from the last two days the pattern was beyond just fighting the enemy. If I was honest my skills were severely lacking. The one thing all the events had in common was that I had thrown myself into absurdly dangerous situations and somehow pulled off a victory. I needed to find a way to continue that pattern in the safest way possible. 
I rose silently from the couch. Standing there, I equipped the long-sleeved undershirt and all my armor, which had been inventoried while I slept. It helped fight the chill, but I’d soon be facing a bigger enemy than the temperature. 
There was no need to worry about Wink. She woke with me. Making her invisible to the others also made her silent to the world. 
The door creaked as I opened it and shut it behind us. Everyone had been given security access to the house, so the lock wouldn’t be a problem. It would recognize my voice. 
Checking my local map, I saw three dots that remained still on the map behind me. One grew brighter than the rest because Peter and Oliver were in the same room. The rest of the houses nearby didn’t register anyone in them. It wasn’t because they were empty. I was only able to see my group because we were grouped together. Anyone else would have to be in my line of sight or heard by me to show up on the map.
I drew my sword and swung it, cutting the air. Visualizing a goblin, I had no qualms with parting it from its head. Easy enough with an imagined enemy. Remembering the hobgoblin didn’t go so well. The same spot where its club had left a crater in my back began to itch. Licking my lips wasn’t enough to satisfy my dry mouth.
Forcing myself to relive the hobgoblin’s death only proved to remind me it had taken our entire group to kill it after it was already down. 
Timur hadn’t had such difficulty. He was also naturally inclined to such fighting in both body and spirit. 
Sheathing my sword, I gritted my teeth. Blah. Enough. Let’s just do this. 
My legs didn’t move.
The dam that I had built up mentally to deal with my injury was rended in that moment from top to bottom. 
A quivering sob escaped my mouth, driven by tremors from my chest. My legs went weak. I had to step forward to keep myself from falling.
Peter and Kline had both warned me that it could take a long time to recover from a serious injury. How had I managed to act fine today if the very thought of a hobgoblin overthrew my nerves?
Simple. I hadn’t been thinking about my fear but helping. 
Victoria. Perhaps having Destiny appear as an attractive girl had its drawbacks. With Destiny gone was I drawn to Victoria for reasons other than her looks and kindness? Was she Destiny’s replacement because I missed my friend?
Still willing to move forward, my legs simply wouldn’t respond. There was so much I had to do.
What if I didn’t recover? Or it took months? My future had been won, but if I couldn’t continue it would be stripped from me as quickly as it came.
What scared me more? Getting hurt again or having my dream within my grasp and gradually watching it die?
Something Destiny had ingrained in me came to mind.
“Courage isn’t the lack of fear, but doing what must be done in spite of it.”
Without letting myself think on it any further, I slapped my cheek as hard as I dared. It was loud enough to reverberate off the buildings surrounding me. 
“What are you doing?” came a whisper from behind. 
The door to the house closed with the soft release of a spring handle. I looked at my local map. The guest room was empty. Victoria.
She was suited up, her grey-green cloak hanging over her armor, the hood hiding her face. 
“I…” I didn’t know what to say.
As she approached, I realized she was about to see fresh tears. 
“What are you doing out here?” I asked.
“The same as you. I don’t want to miss any of the action.” She removed her hood, her eyes gleaming. 
It was unfair, but I was tired. There was so much she wasn’t saying. Something was obviously bothering her and there was no way she had just ended up here as a charity case without a bigger goal in mind.
“Why are you really here? I overheard your conversation with Peter.”
“Shh. Keep your voice down.” She hugged her arms to her chest and looked off to the side.
Her silence I combated with a silence of my own.
“Fine. What I told you about getting accepted into Freedom is true. My parents pulled some strings. What I didn’t say is that I’m here to build up my resume.”
To say I was dumbfounded was an understatement. “You’re here for a resume?”
“You’re here for the same reason, aren’t you?”
That was actually a valid point.
“Do you remember the tutorial where the lady said that the gaming systems are based on real world military technology?”
“You want to join the military?”
“Not exactly. And it’s much more than they say. That’s easy enough without going to all this trouble. Besides, my parents wouldn’t let me just join without approving of my job and status. I want to be a combat general.”
Was it the most ridiculous thing I had ever heard? No, but probably the second or third. Combat generals were plugged into the highest levels of the military’s version of the Metaverse with the ability to watch a war from the eyes of any of their troops and every drone. They watched over the battlefield and ultimately directed their armies. They were the all-seeing voice in the head of every soldier. It was like the game of chess with a billion different pieces, each with their own capabilities. 
“Does that mean the falcon will give you those abilities?” I asked.
“That’s exactly what it means.” 
“How do you know?” 
“Being a political charity case has its advantages. As we upgrade out abilities they become more and more like real military tech.”
“Why a combat general?” 
“Will you laugh?”
“Only if it’s funny.” 
Her mouth twitched up at the corners. 
“I was raised knowing that one day my actions might affect millions of people. War is all around us. In this world and throughout the galaxy… If I’m to best lead, I need experience even in the worse situations. Here I can practice what I’ve learned. Also, with the entire world watching I can impress the right people and get the position I want; one my parents would approve of.” 
Admittedly, her goal dwarfed mine considerably. Her background certainly explained things though. My goal was to entertain millions of people. She wanted to protect them. 
“Who are you anyways?”
“Not someone you would have heard of. My sister is the real deal. I’m just trying to be of help to my family.” 
It was a subject to pursue another time.
“What now?” I asked.
“We go to find some trouble.” She stood uncomfortably close, looked up at me like a pleading kitten. Evil cat demon.
Peter was going to kill me if Oliver didn’t get to me first.
“Fine. But if fighting starts, follow my lead. I’m clumsy in this world, but I have a lot of experience on the battlefield.” 
“Deal.” 
We were both quiet as we navigated the village’s dirt roads. Her pace was furious. I had to walk at full stride to keep up with her. It was impossible to shake the feeling we were sneaking about. The hoods had a lot to do with that—as did the fact that we were.
The smell of fresh bread whetted my appetite when nothing else had. It grew as we neared the front gate. Even half a mile away the aroma drifted down the street enticing all to come.
As the gate came into view we could see that half a dozen merchants were still awake, lamps glowing orange from paper wrapping. The lamps stood high on wooden poles that had been speared into the ground. Their carts were with them, full of goods, but the shoppers were few. Two merchants had a monopoly on most of the customers.
The obvious draw was the bread vendor. A line of at least ten players was waiting anxiously, conversing in hushed tones.
A second line, twice as long, was for buying mugs, bottles, and jugs of refreshments. The appeal didn’t become clear until I saw a wooden sign that had Wine and Spirits carved into its face. 
Victoria’s hand found my wrist and pulled me into the back of the longer line. 
She wasn’t going to… Was she?
Thankfully she answered my concern before I could ask.
“Oliver has all the alcohol. If anyone gets injured we better get ready.”
“And I thought you were going to try and get me drunk.”
“Very funny. You’re not my type.”
“It’s nice to know you’re picky about who you booze up to use as a meat shield.”
“Oh. Sorry. I thought you meant…”
 “I have no idea what you are talking about.” 
She turned her head like a confused puppy. “You’re teasing me, aren’t you?”
“Oh wait. You were thinking…” 
She bowed her head so that I couldn’t see her face. “Not nice.”
“Couldn’t be helped.”
She grabbed my wrist. I straightened like a board.
Destiny had always included a fair supply of back and forth to make me comfortable in situations like these. Even her touch shouldn’t have been a problem if we were competitors. But Victoria wasn’t the competition. I considered her a friend, which left me scrambling uncomfortably.
Her other hand moved up my arm sending tingles down my back. I inhaled a deep breath. 
The tips of her fingers brushed over my bicep, reaching just below my shoulder. And then, she pinched me.
I pulled away in a gasp, grabbing at my arm.
“That’s what you deserve.”
“Probably.” I squinted in mock suspicion. 
“And here Peter thought you might be struggling to recover.” 
I forced a smile, but the comment turned my mind back to that very issue.
It didn’t fool her. “I’m sorry, Lucius. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
To circumnavigate her armor from behind, I grabbed at the armor around her armpits. Two jerks from my fingers sent her bounding a foot in the air
Spinning from my grip, her elbows were pulled in tight, her hands out like a wrestler.
My next attack had already sprung. I grabbed at the back of her knee, but she kicked out before I could find purchase.
“I can’t believe you!”
“You dare question a guy’s manhood?”
“Would you two stop it!” A middle-aged woman with short curly hair had turned and was glaring at us.
Three players between us and the woman politely stepped to the side without daring to look. 
“Sorry,” Victoria said.
“Sorry,” I echoed, removing my hood so she could see it was true.
“Oh.” The woman’s hand shot to her mouth. “You poor boy. I saw what happened last night.”
The other players, nonchalantly as possible, turned to look.
“Really I’m fine. Sorry that we were being rude.”
“No. I’m just on edge like everyone else after today’s attack. I thought you were just some kids not taking the situation seriously.” 
She was more right than she knew.
“We all deal with things differently. It’s good to see you aren’t losing heart,” she said.
“Thank you.”
With a nod, she turned back to the front of the line. It was almost her turn to buy.
Another sharp pain nipped at my bicep. 
“Promise me you will never do that again.”
“Why would I promise such a thing?”
She huffed, hiding under her green canopy. 
After a full minute of silence, I feared I really had crossed the line with her. When she grabbed my arm again, I feared another pinch, but I’d let her do what she must. A prick of pain came, but it seemed half-hearted this time.
“She’s right you know. I’m glad you are here.”
“So am I.”
 



Chapter 14 – Long Night
 
Reaching the closed gate, a husky guy held a paper lamp before us. He looked familiar.
“Let me see your faces,” he asked.
Once unhooded his eyes lit up.
“It’s you guys. Thought I might see you. Ready for the rules?”
“That won’t be necessary,” Victoria said. “We must wait until the top of each hour before the gate will be open, right?”
“You got it. We have a few minutes til one. Feel free to shop while you wait. I’ll call out when it’s time.” 
“Thank you…” Victoria trailed off.
“Gust.” 
“Thank you, Gust. Your group was a great help today during the attack.”
He turned red as an apple.
“Eh. It wasn’t much. I’ll let the sisters know you said as much.” He motioned up with his chin.
Both of the blonde twins looked out of either tower, a bow in hand.
“You won’t find many better at archery.”
Minutes later the gate opened. Most of the players that had been shopping joined us to leave the village. Twice as many passed us to enter. 
An unbelievable sight was waiting for us. Over a thousand players were camping far beyond the barricade. They hugged the wall 100 meters deep as far as the eye could see in the dark before they disappeared behind the curve of the wall. 
For such a crowd, the murmur was light. An aroma of alcohol drenched the senses making all other smells mute. It was rather depressing to know so many were trying to drink their fears away. That wasn’t the only intention people had. 
One howl answered another from separate sides of the camp. Some were desperate for action and were spending their excess energy with a party. 
“Drool is waiting for us.”
My chest deflated. 
We carefully made our way between the campfires with huddles of players, and others sprawled out randomly, sleeping wherever they found room. 
Drool met us, sitting on a crate, a clay jug in hand. Vector and Treetop had one as well and their own seats. She wasn’t kidding when she had said they were waiting for us. Two empty crates were waiting for us.
Why were there two? Had Victoria been expecting my company all along? 
“Here. Have a drink.” Treetop held out a full jug. 
Victoria’s hand touched mine. She was holding a jug herself. 
“Thank you. We brought our own,” she replied.
I grabbed it from her and took my seat. Catching a scent of the liquid as I took a small sip, it was apple cider. Smart girl. I noticed she kept her hood on, so I did the same. 
“Ah. You’re prepared! We doubt we will see any goblins tonight with all of these people. Might as well enjoy ourselves while we are here,” Treetop said.
The conversation quickly turned to the sacred gamers versus athletes debate. Usually, I would jump at a chance like this. To have a front row seat as three pro gamers talked shop. Now that I had more than enough followers, it was like listening to fellow employees complain about work.
Victoria, on the other hand, was very interested. Not in the debate, but how to get followers and to manage a channel. 
I did join in on the conversation but also took the chance to mess around with night vision. I didn’t want to make the mistake of being rude twice in one night. 
The question came up so I explained the pet system and as much as I knew about night vision. It was a lot like what common MR headsets were capable of, so the questions didn’t last long. 
By three AM, Drool and Vector were snuggling up together against the cart asleep. Treetop was draining his jug of the last drops. He had been quiet and laughing randomly at the jokes in his own head. 
We remained silent, not wanting the entertainment to stop. 
Treetop rocked to his left, but caught himself, becoming perfectly still. He must have feared any movement would send him falling from his seat.
With a sudden jerk, he looked behind him. His arms were outstretched to brace himself in the case of a fall. 
He sat that way for over a minute before he slowly turned around. His eyes went wide when facing us. The pupils of his eyes wandered, unable to focus on anything for more than a few seconds.
Leaning to one side then the other, he shimmied back onto his crate. Reaching the edge, he threw his arms back, forcing himself to tumble. He landed on the grass behind him, his two long legs sticking up in the air. 
Victoria squealed when he fell, covering her mouth to suppress the sound. 
I just shook my head, unable to believe what he had just done. 
“Thank you for the cider,” I said.
She shook, still holding her hand over her mouth. In a muffled whisper, she replied, “You’re very welcome.”
I got up and moved the crate that Treetop’s legs rested on. It looked funny, but he was too long for the edge to keep from cutting off his circulation. 
“Are you ready to leave?” I asked.
“I’m afraid we can’t for another hour.” 
“I’m going to have to give the person that came up with these rules a piece of my mind,” I teased.
She removed her hood so I could see her roll her eyes. “Another hour could be what it takes.”
I removed my hood too, the air combing through my matted hair. Reaching to the sky, my back popped in multiple places. “Go ahead and lay down if you like. I’ll keep watch.” 
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I'm used to late nights.” Gamers are creatures of the night. Looking to Treetop, Vector and Drool, I snorted. Or not.
“Okay. Wake me ten minutes before the gate opens.” 
“Sure.”
It was only an act of will for night vision to activate. With a thought, the world changed before me. I couldn’t see farther and things didn’t brighten. Instead, the contrast of blacks and grays deepened. There were more shades of black than I had ever realized. With the half-moon’s light, nothing was completely black. Movement I was especially sensitive to. Streaks of the blackest black trailed behind all motion. Only the darkest shadow could hide motion from me now. 
For twenty minutes I was thoroughly entertained, trying to spot creatures at the tree line. Small things, mostly birds of prey, switched branches every few minutes. There weren’t any squirrels out, but I did see a possum nearly 200 meters out climb a tree and swing from its tail until it hung still. 
Below the possum, I saw movement. A black streak moved from one tree trunk to another. More streaks moved close by, then another and many more. Not all of the streaks hid behind trees. Large heads with the flappy ears to match gathered closer and multiplied. The goblins had arrived. This time without torches. 
I nudged Victoria’s boot carefully with my own. She groggily sat up. A nod toward the forest was all it took. 
Before we could react, hundreds of small black streaks filled the air flying at the player camp. 
“Duck!” I said, while leaping, landing hunched over her, my back to the incoming projectiles. 
Thankfully nothing hit me, but one of the missiles clanged against the crate I had been sitting on before. It rattled the crate and sent it rolling. They were throwing stones? It had been about half the size of a fist. 
A chorus of random screams howled up and down the camp. 
Vector and Drool were getting up, making adjustments on their invisible player menus. With a few adjustments, they were armed. 
Treetop wasn’t. We let him be.
The downpour of rocks had woken the majority of the camp for us. Some players were happier than others. There was no doubt the stones could break bone. Possibly kill if they hit you just right in the head.
 “Can you see them?” I asked Victoria, pointing to the forest.
“No.”
“Not good.”
Another volley of stones flew our way. It was an impressive throw. There was no way a little goblin was throwing them, right? No. It was more likely they had slings. That was only slightly less frightening than if they had grown strong enough to throw this far. Slings took skill. Far more skill than even a bow to be accurate. If they were just lobbing them then we might not be in too bad of a position, but if they had marksmen…
One thing was clear. Our enemy wasn’t staying the same. How many different kinds of goblins were there? Things were getting dangerous. 
“Do you see the rocks coming?” I pointed to another volley.
“No,” Victoria replied, looking back and forth between me and the night’s sky wildly. 
“Get down.” With my bronze shield unleashed, I held it above us, a bronze umbrella to the stone hail. There was no need to shield the others. Drool and Vector ducked behind the cart. They grabbed Treetop and dragged him to a better position. He was still passed out. Since they had yet to reach level 10 they didn’t have any night vision either.
A single rock dinged off my shield and skipped back hitting someone behind us in the thigh. I heard the thud and yelled my apologies, but he didn’t even seem to feel the impact through his armor. 
What a relief.
After the initial volley, the cries from impact nearly ceased altogether. The stones still came. I was sure the rocks were doing some damage, but against shields and even old tarnished helmets, the attack was mostly blunted. What were they playing at? And why weren’t they carrying torches? 
A battle cry from players north of the barricade sounded as the first group of players charged. Nearly fifty of them sprinted toward the dark forest. 
There were three possibilities. They were softening us up for an all-out attack. That seemed unlikely since all their attacks had been with far fewer numbers. Not that their stupidity hadn’t been proven time and again, but this felt different. They showed signs of having an actual strategy. 
The second possibility was this was a hit and run to test our resolve, maybe kill or injure a few while they were here. It wasn’t the worst scenario, but still possible. 
Third was filled with stomach churning promise. There had been assassins at today’s attack. Now slings. The worst possible scenario for us was if they decided to bring the biggest army yet, throw some stones at us, then wait in ambush for us to come to them. 
“It could be a trap,” I said.
“I think you’re right,” Vector replied, still kneeling next to Drool. “This is the perfect time to draw us in.” 
He hadn’t been in many fights so far since entering Freedom, but I had seen him in his element. He was methodical, with twice the experience I had and at a much higher level of player versus player competition. If he was thinking the same thing…
I gulped, leading Victoria who was hunched under my shield to the turned over cart. We knelt down in a huddle so the four of us could converse.
“They must have found a commander,” Drool said. “This isn’t like them. Or their real soldiers have only just arrived.” 
She held tightly to Vector’s hand. In that moment she didn’t look like the famous, man-eating career killer. She was a very talented young competitor, who was completely out of her element. Finding someone to help you survive wasn’t foolish. Vector was in the same situation, but had also suffered a broken leg and was still out here. He could be counted on. 
“They are trying to draw us out?” Victoria asked.
“I’m afraid so. And it’s working,” I replied. 
Another group, then another growled as they ran into the jaws of the goblin-infested forest. 
My first thought was to run up and down the player line like a crazy man screaming that it was a trap. Even if it did work there wasn’t the time to reach everyone. Like missiles fired from the wings of a village-sized mothership, more player groups, large and small, shot toward the forest.
“What should we do?” Victoria asked. 
With my shield raised, I stood, taking a moment to examine the field. At least a third of the players had raced into the woods. Most had stayed, either still too tired or drunk to join them. Maybe some had reasoned the same as us. At least five hundred players had left the line. Perhaps it would be enough to overwhelm any ambush. 
I reported what I saw to my friends who couldn’t see in the dark. 
More importantly, I hoped the players racing toward the dark canopy had night vision. There was hardly a torch or lamp among them. Their lack of experience with their pets could likely be their downfall. Ours as well.
“We wait and get ready,” I replied.
“You think they will attack?” Victoria replied.
“I think some of the players will come running back with their tails between their legs. They may need some help to get here in one piece.” 
“It’s worth preparing for,” Vector said.
“Then I have an idea,” Victoria added.
“Yeah?”
“Harry. He’s here tonight with his men.”
Leaning close to her ear, I whispered. “What about him telling Peter?”
“That won’t happen. I remind him of his daughter,” she said, not bothering to whisper.
“That sounds like a good reason for him to want to keep you safe.”
“Lucius, trust me in this. You don’t have a daughter.”
It made no sense to me, but I didn’t push it. 
“We will gather some of the gamers,” Vector said. “It’s time for us to make a statement.”
Drool squeezed his hand. With shields drawn and a slow nod our way, they hurried south together. 
“What are they up to?” Victoria asked.
“They have something to prove.” 
“They forgot Treetop.”
I looked at her with a blank expression as I processed what she said, then howled at the absurdity of it all.
Victoria smacked my leather covered chest. “That’s not funny.” 
“No, you’re right. It’s hilarious!”
 



Chapter 15 – Finally Some Action
 
The position of Vector and Drool’s cart was near the front of the barricade. I couldn’t in good conscience leave Treetop there.
I didn’t blame the gamers for a second for leaving him. Every other game in existence gave nowhere near the torturous pain you experienced here as a death penalty. Their minds were elsewhere. After two days everyone had still not fully conformed to this new world’s rules. 
Grabbing him from under the arms, he was surprisingly light. I dragged him toward the gate, Victoria following with her shield up to protect us. 
When a rock almost crashed into her hip, I shifted into as close to a backward sprint as I could manage.
Close to the gate, a number of abandoned camps lay empty after the players had rushed off to man the defense. We left him lying behind a stack of piled up crates that made up his own personal barricade. 
I tucked Victoria under my arm. She held her shield about shoulder height. My shield I overlapped with hers high to guard our heads. She was the one I was worried about since she was still running around helmless.
We found Harrison surprisingly close to where we had been hanging out with Vector. He had over 20 men in his group manning the very tip of the barricade. They were all well-armed with leather-wrapped shields. 
Harrison stood in the middle of the pack, his burly arms crossed as he stared over his cart. An adorable owl the size of a pinecone sat on his shoulder snuggling up against his beard. You’d think his pet would make him look ridiculous but instead, he looked like a master with his student.
Breaking from our formation, Victoria ran to his side.
He turned to her at his name. Placing a hand on her shoulder, he dragged her down behind the safety of the cart.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
When his eyes found me, I went stiff. I managed a mechanical wave. He might forgive her, but that guaranteed me nothing.
“We are here to help,” Victoria replied. “We think this might be a trap.”
“Oh you do, do you?”
A better opportunity to divert the subject wouldn’t present itself.
“Yes,” I said, joining them behind their cover. “Worst case scenario they did this to lure us into the forest. I was hoping we could recruit you to help us form a party to relieve any players that find themselves retreating for their lives.” 
“You mean you want me and my men to leave the cozy protection of our carts here to help a bunch of overhyped baboons?” He looked as stoic as a granite wall.
Victoria rolled her eyes.
His charade crumbled like frozen butter crushed by a falling bowling ball. So this is what she was getting at. 
“Why didn’t you say so?! Red!” The soldier that had been standing next to him bent down. 
“I know you heard that. Go tell Wilson. This is just the kind of thing he’s looking for.”
“Outside the barricade, sir?” 
“You heard right. Go!” 
With his helmet on I couldn’t see the guy’s hair, but I suspected his hair resembled the name. He was tall and scrappy like Treetop, without the awkwardness as he ran. 
“Well. That will give us some backup. By the way, you have good instincts. You’re right about the goblins. There are five times more than I have ever seen gathered at once.” 
“You can see them clearly?” I asked.
“Oh yeah. Jocelyn here might be small but she makes it possible to see better at night than I do during the day.”
With a nod, Harrison jumped up and little Jocelyn flew up into the sky about thirty feet and started circling. The large man palmed the top of the cart and leaped up in a single movement to stand there. 
“Let’s go! Form up on the other side!” 
The lot of them followed him over the overturned carts. 
I leaped up, daring to put my back to the enemy for a moment to offer Victoria a hand.
She surprised me by grabbing my hand after taking a single step to hop up without grabbing the ledge for help. Without using her hands, she stepped off the other side, landing with a spring. I had to hurry to catch up. 
Another dozen players soon joined us at the flank. A scrappy-looking man with a crew cut led them. They weren’t well geared, but their spears and shields were decent.
We joined the rear of Harrison’s group as he talked to the group’s leader. 
I felt like my hands were tied with Victoria there. With Peter and Oliver, they had been the ones to do most of the worrying about her. Now the full responsibility was mine. 
Harrison waved us over to introduce us but grabbed my arm as soon as Victoria shook his hand. 
“Get her and run at the first sign that we may be in trouble.”
As if that wasn’t obvious enough, but the pressure mounted. 
With so many players fighting in the woods, most of the stone throwing had stopped. 
With Wink’s hearing activated, while keeping her invisible, the reality of the situation became clear. Why didn’t I thought of this before? Not only could I hear the dying cries of men, but with pinpoint accuracy, I knew where they were falling. If it only ended there. Screeching, thuds and snapping became vividly close. It was a sick guessing game of trying to imagine what new injury fit the ghastly sound. 
I wasn’t the only person that was listening in or perhaps watching. A lot of shuffling of boots was going on among the group.
Even from here, details were hard to make out with night vision due to the light vegetation. It looked like a torrent of black flames engulfed the heart of the forest from all the movement. 
Only a couple hundred players joined us closer to the forest, but they were in groups scattered about, not close enough to help us here. 
A single player, hundreds of meters north, was the first to come running back from the forest. There was no goblin after him. Halfway back, a projectile pitched from behind, black streaks tailing it, struck the man in the back. He collapsed, motionless. 
Only when he fell did players rush out to help him. More stones shot out one at a time at those that came to help. Another man fell, but two players grabbed him, dragging him back while players with shields blocked the next shot. 
Individuals started to sprinkle out of the forest, mostly to the north.
Another group joined us. Vector’s. He had fifteen of some of the most famous names in gaming with him. Scarecrow’s famous fro was hidden beneath a leather cap. Marabella, his sister and an expert rhythm gamer, was already small, but her large leather made her look thick in the trunk. Samison, Corkscrew, LadyHeadshot, HandshakeDeath… My heart seemed to beat twice as fast. I was looking at gaming royalty. Their followers combined would reach into the billions.
When I turned my internal fanboy off, I had to admit they were rather scrawny and under equipped. Their shields were the best items they owned. That didn’t deter them. True professionals all—dealing with nerves was one criterion for being the best. 
Marabella was doing what had been named a micro dance. Her feet shifted and hips inched back and forth to an internal beat. She was known for zoning out like this before a competition. Her brother was a player versus player specialist, but music ran in the family. He nodded to his own private tune. LadyHeadshot leaned forward closely studying the forest. A rival of hers, HandshakeDeath, stood beside her stroking the stubble of his chin. All were focused, save one. 
Treetop towered over them from the rear, downing bottled water. How was he even standing?

“I’ll be right back,” I said.
Victoria, finding Treetop, patted me on, her brow furrowed. 
Seeing me approach, Vector met me halfway. He offered his hand.
“Lucius.”
Suddenly the eyes of many men and women I had looked up to for years settled on me.
I took Vector’s hand. He held mine with a firm grip, stealing my attention from asking about Treetop. 
“Thank you,” he said. 
Unsure what he was thanking me for, I moved to open my mouth, but quickly closed it finding myself mute. 
“You’ve helped gamers save face since Freedom went live. The athletes have an obvious advantage here, but not for long.”
“That ends tonight,” Corkscrew replied, a strategy expert known by his hooked nose and constant squint. 
Treetop roared that he agreed. Everyone else seemed to agree with his assessment, though not as loudly. 
“Will you lead us?” Vector asked.
My mind began to swim, completely taken aback by the request. It was one of the greatest moments of my young life. They knew me. They were acknowledging me. 
I studied each face. There wasn’t an objection among them. Treetop’s eyes were now able to focus, so his smile was obviously for me. 
I remembered Victoria and a strange question came to mind. Would I be able to leave Destiny if she were here?
“Thank you, but you brought this group together. I have other responsibilities, for now.”
He glanced at Victoria. “I understand.” 
There was something else that had to be said and only I could say it. 
“I’ve been a fan of yours for years. I’m still a fan.” 
He placed his hand on my shoulder, studying me for a moment, then nodded. My meaning was clear. 
Looking each of the gamers in the eye, I let them know what I said was meant for all of them. 
Crying at the top of his lungs, Treetop marched out to the front of the group, jostled his belt and began relieving himself while taunting the goblins. 
“Is he going to be okay?” I asked, cringing. Moving to block Victoria’s view, I realized she wasn’t with me. When I spotted her, she was already turned away, trying to unsee the unseeable. 
“Oh yeah,” Drool replied, joining Vector’s side. “This is normal for him.”
“He’ll be able to fight?”
“I don’t know how he does it, but yeah.”
All I could do was shake my head. Weird dude.
Stepping forward, Drool surprised me by leaning up and kissing me on the cheek. The seriousness behind her eyes rebuked my body’s response to her touch. 
“You’re a good guy, Lucius. Take care of Victoria.” 
“I will,” I said, shocked at her genuineness. I knew then I had been unfair with my judgment of her. Everything I knew about her was based on her reputation. Even Vector was still with her, perhaps finding out she was more than he thought as well. 
I took my leave, afraid that if I didn’t leave now, I’d find it impossible to do so. I couldn’t say for sure if it was even wise to do so.
Rejoining Victoria, she asked, “Treetop?”
“They said this is normal for him.” I shrugged. “Be sure to stay at my rear. I’ll be your shield. You poke them from behind. Oh, and if I yell to run, turn and do it, no questions asked.”
“Got it.” 
“Time to save some newbs.” 
Victoria started shifting from foot to foot, her shoulder circling back. Did she know Marabella or something? Perhaps it was because she was a dancer too.
At that moment, over fifty players splurged out of the forest just south of us. Instead of snipers firing, the best-armored goblins I had ever seen, twice as many as the players, swarmed after them.
Before Harrison could give the word, all three groups ran toward them as one. 
Unwilling to stay at the rear, I took a slot that opened up to join the frontline. In seconds their titles became visible, as did their beacons that towered over their heads, but didn’t light up the goblin itself to make things easier to see, unfortunately. Well, unfortunate for those without nightvision at least. They were the first Goblin Soldiers we had faced.
No more militia, I guess. These creatures were something else, still shorter than the average human, but thicker chested. Many had bronze armor, both chain and scale, but their biggest advantage was their shields. What was rare among the other goblins was now common. 
Aware that I felt no sign of the hesitation-inducing fear, I charged forward happy to meet their advance. 
Victoria kept up just fine but gave me room for the coming collision. 
Lowering my shoulder behind my new bronze shield, I dipped low to meet an opposing shield. Our momentum came to a head; the ugly little toad weighed more than I thought, jarring my shoulder.
-4 Damage
Even though I won the contest of strength, my left arm became difficult to lift. 
A spear from behind slid up under the rear-ended goblin, gutting him where he lay.
My own spear missed its mark, another goblin nudging it away with its shield. Night vision’s bold motion streaks took a few moments to get used to, but in comparison to fighting in the limited moonlight, this was cake. It also looked amazing. From this close, the black streaks moved as one with the enemy. There wasn’t the delay that I saw from a distance. I had to jump back to avoid a blade to the side of my head.
My next thrust caught chainmail, severing a few rings, but causing little more than a scratch. The player to my right downed one that fell into my spear, pinning it to the ground. 
I raised my shield to block a new opponent, gritting my teeth as it impacted my sensitive shoulder. I concluded it was officially jammed.
We had surprised them enough by intercepting them. They started to retreat. The men retreating from the forest had turned and joined us, helping to push them back.
More groups were running toward us from the main defensive line. If the goblins had stayed they would have soon been outnumbered. 
Feeling Victoria pat my shoulder, I looted the two goblins she had killed for her. I didn’t have the same luck. These were much harder to kill because they had the right equipment for the job.
The fifty or so players that had joined us from the forest were not in good shape. They didn’t join the main camp, deciding to stay even when the goblins fled. Vector and the gamers made the point to spread out before them to form a protective wall. With the majority of the wounded being athletes, I knew there was more to the action than just compassion. 
Another tap on my shoulder brought me face to face with Victoria. 
“I’m going to help.” She waved toward the wounded.
The more I was around her the more I could see that she did have the heart of a nurse or healer of some kind.
I followed her to the back of the pack. The most badly injured had already been gathered together. 
Fishing a wad of clean rags from her inventory, Victoria went to work bandaging any wound that looked like it was still bleeding. I wasn’t able to confirm if they were suffering bleeding damage because I could still not see any other players’ health bars. 
Handed a jug, I offered swigs of what I guessed was the same substance that had burned my throat last night. Just smelling it cleared my sinuses. 
The state of these wounds sent chills up my neck. One man’s arm was almost severed at the wrist. Another somehow managed to retreat with a knife still sticking in his side. Three players had head wounds, two of whom didn’t even know where they were. 
“What’s your name?” Victoria asked a man with a vicious cut from cheek to chin. She thought twice when seeing his injury. “Never mind. Can you escort these players to the gate and give them as much to drink as they will take?”
I handed her back the now half-full jug. 
The confused men were taken by the arm and led away by other wounded men that were better off. 
“Thank you,” said one of the men. “The goblins that chased us were only a fraction of them. Half our group fell in seconds. So many rocks…”
We departed and shared the news with Harrison.
“Figures. Hopefully, we can kill some more tonight. Their armor would go a long way to blunting their bullets. Wilson!” Harrison paused and asked, “What’s the other leader’s name?”
“Vector.” I grinned. 
Vector joined us with Drool at his side. Her being there was more than just for looks. Besides her reputation, she was well known for using interesting strategies, not all having to do with seduction. 
“Alright. I think we need to move south. Most of the players in the north have either died or returned, but almost no one down there has come back.” 
Everyone turned to spy out the southern tree line. No one had their pets visible, besides Harrison.
“Cornelius is down there with his group. If anyone has it covered, he does,” Wilson replied. 
No one asked who Cornelius was. No other Combat Arts legends had agreed to enter Freedom, except for him. 
Vector sighed. We both knew that was a goal neither of us could reach. Some athletes were just untouchable.
My ribcage rattled from a bellow of something huge coming our way. 
As one we turned to see a hobgoblin lowered in a sprint firing out of the woods. 
My stomach wrenched tight and I was suddenly covered in a clammy sweat. A twitch in the middle of my back caused me to act. Before I realized what I was doing, I grabbed Victoria’s hand and ran.
Well, at least I hadn’t frozen.
Reaching the barricade I leaped up with enough awareness to turn and grab Victoria’s hand. Players made way as we landed among them. There were no complaints as we took a place overlooking a cart. 
The fight was still uncomfortably close. Nearly half of the players, mostly those from the retreating party, had also run.
Fifty spears were all raised in the direction of the giant. He wielded a tree-club like the other hobgoblins but had no mace.
At first, there was just a mob of players, but they soon merged into three loose groups. They were actually holding him back. The massive piece of lumber made it difficult for the players to go on the offensive. 
Harrison’s group backpedaled when a swing came their way. 
The gamers, now facing the beast’s rear, took their chance. Rushing forward a dozen spears pierced it low in the back.
It turned to respond, but Treetop had strapped himself to the hobgoblin’s right leg. Hugging the monster’s same leg at the knee, Scarecrow’s shoulder clamped under the monster’s glute. Multiple spears remained firm against the massive back near either kidney. Both LadyHeadshot and HandshakeDeath intercepted its shoulder with their spears when it tried to turn, keeping it steady. Their fans must have been freaking out. They were known for being rivals. 
In a sudden leap, Vector sunk two daggers high on the giant’s back, hanging there. 
Like a raging bull pinned down, the hobgoblin twisted in rage, unable to spin fully, but sending Vector for a ride. The creature’s club toppled a player trying to brace the trapped leg from the side. 
The leg Treetop had latched himself to rose a few feet off the ground. With a swat of its massive hand, Treetop was brushed aside, but held on with everything he had. Sinking low on the monster’s leg, when the bouldering foot returned to the ground, Treetop’s lower body was caught underneath it. 
Victoria’s hand shot to her mouth.
Nausea stirred in my gut. 
With unflinching resolve, Treetop didn’t let go. 
The other gamers didn’t try anything desperate but continued to hold the hobgoblin in place. Doing anything else would possibly get them all killed. They were professionals. 
A moment of calm came as the hulk summoned its strength. Pulling out a blade, Vector heaved himself up on the hobgoblin’s back and buried his blade. In a flurry, he pulled out his other knife then slipped it in the beast's neck over and over again. 
The grunted cry proceeded the tree-club whipping Vector from its back. 
He made it to his feet after a roll. 
The hobgoblin was now off balance, its club flailing wildly above. It fell forward, dropping its club while grabbing at its neck.
Treetop finally let go, shrieking as the pressure from the creature's weight left him.
The giant legs kicked out and spun with the beast as it turned to its back.
As the gamers moved back to keep from getting kicked, Wilson and Harrison’s groups collapsed in on it. Spears bathed it with piercings where it lay. 
“Are you okay?” Victoria asked.
I… What could I say? No? “Harrison made me promise to get you out at the first sign of danger we couldn’t handle.”
“I know. Thank you, Lucius. Let’s go help.” 
I hesitated before I helped her onto the cart. We ran toward Treetop, who was pushing at the ground with his arms. He wasn’t moving his legs. 
Before we reached him, he cried, “Kill me! I’ll respawn! Kill me or I will get up from here and beat you!”
I pulled Victoria to a stop. 
When she looked at me to protest, a single shake of my head was all it took for her to understand why. 
It was HandshakeDeath that stepped toward him without a word, grabbed him by the collar while taking a knee and turned Treetop’s head to the side revealing the back of his neck. Treetop was shaking but didn’t stop him. With a single thrust from the base of the neck up into the brain, it was over quickly. HandshakeDeath set his comrade down gently. Some skills from other games do transfer to this one.
The gamer assassin stood, his eye never leaving the fallen Treetop. LadyHeadshot joined him, not saying a word. It was two minutes before his body disappeared. 
“Should we have killed you?” Victoria asked. Her hand touched my forearm but then drew back. Her eyes were off somewhere else. 
“I don’t know.” Sure, part of me thought Treetop had just cheated but was it right to just take someone’s life even if they would respawn? “I don’t know if there is a right answer to that question.”
 



Chapter 16 – The Hunt
 
That morning, my chance to talk to Peter never came. The hurried opening of the front door brought with it an announcement. “We leave in ten!”
Kline stopped at the entrance of the living room, arms crossed with his bearded smirk. Lulu, his white-backed pup, ran over and begged Wink to share her bowl. 
“So you were pretending to sleep in so that you could steal my breakfast when I wasn’t paying attention, eh? You were too slow, villain! I saw through your deceivery and ate like a caffeinated squirrel!” He bared his teeth and chattered, looking more like a beaver with a cheek-fro. 
“I’d pay to see that.” I snorted. “I had trouble sleeping, but even with what, four hours of sleep I feel perfectly rested. I’m not even sore. Isn’t that odd?” 
He relaxed his stance, pulling his hands together behind him. “Not really. The government is likely loading us up with a special cocktail. If you forgot, you are actually dangling inside a big black ice cube with mechanical tentacles ready to tickle you at any time they request. Steroids, hormones, protein… they’re giving us all the good stuff.”
“Seriously?”
“They’d be stupid not to. It’s not like it’s dangerous. Gamers might not use them, but such therapies have been allowed in athletics for centuries. You don’t get monthly tonic injections?” 
“No. I get a yearly one.” 
“Well. It’s better than nothing, but now that you are pushing yourself, a higher end tonic is a must. Unless they are using us as guinea pigs for something new, it’s a good thing.”
“You think they would do something like that? Something new?”
“Not likely. At least not something untested. There are billions of people watching and some of these guys and gals are the most popular people in the world. Helping us with muscle recovery and strength development would be their goal. The more often we can fight the better their ratings.” 
“Is that why our stats are going up?”
“That and all the hard physical work we’re doing. The best tonics in the world won’t help much if you aren’t pushing yourself.”
“Gotcha. What are your stats anyways?” 
“Eh.” He pulled up his menu and scratched his head. “Oh yeah. Here.” 
Character Status
Player Name: Kline
Level: 13
Health Points: 591
Endurance Points: 870
Combat Level: Unknown?
Strength: 78
Dexterity: 55 
Endurance: 87
 
“You are a monster,” I said, coughing. 
“Yes. A yummy one.” His jaw dropped, in mock surprise.
Sigh.
 
Character Status
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 13
Health Points: 243
Endurance Points: 370
Combat Level: Unknown?
Strength: 29
Dexterity: 43
Endurance: 37
Dexterity +1, Endurance +1
 
My stats had increased again but compared to Kline… The only thing I seemed to have an advantage in was speed even though his Dexterity was higher. Remembering the tutorial, it was probably because I was taller and weighed less. All that muscle made him a little husky. I needed to work harder. Besides the lack of soreness, I still didn’t feel any different. Maybe I had more energy?
Another thing that had been bothering me came to the forefront of my mind. “Do these cocktails affect other things besides sleep and recovery?” 
“You mean like manly urges?” 
His chest huffed with his laugh when he caught my eyes dart to the ground.
“Yes. It can become difficult to think clearly around the ladies. Kline’s law still stands. You should still mind your manners, whether they like it or not. If they like it, then… run, because ladies are dangerous.” 
“Really?”
He chuckled and changed the subject. “So you ready to go hunting for a goblin penthouse or two?” 
With a command and a few flicks of my wrist, I was fully geared. Bashing my spear against my shield set if off like a gong. 
“Penthouses, really?”
“What, do you think they live in holes in the ground?”
“No, in trees like caffeinated squirrels.”
“Oh, look at that. Does your shield have more dents in it than before?” 
I froze in place. I had been so worried about Peter finding out about my little outing last night that I hadn’t even considered Kline. He had been sleeping across from me. If he had opened his eyes for but a moment he would have seen that I was gone. Lucius, you’re an idiot.
 
***
 
There was no visual cue from Peter that he knew anything, even when Victoria joined us a few minutes later in the hall fully garbed.
When asked about breakfast she replied, “I’ve already eaten.”
Did she wake up before me?
With my spear and shield inventoried to save my arms, among other things, I followed at the rear of our growing procession, Kline by my side. Speaking of caffeinated squirrels, even without a caffeine-rich beverage my chest was nearly vibrating as it labored to contain my enthusiasm. No more defensive measures. It was time to bring the fight to the snot colored horde. 
Harrison teased Victoria up front with comments such as, “You should have been there last night,” and “You don’t know what you missed!” He knew perfectly well we were there. 
Our group grew once we hit the main road leading to the front gate. Wilson’s dozen men were waiting there for us. Wilson joined Peter, Harrison, and Victoria up front. His men filed in behind us. The rest of Harrison’s men met us just outside the front gate, north of the barricade. 
Close to a thousand men still manned the gate. The defense had taken on a life of its own. Makeshift practice arenas had been created with crates and logs set up in a circle in three different locations: north, south and in the middle of the barricade. Men were sparring with weapons and bare fists. It was there I saw Vector and the gamers at the front of the crowd of the most popular sparring ring in the barricade.
“They’re going to hang out with Cornelius today,” Kline said as Treetop squared off against another scrappy guy barehanded. 
We stopped out front of the defensive line, too far from the group to see well. Only the heads of the competitors made their appearance as they circled. My best guess was Treetop was throwing some awkward jabs, trying to fend the shorter guy off as he backpedaled. He was a mystery to me. A blundering drunk one minute, a fearless warrior the next, and now after he had literally been crushed he was out here sparring. 
“Cornelius is running his own training camp then?” I asked.
“Looks like it. After last night, men are chomping at the bit to join him. The rest are just trying to get some free training.”
“So he made out well last night?”
“I heard his group, if you can call over one hundred men a group, were the only ones to hold their own in last night’s raid. The majority of the goblin deaths came from his men and yet there were thousands of players in the fight,” Kline said, gracious enough not to mention that I had been there. Peter and Oliver were too close and could overhear.
“I’m surprised we haven’t talked to him about joining forces.”
“Oh, they are already in talks. Peter sat down with him this morning over some coffee.”
“I guess I should have assumed as much.” 
“Yeah, you should have.” He chuckled. 
While the group leaders chatted about strategy, I opened up my menu and brought up my fan page. I felt I had been neglecting my followers. My pulse surged like a jackrabbit had suddenly started tap dancing from inside my chest. 62,711,029 followers! Ten million more… But why?!
I scanned through the comments that the security and cheating AI didn’t blur or block and found a debate going on. Some people wanted me to abandon my group and join Vector. More surprising still, the majority wanted me to stay with Victoria’s group, or more specifically sneak out with her again. 
The reasoning was mixed. Suffice it to say, we were an interesting pair that was sure to get into trouble. On the other hand, people wanted us to hook up. I facepalmed. 
There wasn’t a single mention of me running away from the hobgoblin like a coward. That was a relief. 
I had gained over ten million followers, not because of my gaming skill, but because people were interested in seeing what Victoria and I would do together. The last thing I wanted was to turn into a Virtual Reality drama-king. Oh, I have to watch Lucius today! Have you seen his abs? If that girl doesn’t get her act together… 
I shook my head to clear away the thought.
 
***
 
There were 41 players all together. Our group was the smallest with 5 players. Without ceremony or announcement we departed. Announcing our goal and failing would not help build our fame, which was important for a pro gamer obviously, but also for starting a guild. If we found what we were looking for it would give us even more credibility. 
I was near the front of the pack behind the group leaders. Everyone loosely fell in behind whoever their leaders were.
Our march into the forest started out as a strangely quiet one. There were no goblins to be found. Other player groups had left Willingham to hunt as well, but most headed north or south. Now I knew why. Even though the goblins had come from this direction, they seemed to have abandoned the forest altogether. 
Even with an empty sun-blanketed forest, our pace was little more than a walk. Peter led Victoria by the hand as she scanned far ahead of us with her Pet-enhanced sight. How far she could actually see I hadn’t asked. The forest was fairly sparse with little underbrush, but there was still plenty of room for face planting. 
At first, I had activated enhanced hearing but talk about creepy. I was able to hear every crunch of leaf and snap of twig from our party and every creature in close proximity. Instead, I just kept an eye on Wink, who was stalking beside Lulu. They seemed more suspicious of the humans in our party than anything from the forest. 
Over two-thirds of the players had their pets visible. The other third of the players weren’t level ten yet. There were mostly wolf pups and lion cubs, but I counted seven owls and falcons. Falcons were by far the rarest Pets with only one other player besides Victoria having one. Ironically enough we were all following their lead. The other falcon player walked out front as well. 
 
***
 
Two hours later we were still heading east. There had yet to be a single mob attack. The pressure was building. The only talking came from those up front as they discussed our heading. Everyone else scanned the forest from side to side, not willing to believe the goblins were gone for good. 
There was one person that didn’t seem tense at all and that was Kline, emphasized by a craning yawn. 
A hand went up. Peter was listening closely to Victoria who it seemed had finally seen something.
“Someone is coming.” Peter turned, whispering to Kline and me.
I relayed Peter’s message to the people behind me. 
We were joined by a sudden scream. “Help!” 
A spear shot up in the air, Oliver holding it high as a signal. It snapped forward, directing us forward. We ran.
I deactivated Wink’s visibility and equipped my spear and shield. In a handful of seconds, we mobbed around a man who was sucking in air, leaning over with hands on his knees.
There was no effort to stay in any formation or order. The fastest players arrived first, which I was among. The stragglers had a chance to catch up before the newcomer caught his breath.
“Hobgoblin. Attacked my party.” He pointed to a clearing that was a stone’s throw away.
The same spot in the middle of my back twitched. It was time. 
I was swept away with the crowd. There was no delay. We jogged toward danger until Oliver halted us. He lowered himself and crept forward. We followed his example, a platoon of medieval ants. 
Tearing sounded from a bush to the right flank. A solo goblin warrior rushed out. Two spears stopped its approach by gifting it with a couple of new holes to take with it in its death.
Another goblin warrior attacked us from the rear. We hadn’t even entered the clearing yet. Where had it been hiding? Six players brick walled the goblin with a bombardment of blows. 
Soon there were groups of two and three rushing us from seemingly random directions. The waves crashed in quicker and quicker. These weren’t the small goblins we had run into the first day, but the larger warrior class from last night. On the bright side, their armor was of low quality.
The only direction the goblins didn’t seem to appear from was the front.
Looking to Victoria, I saw sweat drip down the side of her face as she focused on the forest ahead. 
My heart drummed at a frightening pace as if trying to draw out the hobgoblin with its beat. I swallowed, trying to wet my chalky throat. 
Two goblins came at us from the front. Victoria was stationed to the right and set to intercept one. Peter took the other on the left.
Hearing an incoming scurry of footsteps, I stepped forward to Victoria’s side and faced two more attackers. I felt Kline step up beside me. 
Instead of waiting for it to arrive, I lunged forward, extending my spear low, gutting my enemy. I had caught the goblin off guard so that it hadn’t the time to parry with its hatchet. Its leather armor was no help fending off my attack with its momentum helping me.
The second goblin was axe-jabbed in the face by Kline.
At its death, the goblins’ assault ceased.
With everyone on edge, we quickly got our loot and moved forward. 
As we made it around an abnormally dense section of underbrush, what I saw caused my heart to drop into my stomach. A blue giant was facing the opposite direction shaking a tree back and forth as if to tear it from the ground. Everyone ducked behind the undergrowth.
I tightened my grip and clenched the muscles in my shoulders, chest, and back. Releasing the tension, I exhaled, feeling my nerves loosen, but only slightly.
Flexing my jaw, my nostrils flared. I filtered through the normal things that motivated me, but becoming a pro and proving my father wrong just didn’t seem to matter as much anymore. 
With five different groups it was a miracle, but somehow we came upon the beast without being spotted. The racket the monster was making with the stubborn tree was likely the culprit.
The text above its name indicated it was a hobgoblin, but it wasn’t named. If it followed normal gaming logic then this one should be weaker. 
Harrison quickly but quietly regrouped with Peter and Oliver. Wilson followed soon after. 
“If you would let me, I want to try something,” Harrison suggested.
“What kind of something?” Peter asked.
With a thoughtful tug on his beard, he replied. “Secret weapon.”
Stone faced, Peter glanced at each of us. Turning to Victoria last, she shrugged. 
With no objections, he was all teeth.
“What do you need from us?” 
“Hopefully nothing. If it doesn’t work, be ready. I think it will be pretty obvious if we fail.”
We all sat tight as Harrison and one young beardless member of his group snuck around the edge of the clearing trying to get as far to the flank as possible. The difficulty was the hobgoblin was facing the direction they were heading. Thankfully it was preoccupied.
When the hobgoblin had finally yanked the tree from the ground with much of its roots still attached, it stopped as if realizing it wasn’t alone for the first time.
Kline looked at me with a raised eyebrow. I knew what he was thinking.
Nine players rushed out of the clearing at the monster from the rear. They were a pack of teal cloaks all wielding bronze spears with two hands.
The hobgoblin snapped the tree in two and tossed the flimsy part aside making itself a makeshift club that seemed fairly small compared to the ones I had seen before. It was little more than twice the length of a baseball bat. The beast didn’t wait but turned and headed towards them with loud nasally protest.
They clashed in the middle of the clearing. The spearman didn’t hesitate, but ramming their nine spears into its torso, leg, and shoulder before it could swing its club. The effect was clear, but it also caused the 9-foot monster to become further enraged.
Victoria grabbed my shoulder, hard. Looking over, her eyes were wide, fixated on the fight before us. 
The men retreated when the arcing swing of the club swished overhead. They jumped forward, launching another attack. 
Then the hobgoblin got tired of being poked, and rushed forward, knocking the spears out of the way with his hand. Bashing down to the ground, it tried to crush or trample any player that got in its way.
Nails bit into my shoulder near the armhole of my leather armor and tunic below it. The pain was easily ignored. Victoria’s hand was shaking. 
Seeing her, my jaw clenched and breathing became heavy. Tightening my grip, I was able to forget myself.
Thankfully there were no direct hits, but two players were knocked aside as it rushed by. One received a grazing blow from a root still attached to the tree-club. The two that had been knocked over helped up the wounded man and hurried to the underbrush off to the side and out of the way.
The rest of Harrison’s group placed themselves between us and the hobgoblin. The move was ridiculous considering it didn’t even know we were here. Why were they protecting us? But then, I saw their aim.
Harrison had been circling around to the rear and was now rushing across the clearing to attack the hobgoblin from behind. He carried a large bundle of rope; a young man carried an extra bundle close behind. They were unarmed.
The remaining men were having a hard time fending off the hobgoblin’s blows and were being backed up into the thicket. 
Loosing the rope, Harrison dragged it behind, then while twisting at the waist he threw it like a giant two-handed frisbee. As it flew, the rope spun and loosened further, displaying a large net. The hobgoblin soon found it over its head, encircling its upper torso and drooping down to the knee. It wasn’t large enough! 
I was wrong. The beast started to struggle to get it off.
Harrison quickly armed himself and didn’t let the opening go to waste. Two of the members that had taken their injured comrade to safety then returned, adding more spears to the conflict. In the few seconds it couldn’t defend itself it was brought to its knees. Once the first spear pierced it at the neck, it was over. A number of spear points followed suit. 
Victoria let go of my shoulder and ran out with the others to congratulate them.
I allowed myself to calm down before I joined them.
Then a cry for help came from the forest where the injured man had been moved to. 
Like flint to a stone, I found myself running. He was on his feet trying to fend off two goblin warriors with one good arm while wielding a spear. I was among the first to reach him. We split them, taking a goblin each.
Without slowing, I lowered my shoulder with all my weight behind my new bronze shield. I pummeled straight through it, my chest swelling. With a loud clang, the goblin was driven backward and half knocked unconscious. My spear wouldn’t pierce its chain shirt. I didn’t think. Something in me thirsted for violence. I threw my weight behind the cutting edge of my shield, leveling it in the face. It crumpled with a twitch. 
Our job wasn’t finished.
Looking up I found Wilson staring deeper into the forest with a sober excitement. At least twenty goblin warriors were spread out wading through the trees coming right at us.
He looked over at me. I gave him a wolfish grin.
Everyone joined us soon after. There was a silent hesitation as the players and goblins stood, waiting for the other party to make the first move. 
It was Wilson who broke the tension.
Running forward, his group followed with their spears at the ready. With the terrain forcing mostly one on one skirmishes, it was unclear who had the advantage. Even with the warriors’ superior strength and equipment compared to the normal goblins, it wasn’t enough. 
With only a few bodies left, the goblin warriors turned and ran. I missed the normal goblins that were stupid enough to just keep fighting until they died.
We took chase.
I bound up all my frustration and burned it as fuel. If I couldn’t face a hobgoblin, then I’d make the regular goblins regret they had been born lowly grunts.
 
Wilson once again was at my heels as we both quickly outpaced everyone else. We took two different paths through the underbrush, but regardless of a few obstacles we had to jump over or avoid, it was unclear who would catch them first.
He glanced over at me, this time with a grin of his own. The challenge was on. 
Then an open field came into view through the trees. Once in the open, I would have much more freedom to open up my stride.
It was amazing how good it felt flying through the trees. For the moment, my fears had disappeared entirely and the fog of anger dissolved. In that moment, I was back on the hunt in Gravel, or one of the many games I played before. 
With less than a hundred yards to the clearing, it was obvious Wilson wasn’t giving in.
He looked at me and gave me a snicker before upping the pace. For a moment he was a few meters ahead. 
VR games were little more than simulations that tricked your mind into thinking you were running. The physical act, the pump of adrenaline, and the challenge of strained muscles were something else entirely. My training from before Codename: Freedom kicked in.
When I decided he had been pulling away long enough, I began. Pumping my arms harder and stretching my stride out, I caught Wilson in less than a second. Though I sensed he tried to push himself further, in moments I was pulling away.
Crossing out of the forest into the field in victory, I nearly fell over my own feet as I skidded to a stop.
The goblins hadn’t just been heading for an open field. I didn’t know what I had expected we would find when we found the goblins’ spawn point, but this wasn’t it. A city, twice the size of Willingham, if not larger, stared me in the face. 
Wilson looked at me wide eyed and we both struggled to catch our breath. We had found what we were looking for.
I caught myself as the wolfish grin started to stretch across my face and stopped it. What was going on with me? Was I becoming Chewme, a bloodthirsty brute with a perpetual smirk?
An open gate about a half mile away soon welcomed the three goblins we had been chasing. Just through the gate, I saw goblins and hobgoblins about their business. Bright reds were worn. There were about a dozen goblins heading into the city on a gravel road that stretched along the wall of one side leading into the entrance.
The goblin city had a similar wooden wall around the city as our player city did. One difference was a row of wooden pikes stretched out to meet any intruders, lining the entirety of the base of the wall. The tops of the wooden wall were also sharpened making a very convincing argument not to climb over the fencing.
The majority of the players had caught up to us. 
Peter quickly made his way to the front and started waving his hands for us to move back into the tree line.
A thunderous horn called out from the city, causing a stir among the goblins still outside. They left their carts and fled to the city gate.
Two fully armored hobgoblin guards exited the city. They were armed with genuine breastplates and vicious horned helms. They took their place to either side of the gate as the traveling goblins rushed in. Instead of standing there on guard, they started bashing their huge clubs against their overly large wooden shields. The clamor was heard clearly with nasally taunts. They dared us to come.
No one had to say anything. It was time to go. I trembled, but it was not from fear. The fog of my anger started to rise. 
I spat and turned, the last of our party to return to the tree line. Kline met me there and gripped my shoulder. He looked me in the eye for a long moment then nodded. 
We all silently formed up in our groups and fled. If there was any chance that the goblins weren’t going to attack tonight, then we had just forced their hand. We now knew where they were, and that there were many more of them than we ever imagined.
As we hurried away, a thunderous gong sounded. Over and over again it proclaimed doom. When we were a mile away, I could still hear it even though I hadn’t toggled on my enhanced hearing ability.
 



Chapter 17 – Preparation
 
The only stop we made on the trip back was so that the man whose group had been attacked could loot their loot piles. There was no way they could safely come back here now. 
After a mile or so, we slowed to a fast march. With armor on there was no way most of us could keep the pace and navigating the forest floor increased the difficulty. With an inventoried spear and shield, I kept close to Victoria’s side.
I checked a popup I hadn’t realized was there. 
Level 14
You have reached Level 14!
Ability Points +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 34 meters!
 
It wasn’t anything special, but my range was getting fairly useful, and I was closing in on level 15 already.
Tapping Kline on the shoulder, I showed him as I spent my ability point.
 
Group Leadership!
Can now set loot distribution for a group!
One group member must be selected as the leader.
 
***
 
When we broke the tree line on our return to Willingham, a number of groups surged forward, thinking we were being pursued. They had been ready to back us up. 
We slowed, allowing them to see things weren’t that serious. Meeting them in the middle of the field, over a hundred players herded around us, expecting some kind of explanation. 
Peter held up a hand to quiet the inquisitive players. 
Placing two fingers into his mouth, Oliver whistled like a siren, finishing the job.
That did it. The crowd gathered in closer. Stepping back, Peter allowed Victoria to step up and address everyone. 
“We have found the goblin city!” 
Before she could continue, a number of voices shouted their approval. 
“Spread the word! Tell all the group leaders to meet at the head of the barricade! Hurry!” 
There were plenty of nods and pats on the back as the word spread among them. They set out as heralds of the news, splitting up along the player line. 
 
***
 
I found myself wielding my shield to hold back not an army of goblins, but the crowd of players. Victoria stood upon an overturned cart at the very peak of the barricade. It was too much to hope for that only group leads would come. Though there were some large groups, even the beginning stages of guilds forming, not everyone was a group player. Hundreds of people on either side of the row of carts packed in to hear the news. 
Too bad there wasn’t some kind of shout ability that allowed us all to speak via a chat channel. On the other hand, much of the thrill of the announcement would have been lost without a real gathering of people. The murmur of excited voices filled me with a heart pounding electricity. The only drawback was that so many people were trying to get into hearing distance that there was a real danger they would tip over the cart Victoria stood on. Hence my shield. 
It wasn’t only our group, but Harrison’s group as well, that helped to make a wall on either side of the cart. 
Perhaps there would be guild announcements after the Survive Week One event was finished. That would be more efficient at least. 
The only other people at Victoria’s side, standing over everyone, were Peter and Harrison. Harrison had been busy and had become one of the better-known leaders, lending more credibility to our announcement. Not that we would need it after this.
Deciding there were enough players present, Peter and Harrison began hushing the crowd. In less than a minute the hum had reached a minimum. 
Victoria called out with surprising clarity. It was clear she had probably done this before. “As you have probably heard, we were able to successfully track down where the goblins are coming from!”
As if she was a conductor of a massive orchestra, the mob roared. 
She waited. A few moments later they gave her room to continue. “Two hours east of here is a goblin city, larger and better fortified than our own! Not only did we learn where their city is, but they saw us as we discovered it! We are not safe! There is no longer any doubt that their army is far bigger than anything we have faced!”
A defiant cackle resounded from the crowd. 
She pressed on. “There are hundreds if not a thousand players in Willingham that have yet to participate in the city’s defense! They are seeking to be crafters and merchants or trying to get stronger before they help, but we need their help here! We need it now! Talk to your friends! Spread the word! We don’t know how far behind they are, but we know the enemy is coming! We must be ready!” 
A thousand voices filled the afternoon air with their exuberance. The city gate opened, just like a fortress of old following the command of their queen. 
I wanted to laugh. Her effect on people bewildered me. 
That wasn’t the end of it, but the majority of people started to disperse as Victoria dismounted from the cart. After the crowd had thinned, about fifty players made their way to the front of the barricade. 
So many familiar faces of professional athletes and gamers, but they were quickly overshadowed when I saw Cornelius up close for the first time. He was taller than Oliver and thicker than Chewme, and his leather armor seemed unable to hold his bulging mass of muscle. His hair was dark and cut nearly to the scalp. His neck was a pillar and his jaw chiseled granite. The other group leaders made way and formed in behind him. 
I stepped to the side to let Peter and Victoria pass to greet him. With a nudge from Kline at my side, we joined Peter. Oliver, Harrison, and Wilson were also there. 
“Well said, my lady,” Cornelius spoke first in a gravelly baritone. “If you wouldn’t mind filling in some details, I think we have some planning to do.” 
“Your wisdom will be very much appreciated,” Victoria replied. Her tone was relieved. 
His weathered eyes became slits as his grin widened. 
 
***
 
“So you think Survive the Week means a five-day or seven-day week?” Kline asked as we sleepily trudged home from a late dinner at the tavern diner. 
“I don’t even see how either could be possible. If the goblins are going to attack in force pretty soon, the two to four days doesn’t seem realistic. The walls here really aren’t much. We will either be overrun in a day, or defeat them in maybe two days tops. These high-level goblins are much better trained, but also have a tendency to run in a losing battle,” I replied while savoring the aftertaste of roasted chicken. 
“Yeah. The more the better. With so many of them, I’ll make it to level 18. No, maybe even level 20!”
“Okay, something’s wrong.”
“What?” 
“Kline, you’re talking like a gamer.” 
“Ha! Who said I wasn’t a gamer?” 
“If I remember right you didn’t even know what a group was a couple days ago.” 
“Yeah well, you don’t need a group in a mystery game.”
“You? Oh. I can see that actually.”
“So I’m a gamer after all!” 
“No. You’re a fighter that likes mystery video games. It’s different.” 
“Whatever. Just remember to thank me after I solve your murder thanks to my mad detective skills.”
“I can’t thank you if I’m dead.” 
“Some gamer you are. Didn’t you know you don’t really die if you die in a game?” 
I whistled. “Nice recovery.”
“Thanks. I’m yummy, remember?” 
“No. I purposely try to forget that.” 
Rounding our stalker’s corner where we had overheard Victoria and Peter, we once again were the last to arrive. The plan was to sleep tonight and man the defense tomorrow. Whether Victoria would wish to sneak out again, I didn’t know. We hadn’t gotten any chance to speak with one another all day. Regardless, I was tired enough now that I would try and sleep. If she needed me she would have to wake me. 
 
***
 
Sleep. I slept maybe three hours before I woke up and it was only midnight. My couch had welcomed me like a mother’s embrace. Wink had curled up with me like my own little bad-breathed teddy bear and only gotten down when I turned from my side. I think she was already getting bigger. 
I lay there admiring the wooden beam that ran down the middle of the ceiling. There were other beams running deep through the floor into the dirt that braced this beam along its course. It was so simple, but the grain of the smooth, light wood was beautiful. If only facing hobgoblins was as simple as the design. 
My fan base was only growing. Sixty-three million and counting. 
Setting Wink to invisibility mode, I sat up and stretched. Checking my stats real quick, I saw that the little sleep that I had gotten had been enough. 
Character Status
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 14
Health Points: 255
Endurance Points: 390
Combat Level: Unknown?
Strength: 30
Dexterity: 45
Endurance: 39
Strength +1, Dexterity +2, Endurance +2
 
My stats had increased across the board this time more than ever before. Was it all the running? No complaining here! If what Kline had said was true, then the harder I worked the more my stats would increase. That was worth experimenting with.
That was the first time I noticed my body was actually changing. My muscles were tighter and the little chub I had around my gut was almost gone entirely, revealing a six pack. I had probably lost a little weight. 
Kline was sleeping with Lulu curled up between his feet. I don’t know if cute could ever be used to describe him, but this was as close as he would ever come. 
It seemed Victoria wouldn’t have to wake me after all. Perhaps I should wake her? 
On second thought, I couldn’t see sneaking into her room ending well. There were too many ways to die a painful death. 
If Peter or Oliver caught me, then I would probably be tortured for a week. 
Surprising Victoria would likely end in me getting beaten in a variety of ways as she defended her chastity. Or maybe she was a sleepwalker. During which time her hidden inner ninja assassin would be awakened. Anyone who dared to enter her room would find her bed empty and a knife in their back. The last thing they would hear was her reciting mathematical formulas from her studies. Yeah, it’s probably the last one. 
I found myself outside taking slow deep breaths of the clean night air. The smell of it mixed with escaped kitchen fragrances, lingering trampled grass, and dew covered wood in a single breath. A breeze pushed gently against my long sleeves and chilled my cheeks. 
Within a few minutes, I saw Victoria’s blue dot on my local map leave her room then approach the front door. As it shut behind her, I waited until it was secure before saying anything.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
“What’s that?” she asked.
“We should head straight for the goblin city, sneak in, and kill their leader, all before getting a late night snack and returning before we get caught.” 
“That’s pretty ambitious.” 
“We’ve got nothing better to do. Unless you are still thinking of getting me drunk?”
I stole a glance as she rolled her eyes. “Mostly dude… I’ll pass.” 
She shivered with the chill. “It’s colder tonight.” 
Pulling out her cloak, she put it on, then walked over to me and leaned up against my side for body warmth. 
“We don’t have to sneak out tonight if you prefer,” I said. “I have a feeling we are going to have plenty to do in the morning. There’s always tomorrow night.”
“No. I don’t really sleep much anyway. Are you having second thoughts?”
“I…” I was cut off by a black streak of movement only a block away. A red dot on my local map proved that I hadn’t just been imagining things. 
“Enemy.” 
“What?!” she hissed. 
I immediately equipped my gear, and she didn’t hesitate to do the same. 
We stalked forward. If it was some kind of rogue character I doubted I would out-sneak it, so the moment I caught a glimpse of it again…
Tiptoeing to the corner of the building I had seen the streak go behind, I peeked around the corner and there it was. I had seen this creature before. It was a Goblin Sneak-Thief. This one was still living.
It was examining a window to the home. If its intentions were as I expected, then there was no time to waste. 
I leaned my spear against the log cabin and drew my sword as I charged. I was able to reach full speed before it started to bolt. 
Smacking it across the back with my shield, I thrust down, easily piercing its thin leather. Looting took no more than a second. I whipped my blade across its back, then sheathed it. Victoria retrieved my spear for me. 
“Where there’s one…”
“There will be more,” she finished my thought. “How did they get in?” 
“No idea. Climbed the walls?” 
“I certainly hope not! There’s no one watching the wall, only the gate! We need to warn people!” 
We walked back out from the alley between two homes. I scanned the area carefully.
“Should we sound the alarm?” I asked.
“Yes, but there! One’s behind our house.” 
We ran. 
“You go inside to warn the others. I’ll come at it from behind,” I commanded. 
“Got it.” 
She didn’t slow as she threw the front door open. It banged against the side of the house. 
I didn’t slow either. Speed had worked the first time. 
The sneak-thief wasn’t up the alley of our home, so I shot through it. Rounding the corner, I caught movement from the corner of my eye. The ugly snorter lunged, knife aimed at my throat. My spear took up the space it wished to occupy, so it had to settle for glancing my arm below the shoulder with its blade. 
-11 Damage
My vision flashed white. You little green gerbil!
Enraged, I kicked out, forgetting my spear and shield, and launched it against the rear of the house. It stood there dazed, so I happily rammed my spear through its chest and into the wood behind it, pinning it there. 
You just hang out here for a while. 
Level 15
You have reached Level 15!
You have grown closer to your Pet. Closer to unlocking the Teen tier. 
+50 pounds carrying capacity. 
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 36 meters!
 
That’s what I’m talking about!
Now those are some needed improvements. 
“You’re hurt?” Kline asked, running up fully armed down the alley between homes. 
“Nothing serious. There are more of them.” 
Leaning down, I looted this one too. Another dagger, but both also had carried an unusual number of gemstones. Three each. Score!
The rest of the group soon joined us. 
“We must warn everyone,” Peter said. “Let’s head to the front gate.” 
“Shall we make some noise?” Kline asked.
“Let’s.” 
 
***
 
We jogged toward the main road, banging our swords and shields together. The only people that wouldn’t wake from such a commotion would have had to know Treetop. 
Not even a few blocks away we spotted another Sneak-Thief. It was running after hearing our commotion. The chase began. 
It rounded nearly every corner it came across like it had something against going straight. We just happened onto another Sneak-Thief that was climbing out of a shattered window. 
My stomach dropped. Had it finished its evil deed? 
Oliver was the first to see it. He launched himself forward, skewering the goblin through the side before it even hit the ground. With insane strength, he raised it up, impaled on his spear, and tossed it behind him and out of the way. He didn’t bother to loot it. 
I don’t mind if I do. Skidding to a stop, I knelt, took it all, and caught up in seconds. 
“Silly gamers,” Kline chided. 
I winked. If I remembered I’d give it to Oliver later.
When the Sneak-Thief stopped he wasn’t alone. Three other Sneak-Thieves and four Warriors were raiding a line of carts on the side of a house. 
“Form a line!” Oliver demanded.
No one argued. We had the group of goblins pinned in between houses. I was no stranger to the strategy Oliver had in mind. It was a tight fit for the five of us shoulder to shoulder, but for the seven of them, it was impossible. It was basic group strategy. Now the five of us could face off against five of them and not all seven at once. 
With only four warriors, who wisely took the front line, they were still harshly outmatched. Kline faced off against the Sneak-Thief and downed him in a few swings of his axe, which he was using one-handed for the fight. The rest of us squared off shield to shield. 
The cut on my arm was nearly healed already. Lowering my center of gravity, the goblin had no target to aim for if I ducked below my shield. It was almost a cheat item. I baited him by spitting at his head. He had to raise his shield to block it. His sword came in with a heavy blow, but I was able to block while nicking him on the knee. Kline dared to level an overhead chop at the same goblin from my flank. A dull thunk preceded its death. 
I dared a glance down the row. Oliver’s goblin was already down and he was helping Victoria, while Peter had somehow de-shielded his own. 
Feeling it was time to break formation, Kline bounded forward, crippling one Sneak-Thief at the knee. The remaining two started to run. 
Launching forward, I quickly caught Kline who tackled one from behind. Passing by, I stuck my spear between the fleeing goblin’s legs, slicing it at the ankle and tripping it up. 
When I glanced back, my group had already finished the job. 
“This is not good,” Victoria protested. “I can accept that the rogues can climb the walls, but the fully armored warriors?” 
This time everyone looted their own kills. I had gotten two of them.
I took it back. I was feeling different, likely from my stat gains the last couple of days. The thrill made me forget everything I had been dealing with. 
“I’m afraid Willingham has been breached,” Peter replied, his brow furrowed as he watched Victoria. 
“We must hurry,” Oliver demanded. “The longer we rest the more people die.”
We nodded as one and ran off banging our shields like a bunch of determined madmen.
 



Chapter 18 – Flee
 
So much blood. Over thirty players’ lifeless bodies lay scattered from one side of the street to the other. They weren’t just dead, they had been mutilated. It had happened so recently their bodies still hadn’t disappeared. 
Peter grabbed Victoria by the arm and pulled her to him, holding her by the shoulders at arm distance.
“Look at me.” He demanded.
Her eyes wandered, taking in the tragedy. Finally they met his.
“It’s already over. There is nothing you can do to help.”
She clenched her fist. The tension in her arms grew, rising up into her shoulders. The trembling started until she shook as if she was about to tear something apart. A muffled cry slipped between her clenched teeth. 
I wanted to return the favor and give her the same comfort she had given me. Instead, I stared dumbfounded. 
Just moments ago I had been concerned about what, mob drops? The pain these players had just experienced made playing a game sound worthless. 
Victoria’s head fell against Peter’s chest. She gripped his armor at the collar and sleeve. Her full-lunged sobs became the only noise in the immediate vicinity. 
“You okay?” Kline whispered at my side.
“No,” I answered. 
“Me neither.” 
Looking to him, I saw a cold, hard glare. He was looking from body to body, not even letting himself blink. The veins in his temple throbbed. 
“There!” Oliver called. He pointed west, the opposite end of the city from the front gate, where twenty or more goblin warriors were marching our way. 
“Lucius.” 
I found Peter’s hand on my shoulder. When had he approached me?
“Please take Victoria and get to the front gate. It looks safe that way, but be careful. Warn everyone. Send help as soon as you can.” 
At first, I didn’t respond. The bodies started to become translucent then disappeared in the order they had died. 
Everything in me wanted to charge headlong into the monsters and violate them with spear and blade. Death was too good for them. It was also an almost sure defeat if I stayed with Peter, Oliver, and Kline, but I was sure every goblin would regret waking up this morning. 
He nudged me.
“Okay.” 
Inventorying my spear, I checked my sword at my side. Grabbing Victoria’s hand, I moved to leave, but she yanked her hand from mine. There were no words. The muscles of her neck flexed, then relaxed and flexed again. Tears had already soaked her face. If her bloodshot eyes could have cast a spell, the fires of hell would have risen up and devoured the goblins heading our way. 
Could I throw myself into a hopeless battle to satisfy my indignation? Yes. But I could not allow her to do the same. 
She tried to step around me but I stopped her. Grabbing her shoulders with both of my hands, I brought my forehead to hers, forcing her to acknowledge me. 
“What?!” she screamed.
“We have people to save.” 
The tension went out of her shoulders like a deflated sail. Her eyes clenched shut. 
I waited for her to nod before grabbing her hand. We ran in the opposite direction of the coming battle. 
Looking back I saw Kline roll his shoulders while equipping his spear and taking his place at Oliver’s side. The three men stormed toward the coming invasion like a chainsaw to a pumpkin patch. A chill went up my neck and down again. Survive, guys. Help is coming soon.
We were nearly a mile from the front gate so we began at a fast pace. After two hundred meters up a slight incline to a more elevated part of the city, we came to a sudden halt.
What was responsible for bloodying the street with player bodies was dangerously close. Not one, but two hobgoblins strolled toward the front gate with a mob of goblin warriors surrounding them. 
Grabbing Victoria’s hand, I fled down a side street and took the alley where we could weave behind the rear buildings. It headed parallel to the main road and hopefully right past the hobgoblins. 
“Did you see that?” I asked, recognizing the now familiar itch in the middle of my back.
“Yes. What do we do?” 
“Run as fast as we can and try to get around them. We have to beat them to the gate and warn everyone.” 
Victoria inventoried her shield and spear. I did the same, but drew my sword, holding it in an overhand grip, the blade running down along my forearm. 
If they kept to their slow pace, this just might work. We didn’t just need to make it past them, but to get far enough ahead that we could safely warn everyone.
Any doubt I had of Victoria’s physical ability was squashed below our frantic feet. The pace I set was more than a jog, but not quite a sprint. We neared their position quickly, as my heart pounded against my chest and not because of exertion. 
Gritting my teeth, I saw we were about to cross a large side street. It would be close. There was the danger that we would be easily spotted by any goblins looking our way. There were only two options. Slow down, or go faster. 
“Can we speed up?” I asked. 
“I was wondering why you were going so slow. Don’t hold back on my account.” 
I didn’t know if I should take her dark humor as a good or bad sign of how she was doing. 
As we shot out from the alley into the open dirt road, I cranked it up to full stride and was happy to see Victoria sticking with me. 
Glancing up the side street, the goblins hadn’t reached us yet. We had already passed them. 
Skidding to a halt, Victoria passed me but slowed when she noticed.
“Keep going,” I said. “I’ll be right behind you.”
“Lucius, no.” 
“Trust me. They won’t be able to catch me. Besides, I bet I’ll still beat you to the front gate.” 
Her mouth opened to say something, then closed. Finally, she said. “You’re on. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid again.”
“Only if you promise me the same.”
She shook her head, the side of her mouth twitching into a grin, then she turned and continued down the back road toward the gate. 
Sheathing my sword, I bent down finding a roundish rock that was about the size of the palm of my hand. Stepping behind the corner of the building out of sight, I waited for the goblins to move to where I would have a clear shot. 
Activating Enhanced Hearing, I struggled at first to hear anything besides Victoria running off. Her closeness amped up her sound. Still, I didn’t have to wait long. 
As the goblins neared, the sounds of each step assaulted my senses. It was incredible how much detail you could get just from listening. The nasally sound, with grunts mixed in, must have been their language. The rhythmic drop of chain came from the goblin warriors’ armor. Thunderous thuds drummed the hobgoblins’ march as they neared. 
There was no guesswork needed, nor did I have to peek out into the street to know where my target was. 
It became hard to breath as I realized I was about to throw a rock at a creature that had literally crushed me two nights before. The image of those slaughtered players came back to me. The wrongness of it all fed fuel to the flame inside me. But I remembered Victoria’s anger at seeing those bodies. Her tears. I had a job to do.
Suddenly, I became very still. My breathing slowed. 
When the hobgoblins reached the middle of the intersection I stepped out onto the street. Pacing toward them, I picked up speed until I unleashed my stone. With all of my might, I heaved the rock with intent to kill. 
The hobgoblins were dead center in the middle of the goblin force. Dozens surrounded them. 
Black lightning struck. The rock hit the closest hobgoblin right in the neck. It stumbled back, feeling the rock’s sting. 
The goblins around the creature reacted as quickly to the attack as the hobgoblin himself. They were very in tune with the deadly beast. 
Within moments the entire goblin party was looking at me. 
My hand gripped the hilt of my sword to draw it out, but a sliver of sanity stayed my hand. If I drew my sword I was going to attack. If I attacked I would die. If I died… My friends. Victoria. 
As the first sling let loose, I released the hilt of my sword and ran. 
Passing the back road Victoria had taken, I led them away from her and the front gate. 
Part of me wanted them to catch me. 
Reaching full stride, I began to pump my arms to increase my speed even more. I didn’t care anymore. At my highest gear I flew, their bullets couldn’t reach me.
After a couple hundred meters, I turned and saw their pace was pathetic. A few more bullets were thrown at me, but they were easy to dodge with night vision. I knew the hobgoblins were incredibly fast if the need arose, but for some reason, they were still wading in the middle of the goblin party. 
A few of the goblin warriors had taken it upon themselves to outpace the horde and were closer than the rest. I waited, daring them.
Considering their pace, this was far enough. I took the next back road, quickly making it to full speed, quickly outdistancing the goblins that had rounded the corner to follow me. 
I set my sights on catching Victoria. In the world I was in now, it was clear I had to dedicate myself to physical training in the same way I did gaming. It was time I started to fully develop my talents.
Keeping Enhanced Hearing activated and an eye on my Local Map, I soon found Victoria. She had obviously slowed but was still going at a strong pace. 
A few seconds later I started breathing easier when no goblins showed on my mini-map. The itch of my back didn’t let me relax. I had defied the hobgoblin despite it. 
My lungs were starting to burn as I slowed to a full stride. It was amazing I had as much stamina as I did. There was no way just a few additional points in endurance had helped so much. Had they? Was it the help of the developer’s cocktail? 
Turning up another alley I soon reached the one Victoria was using. In the distance, I saw her. 
Upping my pace, I was determined to catch her. When I said I would beat her to the gate, that was really just a taunt, but now I was determined to accomplish it. 
Using group chat, I messaged her and the entire party. “I’m right behind you!” I hoped it wouldn’t distract, but encourage the others, who were likely still in combat if they were still alive, that we were okay. 
Even though she was nearly a quarter of a mile ahead, I saw her turn her head to look behind her. When she stopped to wait for me, it squelched my plan of making a race out of catching her. 
After I caught her we didn’t stop. The alley bent back and forth, not nearly as even as the main road, but we found no one in our path. My lungs started to struggle even further. Victoria showed no signs of stopping. It was time to poke our heads out and see if we had made it in time. 
A side road was coming up. I took it, rounding the corner. Slowing to a stop on the side of a two-story merchant’s shop, I saw the hobgoblins in the distance. They were maybe a half mile away and had returned to the main road.
“I think we made it,” I choked, spitting out the phlegm that had built up in the back of my throat. 
“Keep going.” Victoria nudged me, reminding me every second counted.
Well, at least this exertion should be beneficial to my stat growth. I sighed. She obviously had impressive endurance. 
“Open the gate!” I cried, as we shot past the night merchants. 
A familiar stocky guy met us, spear lowered. He had an odd name… Gust. We slowed to a stop, panting. 
“You guys again?” He smirked. “Scared me to death.”
“Might be a good idea to stay afraid,” I blurted out while trying to control my breath. “Open the gate. We’re being attacked.”
“Of course we are...”
“No! He means that they are in the city. Hurry. Two hobgoblins are coming this way. We need reinforcements!” Victoria pointed behind us. 
“Oh...”
“Now!” I insisted.
“Opening!” he screamed. 
“Thank you.”
He nodded, as he unsheathed a mace and started barking commands to his sisters in the towers above. 
 
***
 
Wading through the player barricade was easy enough. Everyone was at their station already fighting. The peril of our situation became clear. An entire army of goblin warriors was making a full out assault. There were thousands of them already in combat with our defenders and thousands more were waiting as reinforcements at the tree line. 
At least a hundred players had joined Gust to defend the front gate from the internal attack when we left him. I doubted it would be enough.
Thankfully it seemed that many of the players that had never participated in the defense had answered the call to help. I had no reliable way to number so many people, but I guessed at least five thousand players were spread out north to south to face the threat.
We found Harrison right where we expected him at the heart of the conflict at the head of the barricade. The carts were no longer the front of the player defense. At least fifty rows of people stood between the fighting and the original defensive structure. 
Our friend stood on top of the center cart, examining the conflict and messaging his group. He had already reached level 19. Had we really missed so much?
“Harrison!” Victoria yelled as we neared his cart. 
He turned, giving us a squinty narrow stare. His Iittle owl looked bigger than before. 
“You two. Must mean trouble. Out with it!”
“Goblins have breached the city! Two hobgoblins are on their way to the gate!” I warned.
He looked through me for a moment, calculating. After a quick message to his group, he hopped down and waved us to follow. It was surprising that such a sturdy man could bound about the obstacles of the player camp as he did.
We skirted toward the gate and headed south behind the player line by the city wall. A quarter of a mile later we cut into the player line.
“Cornelius!” Harrison howled. 
The colossal man showed up a moment later wearing a burnt orange cloak, sweat drenching his neck and forehead below his full helm. 
“Harrison!” he bellowed.
“The city has been breached! Hobgoblins are making their way to the city gate!”
Without hesitation he replied, “My men will handle it! You’re in charge. Send me reinforcements as quickly as you can. A thousand men should do.”
“Yes, sir!” 
It's wasn't surprising to see Cornelius taking charge, but hearing Harrison call him sir was just odd.
“We're coming with you!” I bust in. “Our group is on the other side of town fighting. If they are still alive we can find them on our Local Map. They were fighting a large group when we left them.” 
Victoria squeezed my arm in encouragement. 
“Good. Stick by me.”
Harrison had already run the other way, messaging his group. We found ourselves wading toward the front of the player line. Most of the players wore the same color as their leader.
Cornelius spoke with a man wearing faded blue. 
The man looked down and said something we couldn't hear, messaging someone else. 
“This way.”
We followed Cornelius back the way we came when a large shift happened behind us. I looked to see the men in orange retreating as blue took their place on the line.
In less than two minutes we were jogging north toward the gate with over one hundred men at our backs. He took the time sensitivity of the matter seriously. How was the training required to pull off something like this even possible in only three days?
We made it to the gate with little time to spare. The goblin warriors were entering the wide road where the merchants lined the area with their carts. Thankfully the night merchants had already fled, but our friend Gust was still standing his ground with a small army behind him. His sisters were already firing off arrows from the towers at the invaders. 
Gust and the others made way for Cornelius and his men.
When I saw the hobgoblins I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I had already known they would be here so there was no surprise. 
“You two, get off to the side. We will handle this.”
As the weapon master marched away, I found myself conflicted. Part of me was desperate to face a hobgoblin again, but the other part relieved I didn’t have to. 
“Come on," Victoria said, pulling me out of the way of the well-formed fighting force. 
“I’ll check in with Peter,” she said.
We stood there as Cornelius commanded his men to charge. 
These men had already been fighting on another front just minutes before. I feared they would be too spent to face another battle, but as the two forces came together I saw how wrong I really was.
“Peter?” she said through group chat.
There was no answer. 
The front line of the unorganized goblin mob was leveled or tossed aside. As I had been learning, a weapon and shield combination could be devastating. Seeing twenty men apply it in unison made me cringe. 
The next row of goblins faired better against the coordinated spear assault, but not by much. Within a matter of seconds, the goblins were backing away, looking for relief. 
“Peter, are you hurt?” Victoria asked again.
My bowels churned as the nasally roar of a hobgoblin halted their retreat. These goblins were much smarter than the normal ones. Those in the middle of the line ran to either side allowing the hobgoblins a clear path to the player line. 
"Hold!" called Cornelius from the rear. The hobgoblins came into striking distance. 
Charred lightning burst forward as Cornelius unleashed his spear. It soared over his men and struck true in the closest hobgoblin’s shoulder, sending him back in a wobble. 
A whip of black shot forward following where the spear had just been. The massive man himself leaped over three lines of his own men. He landed with a roll. 
Ladies and gentlemen. This is what you do to earn a billion followers. Was what he just did even possible?
It had taken Cornelius half a century's worth of training with all that modern medicine had to offer working for him to get this far. The average lifespan of man had reached 115 years and it was possible to compete at the highest levels of competition well into your eighties, and even nineties in rare cases. The human marvel that was Cornelius was the result of such technology and relentless training. Knowing all of this and seeing it up close was something else entirely. 
I nearly sliced my own cheek while bringing my hand to my mouth in awe. I had forgotten I was holding a sword.
He stood from his roll and lunged at the unwounded hobgoblin. A tree-club met his approach in a devastating arc. He dipped low and raised his own bronze kite shield and braced for the club near the hobgoblin’s grip. With a single arm, he deflected the blow over his head and slashed the beast half a dozen times at its leg and gut with his dazzling short sword. 
It crumbled to its knees while swatting at Cornelius with two empty hands. Its club lay in the dirt.
My chest tightened as the second hobgoblin wound up and sent its tree-club flying toward his back. 
With a twist of his waist, Cornelius bashed his attacker in the knee with the lip of his shield. An additional flick of his sword sent the creature’s blow high. Facing the new threat, he leaped forward, slashing the ribs of the hobgoblin that had yet to recover from its swing.
A defiant growl proved he had struck a sweet spot. 
The hobgoblin that had fallen struggled to regain his feet and retrieve its club. 
And I had thought Chewme was impressive. Cornelius’s speed and strength were insane, but his skill was just as overwhelming. I had been able to accomplish the same thing, but only in the right game. This was… real.
He didn't wait for them to attack. Launching forward, he assaulted the hobgoblin with the wounded ribs on the same side as the wound. As he slashed up and down the creature's side, it clenched its arms to itself to fend off the attack. A slice to the back of the knee dropped it. 
He ducked behind the downed monster as the other giant looked to finish him. A two-handed swing missed him, battering the kneeling beast and collapsing its chest. 
Cornelius's men cheered. 
I turned to find they had almost wiped out the rest of the goblin warriors. Not even half of his men remained fighting. 
A hand grabbed at my forearm. I didn't have to look to know it was Victoria. She didn’t seem afraid. Her thumb brushed the hair of my arm. Was she trying to comfort me? No, she seemed unaware I was even there. Her focus was directed at the fight.
The final hobgoblin swung again. Cornelius danced back then forward as soon as the blow passed. He jumped, cutting up as he passed, dragging his blade into the pit of its arm. 
The tree-club skidded down the dirt road. It was lost to the monster. Before it could even turn back to the fight, a frenzy of slashes disabled the hobgoblin’s arm and leg. As it tumbled, a single uppercut met its throat. The hobgoblin was dead before it hit the ground. 
One hundred spears met shield. Stomping followed. In that order, Cornelius’s men repeated their applause for their commander.
It echoed in my ears. The dream of becoming a professional gamer was struck a critical blow. How could that ever compare to this? 
“We are all right!” Peter finally answered.
“We have Cornelius and we are coming your way!” Victoria screamed. 
“There is a hobgoblin at the side gate. Hurry.”
A side gate?
 
***
 
We were waved forward after they looted their kills. We pointed Cornelius in the direction we had left our friends and relayed Peter’s message. They didn’t show up on our local maps yet. I found myself overwhelmed in his presence. 
They moved at a jog as we stuck to the main street. Victoria kept quiet, but at a glance, she didn’t seem to be in bad shape. 
We reached the same area we had split with our group. Thank God there was no sign of them or their gear. 
Looking at my Local Map, I finally saw them to the south-west.
"This way!" Victoria said, beating me to it. She ran pointing in that direction. We hurried after her. 
Taking a side street for a few blocks, we then turned toward the friendly cursors on our local maps. 
Victoria and I were the first to pull out into a wide open street. At the south wall, about two blocks away down a gentle slope stood an open gate about half as wide as the main gate. The door had been torn off its hinges and was folded in, leaning against the interior wall. I vaguely remembered hearing that there was a second gate. Dozens of bodies littered the road belonging to players and goblins alike. There were also piles of equipment from players that hadn’t died as recently as the player corpses. 
Near the gate, a dozen players squared off against another hobgoblin. Our friends, all of whom were alive, at least for now, were among the players fighting the beast.
They needed help. 
"Let's go!" Victoria cried. 
I grabbed her arm and held her back. Cornelius and his men passed, heading directly for the ongoing fight.
Her jaw fluttered, as her eyes filled with moisture.
"Lucius. What's wrong? We can help."
"What can we do? We aren’t Cornelius." 
Her mouth snapped shut. She faced me with clenched fists. 
Fear was not the reason I didn’t attack. Everything I had hoped for before entering Codename: Freedom was an illusion. Here, people were really getting hurt and real battles were taking place. I was just a gamer. Someone that played at war. 
"What do you mean what can we do? Are you a coward all of a sudden?"
My body jerked as I stepped back. She hadn't hit me but it felt like she had. I let go of her wrist. 
"I– I'm sorry Lucius. I didn't mean that." 
I couldn't look at her. 
She stayed with me.
After a long silence, Victoria spoke.
"They will be fine, Lucius. You’re right.”
When she went to grab my arm I pulled back. 
"Peter, Oliver, and Kline are just fine. Cornelius is taking care of it."
Glancing up, I saw what I had expected. The hobgoblin had its back to the wall and was surrounded by my friends on one flank, Cornelius on the other, and a whole wall of men to its front.
"When Peter said your injury might have long lasting effects, I didn't believe him. You have helped me so many times since then. It's my fault. I shouldn't have asked so much of you."
Before, I had been questioning if gaming was worth fighting for, but after seeing Cornelius in action my world had been thoroughly shaken. 
I remained silent.
"It's dead!" she squealed.
The clang of shields and pounding of boots rose up from Cornelius's men.
Victoria took my hand and pulled me toward the celebration; toward our friends who I had abandoned to someone else's help. 
I had always wanted a crack at the top gamers in the world. Not only did I want to compete with them, but I wanted to beat them. To surpass them. Billions of people cheered them on because of their mastery and skill, but their abilities existed in a virtual world. 
All of the hours, the years of training to get to the level I was, then coming to Freedom, where you were the controller and not your mind through a deep dive. What was it all worth?
We approached the rear of Cornelius’s men, needing to get around them to get to our group. The doorless entrance to the city came into view. Hundreds if not thousands of goblins were running our way, only seconds from entering the city. 
A streak flashed toward us. All that I could do was react. Pulling Victoria’s hand I lunged between her and the incoming projectile.
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A thunder clap sounded from inside my skull. The pain from the back of my head only pounded when I started to fall. The world swirled around me. Everything went black.
 



Chapter 19 – Lost and Found
 
I was being pulled backwards by hands under my shoulders when the world fluttered back into focus. The night swirled around me. The movement didn’t sit well. My bowls warned me with a stir. Jerking my shoulder away, I heaved to the side, losing all of the food left in my stomach. 
There seemed to be no stop to the spinning when the sharp sting from the back of my head reminded me what had happened. 
To silence my queasiness I grabbed the bottom of my iron helm and forced it from my head. The pressure on the back of my head was replaced with cold relief. As the spinning lessened, I tipped forward, unconscious. 
 
***
 
An annoying clanging, like a whole school of elementary school kids with silverware were banging them together at the same time. I tried to shake my head as if the noise would jump from my ears. My eyelids split, giving me a peek at a landscape of a shadow storm. 
Batting my eyes clear, the rears of hundreds of armed men appeared, pushing to and fro. I scrambled to my knees, looking around frantically for my spear and shield. Something stank. It was me. I remembered I had fallen into my own vomit. 
Wink came from nowhere and started licking my face with a whine. 
“Here.” 
A mustached man with a heavily damp brow handed me a beat up iron helm. There was no sign of Victoria or my group. Did she survive? I had been lying at the foot of a building between the wall and porch of what I guessed was a government building. I couldn’t even see the wall from where I was.
“I repaired it the best I could. It won’t be pressing into the back of your head anymore.” 
“Thanks,” I answered, putting the helm on immediately. 
“If you can join in the fighting then do it. We are losing. If not get out of here.”
“How long have I been out?”
“You were already passed out when I got here. Someone else brought you here. It took me about five minutes of hammering at your helm with the hilt of my dagger to repair that bloody thing.” 
Giving him another quick look, he was a merchant of some kind. Not a fighter then?
I had already recovered.
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“Was a girl with me?” I needed to find my group and fast. 
“Not that I saw.” 
Well, at least that meant she had probably just joined the fighting. 
“Thanks again.”
I found my sword and shield against the wall of the building. My spear was in my inventory where I had left it. Sheathing my sword and equipping the rest, I began my search. I didn’t have time to dwell on the fact that my head wound was completely healed. 
The men fighting before me weren’t even here when I had passed out. They were many rows deep but weren’t waiting in line for their turn to enter the fight either. The man that had fixed my helm had been right. If they had been pushed back just another few meters I would have been in danger of getting trampled. 
Skirting around the back, I tried to circle to what I suspected was the front of the gate. I was following the line of the buildings, remembering there had been a wide street leading to the side entrance of the city.
There was no way through. Taking a difference approach, I found the stairs of the porch. From there I scouted the sea of battle. I was at the top of the hill, a block farther from the gate than Victoria and I had been when we first approached. The goblins had breached the city.
It was a last-ditch effort to contain the horde that was still trying to push through the narrow opening in the wall. Hundreds had already entered and were being held back on this major road and a number of side streets. 
The majority of goblins wore golden-bronze chainmail of average quality. With a gasp, I realized they also wielded spears and shields. These weren’t just normal soldiers. 
I looked to the text above their heads.
 
Heavy Footsoldier
Goblin
 
They just weren’t dying as quickly as they normally did. It was slow, but the couple hundred players in formation were losing ground. I saw some of Cornelius’s men, but no sign of my group or Cornelius himself.
Where had I last seen them? 
My group was found on the local map to the left side of the gate in a location I couldn’t see from here. It was the best I had to go on. 
Leaping from the porch, I ran from the major intersection and took the first alley. Skirting behind the building, I took another turn. 
I had to veer up the side of another alley to get around more fighting. 
While passing another alley I heard a cry. Stopping short, I saw a man skewered by a spear as his group tried to fend off three times their number while holding the alley. There were twenty players, tops. 
There was no memory loss from getting hit in the head, so I immediately remembered Cornelius. No one else was here to help so I had to do something. I rebuked my hesitation.
Looking the way I had been heading, I shook my head. Stay safe, guys.
Running up the alley, I grabbed a man at the rear. No, it was a girl. A redhead with a leather cap and sweat matting her hair to her cheek. 
“Go get help,” I commanded. 
She looked at me, taken aback. Pushing her away from the action, she got the point and turned to run. 
Wading through the disorganized group of players, I made it to the front. When a man near the middle of the front line lowered his spear in exhaustion, I grabbed his shoulder.
“Switch.”
He didn’t argue. Hopefully, a fresh pair of legs could help revitalize this sagging lot. 
More than one spear met my shield immediately, which I pushed through. Stepping forward, I thrust into the gut of the goblin directly in front of me. 
It drove him back, but my spear couldn’t pierce his chainmail. Not good. 
Meeting the setback with gritted teeth, I was bombarded by multiple spear attacks from every direction. Holding my ground, I stabbed at the knee of the goblin at my flank. The all too familiar sinking of metal into flesh radiated relief. 
The goblin fell. The player line finally pushed forward to join me. I could feel their exhaustion like humidity to the skin.
“Go for their legs! Chop ‘em down!” The sound of my voice reflected off my shield. It acted like a bullhorn and blasted the command to everyone behind me. That was an unexpectedly cool trick. 
The men and women at my side did just that. Three more goblins met bronze and iron, falling or having to retreat from new wounds. 
They didn't let up. I found myself trying to remain as small as possible to keep from getting a new piercing or two in a body part not made for accessories. 
Holding back the repeated blows became tiresome quickly. I jabbed low at the legs of whatever was in front of me. Only once did I hit something, and how well it helped I didn't know. 
Joining them may have given them a momentary spurt of energy, but it remained a stalemate.
If only I had one of those suits of chainmail. That would mean killing one of the goblins. At this point holding this spot was as much as I could do. I waited for an opening. 
A roar from behind me almost pulled my attention away, but sharp points hammering against my shield kept me focused on what was in front of me. 
Suddenly the bombardment of spears ceased, followed by a heavy thud. Daring to look up I saw a goblin warrior was grounded with a wooden chair on its lap. The chair had been thrown, pushing a number of the goblins back. 
The large yellow eyes of the goblins around their fallen friend bulged even larger.
Suddenly a wooden table flew over my head. Many of the goblins tried to meet it with spears, but it was too solid. Five of them crumbled under the impact. 
It was our chance. Finding myself free I lunged forward. The face of one goblin watched my spear come, but he couldn't do anything about it. The table had pinned him into a sitting position. 
Without thinking, I looted the goblin and immediately equipped the armor. 
A number of others had also finished the pinned goblins. We moved back to put some room between us. The table and multiple dead goblins helped to give us a breather. 
It was safe, so I looked back to find reinforcements had arrived. The square-jawed man that had thrown the table stood behind me with a toothy grin, very much reminding me of a bulldozer with a mop top.
 
***
 
I was able to pry myself from the fighting fifteen minutes later. It was only then that someone switched with me. I was exhausted but still determined to find my group. The dots on my mini-map were close.
After three more alleys, I finally found them. They were near the rear of some of Cornelius's men. With spears resting against the ground, it looked like they had just gotten off of the front line. 
Peter, Kline, and Oliver were all covered in multiple wounds. Blood covered their arms and seeped through at random, staining their clothes. None of the wounds seemed to be bothering them, so most of the serious ones must have already healed. Mostly. 
“Lucius!” Victoria choked, still catching her breath. 
Her arms flew around me, nearly crushing me even with my new armor.
“Never do that again,” she insisted.
Before I could remind her she would have been hit with the stone if I wouldn't have jumped in, she cut me off.
“We dragged you off, but there was nothing we could do. We were being attacked. I'm so sorry.”
“Fall in!” Oliver interrupted. 
Victoria’s neck twitched, startled. 
We followed his command. This wasn’t the time. I could see in her eyes she had more to say.
As I joined the line Peter met me with a welcoming nod. 
At the flank of the group, even the mighty Kline was still trying to catch his breath. It didn't stop him from greeting me. We were in a much wider alley, more like a small street, that skirted along the wall of the city. Half of Cornelius's men were with us fending off the goblin surge. It was still unclear where their leader was. 
“You okay?” Kline asked.
“Yeah. I passed out, so didn't have to deal with the headache long.”
“Haha! It looks like getting hit over the head was good for you. You almost look as pretty as me with that shiny shirt. I'm going to have to get one myself. Can you believe these boogers? No goblin is allowed to outshine Kline!”
“You're becoming a fine gamer.”
Cranking his head to the side, he looked at me offended.
“It's all about the loot!” I added.
“Oh. Oh! Look at us! You're starting to become a jock and I’m a virtual master with muscles. Loot! Give me goodies and experience, you beautiful toothpick wielding turds!”
Even Oliver turned his head and I could have sworn I saw the faintest grin. 
 
***
 
We stepped between the frontline players as they retreated to the back. Another five or six players were lined up on the other side of our group closest to the wall. I was on the opposite side next to a log building. The extra security to my right meant I would have an easier time defending and hopefully get some kills. My experience bar was sitting close enough to level 16 that it became my new short term goal. Well, and helping Kline get his shiny armor.
A spear point knocked against the top of my shield. Even after so much abuse, it was holding together well. 
It was time to take advantage of my position. Jabbing low, the goblin in front of me stepped back to avoid any damage. Perfect. Shifting to the side, I impaled the goblin to my flank in the temple. 
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A lunge from the goblin facing me pushed me back, stabbing my shoulder. The armor did its job, leaving nothing but a shallow bruise. 
Not happy about the realization that I would have just gotten impaled, I hit the goblin high on the shield, then low and high again. It knocked him back into the goblin behind him. I happily stabbed the mob in the bicep. 
Kline surged, shield-bashing one back and literally pushing another to the ground with his spear. He ninja looted the goblin with speed any game mentor would be proud of. The old fart had his new armor on before he even stood back up. 
The smile of a madman turned to greet me. 
“Shiny,” I said.
“I know, right?” 
He celebrated by smacking the goblin he had just shield-bashed back to the ground. His spear swept low and scored a hit on two different goblins in one swipe. 
As each minute came and went, each seemed to last longer than the one before it. My time on the front line could have been no more than fifteen minutes. This new level of goblin, the Goblin Heavy Footsoldier, was the hardest common enemy that we had faced by far. They were strict in their formation and their shields and armor made it close to a stalemate.
That wasn’t the worst of it. 
“Make way! Wounded!” called a voice from the middle of the player line. 
The players between us split to allow them through. 
A man in Cornelius’s burnt orange dragged one of his comrades away from danger. The man being dragged had a gash above the knee, just under his tasset, the armor overlaying his groin area. 
It was a debilitating wound, for the moment, but the man rescuing him had an even worse wound on his shoulder. It was deep and covered his arm in red. He had the wounded arm looped under the arm of the man he was pulling. His good hand grabbed onto the other’s wrist, and he used his own arm like a harness to pull the man to safety. There was little doubt he had gotten hurt while rescuing the man.
These goblins weren’t just better equipped but were smart enough to capitalize on moments of weakness.
When it was my turn to fight again, it had been about twenty minutes, tops. Even then I hadn’t completely recovered. It seemed like my body healed faster than my stamina filled up. It had risen to just under the three-quarter mark from full. 
We held our ground well, but there was no doubt we were slowly being pushed back. They just kept coming and we couldn’t kill them fast enough. 
Kline wasn’t having the same problem I was with running out of endurance. His movements had been noticeably reduced to optimize his energy reserves. Standing firm, he shifted his weight to meet blows with his shield, instead of stepping deep into the block. There were no exaggerated movements even when he attacked. 
I started to mimic him, but it was difficult to fully grasp all his tricks with the pounding of spear points that thirsted for my blood. Even then my efforts to become more efficient were helping. The drain on my stamina slowed.
It was while fighting the endless horde of green warriors that I learned what it was to really be exhausted. Not being able to fully recover was taking its toll even as I was wising up to how to manage my movements. Breathing became more difficult before the strength in my arms bled from me. I lost all track of time. When someone called from behind, I nearly fell back as the player rushed forward to take my place. It was a miracle I wasn’t killed right then.
I caught my breath soon after, but still, my stamina wasn’t building fast enough. As my group was halfway through our breather, a tremor rolled over the goblin army. There was a sudden tension in their ranks. 
The battle cry of men sounded, not from inside the city but from without. What was going on? Had we won at the other gate? No, it couldn’t be. There were still thousands of goblins there; it would take hours to kill them all, even if they were winning.
Within moments, the goblins’ ranks turned from well-formed to every goblin for himself. The goblins started to fall easier, but they were also unpredictable. Instead of trying to break through our line to gain ground into the city, now they were trying to get past us to flee. 
The men out front tired quicker as the pace turned frantic. My turn up front came. 
“Where you think you’re going?!” Kline bellowed.
With only fifty percent of my stamina recovered, I ignored it and followed Kline’s enthusiasm. Grow, stats, grow!

I still limited my movements and emphasized my shield, but my spear found itself the busiest it had been during the entire battle. Forget pretty. Instead of going for killing shots, I stuck out my spear with little more than arm strength behind it and let the spear point do the work. It caught shin, knee, and thigh, using the chaos of the desperate goblins to my advantage. This helped me keep the goblins back and actually allowed my body to rest more than before. Blocking blow after blow was having more of an effect than I had realized. 
Then the goblin line shattered with the surge of the player army outside trying to come in. The goblins had gone from pushing us back, to trapped.
 



Chapter 20 – Inspiration
 
Our forces were split into two fronts. The thousand men Cornelius had requested had first come as small groups, slowly strengthening our forces from inside the city. That had only been the beginning while Harrison worked his magic. A large force of five hundred or more players had broken off of the main force at the front of the city and marched around the city wall to attack the goblins from behind. It had stopped the attack and earned us all a couple of upgrades to our armor, but there were still thousands of goblins at either gate. 
Within an hour we had set up a second barricade at the smaller gate. This one was smaller than the first, with a similar design, and much thicker obstacles. That was only the beginning. It was decided most of us would be purposely shut out of the gate as the gap was closed and transformed into a new section of the wall. This would be the last place the goblins would want to look for a weakness when the merchant-craftsmen were done. Once finished, we would form up and rejoin the rest of the player force at the front of the city. If anyone was left alive.
This didn't fix the problem of Sneak-Thieves being able to scale the wall and kill people in their sleep. We still had no idea how many people had died. Since the small population of NPC guards was nearly worthless, after this the players would have to come up with a plan to stop it all together. 
It was only dumb luck that the goblins hadn't sent a bigger force into the breach. They were trying to make up for the missed opportunity now by sending at least double the size of our force to regain ground, but we had already dug in. A thousand players fought the goblins in waves. It was by far the bloodiest battle yet. With their advanced equipment, we were losing more players than ever before. 
The third wave came. We were to the far west of the line, near the opposite side of the city from the main gate to the east. The new barricade was southeast of our position.
I had regained my endurance somewhat when the work began on securing the location and the first wave of goblin warriors attacked. Almost to level 17 and being forced to learn to better manage my endurance, I steeled my focus. 
I braced for the slash from a short sword. This lot didn’t have the spears of the earlier goblins. 
Kline to my right and Oliver to my left did the same against the onslaught. Peter was at our left flank next to a player group and another player group flanked Kline. Victoria was at our rear, trying to feel for kill shots when the opportunity came. She wasn't alone. A group we had agreed to switch with was at our backs and relieved us when we tired. There were other layers to the player line, but this partnership had greatly improved our efficiency. 
My spear struck high, pushing up the goblin’s shield. A push from my shield set it off balance and I stabbed it in the leg above the knee. Another push and my spear found the goblin high on the neck. 
Level 17
You have reached Level 17!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 40 meters!
 
Getting to level 20 would likely give me some pretty nice upgrades, especially if it was anything like level 10.

My years of gaming had taken over. The constant exhaustion had placed me in survival mode. My mind and instinct took turns, not knowing who was leading who.
I dipped low to catch a hatchet with my shield, leaving a good opening. A spear from the player behind me flashed forward impaling the goblin’s arm. It turned to face me with its shield and went into an annoying defensive stance. I started jabbing at its foot. I didn't have the range, but seeing it hop over and over again was worth the effort. 
When it started to get the hint that I didn't have the reach, it stopped hopping and leaned forward, relying on its shield completely. 
Okay then. Have it your way. 
I lunged forward, confident its weapon arm was completely useless and drove my weight into its shield while jabbing down at its foot. 
Score! I had hit my target, bloodying its boot, but realized I could have easily killed it with an overhead stab. 
Blah. 
It moved to retreat when I hooked my shield over the top of its own and pulled it to me while driving my spear into its neckline. 
Who just got two undamaged chainmails? Now we're talking!
The next goblin pounded my shield with its club a single time before the horn of retreat sounded. It snorted as it faded back, a pathetic little snort at best. 
No one followed. To pursue would bring you face to face with the rest of the goblin army. 
A gurgling cry came from a player down the row to my right. A few of his friends knelt down to help. Blood streamed from under his hands, which he held over his neck. There was nothing that could be done for him. 
An uneasy air settled around the men as they watched their friend pass out and a few minutes later dissolve into mist. It wasn’t a terribly difficult death considering. Is it wrong for me to think that way?
The players that died here would respawn inside the city and head back to the other side of the construction behind us on the wall. If for some reason we failed, everyone who died would respawn and be waiting for them a second time after they destroyed the barricade. That is if everyone found the heart to carry on. 
With them gone, I knelt down and looted the two corpses. Immediately I equipped an average quality iron long-sleeved chainmail. It was rare even now among the sea of bronze. 
Turning to the player behind me, I offered him the bronze one. It was fine chain, so the difference between them wasn’t much. His eyes went wide at the offer.
“Seriously?” 
“Oh yeah. You basically handed the last one to me.”
“Thank you!”
With them gone, for now, we pulled back to a makeshift camp we shared with many other groups. There were a few stumps, but it was mostly a fire and a bunch of spread out blankets. 
“Lucius, Oliver, and Kline will try to sleep until the next wave. Victoria, it’s your turn to watch with me,” Peter said.
It was my second round to lie down and rest. Next round I would be on watch. 
 
***
 
Unsure how long it had been, I was shaken awake. I sat up quickly. Somehow I had managed to sleep.
Kline was standing over me, his finger over his lips. 
“They're attacking?” I whispered.
“No. Come with me.” 
I followed him away from the camp of restless players trying to sleep. Checking my menu, it was 4:23 am. I had slept maybe 45 minutes. It had been enough. 
Character Status
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 17
Health Points: 272
Endurance Points: 420
Combat Level: Unknown?
Strength: 31
Dexterity: 47
Endurance: 42
Strength +1, Dexterity +2, Endurance +3
 
Today’s growth was the highest yet! It might not seem like a lot but my endurance had already increased by 15% in four days. I just had to keep pushing my body to the breaking point each day and my stats would soar! Whatever they were pumping me full of was working.
We found a well shadowed, mostly quiet section of wall. He turned and faced me.
“Victoria told me what happened.”
I was speechless, but I should have seen this coming. 
“Can you tell me what happened?”
Swallowing deeply, I tried to answer. This was Kline. As an athlete, he might be able to help. Actually, as a professional fighter, he might be the perfect person. 
“After seeing Cornelius fight…”
“You felt like a bunny rabbit trying to swim with sharks?”
“Eh… I guess.” 
“He's pretty impressive. Cornelius.”
“He is.”
“Did you freeze when you saw us fighting the hobgoblin?” he asked softly. There was no accusation in his tone. 
I looked down and stared at the heavily trotted grass. “No. Not exactly. The hobgoblin has something to do with it, but it wasn’t fear that stopped me. I can’t compete with Cornelius. Or you, Oliver, Peter.”
He nodded as he took in every word. “I can’t complete with him either. Yet. What do you think held you back?”
“I wish I knew. I felt like I would get in the way, I guess. Becoming a pro gamer has been my goal for years, but being here, seeing how I compare to real fighters… Everything I have been working for feels fake.”
“Are you going to quit?” 
Looking up, I felt like I had just been hit in the gut. “No. Never!” 
“Why not?” 
My mouth opened, but I found no words. 
“Lucius. Not knowing what you are fighting for is one of the most deadly diseases a fighter can catch. I believe you when you say you aren’t going to quit. You have a problem that is just as serious. Your body may still be able and your mind may be sharp, but without motivation, your loss to a driven opponent is inevitable, even if he’s inferior to you. Only you can find the answer. What is worth fighting for?” 
I wiped my forehead, then sat my chin into my palm to think. Going pro, proving my father wrong, and impressing my fans seemed to have lost their appeal. How could something go from the most important to meaningless overnight? 
It was over a minute before I responded. “Why do you fight?”
“That’s easy. I want to remind people that there is a difference between martial arts and fighting in virtual reality. To grow stronger. To reach the height of legends, a level that only men like Cornelius have reached. Since the beginning of the human race, before war and conflict, men have always had a competitive spirit. Have you ever met two brothers that didn't grow up wrestling? We are designed for competition. Combat sports are the ultimate way to challenge yourself. Now you have seen a master in action and are just realizing what so many have before you.”
“What's that?” I yearned for the same passion he had.
“The universe is bigger than you ever imagined. You have just gotten a taste of what real strength looks like. Cornelius is amazing, but there are others that have gone further. They have found a reason to push themselves, not just to fight, but to train for decades and face harder and harder challenges to find out what their limit is. To surpass it if possible.”
It seemed familiar. “I think I understand. It has been the same for me trying to reach the highest levels of gaming. That just doesn’t seem very appealing when everyone’s getting hurt.”
“Being the best, or having people praise you are both enough to motivate some, but after getting hurt as you did you realize being the best gamer or even the best fighter wouldn’t heal your back. Perhaps being the best isn’t where you should look. Maybe becoming the best will help you achieve the real goal that you are passionate about. You are at a crossroad, Lucius. You must decide if it’s worth it.”
“If what is?”
“The way I see it, what you’re fighting for isn’t the question you should be asking. Ask yourself, is there anything worth getting hurt for?” 
“Oh…”
“After you find the answer, it’s a question you will have to wake up and ask yourself every morning for the rest of your life.”
 
***
 
There was no sleeping after my conversation with Kline even as I lay there trying. His questions kept playing back and forth in my mind as if they were trying to strangle me in their grip. 
I hadn't yet looked at my fan page. There was probably damage done after I had held Victoria back, but it could wait until later.
I switched with Peter and Victoria. It was time for Oliver and me to keep watch. Even though I saw no danger of falling asleep I stood and joined Oliver as he kept both eyes on the goblin camp. 
 
***
 
Grub. We are talking about sausage in some kind of white gravy that they were passing off as breakfast soup. It was basically like eating all-you-could-eat meat gravy. I know what you’re thinking. That it was probably as disgusting as goblin paddies. But after an endless rollercoaster of exhaustion and recovery, just to do it all over again, it tasted like a miracle food. 
The NPC merchants were taking care of us this morning after last night's attack. There were a few that had stayed outside the gate to try and help even if they weren’t fighters. It was brave considering we were already shut out and our small numbers compared to the enemy meant we could be overrun and killed. Also, if they died, they stayed dead. I had never seen anything like this in a game. The players and NPCs were acting as one big community. They weren’t giving out quests, but everyone was helping with what needed to be done. No questions asked.
“How are you doing?” Victoria asked, sitting on a large brown wool blanket next to mine. 
From my own blanket, I responded, “Good.” The rest of the group was standing, their bowls in their hand while talking to a neighboring group. “I can't believe you betrayed my trust and told on me, though.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yup. You're definitely back to normal. Was Kline able to help?”
“He kept going on about swimming bunnies.”
“What?”
“I know, right?”
“Was that all?” she asked under her breath, looking down, stirring her gravy. 
I swallowed the sudden knot in my throat. It wouldn't hurt me to be straight with her.
“I don’t know. He got all philosophical.” 
She ignored my lighthearted jab. “I’m really sorry for what I said. I just want you to be okay, and I don’t know what to do.” 
“There is nothing to forgive. You have done more to help than anyone else.” 
Her eyes darted back and forth, fighting back tears.
I scooted closer to her, not sure what to do. “Victoria. I’m okay, really. You know how I mentioned about wanting to become a pro gamer?” 
She looked up, nodding. “I do.”
“I don’t…”
“Attention all falconers!” Cornelius echoed through group chat. “Head to your stations. Repeat! Attention all falconers! Head to your stations.” 
We had joined his personal group, becoming part of the leadership team and group chat was saved for only necessary announcements like this. With a limit of 99 people in a group, it was just like being a part of a temporary guild. The issue was you couldn’t be a part of two groups at once, so we had to get creative with the communication channels. 
“It’s time,” Victoria said, breathing deeply to calm her emotions.
The sun was just starting to peek over the city wall behind us. It cast a wide net of light above the battlefield, not yet reaching the ground. The rest of our group joined us as we walked toward the tower. It was more of a platform of stacked up carts and crates, but the craftsmen had stabilized it by hammering it into submission. They had even added a wooden crown around the top of the structure that came up to Victoria’s waist to help protect against projectiles. 
This was one of three platforms that had been built. The main one was in the middle of the player defense and the other two were on either flank, giving more than one point of view of the battle that was destined to take place. Though it reached ten feet in the air, Victoria scrambled around to the tower’s rear and scaled it with ease. 
She was joined by another player, this one with an owl on his shoulder. The rest of us took our places among the groups charged with guarding the makeshift tower. She didn’t let her falcon become visible for fear that it might be targeted. 
“In position,” she said to the command group. 
Looking back, I saw Victoria standing on high, her arms clasped behind her as she stared out across the field, seeing only what those with enhanced vision could see. A large part of me felt relief that she wouldn’t be a part of the immediate conflict. Not having to worry about her was a weight off my shoulders. But that didn’t mean she was safe. From her position, if the goblins were smart enough, she could easily become a target. Taking out the enemy’s eyes was a very smart move.
“Victoria, report,” Cornelius commanded. 
“There is a mix of goblin spearmen and those with one-handed weapons and shields. I’d say the spearmen make up 25% of the army. Another 5% are slingers. They are gathered at the rear of the army. There are approximately 2,200 goblins and one hobgoblin near the rear. This one looks different. He’s wearing fur armor.”
“Jeffery, confirm.” 
“I second Victoria’s assessment.”
Suddenly, a horn sounded with the dawn. It blew repeatedly as the trees of the horizon were lit like torches with daylight. The light came from behind, climbing over the tops of the wooden posts that made up the city wall. The battlefield was a failing shadow under the sun’s arrival. Without delay, the goblins came. This time every one of the monsters with sword and spear came at once.
 



Chapter 21 – Unleashed
 
The bullets from a multitude of slings reached us first. They shone brightly as they peeked in the sky, then tumbled toward us from the heavens. By now most people had decent armor to survive a direct hit, but I cringed at the memory of the damage one of the bullets had done to my iron helm. The dull thud, splintering of wood, and gong off shields drummed about the player encampment.
Even though we didn’t start out on the front line, a charging goblin burrowed its way through the army of players. As one, Kline and I leveled all our weight behind our shields and pummeled the goblin to the earth. Without its momentum six or more spears found it lying helpless. 
Kline struck my shield with his fist, pumping his eyebrows in adrenaline-fueled celebration. His motivation was contagious, but there was more. I couldn’t deny I was progressing. Seeing my stats increase over the last couple of days and knowing it was my own strength that rose with them was invigorating. Just days before I could hardly hold my spear for 15 minutes, but now, through the trials of the goblin threat, it had become a trusty companion. It was intriguing, but it wasn’t enough. How many dozens, if not hundreds of players had already died in the fighting overnight? 
The bellow of a massive hobgoblin seemed to rumble the very ground I stood upon. I saw him from where I stood behind the player line and the goblin army, heads above everything else. The fur armor looked like the pelt of a giant wolf of gray and white. 
He had left the rear of the goblin army, leaving the slingers alone, and was strutting forward toward the middle of the player line. More players were about to die.
The familiar itch of my back and heavy breathing overtook me. I looked to my friends who stared forward toward the goblins they were about to face when it was our turn to take our place on the front line.
Commanding my menu open, it was time to check my followers. I flicked it to my fan page to see what the damage had been after I hadn’t run to help my friends. Curious, my followers had only gone down by four million. That wasn’t the whole story though. The detailed stats said more. After I hadn’t run to help over eight million people had unfollowed me in a mass exodus. There was a common theme to their comments, all summed up in one word: coward. The gain in supporters had come because of the drama between Victoria and me. They wanted to see me prove myself and earn her trust. They wanted to see us together. 
Another volley of stone bullets rose up in the sky, gaining altitude as they looked for their victims. They obviously could have cared less if their own were hit by the stones just as we were. 
Raising my shield as the stones came, I heard a woman’s scream, as if it had been right in my ear. Victoria! 
Turning, I looked up to the platform behind me, not seeing her. 
“Victoria!” Peter shouted so loud next to me I had to cringe.
“I’m okay. Jeffery has a broken arm. It’s shattered. He’ll be out for at least an hour,” Victoria replied.
“Keep me posted with his condition,” Cornelius said. “Grab someone to guard you with a good shield.” 
I knew both Peter and Oliver likely had me in mind, but if they said anything I missed every word of it. 
When Victoria finally stood, showing herself to be okay, I turned back to the front and watched the hobgoblin as it came.
The memory of the molten rock that had filled my veins, causing me the worst pain I had felt in my life, stirred the pit of my stomach to boiling. How many people would it break, maim and kill? What of the stone bullets, or the spears and blades that would shatter, pierce and separate skin and bone? Could all of their pain even be measured? 
This wasn’t a game. Becoming a pro gamer had to take a back seat to something more primal, something more desperate. 
“Kline.” 
I felt his eyes on me.
“If I get hurt, you have permission to kill me.”
“Eh? What are you about to do?” 
What was worth getting hurt for? I didn’t hesitate. 
Stomping forward and squeezing between the two players in front of me, I waded through my fellow players until I stood right behind the front line. No one said anything to me. Was it the anger or insanity that radiated off me that stopped their mouths? All of my focus was on one thing. 
The players before me fought side by side, dancing to and fro between defense and attack. The enemy line was just as thick as ours, but not as organized. I would not fail here. 
Feigning twice before lunging, the player on my right had a pattern to his attacks. The player to his left remained in one place regardless of the action he was taking. If I could just time it right this opening would do. 
He leaned forward, immediately popping back to his defensive stance. A second time he lunged with his shoulders only, causing the goblin in front of him to flinch. On the third go, he committed. 
I shot out from the player line, using the gap and the defending goblin as my opening. With both hands bracing behind my shield, I ducked low and drove my legs into the dirt with all my might. 
These goblins were not the light, easy to defeat variety, but the heavy footsoldiers. Even then my size and momentum drilled a hole through their ranks like a railgun through a feathered pillow. I didn’t dare stop running. The goblins would most definitely pursue if I gave them a chance. Turning toward the center of the field, I continued at a good pace and headed straight for the blue giant. 
The tight formations of the goblins we faced worked to my advantage. There were no stragglers, so I had a straight shot at my target if I didn’t slow down. 
Was protecting others worth suffering for?

A sniper shot whistled toward me. With the morning light overhead and shadow encompassing the field, it made the projectile stand out even more than in the dark alone. A black streak trailed it. 
Slowing a single step was all that it took to evade the well-aimed bullet. Instead of picking me off it dug into the back of a goblin. No mere stone would dissuade me from my path. It gave the gamer in me an idea. 
I wasn’t stopping or attacking, all I had to worry about was a daring slinger that thought he could hit me without hitting his own. With my shield between me and the snipers, it would take a rare shot indeed to even slow me. 
As I neared the boisterous hobgoblin, I heard a familiar voice through group chat.
“Lucius!” Victoria screamed. 
Did she have to use the game system to yell at me? I could hear her as if she was standing right next to me. Actually, everyone in the group, including Cornelius and the leadership team could hear her. Well, I had everyone’s attention.
“I’m okay. I don’t want anyone else to suffer,” I replied.
As she argued, I ignored the rest. She could be just as much of a pain as Destiny. Destiny… Somehow Victoria had started to take my AI’s place.
Coming within range, the hobgoblin glanced my way, but kept walking. He was no more than a stone’s throw from the goblin line. That was to my advantage. The slingers would have trouble interfering in our fight. 
Armored or not, this monster was using the traditional tree-club the other hobgoblins had used. That was where the similarities stopped. Its armor was more like a thick blanket thrown over it with a hole cut out for its head than armor. Only the hobgoblin I had faced the first night was as large. Above its head was the title only a boss possessed. 
Rrasche
Master Sergeant of the Western Goblin Army
Boss Monster!
 
As my back started to spasm, I stretched into a full out sprint, my shield and spear pumping with my arms. 
Suffering. Pain. Stopping the cause of these travesties flooded me with purpose. 
The beast turned his head fully, amused that I was seriously attacking him, and cranked back his club into a two-handed grip, slashing across the horizon as if to part the sky from the earth. 
Enough.
I threw my feet out and slid on my backside. A few branches scraped against my shield, which was held tight above me to protect my face. Digging my heel into the earth, my momentum brought me to my feet. Instinct took over. I drove my spear up under the low hanging fur into the joint of the hobgoblin’s hip. The blade sunk in, burying its bronze blade fully. 
I stood my ground, arm’s reach from the cause of my greatest fear. Repeating my mistake now and retreating blindly like last time would cost me. Even if I was willing to pay the price, it would have to earn it this time. 
Sensing it turn back toward me, I ducked under the spear shaft lodged in its hip. Slipping past it, I dived and rolled to stay in its blind spot. Coming to a knee, I was directly behind it. Picking up its foot, it wasn’t sure if it had crushed me. It scrambled about wanting to pound me, but unable to find me.
I was still alive. Suppressing a manic chuckle, the idea that had come to me while evading the slingers was perfect—for a game. There was no guarantee it would work here. I got up and ran while banging my shield with my fist. 
Glancing behind me, the boss monster caught sight of me. The limp in its left leg slowed it, but not by much. 
With my shield in front of me and a raging giant behind, I headed right for the hundred slingers that wanted my head. The snipers responded almost immediately. 
I saw the first projectile coming. Even expecting it I was almost too late. The distance had halved since they had slung at me before. Diving with little grace, I landed on my chest knocking the air from my lungs. I heard rather than saw multiple thumps, followed by a gasping snort. 
My shield was pitched over my head as I lay there. Turning I saw the hobgoblin tip back, his arms whirling to catch his balance. The ground shook at the impact of his fall.
Something resembling the mix of a growl and a snicker escaped my gritted teeth. I couldn’t believe it.
A clang vibrated through my shield as it deflected a stone. 
This was my chance. Staying low, I nearly bear crawled toward the hobgoblin, my shield arm tucked behind my head to save my already damaged helm and back from any bullets. With a step to go, I rose up, unsheathing my sword, and hacked at the closest foot of the hobgoblin, severing multiple massive toes. 
The beast flailed, turning to its side and almost kicking me in the head. I slashed again, but blindly this time as I took off running. 
Even with my shield sitting over my back, a stone cratered in my shield, tossing me forward. Taking a direct hit from one of their snipers was insane. I jarred my side as I fell and busted my chin on my own shield. 
-17 Damage
Adrenaline took over and I was on my feet running in a sporadic zigzag back the way I had come. 
My breathing started to sag. 
It was then that I noticed a large congregation of goblins were waiting for me. Only their fear of the hobgoblin had kept them back this long. Now, they were running at me from every direction. Immediately I changed my course and headed right for the biggest bunch of them. With any luck, the slingers would think twice about hitting their own. Not that it had stopped them before. 
There was one spearman that was closer than the rest. It led with its spear, holding it with two hands. 
As it lunged, I spun without thinking, my sword parrying its spear. Doing a 360 with my shield still over my back, I landed, chopping deep into its neck. My body had obeyed as I carried out a move I would only dare during a game. What was I doing?
The next goblin came at me with sword and shield. It stopped short, suddenly trembling. Noticing its glare I knew the hobgoblin wasn’t finished with me yet. 
I slashed the back of the goblin’s calf as I ran by. The rest of the goblins had stopped running at me.
My first thought was to get away, but after years of pulling monsters as a gamer, another thought came to mind. If you have a raging beast charging after you, it’s only right to take advantage. 
It was becoming harder to keep running. Body, don’t fail me.
Without stopping I headed right for the backpedaling group of goblins. This time I didn’t bother attacking them. Their focus was elsewhere. 
Nearing the main goblin line, I veered to run parallel down the back of the enemy army. I turned to see my pursuer; its tree-club swung low, driving two goblins through the air and another spun in a different direction. The rest scattered like green ants before a blue flame. Its toeless foot was dragging behind. The injured hip swung its good leg forward awkwardly. Even with a crippled hobble, its speed was nothing to laugh at.
It was time for codename chaos. 
Turning into the rear of the mass of goblins, I leveled my shoulder into one and jabbed another in the neck with my sword. Bouncing off of the pair, I regained my stride and kept running. Every ten feet I dragged my blade across the back of the goblin necks at the rear of the fighting force. 
It was only a matter of moments before I faced a goblin that saw me coming. I deflected its blow and put some distance between me and the goblin line. Looking back, I saw dozens of goblins were leaving the formation and chasing me. Just behind them, the hobgoblin was somehow picking up speed. Its yellow eyes were now blood red. 
The pace I set was no longer determined by my will, but whatever my failing body could manage. My lungs pounded. Or was that my heartbeat? Was I going to fall now? 
Funny. It wasn’t fear of pain, but defying the hobgoblin only to be done in by the lower class goblins that bothered me.
Stumbling, I just barely caught my footing. My legs were pushed to their limit. Note to self. Increase endurance. 
I heard the carnage behind me as the hobgoblin caught the goblins running after me. 
Were my eyes getting blurry? I thought I saw Kline running at me. 
I stumbled again. This time I fell. 
With my face resting happily on its side and my lungs sucking air, I almost stayed there and welcomed my death. Perhaps if I died I would awaken fully energized and save on recovery time. For some reason, I doubted it would be that easy.
 



Chapter 22 – Final Confrontation
 
An annoying bark came inches from my ear. The panic in Wink’s whimper demanded that I kept moving. Was this some kind of annoying warning system? 
Pushing up from the ground I fell more than ran forward but managed to keep my feet under me. If they reached me then I’d greet them with my sword if I wasn’t already dead. 
I was seeing Kline again. His pearly whites greeted me from about a hundred yards away. Real or not, I would reach my friend. Wait, was that Peter and Oliver running behind him? Who in their right mind would be here behind enemy lines?
My arms and legs were moving on their own. Nothing was allowing me to stay on my feet except for sheer will. I continued on. Fifty yards. Twenty. It was then that I realized they weren’t just a figment of my imagination. 
Kline led my friends. When I was about to slow and ask him what he was doing, he shot past me and yelled, “Can’t let you have all the fun!” 
Oliver and Peter followed.
Bewildered, I stopped and looked to see what they were up to. 
Kline had inventoried his spear and shield and was two-handing his woodcutter’s ax. He struck a goblin on the shield and even though it was ready for him, the creature’s knees buckled as if it had been hit by a truck. He didn’t just use the blade, but also the flat rear of the ax like a hammer. Swatting goblins like flies as he waded through their charge, their bones shattering, chainmail or not. 
Oliver wielded a new weapon, an iron-balled mace. He went from goblin to goblin, bashing one and crushing the next. 
The two strong men held nothing back. I had known they were impressive, but they both seemed to defy physics with their explosive blows. Had they been holding back or pacing themselves?
Peter didn’t hold back either, but unlike the two men, he wielded his long sword in one hand and a short sword in the other. I had seen blade masters before, but watching his footwork baffled me. He stepped lightly from one foot to the other, tiptoeing through the midst of the enemy. His blades never missed their mark. From slash to skewer, the monsters fell before him like leaves meeting a strong wind at the end of fall. 
The giant arrived, rising up against them. 
I was interrupted by a cackle of snorts to my side. The rear of the goblin army was no longer facing the players defending the city. 
Raising my sword and shield to meet them, I found I was the furthest thing from their minds. They started to back away. I moved out of their path. Over a hundred of them fled the line leaving those still fighting the players alone to their ultimate demise.
Their retreat left me free to watch my friends. The goblins they were fighting had caught on. They were trying to get away as my friends and the hobgoblin cut them down. 
Holding up his hand, Kline signaled for Peter and Oliver to back away. What was the old fart up to?


The boss monster didn’t slow. It now wielded its tree-club single-handed while using its other hand to help keep its balance. 
With his ax sitting on his shoulder, Kline looked up at the towering beast. 
When the beast swung, Kline darted in well before the blow could reach him. From a two-handed grip, he cranked his ax back, then unleashed it. The blow was so vicious it took the hobgoblin’s front leg that was holding its weight right out from under it.
With a single leap, Kline bounded to the creature’s back. Like lightning from heaven, his ax struck down dead center on its spine with all of his might. Again, and a third time was all it took. I was close enough to hear a sickening crunch as he crippled it
The beast tried to fight, but its arms only twitched in response. 
He jumped off and started walking toward me. Grabbing his ax by the neck he offered me the handle. 
“Would you like to do the honors?” he asked. Never had I seen him so serious. 
His offer was not about finishing the hobgoblin. This was the first time I had seen him show what he was really capable of. It was a challenge. 
“I’ll get the next one.” 
He nodded, “Good answer," then turned to finish the job. 
“Kline,” I said, stopping him.
He turned back. “Yeah?” 
“Thank you.” 
His customary grin returned.
I watched him walk away to finish the monster. It came up to his waist even though it was still face down on the ground. 
As his ax struck home, a chorus of popup windows flashed one after another. There were so many of them it could have been a dangerous distraction even though they were translucent. 
From the pack of goblin slingers sirened a long horn blast. The most disturbing squeal imaginable rose up from the remaining army of goblins. In a panic, they all fled, each in their own direction. 
Few of them were left in close proximity to where the hobgoblin had been. I caught one that was within a few strides, but I still needed to fully recover so I didn’t pursue any others. The defenders had other ideas. Hundreds of men surged forward, their cheering deafening. 
A second horn blast called in the distance. It came from the eastern gate where the other battle was taking place.
“Hold your men back!” Cornelius demanded through group chat. “We mustn’t leave our station defenseless! Let those that have gone pursue. It will be enough.”


Immediately voices rose up and down the line relaying the message. 
“If I may,” Victoria said over the same chat channel. “Check your notifications. I think it’s actually over!” 
“It’s true!” Peter added. 
My friends were walking toward me after looting their kills. 
I found myself more than just physically exhausted. This trial had been as much an emotional one as physical. Letting my legs go limp, I fell back to my rear. Lying back, I stretched my arms in victory. 
Bringing up the largest popup window, I checked to see what they were all talking about.
 
Quest Type: (Regional Event) 
You have completed the quest Survive Week One!
 
Colonel Erriach will not continue trying to take the city now that Master Sergeant Rrasche is dead. He has been caught in the act of trying to breach the side entrance of Willingham and killed!
Reward: +10,000 Experience, +Access to trainers, +Ability to form a guild.
Bonus Reward: For causing the goblin leaders Rrasche and Grrach considerable damage in combat, 10% discount for all training facility costs per boss monster you fought for the next month.
+20% Discount Training Facility
(Duration: 1 Month)
Note: Porting into a Gym or Training Room requires you to go to the physical location of a Training Facility. If an enemy army of more than 100 enters your city gate you will be ported out of training immediately and will spawn at the Training Facility. 
 
The bonus reward was nearly as impressive as the primary one. Though I didn’t know how much training would cost, 20% was nothing to laugh at.
Seeing the next popup, suddenly my energy returned. I jumped up and smacked Kline on the shoulder while yelling, “Ding!” 
He grabbed my leather armor on either side of the chest and literally picked me up over his head, tossing me up like a child. He roared while matching my excitement.
Note to self, don’t get into a pushing contest with Kline. 
Finally putting me down, he said, “Woah! This is amazing, man! You are going to have to explain to me what this all means!”
“Hah! Don’t worry. Your gaming mentor will take care of you!” 
“Blah!” 
I couldn’t wait, so I checked what all the level ups got me. My entire character status screen had transformed. 
Level 18
You have reached Level 18!
Ability Points +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 42 meters!
 
Level 19
You have reached Level 19!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 44 meters!
 
Level 20
You have reached Level 20!
Ability Points +1!
Advancement Points +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 46 meters!
 
Level 21
You have reached Level 21!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 48 meters!
Level 22
You have reached Level 22!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 50 meters!
Level 23
You have reached Level 23!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 52 meters!
Level 24
You have reached Level 24!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 54 meters!
 
Level 25
You have reached Level 25!
Ability Points +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 56 meters!
 
Level 26
You have reached Level 26!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 58 meters!
 
Level 27
You have reached Level 27!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 60 meters!
 
+4 Ability Points to Spend!
 
Of course, I already had planned what I needed to do with my points, so I waved Kline over to watch. 
The first one for Guild Chat, since now that joining a guild was unlocked, it was going to become useful very soon. 
Guild Chat!
Able to speak with guild members over great distances.
Only available if you have joined a player-run guild.
 
If only we would have had this the last couple of days. So many things would have been so much easier. 
Since I had purchased all of the upgrades under the Basic tier, now it was time to decide what I would spend my Advancement Point on. Things were about to get a lot more complicated. In time everyone would probably max out the Basic tier, but as we advanced we would have to specialize more and more. There were limited ability points and the advancement points were even more limited. 
It was essential to choose wisely. If every tier held advanced abilities like the ones Victoria explained when speaking about becoming a combat general, then the rest of my time in Codename: Freedom would depend on my choices.
Creature Indicator would probably give me access to improving my observational abilities and an upgraded Danger Indicator. It was the best choice for my own personal safety. 
Communication was probably the farthest reaching upgrade I could hope for. It would give me access to improve both Group and Guild communication, and hopefully a personal chat soon. 
Maps came in a close second to the Communication branch, no doubt giving some upgrades to Local and World Map that would be welcome. 
Out of all the branches, the last one and perhaps the least useful was the Character Sheet. I told Kline as much and gave him some recommendations. He chose Communication. A smart move, since I doubted any of us would be hunting alone anytime soon. 
Still, I had already decided on spending one of my rare Advancement Points on Character Sheet. The reason was that my current character stats were just too vague. I was used to similar stats in games, but not fully understanding how they were calculated was a pain. It was as if they were trying to imitate a game, but how they applied to the real world was only clear through experience. Kline’s higher Strength stat obviously meant he was stronger than me, but after watching him in action, I had a basic idea what 80 strength really meant in comparison to my 31 strength. That was as close as I could get to understanding it.
I had a feeling upgrading it would be the most useful. Yes, I had started to understand my new motivation, but I was under no illusion. I needed to get stronger.
Understanding that it might put me 10 levels behind the others for the rest of the game, I made my decision. Spending my Advancement Point with a click, a number of other options showed up before me. 
 
Personal Training Tools
Character Analysis
Greatly increases the detail of the Character Status break down!
Includes Mental State Observation!
Each stat can be closely examined and broken down into its own individual list for closer examination! 
Item Analysis
Greatly Increases the detail of inventory break down! 
Will help with better understanding the strengths and weaknesses of an item!
To use on an item outside of your inventory, you must be holding the weapon!
 
I immediately bought both and examined my new character screen. There was so much information!
 
Character Status
(Character Status – Intermediate)
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 27
Health: 985.41
Endurance: 1793.3
Combat Level: Rank F – Level 99
Strength: Rank F – Level 95
Endurance: Rank F – Level 79.33
Quickness: Rank E – Level 10
Speed: Rank E – Level 4
Intelligence: Rank E – Level 7
 
Measurements
Fast Twitch Muscle: Rank E – Level 31
Slow Twitch Muscle: Rank F – Level 65
Flexibility: Rank F – Level 89
Cardiovascular: Rank F – Level 84
Anaerobic: Rank F – Level 92
Memory: Rank F – Level 97
Calculations: Rank E – Level 17
 
Definitions
Health Points: This number represents perfect health. As you are injured, the points lower depending on the part of the body that takes damage and how serious the injury. Your Strength, Endurance, Quickness and Speed are all taken into account when calculating this number.
Endurance Points: This number is based solely on your endurance. The type and intensity of the exercise will determine how quickly you lose points. Your strength, quickness and speed determine how much energy an action will take.
Rank: The ranks are G, F, E, D, C, B, A, S. Rank G is the lowest and S is the highest. The higher the rank the more powerful!
Levels: Each rank has 99 levels. The higher the level the stronger the stat. If the level goes past 99 then the player ranks up!
Where was I even supposed to start? I was even able to go more in depth with the Measurements and showed how every stat was calculated. This was exactly what I was looking for, even if it was far more advanced than any other character sheet I had ever seen.
Definitions (Continued)
Fast Twitch Muscle – Muscle fiber responsible for speed and power.
Slow Twitch Muscle – Muscle fiber responsible for enduring. 
Flexibility – Fluidity of muscle and rank of motion.
Cardiovascular – Endurance during lower stress activity (Like running long distance).
Anaerobic – Endurance during high-stress activity (Like sprinting).
Memory – Mental capacity to store information.
Calculations – Speed of processing logical processes. 
 
I now had a tool to help measure my progression while I trained. With this, I would literally level up in real life and be able to figure out the most efficient way to do so. Though part of me missed skills, spells, and abilities from the games I was used to, knowing that leveling up here meant my body would also grow more than made up for it. 
Next, I unsheathed my sword. All I had to do was look at it with purpose and a popup window appeared.
Type: English Style Short Sword
Material: Bronze
Make: Short Sword
Quality: Rank F 
Note: Quality is based upon how it ranks against all materials and makes of weapons. 
Example: The short sword you use has a maximum Rank of F with the material Bronze. Using Iron the maximum raises to Rank D. Using Steel the maximum raises to Rank C. To achieve a higher Rank than C you must use a weapon with a more effective Make. 
 
This would come in very handy indeed. With a better break down of the item and understanding what makes something higher quality, it was much less likely I would get taken advantage of when buying and selling items.
“Lucius!” Victoria cried interrupting my line of thought. She was jogging our way from the tower she had manned. With the battle over she had come to join us.
I thought she was going to run right into me; most likely to strangle me. Thinking better of it, she stopped short and brought her arms to her chest. 
“I’m mad at you,” she huffed.
She picked a bad time to join us. I couldn’t stop smiling. “Sorry. At least I didn’t get hurt.” 
Staring down her nose at me, she jabbed her spear into the ground and unsheathed her sword. “Not yet you mean.” 
I took a step back. She actually looked threatening. Not that I believed her. Should I?
A twitch at the side of her mouth turned into a smirk, then a full belly laugh.
“See, you’re not that mad,” I replied, hiding my relief. 
“I don’t know how you haven’t died yet, Lucius.”
“I have great babysitters.” 
“I really can’t argue with that,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
“Well, at least you can form your guild now.” 
She turned her head to the side like a confused puppy. The realization hit her. “You’re right!” Her posture relaxed. Forgetting me, she started to flick through her menu. I had a feeling I wasn’t off the hook.
“Where’s my thank you?” 
Looking up, she glared at me with a spark of humor in her eyes. “I’ll pretend you didn’t say that.”
 
***
 
The player line split down the middle, as Cornelius, followed by a few men, marched toward us. These men were also abnormally large, but not quite as large as the man himself. They all wore newly acquired bronze chainmail and full helms, striking a soldier's stance as they halted before us. They were bronzed colossuses gracing us mere men. 
“It seems like congratulations are in order,” Cornelius said, in his gravelly tone. Turning to each of us in turn, he greeted us by name, except when settling on me. 
“It seems I haven’t been introduced to the hero of the hour. You must be Lucius?”
Before I could speak, Victoria answered. “If I may,” she said, stepping between us like a good hostess. 
“Lucius has been a member of our group since the first night we faced the goblin raids. That night he saved me from being trampled by the hobgoblin leading the militia. Afterward he took it upon himself to cripple the monster before being greatly wounded himself. It’s probably obvious, but he didn’t take it lightly.”
“That it is.” He bowed his head, thanking her, before extending his hand. 
I reached out and shook his hand that was larger than a baseball mitt. 
“I remember seeing the replay of what you did that first night. It takes a lot of guts to come back from that and do what you just did.”
My mouth was suddenly parched. I forced myself to meet his eyes. 
“Thank you, sir.”
Kline smacked me on the back in congratulations. 
“You too, Kline,” Cornelius said. “I think a reward is in order. Is there anyone else in your group that isn’t here?”
“No sir,” I answered. 
“I’m not sure what I can give that you don’t already have. We have been in the world of Freedom the same amount of time and you are among the top players. Even then, is there is something you would have of me? I’d like to reward you.”
When no one was quick to answer he looked to me. “Lucius. What about you?” 
It just wasn’t accurate to say Cornelius was just another player. There were more players following him than any individual in Willingham, if not in all of Freedom. The training he could provide alone was nearly priceless, and he seemed open to train anyone. There was a lot he could provide, but there was one thing that he could probably do that no one else could. 
If Victoria’s banking idea worked out, then having friends with nearly unlimited funds would go a long way toward having everything I needed. I had been a semi-pro gamer long enough to know it would have been nearly impossible to continue at the level I was without someone backing me so I could play full time after high school. In Freedom, it was no different. 
“We are looking to form a guild. Victoria has some very interesting ideas that I think you could help with.” 
Her head snapped to look at me. With her brows raised, she mouthed to me, “Thank you.”
If she was thinking the same thing I was he could help with recruiting, which would also bring traffic to the bank. Having him there to train the recruits would be a huge draw.
“Is that right? I’m not sure what help I could be, but I’d be happy to do what I can. Is there anything I could do for you personally?” 
“No, thank you. I just need to get stronger. Being a member of a strong guild will provide everything I need.”
“I understand. There is some advice I’d like to offer as well. An old friend of mine is going to be one of the trainers. He will be available now since we have finished the event. After competing with him for thirty years he is the only man I have never been able to defeat. I’m sure you have heard his name: Achilles. I think you should find him. He can help you sort things out. Tell him I sent you.”
My eyes went wide. Since gaming took on a major role in competitive entertainment, athletes became less popular. There were exceptions though. The best in the world at anything brings with it a certain amount of prestige. 
In MCAA, the Melee Combat Arts Association, there were a handful of names that were as famous as the highest level gamers. Cornelius was one, but Achilles soared above all others. Wearing full suits of armor and wielding every weapon you can imagine, these athletes fought full contact gladiatorial style. 
“Thank you for the advice.” 
“I will warn you though. He isn’t without his quirks and isn’t quick to accept anyone. Mentioning my name should give you an edge, but you will still have to prove yourself. There is no better trainer you will find.” 
Kline nudged me and said so only I could hear, “He’s known for being a little extreme, but if you can get past that, Cornelius is right, he’s the real deal.” 
“What of the rest of you? What would you have of me?” Cornelius added. 
One after another, each group member echoed what I said about helping with the guild until he landed on Victoria last of all. 
She looked at me as if embarrassed to be put in the situation, but I knew better. How she was planning to use him I wasn’t entirely sure. There was no doubt in my mind she already had a couple hundred things in mind though. 
I nodded her on. 
“What would you have of me, my dear?” 
“Well. I think it best if we sit down for lunch and discuss it. There is a lot to go over.” 
“Great idea. Then the least I can do, besides helping with the guild, is buy everyone lunch. Let me check in.”
Cornelius turned to one of his men, who reported to him quickly in a low tone that made it hard to overhear. 
Turning back to us, Cornelius smirked. “So it seems we are safe to leave this part of the wall. The craftsmen wanted to look it over in the light before declaring it finished. We won’t have to worry about the goblins getting in here. What do you guys say we escort the NPCs to the front gate? I hear they have about a thousand goblins surrounded. It would be a shame to let them have all the fun. Do you mind if we make it a late lunch?” 
We all looked around at each other, and despite not being fully recovered, we all readily agreed. I'd have a few minutes more to recover while everyone formed up. I hoped.
“Good. I’ll send the command. If you don’t have coffee, there is nothing like gutting goblins in the morning!”
 



Chapter 23 – Check Point
 
June 18, 2387
Stage one complete. The first event was designed to push the Codename: Freedom participants to show them their need to grow stronger. It has been a great success. 
Report: Our nanobot technology has surpassed all nutrient delivery mechanisms that have come before it. Each nanobot is able to work as an individual and as a part of the whole with the rest of the nanobot population to observe and deliver the perfect steroid and nutrition combination. Their ability to customize distribution levels according to the participant’s needs has been the key.
Stage one continued. The psionic unlocking compound that was introduced to the participant’s bodies through our nanobot technology should be starting to bear fruit in as little as two weeks. Each individual selected for Freedom was determined to contain at least moderate psionic potential. Some have already been documented to possess psionic enhanced strength and a few have shown a weak telekinetic pushing ability. 
Stage two commencing. With the participants now highly motivated to push themselves to grow in strength, we are introducing the best training available. These trainers and facilities, in combination with our nanobot tech, should allow each participant to progress in strength as quickly as possible. 
That concludes the Codename: Freedom progress report.
I have included the above report because I’m torn in how to respond. My original goal was to create the perfect training environment, which in turn would produce the ultimate soldier. It’s still early, but it is reasonable to hope that we have achieved that very goal. 
No new developments to report in regard to the criminal element in Codename: Freedom. I have still been unable to track down the responsible party. With my current workload, I may not be able to give this problem the attention it deserves. I’m considering bring someone else in on my discovery. But who can I trust? 
Sr. Director of Game Development
Otto Konig
 



Chapter 24 – Moving On
 
I’d never really been a coffee drinker, but with the amount of chocolate in this thing, I wasn’t sure it should be considered coffee. When we had gotten done finishing the goblins near the front gate, Cornelius had introduced us to a new tavern, The Over Eatery. The owner hadn’t decorated the log dining room much except for four large busts of stuffed boar on the walls. Two hung on either side of the dining hall, with the longest wall free of décor to allow for full wall viewing of any Freedom coverage. 
“So just like that, 3,621 players have left Codename: Freedom, unwilling to continue. In their defense, many of them suffered some pretty gnarly wounds, which is a testament to how lifelike this game really is,” Mia said, from the augmented big screen. 
Her head rested in her hands, and she shook her head back and forth. With a sudden jerk, her hands fled the screen and her jaw dropped into a mouthy grin. 
“But on a lighter note, just as many players, some of whom you know well, have taken their place.”
“Lucius!” cried the voice of a towering mop that had just stepped in front of the screen where Mia’s show was playing. It was Treetop. He was across the table behind Cornelius's men, but still tall enough to block the screen.
“Hey man.” I moved to stand, but he held up his hand and began making his way through the mob of players celebrating. It was packed, making it hard to squeeze around while carrying his double large mug. 
“The gamers?” Kline said. He sat to my left, our pups between us sharing milk from a bowl. 
I nodded.
“Did they join Harrison? I think he started his own guild.” Kline leaned forward, while looking around for him, but decided against standing. “Eh. He’s gone.” 
“Lucius.”
Turning, I stood, tabling my mug. 
“Treetop. What’s up?” 
“Drinking.” His cheeks hugged his ears with a grin. “Saw you so I thought I’d say hi.”
“Is everyone else here?” 
“Yeah. They’re around here someplace. If I can find them.” 
“We were leaving soon anyways. I’ll stop by when we go. We’re taking the rest of the day off.” 
“Now that sounds like a plan!” 
As Treetop left to find the gamers, Kline’s chair screeched against the well-worn floor as he stood. 
“I’m going to head to the new building,” Kline said. “Should I let Victoria know you will be by later?” 
“Yeah. It should be fairly soon.”
“Come, Lulu. We are going to sell stuff on our way. Tell me if you see any ladies that deserve complimenting.”
I shook my head, chuckling, as he left.
Remembering vaguely which direction Treetop had headed, I followed with no assurance he had known where he was going. Much of the tavern was standing room only. The only reason we had gotten a seat was that we had gotten here over three hours ago, among the first visitors after the battle was over. 
I found them near the corner of the room by the entrance. They were huddled as a large group, each with a mug in their hand. They weren’t as physically impressive as many of the athletes close by, but there was no denying them. There was a solemn air as they raised their mugs. 
Stopping short, I let the moment continue, unwilling to interrupt.
The violet eyes of the beautiful LadyHeadshot spotted me despite my intentions. Her smile greeted me. When HandshakeDeath noticed her reaction, everyone else became aware. Their eyes fell on me. 
Not too sure if I was intruding, my concerns were relieved when Vector stepped out of the huddle and offering me his hand. 
“Join us for a toast?” 
 
***
 
We stood together, mugs in hand. I felt it without having to be told. The battle hadn’t been easy for them, but they had made it through and were stronger for it. When I noticed that even Treetop was quietly staring into his mug, I realized that we were all facing the same reality. The first event had been hard, but this was just the beginning.
It was Vector that spoke up to give the toast. “Gamers. We face the most difficult game of our lives. As true gamers we must play. We must face every challenge and figure out the way to conquer it.” He allowed a moment of silence before raising his mug. “To victory!” 
“To victory!” I managed to repeat with the others while swallowing down a lump in the back of my throat. 
Everyone drew back their mugs to drink, except for Treetop who emptied his mug into a wastebasket behind him. 
My surprise joined that of every gamer there. All eyes were on him. 
When he saw us staring at him, the look he gave was the soberest one I had ever seen from him. He sighed and said, “I don’t drink.” 
 
***
 
“So what are we to make of the event Survive Week One ending in four days, not even a five-day week?” Drool asked. 
Vector stood at her side, with Treetop and LadyHeadshot crowded around as a part of our conversation. The rest of the group was talking about weapon choices for the future. 
“Does it mean that the questing system is inaccurate?” Treetop asked.
“Perhaps it’s not over,” LadyHeadshot replied, her cheeks almost matching the cherry color of her lips from whatever it was she was drinking. Despite the drink, she still had her wits about her. 
“I think it’s a good thing,” I added. “If I had to guess, I’d say the one week timetable was at the most a rough estimate. The real quest was completing the mission of defeating the goblin army. Once we accomplished what was needed, the time no longer mattered. This means we can get creative in how we solve quests in the future.” 
“Good point,” Vector said. “It’s rather likely that the game developers, or AI, whatever it is that is running this world, weren’t expecting for our friend here to defeat the boss monster leading the army.” 
“Helped defeat,” I corrected.
“Groin shot!” Treetop trumpeted. 
After telling him twice that I had pierced the hobgoblin in the hip joint, I no longer tried to argue. Besides, they had all seen it at least five or six times from the augmented broadcast on the tavern wall. 
“Well, at least the remaining event information updated, even if it is still rather vague,” Drool said. 
Quest Type: (World Wide Event)
The Goblin War!
You have defeated the western goblin army, but it will take more than that to get rid of this foe that has been around centuries before any humans ever graced these shores. Will you wait for the goblins to bring another larger army, or will you attack the goblin stronghold and take the fight to them?
Reward: Unknown
 
She continued, “It’s almost like they are encouraging us to attack the goblins.”
“I think that is exactly what they are doing,” Vector replied. “I wonder if the entire plan is to get us to take the goblin city before the rest of the world opens up to us. It’s not exactly easy to search for the government’s secret purpose for making Freedom when there’s a war going on.” 
Turning to me, Vector asked. “What are you going to do now?”
“Start training. Cornelius recommended that I seek out Achilles. What about you guys?”
“I see. We are going to do the same. Cornelius is holding his own training camp and it’s cheap compared to purchasing a mentor. We will stick with him for now, then probably upgrade after some basic training.”
“Cornelius is incredible. I was there when he soloed two hobgoblins.” 
“He is… I think I already know what you are going to say, but I wanted to ask anyways. Did you want to join us, Lucius? We are likely going to end up as a sub-guild to Harrison’s if talks continue the way they’re going.” 
“Thank you, Vector. Really. I’m honored.” 
“But Victoria is better looking,” Treetop interrupted.
Vector chuckled. 
It surprised me when I felt the heat rise up in my cheeks. 
I changed the subject. “I’d recommend partnering with her guild too. She may look young but she has a few ideas that I think will be very financially rewarding.” 
“We already are,” Drool replied with a smirk. “She told me about the bank idea. We’re in.” 
“Oh really?” 
 
***
 
I neared the new building that was destined to become our guild hall. It was closer to the front gate than the Willingham bank. Since it would second as a player-run bank, this would be a huge advantage. It was close to a story and a half tall with much larger logs used for its construction than the norm, giving it a solid foundation. It was only as wide as The Over Eatery but could fit nearly five of them within its depth. It had been a storage facility, so the room was easy to come by. 
The entrance was left wide open, its double doors held there by junk filled crates. I scaled the three step porch and got a closer look inside. Besides random crates, self-standing shelves and some tables littered with more junk, it was barren. There weren’t even any rooms. It was perfect if you were starting from scratch. We’d just have to hope enough people joined up because it was a big space.
“Lucius!” Kline called. The lot of them were near the back of the room clearing the area. 
I headed toward them, unequipping my chainmail, and substituted a light leather vest in its place. Part of me didn’t want to go armorless, but the chainmail was too much. This weighed a fourth as much. Time to get my hands dirty. 
After about an hour of moving things around, we had three long tables and a desk positioned in the back corner of the room with wooden chairs to spare. Chairs, tables, crates and bins had all been gathered to the side and organized. It looked as if we were setting up for a secret conspirators meeting. 
“Everyone, please take a seat,” Peter said. 
We all sat around one of the tables and relaxed. Victoria sat at the head of the table, while Peter remained standing. Oliver fetched enough wooden cups for all of us out of his inventory, setting them before him. A glass bottle followed, from which poured a red liquid, just filling each cup with enough for a drink. When the cups were passed around, Peter began.
“Since we have entered Freedom we have been met with trial after trial. Each trial we have faced has further prepared us and brought us forward to today. Today was a good victory.”
It was hard not to fall for the ceremony of it all. I grabbed my cup and held it up. 
“We have made some good friends.”
Peter nodded to Kline and me.
“We have unlocked many tools that will help us in the future. The chief of those being the ability to create a guild. As we grow in number with a unified goal, may we only grow stronger and wiser to face the trials ahead!
“Kline. Lucius. Since you have been with us since the beginning, we wanted you to be the first to join the guild. We are naming it Prodos. It means progress. That is, if you will join us. What do you say?”
“Sounds like fun to me. Things haven’t been boring since I met you guys,” Kline answered. 
Peter raised a brow. “Lucius?”
“I can’t leave Kline by himself. He needs his game master around or who knows what he’ll do when he levels up.” 
“You’re like my game mother! I love you, mom!” he jested, pulling me to himself in a crushing embrace.
“Such a beautiful family.” 
Utter shock stopped our mouths. Everyone’s eyes were pinned on the unlikely source of the comment. Oliver was looking as stoic as ever. Had he just made a joke? 
He looked back and forth between us for a long moment. The sides of his mouth twitched, then spread wide, baring his teeth. 
Victoria squealed. 
The laughter spread, until Oliver himself gave a throaty chuckle. 
“Well, that settles it,” Peter said when things had calmed down. “Welcome to Guild Prodos!” 
 
***
 
“How are you doing?” Victoria asked. We found ourselves alone, the only ones still sitting at the table. Peter had gone to market, and Peter and Kline were considering what to do with the ten-foot shelves that had held a lot of goods.
“Really good actually. There is still a long way to go, but I know what I need to do now.” 
“You are going to take Cornelius’s advice?” 
“Yeah.” 
“So that means you’ll be gone for a while?” 
Leaning forward, I rested my chin against my knuckles. “I’ll be leaving the group for a while, but I’ll still be around.”
“So you still aren’t over that…?” 
“I don’t know if I will ever be fully over getting hurt like that, but I do think I will master it. I need to get stronger and to do that I need training.” 
“I understand.”
“Hey. You know where I’ll be. If you need me just ask.” 
“So you wouldn’t be opposed to something that might require sneaking out again?” 
“You have plans, do you?” 
“Always.”
“Then how can I say no?”
 
***
 
I checked my fan page where I found 93 million followers and counting. It wasn’t accurate to say that I no longer cared about my fans or gaming. Impressing people didn’t hold the same sway over me as before, but these were my fans. Some of them had been with me for years. They were now sharing my internal journey as much as my physical one. 
It was time to prepare for the future. The goblins had been defeated, but only a single battle was won and the war continued. That meant danger would come, people would suffer… My only course of action was to get stronger. 
Today was the fifth day since I entered Codename: Freedom. Interviewing with Achilles to join his class was tomorrow, so I had an entire day to myself. Everyone had eaten breakfast together, but it was the first free day we had had since we entered Freedom. Peter and Victoria were meeting with group leaders. Although, I knew Victoria planned on sneaking out to do some crafting. Kline was taking a rest day, which meant he was shopping and eating, not necessarily in that order. Oliver was the quiet one, but I was sure he would keep himself busy while helping out with the guild. That left me. 
I had found an empty street behind the player inns on the other side of town from the house that we were staying in. The well-packed dirt road was smooth and a perfect surface stretching nearly half a mile in a straight line. Leaning forward wearing nothing but my green sleeveless tunic, and a pair of dark blue shorts I had picked up while looking for this exact location, I took my first step. 
I picked up speed, until I reached my full stride, keeping the pace for a few seconds before increasing the speed. 
My hamstrings stretched as the fore of my foot struck, skirting the ground. For a few moments, it felt as if I was floating just above the dirt at the speed I was going. 
I held that speed as long as I could before my legs had passed the stage of numbness and started to flail. Hobbling to a stop, I leaned forward to catch my breath. Staying on my feet as Destiny had taught me, it was a full minute before I stopped heaving for air. 
The knowledge I had about physical training was limited, but I knew the basics. I would stick to the bodyweight exercises Destiny had me doing before entering Freedom, and increase my running. With my improved recovery time, the time was right. My training started today. 
After another minute, I turned around the way I had come and set off in the opposite direction.
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Ability Point Upgrades
 
Upgrades
Selecting any of the below Upgrades will cost you (1) Ability Point. 
Spend wisely!
 
Character Sheet (Basic)
(This tool analysis your actions and translates that to your character stats. Upgrading this will add a much more detailed analysis.) 
 
Creature Indicator Upgrades
(The range of this tool upgrades itself as you level. There may be a possibility of an addon that could also increase its usefulness.)
Creature Beacon
(Selecting this gives you a white beacon that shoots up from the creature’s location and is received when Creature Indicator is unlocked.)
Hostile Creature Indicator
(Selecting this gives you a red beacon that shoots up from any hostile creature’s location.)
Danger Indicator
(Selecting this will warn a player of danger within sensors’ proximity.)
 
Communication Upgrades
Grouping
(Selecting this provides experience sharing. Automatically syncs with the map.)
Group Chat
(Selecting this allows for your words to travel over long distances to those in your group. Anyone that is in close proximity can overhear the person sending the message. Only verbal messages can be sent currently.) 
Group Leadership
(Selecting this allows for loot distribution.)
Join a Guild
(Unlocked by completing the quest Survive Week One. Able to choose from a number of guild hierarchies, set ranks of guild members, tax members and set guild property. To see a full list of options you must first finish the required quest.)
Guild Chat
(Selecting this allows for your words to travel over long distances to those in your guild. Anyone that is in close proximity can overhear the person sending the message. Only verbal messages can be sent currently.)
 
Map Upgrades
Local Map
(Selecting this shows a close proximity map of your surroundings. Can zoom in and out. 5x the range of your current Creature Indicator proximity.)
World Map
(Selecting this allows the areas you have personally visited or seen from another map to be visible on your map. Terrain is very basic. Only the largest landmarks will be recorded.)
Ability Points
You earn Ability Points as you level up. From level 1-20 you will earn a new ability point every 2 levels and from level 21-99 a new point every 5 levels. 
 
Advancement Points
You earn Advancement Points as you level up. You will receive one every ten levels. Through Advancement Points you will be able to advance beyond Basic level Abilities.
 



Character Sheet 
 
Character Status
(Character Status – Intermediate)
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 27
Health: 985.41
Endurance: 1793.3
Combat Level: Rank F – Level 99
Strength: Rank F – Level 95
Endurance: Rank F – Level 79.33
Quickness: Rank E – Level 10
Speed: Rank E – Level 4
Intelligence: Rank E – Level 7
 
Measurements
Fast Twitch Muscle: Rank E – Level 31
Slow Twitch Muscle: Rank F – Level 65
Flexibility: Rank F – Level 89
Cardiovascular: Rank F – Level 84
Anaerobic: Rank F – Level 92
Memory: Rank F – Level 97
Calculations: Rank E – Level 17
 
Definitions
Health Points: This number represents perfect health. As you are injured, the points lower depending on the part of the body that takes damage and how serious the injury. Your Strength, Endurance, Quickness and Speed are all taken into account when calculating this number.
Endurance Points: This number is based solely on your endurance. The type and intensity of the exercise will determine how quickly you lose points. Your strength, quickness and speed determine how much energy an action will take.
Rank: The ranks are G, F, E, D, C, B, A, S. Rank G is the lowest and S is the highest. The higher the rank the more powerful!
Levels: Each rank has 99 levels. The higher the level the stronger the stat. If the level goes past 99 then the player ranks up!
 
Definitions (Continued)
Fast Twitch Muscle – Muscle fiber responsible for speed and power.
Slow Twitch Muscle – Muscle fiber responsible for enduring. 
Flexibility – Fluidity of muscle and rank of motion.
Cardiovascular – Endurance during lower stress activity (Like running long distance).
Anaerobic – Endurance during high-stress activity (Like sprinting).
Memory – Mental capacity to store information.
Calculations – Speed of processing logical processes. 
 
Personal Training Tools
Character Analysis
Greatly increases the detail of the Character Status break down!
Includes Mental State Observation!
Each stat can be closely examined and broken down into its own individual list for closer examination! 
 
Item Analysis
Greatly Increases the detail of inventory break down! 
Will help with better understanding the strengths and weaknesses of an item!
To use on an item outside of your inventory, you must be holding the weapon!
 
Type: English Style Short Sword
Material: Bronze
Make: Short Sword
Quality: Rank F 
Note: Quality is based upon how it ranks against all materials and makes of weapons. 
Example: The short sword you use has a maximum Rank of F with the material Bronze. Using Iron the maximum raises to Rank D. Using Steel the maximum raises to Rank C. To achieve a higher Rank than C you must use a weapon with a more effective Make.
 



Pet
 
You have unlocked your Pet! 
A Pet is ranked in three areas. Sight, hearing, and smell. 
Each also has special abilities depending on its nature. 
Pets do not participate in combat at any time and are only visible if you command them to be.
Note: All other tools and game abilities are directly and indirectly affected by your pet. 
 
Sight - The further your pet can see the further your Creature Indicator, Local Map and World Map can monitor. Also as you become close to your pet, your own eyesight will improve to match that of your pet. Example: Night vision.
Best used to for scouting long distances. You will be able to see things that are hidden to lesser creatures.
Hearing - The better you can hear the more aware you will be of your surrounding all times of the day. You will notice things on your Creature Indicator and Local Map that aren’t visible to the eye and are coming at you from a direction you aren’t looking. This will also better your own hearing as you grow closer to your pet.
Example: General awareness and to discover stealth attacks.
Smell - The better your smell, the more likely you will be able to track down something that is no longer there. Creatures’ scent trails become visible to the eye through your Creature Indicator and Local Map. All creatures leave scents and the best of trackers can track down their scent hours or even days later. Hiding becomes extremely difficult when you have a highly ranked sniffer on your trail. As you grow close to your pet, your own sense of smell will improve.
 
Example: Tracking down someone or something after the fact.
Choose Wisely!
1 Advancement Point will be spent in selecting your Pet.
 
Pets
Wolf 
Sight - Rank C 
Hearing - Rank B +
Smell - Rank A 
Special abilities - Night vision, doubles carry weight, able to mask scent partially. 
 
Mountain Lion
Sight - Rank C
Hearing - Rank A 
Smell - Rank B 
Special abilities - Night vision, doubles carry weight, decreases the amount of noise made when walking.
 
Falcon
Sight - Rank S 
Hearing - Rank D
Smell - Rank D 
Special abilities - Only pet without Night Vision, Day Vision is superior to all other creatures, greatly extends Local and World Maps
 
Owl
Sight - Rank A 
Hearing - Rank B
Smell - Rank C 
Special abilities - Superior night vision, greatly extends Local and World Maps. 
 
Which Pet do you choose? 
Note: You can reselect your Pet at any time, but you must regain the experience necessary to train the new pet.
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