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JUST A FEW more stitches and… there.
Jacob Marshall stepped back to admire his handiwork. A proud 

grin spread on his face. It had taken him months, but he had finally 
finished his re-creation of the tunic of Garrett, the hero of the video 
game Legend of Aurius. It was beautiful, the crimson cloth perfectly 
fitted to his body with the gold scrollwork painstakingly hand-em-
broidered around the edges. It was the hallmark of his sewing abil-
ity, the best he could possibly make, and possibly ever could.

A  voice  called  up  from  downstairs,  “Jake,  your  friends  are 
here!”

“Coming,”  he  replied.  He  didn’t  bother  to  correct  her.  If  his 
mother knew he had never met the people waiting outside for him 
and knew them only as text and images on an internet message for-
um, she would pitch a fit, and maybe refuse to let him go.

Carefully folding the tunic in his arms, Jacob strolled out of the 
work room into the upstairs hallway. His duffel bag lay beside the 
staircase, packed and open. He glanced briefly at his bedroom door 
at the end of the hallway, closed to mark his departure. He smiled at 
the large poster plastered to the door portraying the main characters 
of Legend of Aurius. He never tired of looking at that poster.

Setting the tunic delicately inside the duffel  bag, he zipped it 
shut and jogged down the stairs. He brushed his shaggy hair out of 
his eyes, for once glad of its dull brown hue.

As  he  jumped  onto  the  floor  of  the  downstairs  hallway,  his 
mother  leaned into the dining room through the kitchen doorway 
and called out to him, “Call me every night, okay?”

“Yes,  mom.” He barely suppressed a roll  of his eyes.  He was 
only going to be gone two nights. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t done it 
before.  Nothing  was  going  to  happen  that  weekend.  Except,  he 
thought with an eager chuckle, perhaps a prize for his work, and the 
recognition that came with it.

Jacob’s  mother’s  voice  continued  as  he  approached  the  front 
door. “Be sure to eat healthy meals while you’re there.”
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“Alright,” he replied, now trying harder to keep the sarcasm out 
of  his  voice.  He  wasn’t  a  kid,  he  knew how to eat  well.  There 
wouldn’t be much time for food, anyway. He had nearly reached the 
front door.

“Have fun, honey. I love you.”
“Bye,”  Jacob  called  back,  though  the  word  might  have  been 

swallowed by the front door closing behind him.
Smiling at the dark grey sedan parked against the curb on the 

street,  Jacob strode  down the  walkway,  the  long plastic  tube  at-
tached to his duffel bag slapping his back with his pace. He glanced 
at the people in and around the car as he approached it. A woman 
with  shoulder-length  dirty  blonde  hair  peppered  with  highlights 
stood on the far side of the car, waving enthusiastically at him. An-
other young woman, already in costume with a patterned purple Ja-
panese  kimono robe,  waved  from the  front  passenger  seat,  long 
black hair spilling over the seat. The male driver, brown-haired and 
wearing glasses and a red polo shirt, raised a hand with an amused 
smile. Sitting sideways on the back seat, legs dangling out the open 
door facing Jacob, was a third young woman, covered in rainbow 
striped clothes and bangles with bright pink hair pulled up into pig-
tails.

Jacob waved back at the motley group, feeling his excitement 
rise with each step. They were all older than him, he knew, most of 
them attending college in town. The girl in the  kimono was even 
skipping one of her summer classes for this. Jacob scoffed inwardly 
at the disdain his mother would show if she knew he was stepping 
into a car with people he only knew from the internet. It didn’t mat-
ter that he had never met these people. He already knew them.

The trunk popped open as he neared the car. Jacob veered to-
ward it. The blonde woman stepped around to help him wedge his 
bag  in  with  all  the  others  filling  the  trunk,  but  Jacob  hesitated, 
clutching his bag possessively.

“Don’t worry,” she assured him. “We’ve done this lots of times, 
even with glass in the trunk. Everything’ll be fine.” Jacob gave her 
an unconvincing smile as he reluctantly relinquished the duffel bag. 
He  looked straight  at  her  for  the  first  time.  She  was  almost  his 
height, not unattractive, but slightly overweight and wearing an un-
interesting cream-colored blouse and brown skirt. He stopped the 
thought short, reminding himself of his own flabby stomach dressed 
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in a plain T-shirt and blue jeans.
Besides, he thought,  it doesn’t matter what she looks like now.  

In costume, she’s someone else entirely. Just like me.
The woman held out her hand. “My name’s…”
“Let’s,”  Jacob cut  in,  silencing  her  with  an  apologetic  smile, 

“hold  off  the  introductions  ’til  we’re  out  of  sight,  okay?  I don’t 
want my mom to realize I’ve never met you.” Her look of surprise 
faded with a knowing smile and a nod. Closing the trunk on Jacob’s 
bag, she moved around to the passenger side. Jacob slipped into the 
car behind the driver next to the brightly colored girl, who he real-
ized was about his age, and that he didn’t know her.

“Hi,”  she  stated  before  he  could  say anything.  She  began  to 
reach her hand up. “I’m…” The blonde woman cut her off, her in-
dex finger raised.

“No introductions ’til we’re around the block.” At the looks of 
confusion in the car, the blonde woman added, “And out of parent 
disapproval  range.”  The  others  nodded  understandingly  and  the 
driver started the car. Jacob smiled, realizing he was truly among 
friends, people who understood the hobbies that no one else did, 
and the measures it took to continue them. The driver, the only oth-
er male in the group, had almost given up costuming entirely be-
cause of  his  father’s  disapproval.  Jacob knew the  driver’s  father 
thought he was going camping that weekend.

“Thanks.”  Jacob  glanced  back  at  his  house  rising  behind  the 
magnolia tree that shaded the front yard. His mother, watching from 
a window where she pulled back the curtain, waved as she caught 
his gaze. He waved back as the car rolled forward and began driv-
ing down the street.

The pink-haired girl’s head twisted around to watch the house as 
it faded into the distance, becoming slowly obstructed by trees and 
other houses. “Okay, that’s far enough! I’m…”

“I’m Karen,” the blonde woman cut across, reaching her hand 
across the seat to Jacob. Raising his right arm awkwardly over the 
pink-haired girl, he took Karen’s hand and shook it. “Or SilentAn-
gel  on  the  message  forum,”  she  added,  “and  this  is  my cousin, 
Jasmine.”

Pink  pigtails  swaying  as  she  turned,  Jasmine  beamed  at  him. 
“I’ve never been to a Japanese anime convention before. I’m really 
excited.” Jacob smiled in response. It would be helpful having her 
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around, as she could help them carry things their costumes wouldn’t 
be able to hold.

“Are you in our room, then?” Jacob asked, concerned that their 
shared hotel  room was already going to house more  people  than 
there were sleeping spaces.

“Actually, I live in town. I have a friend who lives near the con-
vention center, I’ll be staying with him.” She flashed him a wide 
smile. “This is going to be so fun!” Jacob grinned, her exuberance 
infectious.

Twisting around in her seat,  the  kimono-clad girl  reached  her 
hand back. “I’m Emily,  a.k.a. PaintedGrasshopper.” Jacob nodded 
as he shook her hand.

“And I’m, obviously, Eric,” the driver called back. “But I answer 
to ChaosKnight, too.” Emily and Jasmine chuckled.

“Nice  to  meet  you,”  Jacob answered.  “I’m,  well,  I  guess  you 
know I’m Jake, or Garrett203.”

“So, what’s this big, ultra-secret costume you’ve been working 
on?”  Emily  asked,  her  curtain  of  black  hair  swaying  over  her 
shoulder as she turned to glance at him again.

“Not until tomorrow,” Jacob responded, fighting to keep an idi-
otic grin off his face. He couldn’t wait to show it off.

“Aw, come on,” Emily chided.
“Pretty please?” Jasmine asked.
“Just give us a hint,” Karen piped in.
“Come on, we’re giving you a ride,” Eric added. Jacob’s eager-

ness to display the costume only escalated with the chorus of voices 
ringing  through  the  car  over  the  Japanese  pop  music  playing 
through the stereo.

Finally,  Jacob  stated,  “Well,  okay.”  The  girls  cheered  and 
Jasmine clapped at their victory, though Jacob was just as excited to 
show it as they were to see it. Reaching into his jeans pocket, he 
pulled out the finishing touch of the costume, the piece to which he 
was too attached to let out of reach even for a moment. He held up 
Garrett’s famous amber teardrop pendant, set in steel shaped into a 
rounded triangle two inches across, etched with runes around the 
stone.

The girls’ chorus of pleads and cheers immediately deepened to 
oohs and ahhs as they gazed at the pendant.

“I  should’ve  guessed.”  Emily smiled.  “Garrett  from  Aurius.  I 
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was wondering when you were going to make a costume of him.”
“What is it?” Eric asked, trying to glance over his shoulder. “I 

want to see!”
“It’s Garrett’s pendant from Legend of Aurius,” Emily answered.
“Did you make that?” Jasmine asked.
“Yep,” Jacob stated proudly as he pocketed the pendant. “A guy 

at my stepdad’s auto shop does this sort of thing as a hobby and he 
showed me how to make it. It took a few tries, but he knows a lot 
about metalworking. The really hard part was finding a piece of am-
ber that was good enough for it. I can’t tell you how many rock bins 
I dug through, and Adam still had to drill it a bit to get it the right 
shape.” Jacob’s construction of the pendant was crude, but he was 
immensely pleased with the results of his work. No one else had a 
pendant like his.

“That’s cool,” Karen remarked. “I can’t wait to see the rest of 
the costume.” Neither can I, Jacob thought with a wide smile.

“This  is  going  to  be  great!”  Jasmine  exclaimed,  bouncing 
slightly in the center of the back seat of the car in her excitement.

Jacob settled back in his seat as he watched the suburbs pass by 
outside the window.  Yes, it  is, he thought. A full weekend at the 
biggest anime convention in the area, no mother or stepfather to nag 
at him, no girlfriend to worry about, no school,  no college plans, 
and the first showing of his crowning achievement, an accomplish-
ment  that  would  finally  give him the recognition  he had  always 
wanted.

It’s going to be a great weekend, he thought with a smile.

B
The  early  afternoon  sun  glared  into  Jacob’s  eyes  as  they  drove 
down the highway. They had left later than Jacob had wanted, arriv-
ing just as the convention was opening Friday evening. He would 
have preferred to arrive some time earlier,  so he wouldn’t miss a 
minute  of  convention events while they checked in to their  hotel 
room and got settled in, but he wouldn’t complain. The drive took 
nearly two hours, but if he had to take a train or bus, it would have 
taken him closer to six. He supposed he could have asked his moth-
er if he could borrow her car, if he knew how to drive. He quickly 
banished that thought from his mind. He vowed that he wasn’t go-
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ing to worry about such things this weekend.
Finally, they exited the highway and turned toward the conven-

tion center. A smile spread on Jacob’s face as they approached the 
large building.

“That’s  where  the  convention’s  taking  place?”  Jasmine  ex-
claimed. “It’s huge!”

Karen smiled, amused. “I told you this was the biggest conven-
tion in the area.”

The convention center was as large as a warehouse, but with the 
inviting architecture  of a huge restaurant.  Crowds of convention-
goers already swarmed around the building, but Jacob knew there 
would be three times as many people the next morning. People in 
costume were scattered throughout the throng, their vibrant and ec-
centric outfits and outrageous hairstyles standing out starkly against 
all  the  people  wearing  ordinary  clothes.  Normally,  Jacob  would 
have brought two or three costumes so he could wear a different 
one each day of the convention, but Garrett’s outfit had taken up all 
of his free time. Besides, he had put so much work into it that he 
wanted the whole weekend to show it off.

“There’s our hotel,” Emily stated, pointing at a building rising 
behind  the  convention  center  as  they passed  by the  bustling  en-
trance. Eric turned the car into the parking lot outside the hotel.

“So, tell me more about these workshops,” Jasmine asked Karen 
as they pulled into a parking space. Jacob heard Karen answer as he 
stepped out of the car.

“Well, at a big convention like this, there’s workshops for pretty 
much any aspect of anime or Japanese life or video games. Writing, 
drawing, character designs, voice acting…”

“Cool!” Jasmine stated. “I’d love to make a manga comic some 
day.”

As Jacob pulled his duffel bag out of the trunk, lying on top of 
everyone  else’s  things,  Eric  pointed  at  the  black plastic  tube  at-
tached to it. “What’s that?”

Jacob shouldered the bag with a grin. “You’ll  see.” The trunk 
slowly emptied until  Jasmine pulled out her backpack, a battered 
beige pack covered in designs written in white-out with keychains 
and bangles dangling off every available surface.

Laden with their luggage, they crossed the parking lot into the 
hotel  lobby,  Jasmine  and  Karen  chattering  away  all  the  while. 
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Emily, moving with practiced fluidness in her kimono and wooden 
sandals while carrying a garment bag and pulling a rolling blue suit-
case along behind her, glided discreetly over toward Jacob.

Leaning close so the others wouldn’t hear, she asked, “So, what 
happened with Tina?” A bitter frown crossed Jacob’s face.

“She  didn’t  want  to  come.”  He  didn’t  want  to  think  about 
Christina at all this weekend. Thoughts of the argument they’d had 
the last time he spoke with her still angered him, and all the things 
he’d said and wished he’d said raced through his mind. He had been 
planning  for  this  convention  for  months,  how could  he  abandon 
months  of  work  and  preparation  just  because  she  wanted  to  do 
something different? True, it was their first anniversary, but it was 
at this very convention last year that they’d met. She could have en-
joyed herself, and he could have bought something special for her, 
if she’d only agreed to come, but she was too stubborn to do that. 
Then she’d had the nerve to say he was too wrapped up in his cos-
tuming, that it was an obsession.

Reaching slender  fingers  out  from the handle  of  her  suitcase, 
Emily touched his arm. “She has a point,  you know. You should 
spend some time with her next week.” Jacob glanced at her, but said 
nothing. He respected her opinions, and on the message forum, she 
was often a voice of reason or helpful source of feminine insight, 
but she didn’t understand that he needed these conventions to es-
cape a harsh and meaningless life.  Costuming was the only thing 
that made him special, the only way he could be somebody import-
ant.

Jasmine turned around abruptly as they entered the hotel lobby 
and asked him, “Hey, are you going to the rave tonight?”

“I  don’t  really  dance,”  he  replied  hesitantly,  and  again  he 
thought of Tina. He would have gone to the dance party at the con-
vention with her if she had asked him. Instead, they would both be 
spending the weekend alone. He shook his head, trying to clear it of 
the depressing thoughts. He could worry about Tina when he got 
home.

“What’s up?” Jasmine asked, cocking her head inquisitively at 
him shaking his.

“Nothing.”
The hotel lobby was crowded and rang with other convention-

goers,  but after  several  minutes,  they checked in, receiving spare 
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key cards for everyone but Jasmine, and rode the elevator up to the 
fifth floor to their room. Jacob concentrated on how much he inten-
ded to enjoy the weekend as sleeping arrangements were decided.

As Jacob deposited his duffel bag at the end of the couch where 
he would be sleeping, Karen asked him, “Hey, Jake, how’re the col-
lege applications going?”

“Oh, good,” he lied quickly. “I’m working on a few right now.”
“That’s good.” Karen smiled, though he caught a disappointed 

glance  from  Emily  over  the  blonde  woman’s  shoulder.  Jacob 
frowned at  his  bag,  wishing Emily,  or  PaintedGrasshopper  as  he 
knew her, wouldn’t act so much like his own mother sometimes.

The evening passed too slowly for his taste. He was itching to 
show off his new costume, but he had promised he wouldn’t unveil 
it  until  Saturday  morning.  Still,  it  was  a  restful  evening,  which 
Jacob appreciated,  as  he  knew he would  be constantly busy and 
almost entirely on his feet from early in the morning to late at night 
the next day, with only a few hours’ less respite on Sunday.

Finally,  morning  came,  and  Jacob  awoke  to  find  Emily  and 
Karen already up and preparing for the day. He had planned on an 
early start, but they had more elaborate costumes than he did and it 
took  them longer  still  to  manage  complex  hairstyles  and  apply 
make-up. Eric had risen and Jasmine had arrived by the time it was 
Jacob’s turn to use the sole bathroom in the suite. All the better, he 
thought as he slipped into the bathroom amidst Jasmine’s fawning 
praise of Emily and Karen’s costumes. More people to see it first.

Hurriedly, he slid out of the sole shirt and pair of jeans he had 
brought. Fumbling slightly in his excitement, he pulled on Garrett’s 
light brown pants and shirt. Over those he added the tunic, as well 
as the medieval leather gloves and boots.  Finally,  he strapped on 
Garrett’s double sword belt, clipped the amber pendant around his 
neck, and tied his patterned red, black, and gold headband, the cul-
mination of several hours of work alone, around his forehead. He 
then stood straight to appraise his appearance in the mirror. It was 
perfect, he thought. He could not have made the outfit better and his 
own likeness to the hero of  Legend of Aurius  was closer than he 
could have hoped. Not even his own flaws could bring down his 
elation, his skin too pale from spending so much time inside, the too 
rounded jaw,  the  freckles  that  still  pocked his  cheeks  below his 
eyes. He had tried on the homemade outfit before, but three differ-
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ences  made  his  heart  swell  with  pride  and  excitement  this  time. 
Now, the outfit was fully complete, his hair had grown out into Gar-
rett’s distinctive, casually lanky length, and this time, the conven-
tion waited just a few hundred yards behind him, the masses ready 
to see his ultimate achievement.

Taking in a deep breath to try to wipe the idiotic grin off his 
face,  Jacob  opened  the  door  and  stepped  out  of  the  bathroom. 
Emily, Karen, Jasmine, and Eric paused their conversation to glance 
at him. Jasmine ‘oohed’ her admiration.

“Very nice,” Karen remarked.
“Well done,” Emily added. “You must’ve really worked a long 

time on that.”
Eric simply nodded in approval and, Jacob thought, a little wist-

fulness. Jacob drank in the praise, but all too soon, they resumed the 
conversation they had been engaged in.

“So, what about lunch?” Jasmine asked.
Jacob hid his disappointment at being turned aside so quickly by 

clearing his throat.
“Actually,” he stated, “it’s  not finished yet.  Can you hand me 

that?” Eric turned around with a curious look, grabbed the black 
plastic tube, and passed it over the girls’ heads to Jacob. Taking it 
gently, Jacob unscrewed the top and upended the tube. The others 
looked over curiously. A sword in scabbard slid out of the tube into 
his waiting hand, fitted with a buckle to attach to the sword belt. 
The rendition was about as crude as the pendant, but it was unmis-
takable. As he clipped the sword to his belt, the others uttered even 
more impressed sounds.

“That’s amazing! It looks just like Garrett’s sword!” Jasmine ex-
claimed. Jacob beamed, though the weight of the sword was awk-
ward against his hip. It doesn’t matter, he thought, I can’t be Gar-
rett without it. He realized then that the double-wrapped sword belt, 
which he had ordered from a medieval reenactment supply store on-
line,  balanced the weight  of  the sword across his  body as it  had 
been advertised to do. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, test-
ing the way it felt hanging next to him.

“Are you sure they’ll  let  you take that  in to the convention?” 
Emily asked worriedly, eyeing the sword.

“It’s just a prop.” Jacob slid the sword out of its scabbard and 
showed it to the group. The blade was a flat slab of steel an eighth 
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of an inch thick, and though the tip tapered into a point, it was roun-
ded off  so  that  it  couldn’t  cut.  Emily frowned,  but  said nothing 
more.

“Did you make that, too?” Karen asked.
“Well, Adam did,” Jacob admitted, then quickly added, “the guy 

from my stepdad’s shop. He said it would take too long to teach me 
how to do something like this, so I paid him to make it for me. I 
bought the sheath separately, though.”

The others nodded, then continued discussing their plans for the 
day. Jacob felt disappointed again and glanced at the detailed em-
broidery he had sewn around the hems of the sleeves, hours upon 
hours of careful work looking between a paused screen on the game 
and the  tunic  to  get  every stitch  exactly where  it  should  be.  He 
straightened with a deep breath. Thousands of people were going to 
be at the convention today and tomorrow. He had plenty of time to 
show off all his hard work on the costume.

Karen  lifted the  extended frilly end of her  Gothic,  Victorian-
style sleeve to glance at her watch. “I have to run the Japanese fash-
ion panel from 3:00 to 4:00, so shall we meet back here to get ready 
for the costume masquerade contest  at  4:30?” The others uttered 
their assent and Jacob nodded.

“Well, then, everybody ready?” Emily asked with a smile. Her 
elaborate dress rustled as she spread her arms questioningly. Jacob 
sifted through the group in the narrow space beside the second bed 
to the couch, where he dropped his jeans and T-shirt. Reaching into 
the pocket of his blue jeans, he removed his wallet, a battered shred 
of brown leather, and rearranging his sword belt and the tails of his 
tunic, he slipped it into the pocket he had sewn into the light brown 
trousers of his costume. He was glad he’d had the foresight to do 
that. It would have been awkward and only inviting trouble if he’d 
had to carry around his wallet or just his bank card to buy anything 
he wanted from the dealers’ hall.

All  chattering  amongst  themselves,  the  motley  group  left  the 
hotel  room.  Karen  was  dressed  in  her  frilly  and  lacy black  and 
white dress, layered with petticoats and stockings. Emily wore her 
bizarre asymmetrical  dress of a character  from a Japanese  anime 
cartoon, spattered with strange cuts and patterns. Jasmine wore a 
frayed punk outfit of various colors, baubles and bangles hanging 
by the dozen around her neck, arms, ankles, and ears. Eric was un-
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adorned in a grey T-shirt, blue jeans, and a black flannel overshirt. 
Finally, Jacob wore the garb of Garrett, the hero of Legend of Auri-
us. They made their way down the hall towards the elevators, re-
ceiving a few strange or approving gazes from other visitors to the 
hotel.

Squeezing into an elevator, Emily’s awkwardly protruding outfit 
causing uncomfortable repositioning, they rode down to the lobby, 
which teemed with convention-goers.

“Whew!” Karen exclaimed, her voice rising to be heard over the 
crowd. “It’s going to be busy.”

Carefully, they sifted through the throng toward the entrance of 
the hotel. Jacob felt caged in and uneasy with the crowd pressing 
him in. It didn’t take long before someone stopped him to ask to 
take a picture of his costume. A smile spread on his face from the 
attention and the comments called through the crowd.

“Hey, cool Garrett!”
“Awesome!”
“How long did it take?”
“Even the sword!”
Jacob smiled as he answered the barrage of questions directed at 

him  and  the  others,  but  found  himself  suddenly  uncomfortable 
when they asked who he was and more about him. He glanced long-
ingly toward the exit, but it was still far away.

“Pictures outside, please!” came Jasmine’s voice. She grabbed 
his  sleeve.  “Come  on!”  Gratefully,  he  allowed  her  to  pull  him 
through the crowd in Karen’s wake. When the older cousin stopped 
for another photo, Jasmine pulled him past her and on through the 
front doors of the hotel.

“Thanks,” Jacob stated with a smile after he caught his breath in 
the still busy, but open air outside the hotel.

Jasmine smiled back. “No problem.” Jacob glanced at the door 
of the hotel, but nobody had followed him. He realized he had only 
been stopped for photographs once inside, but the crowd had been 
maddening.

“Good thing we registered last night,” Eric’s voice came from 
off to the side. When Jacob looked to him, Eric nodded toward the 
convention center. Jacob glanced across the hotel parking lot at the 
convention  center.  The  entrance  teemed  with  people,  packed 
together twice as tightly as inside the hotel in a line that stretched 
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around the block.
Karen stepped out of the hotel. “Sorry about that. Sounds like 

they might want to commission me for an outfit.”
“Shall we go?” Jasmine asked. Everyone nodded, and with that, 

they began crossing the parking lot towards the convention center. 
Jacob looked at the line waiting to register for the convention. It 
seemed every third person in line was in costume. He saw charac-
ters from video games, from Japanese  anime cartoons and  manga 
comics,  American  comics,  television  shows,  and  movies,  mascot 
characters depicted in full body suits or creative outfits with only a 
few accessories portraying the character, the same costume on more 
than one person in line more than once, some people dressed in tra-
ditional  Japanese  or  other  Asian  garb,  and  even  a  few  people 
decked in elaborate cardboard costumes of robots or machines from 
various sources. Jacob smiled at the wildly dressed throng. These 
were people who understood the way he felt. People who respected 
the rich characters and compelling stories in television, movies, and 
video games.  People  who related to  the  characters  in them,  who 
grew attached to them and felt for them through their adventures. 
People who longed for a different reality, whether simpler or more 
complex,  a more dramatic and engaging reality than the one they 
had to live in. Here, Jacob thought, among these people, he could be 
Garrett.  He could be someone everybody knew, someone special, 
someone worthwhile.

His smile widened as his eyes passed over a group of people in 
line dressed up as other  characters  from  Legend of Aurius.  They 
were talking excitedly and pointing to him. One of them, dressed as 
Serina, the healer and lead female character from the game, waved 
wildly at him, holding up a camera in her other hand.

Turning to the group that had brought him to the convention, he 
stated, “I’ll see you guys this afternoon.”

“Bye!” Jasmine exclaimed with an excited wave.
“Four-thirty,” Emily reminded him with a smile.
“Have fun,” Karen added, voluminous knee-length skirts sway-

ing  as  she  walked.  Eric  simply  nodded  at  him.  Turning,  Jacob 
veered toward the Legend of Aurius group in the line.

“Wow!” stated the girl  dressed up as Serina as he drew near. 
“Your costume is amazing!” Her costume was mostly accurate, but 
with  the  vinyl-like  material  reflecting  the  sunlight,  he  thought  it 
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looked too fake. He was glad he had decided to use regular cotton 
cloth for his costume. Hers also lacked the detail around the edges 
like Garrett’s costume, and her hair, while mostly right, didn’t have 
the volume and graceful flow that the original character’s hair did. 
Still, it made him happy just to see someone dressed as her, and to 
hear the group’s remarks on his costume.

“That is insane!” Jacob turned toward the deeper words to find 
another  Garrett  among the group, though his tunic and headband 
were plain, the shade of the shirt was wrong, and he had no pendant 
or sword. He was, however, taller and better built than Jacob, and 
perhaps older as well, and Jacob couldn’t help but feel inadequate, 
even with the better costume.

“Did you do all that by hand?” asked someone else. Jacob turned 
to find another girl dressed as the tough, physically powerful char-
acter Kalista. He tried to focus on the fact that her outfit was the 
best made of them all, rather than the fact that he hadn’t liked the 
character in the game. With an admiring expression very unlike the 
character, however, she rubbed her thumb over the embroidery on 
his sleeve.

“Yeah,” Jacob answered with a proud smile.
“That’s amazing!”
“Can we get a picture?” the Serina-girl asked.
“Sure,” Jacob answered. “Should I get out my sword?” Gestur-

ing to the hilt hanging at his side, the costumed group turned their 
heads to face it.

“Oh,  my  god,  you  have  the  sword,  too!”  the  Serina-girl  ex-
claimed. “Yeah, get the sword, too!”

As he drew the fake sword from the scabbard, the Kalista-girl 
asked incredulously, “Did you make that, too?”

“A friend did,” Jacob answered, realizing that as much as he ap-
preciated Adam’s work on the sword, it would be much easier that 
weekend to save the lengthy explanation. The Serina-girl turned on 
her digital camera and the Kalista-girl pulled another out of a can-
vas bag hanging over her shoulder. Stepping back a few paces, Jac-
ob struck a pose mimicking an official  character design image of 
Garrett, holding up his prop sword. He watched tiny red lights flash 
on their cameras, but held his pose as cameras of a few other people 
in line blinked at him. The Serina-girl lowered her camera, gazing 
briefly at the display screen before glancing back at him.
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“Thanks!”  She  wrapped  the  camera’s  strap  around  her  wrist. 
“We’ll see you around, okay?” Jacob nodded, but before he could 
walk away, she called out, “Oh! What’s your name?”

“Jake.”
“I’m Melanie,” she answered with a smile.  “This is Dana and 

Max.” They shook his hand each in turn.
“Your Garrett’s awesome, man,” Max stated. Jacob only smiled, 

then  turned  and  approached  the  entrance  for  people  who  had 
already registered for the convention. He had been hoping, selfishly 
he realized, that Max would say Jacob’s costume was better than 
his. Flashing his badge at the security guard beside the entrance, he 
stepped inside into a world where reality no longer mattered.

The  convention  hall  was  immense,  with  tens  of  thousands  of 
square  feet  of  exhibitors  and  dealers’  booths  and  various  rooms 
where  panels  were  held  all  through  the  day.  The  booths  were 
crowded with all manner of merchandise from hundreds of series, 
tables  filled  with  toys,  knickknacks,  books,  CDs,  DVDs,  games, 
clothing, decorations, Japanese food, snacks, and drinks, and other 
things  Jacob  couldn’t  even  identify.  The  hall  roared  with  the 
simultaneous  conversations  of  thousands  of  visitors  swarming 
between booths, lining up in front of autograph tables, and chatting 
amongst themselves. The size of the convention was mind-boggling, 
but Jacob was unsurprised, as this  was his third year  visiting the 
convention.

Inside, though many people looked at him, only a few more than 
usual asked him if they could take a photograph. He was somewhat 
disappointed that he wasn’t getting more notice for his costume, but 
the impressed and admiring looks he received made him feel proud. 
For once, he was being noticed, and people respected him for the 
work he put into his costume. He was eagerly looking forward to 
the  costume  contest  that  afternoon.  Though he  saw his  share  of 
more  polished  or  professionally-made  costumes  as  he  wandered 
through the dealers’  hall,  none of them seemed to have quite the 
level of detail as his did, with the embroidered hems and headband, 
the handmade pendant and sword. And none of the exceptional cos-
tumes he ran across were from Legend of Aurius. He knew he had 
to win at least some prize at the contest.

The  thought  kept  a  smile  on  his  face  all  day  as  he  strolled 
through the exhibitors’ hall and attended various panels.

It’s going to be a great weekend, he thought.



BETWEEN THE PANELS, photo shoots, and hours spent perusing 
the dealers’ hall, it was 3:30 before Jacob could take a break. He in-
haled deeply as he stepped out of the hall into the sunlight. The area 
just outside of the convention center still bustled with people, but 
the air  didn’t  feel  so cramped.  Pausing a moment to stretch sore 
muscles, he walked around to the side of the huge convention cen-
ter. Most of the building was surrounded by city streets and traffic, 
but the eastern side of the hall  faced a span of forest  with paths 
winding through it. Following one path, he walked into the forest, 
trees around him stripped by an abnormally hot summer. He passed 
by a few groups of people from the convention having lunch in the 
sparse woods. A pair of joggers rushed past him in the opposite dir-
ection, staring peculiarly at him as they went.

Veering off the trail, he followed an almost invisible path to the 
edge of a hill leading about twenty feet down to a small ravine. Jac-
ob smiled as he slid carefully down the leaf-strewn decline. A group 
of people dressed up as characters from the game Wizard Moon had 
brought him here earlier that day to take pictures of him for a cos-
tuming website  they ran.  It was  a perfect  location.  With the  hill 
rising  in  a  semicircle  around  the  small  ravine  and  a  large,  flat 
boulder positioned next to an old, leaning oak tree nestled in the 
center of the semicircle, it looked just like the opening scene of Le-
gend of Aurius. He had been shocked when he first saw it. The like-
ness wasn’t perfect, but the similarity was uncanny.

Now,  it  provided  him  a  nice,  quiet  place  to  rest  for  a  few 
minutes. As he reached the floor of the ravine, voices off to the side 
drew his attention. Glancing across the ravine that stretched away 
toward the highway before rising up to meet it, he found a group of 
people some paces away, dressed in all black Gothic outfits, riddled 
with chains, buckles, and belts. Two of them glanced over at him 
briefly, but soon, they all ignored him. They were live-action role-
players,  people who dressed up and acted like their  characters in 
scenarios a designated game master would dictate, like a director of 
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an unscripted, improvised movie. Turning away from them, Jacob 
settled in on the boulder, leaning back against the tree, and gazed up 
at the sky through the jagged branches cutting through the air.  It 
was nice, he thought, being able to see nothing but nature in the 
middle of a city sometimes.

Closing his eyes,  he let  his  body relax.  He thought  about  the 
morning and early afternoon that had passed and a smile spread on 
his face. He had again met Melanie, the girl dressed up as Serina, 
and had posed for some more photographs for her.

He had already found various things he wanted to buy from the 
dealers’ hall. He didn’t have much money to spare, but he had seen 
some action figures he had been seeking for a while, which were on 
sale, and a new cloth wall scroll of Legend of Aurius. He was also 
hoping to stock up on some of his favorite Japanese snack treats, 
and he wanted to get a new printed T-shirt. If he bought all of it, 
however, it wouldn’t leave him much money for food for the rest of 
the  weekend.  The  question  was deciding which  items  he wanted 
most.

Suddenly, a voice called out from a distance, “Garrett!”
Jacob frowned, keeping his eyes closed. He had relished the at-

tention he received from all the people admiring his costume, but he 
was tired,  and what  he  really wanted  was a  few minutes  to  rest 
quietly.

The  voice  persisted.  “Garrett,  come  on!  The  priestess  is 
waiting!”

Jacob  opened  his  eyes  curiously.  It  was,  word  for  word,  the 
opening line of  Legend of Aurius. He glanced forward at the one 
speaking to him. His eyes  widened and his heart  skipped a beat. 
Standing before him with an impatient look on his face was a per-
fect rendition of a guard of Merakis, the first  town in  Aurius.  In 
fact,  the  hairstyle  and  features  exactly  matched  the  soldier  that 
roused Garrett at the beginning of the game. It was the most accur-
ate character depiction he had ever seen, especially for such an in-
significant character. Jacob blinked in confusion.

“Come on! We must get back to Merakis!” With that, the man 
who looked so much like a soldier of the town turned and began 
walking back the way he had come.

Jacob glanced at the forest around him, wondering briefly if he 
was hallucinating. He knew he couldn’t be dreaming, as everything 



AURIUS 21

was far too vivid for that. He couldn’t see any other people any-
where  around.  Did  I  fall  asleep? he  wondered.  And  why  was 
everything suddenly so quiet? He could no longer hear the shuffling 
sounds  and  distant  murmurs  of  the  live-action  role-players,  and 
even the traffic on the streets only a few hundred feet away seemed 
to have died down. The silence was oppressing, and he was sud-
denly overcome with a desperate need to return to the convention.

Several paces ahead now, the guard stopped and turned to look 
at him. “Hurry up!” The insistence in the guard’s voice caused Jac-
ob to scramble to his feet and run after the man, though his confu-
sion only mounted.

He looked around in all directions as he walked hesitantly be-
hind the guard. There were no signs of any other people anywhere 
in sight.  The only noises  to permeate  the silence were their  own 
footsteps across the leaf-strewn ground. Nothing looked any differ-
ent than it had a moment earlier, but why did everything suddenly 
seem so foreign, so not right? Who was this man, and why was he 
saying everything the guard from the opening of  Aurius did? Was 
he dreaming, somehow? Was this a cruel joke being played on him?

The thought made him stop in his tracks.
A moment later, the guard stopped, glancing back at him. “Come 

on! You’ll be late for the ceremony!” Jacob uneasily continued fol-
lowing the man. No, it couldn’t be a trick. The people at school who 
enjoyed picking on him weren’t smart enough to pull off something 
like this, and if they wanted to laugh at him wearing a costume of a 
video  game  character,  they  could  have  done  that  back  at  the 
boulder. Besides, the guard was clearly at least thirty years old.

For several minutes, Jacob walked behind the guard through the 
forest, the edges of the ravine eventually falling and flattening out 
beside him.  Just, he thought,  like in  Aurius. There was no sign of 
the highway anywhere around.

As they passed a bend in the forest, Jacob stopped, gasping. The 
town of Merakis lay before him. Even though the game had showed 
this scene from above, he clearly recognized the buildings ahead. 
Houses,  shops,  a  pub, an inn,  and rising above the  thatched-roof 
buildings  in  the  distance,  the  church  where  the  game began.  He 
could scarcely believe his own eyes.

Are they making a movie of Legend of Aurius, and did they mis-
take me for the star? He knew the thought was absurd as soon as it 
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crossed his mind. He didn’t see any cameras or crew around, and 
when  he  had  come  in  off  the  highway,  he  would  have  seen 
something. He couldn’t dare to hope that what he desperately be-
lieved had happened was true.

“Come on!” the guard snapped,  interrupting his thoughts,  and 
grabbing  his  arm,  he  pulled  Jacob  at  a  quicker  pace  down  the 
cobbled street.

Jacob’s eyes roved around the town as the guard led him through 
it, still baffled at his surroundings. He could see no sign of modern 
life, no technology, no cars, no high rise buildings in the distance. 
And the air was so clean. He had never realized the constant smell 
of smog lingering faintly in the air until  it  was gone. The air  he 
breathed in was so much richer and fresher, and everything was so 
clear, he thought that if he was high enough, he could see to the end 
of the world.

People dressed in clothes that belonged to the scenery peered out 
of  the  simple  houses  he  passed,  watching  the  guard  lead  him 
through town. His pendant thumped against his chest with his rapid 
pace.

Finally, they came around the corner of a two-story inn and upon 
the church. Jacob’s eyes widened as he gazed up at the building. 
The architecture was incredible, patterned with statues and details 
around a huge stained glass window, like the cathedrals he saw in 
pictures of Europe.

The guard’s pace quickened as he climbed the wide stone stairs 
up to the huge oak and iron doors leading into the church. Pulling 
one open, he gestured fervently for Jacob to go inside. Jacob com-
plied, too confused to think what else to do.

Once inside, he froze. He had played this part of the game more 
than  a  dozen  times  since  it  had  come out  a  few years  ago.  The 
church where he now stood was exactly as it appeared in the game, 
with its carved pillars supporting the high arched ceiling, soft light 
from candles and sunlight streaming through the stained glass win-
dows,  and  the  priestess  at  the  altar  at  the  back  of  the  church, 
dressed in fancy white and gold robes.

This church, however, was much bigger.
The limited video processing power of the game could not por-

tray such immense size as he saw before him. Where in the game, 
only about three people fit to a pew for a total of fewer than twenty 
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rendered townspeople  at this  ceremony,  here there were twice as 
many rows with four  times  as many people  filling them.  Only a 
handful  of  the  more  than  one  hundred  people  lining  the  church 
turned to look at him as he stumbled in. Jacob couldn’t concentrate 
on the words the archbishop spoke beside the Grand Priestess as he 
gazed around at the church.

Suddenly,  the  archbishop’s  droning  words  stopped,  and  in  a 
powerful voice, he called across the church, “Our hero approaches.”

As  one,  the  members  of  the  congregation  turned  to  look  at 
Jacob.

His breath caught in his throat as he gazed out at the eyes staring 
back at him. The guard behind him gave him a quick shove, and 
Jacob walked slowly down the red carpet leading to the altar. His 
hands shook and he fiddled uneasily with his gloves as he passed by 
row after row of people, seemingly getting no closer to the waiting 
archbishop  and  priestess.  His  eyes  rose  to  an  enormous,  round 
stained glass window over the dais, depicting an ancient hero that 
looked surprisingly like the way Jacob had made himself look now, 
standing at the top of a hill and holding up a sword triumphantly. 
Jacob gazed at it in wonder. So many times he had looked upon that 
window in the game, but the colors and light pouring through it had 
never been so rich, so filling, so warm, so very present.

He felt more unnerved and worried with each step he took. He 
knew exactly what he was supposed to do here, but how could he 
do it, when he shouldn’t be here at all? He desperately wanted to 
believe he somehow had truly been transported into the game, but it 
was too far-fetched to be true.

Finally, he passed the rows of pews and arrived at the back of 
the church. Swallowing hard, he climbed the half flight of stairs up 
to  the  priestess,  who gazed at  him with  piercing,  yet  kind eyes. 
Arms pressed flat against the sides of his body, Jacob bowed, con-
sciously and uncomfortably aware of the dozens of eyes boring in to 
his back. The priestess nodded at him as he straightened, then her 
voice rang out through the church.

“Kneel, Garrett.” Jacob knelt, bowing his head before the priest-
ess. “You have come to us out of legend with the Hero’s pendant, 
your spirit brightening the town as you passed by.” Have they mis-
taken me for someone else? he wondered suddenly.  Is there a real  
Garrett that should be here instead of me? The remarkable and self-



24 CATHERINE FITZSIMMONS

less deeds the real Garrett  had done in the town before the game 
began were hinted at after the ceremony, but never gone into detail.

“You have passed the hero’s test and been chosen by the Divine 
Light,” the priestess continued. “You are the one the legends speak 
of, the outsider come to save the world.” The church behind him 
was deathly silent. Jacob’s knees trembled harder with each passing 
moment from the discomfort of being the center of attention for so 
many people, and he hoped he wouldn’t fall right there.

Then, the priestess laid her hand on his shoulder, and it seemed 
to radiate a feeling of cool calmness into him.

“Garrett.  Do you  accept  your  destiny and  the  blessing of  the 
light? Do you pledge your life and vow to stop the evil threatening 
our world? Do you swear to bring about the new era, and return 
peace and light to our great land?”

“I do,” Jacob answered, but he felt silly saying it, and the words 
came out uncertain.

“Do  you?”  she  asked  him in  a  quieter  tone,  less  formal,  yet 
somehow more meaningful. Jacob’s heart raced.  What am I doing  
here? The impact of the questions suddenly hit him and his mouth 
felt dry. He didn’t even know why he was reenacting the opening of 
Legend of Aurius.  Was this  actually real?  What  was he about  to 
agree to? And yet, standing here in a church crowded with people 
hoping for salvation through him, what choice did he have?

“Yes,” he stated, forcing confidence into his voice.
“Then go forth with our blessing, hero.” Formality solidified the 

priestess’s voice again. “Your fate is ours, and with your success 
shall we thrive.” Jacob raised his head as the church erupted into 
cheers and saw a pall of sadness fall over the priestess’s eyes.

“Save Aurius,” she uttered to him.
He  nodded,  rising,  and  immediately  the  dais  swarmed  with 

people  racing  from the  pews  to  meet  him.  Jacob’s  eyes  darted 
between the hands reaching up to him, everyone clamoring at once 
to greet him personally.

They think I’m a hero, he thought as he began shaking hands and 
offering generic blessings. They think I’m going to save them. Real-
izing it meant little to him, as he still didn’t know what to make of 
what had happened. He glanced over his shoulder at the priestess as 
the crowd writhed before him, each person trying to touch him. The 
priestess had stepped back a few paces, quietly waiting out of the 
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light of the stained glass window.
It took over an hour for Jacob to shake hands with everyone who 

had come. The sunlight streaming in the windows had grown long 
and  golden  and  Jacob’s  legs  ached  from standing  so  long.  Are 
Emily and the others worrying about me? he wondered. I’ve got to  
get home. And yet, even as he thought it, he found himself relishing 
the escape.

“Bless  you,  Garrett,”  spoke  a  small,  portly  housewife  as  she 
shook his  hand,  her  young  daughter  waiting  silently  beside  her. 
They were the last people left in the church. “You’ve given hope to 
our dear town. May your journey be safe.” Jacob could only nod 
back  at  her,  his  voice  hoarse  from all  the  talking  he  had  done 
already.

As the woman began walking toward the entrance of the church, 
the girl flashed him a broad smile, then turned and skipped after her 
mother.  Jacob blinked,  stunned by the  events that  had transpired 
that afternoon.

Whispers  of  footsteps  drew  near,  and  he  turned  to  find  the 
priestess approaching.

“Are you ready for your journey?”
Abandoning  character,  Jacob  stated,  “I’m  still  pretty 

confused…”
The priestess reached up and patted his shoulder. “I know. It will 

all become clear soon. Is your sword prepared for battle?”
Jacob blinked, startled by the thought of marching into battle. 

Taking in  her  serious  expression,  he  unsheathed  the  prop  blade. 
“It’s… not even sharp.”

The priestess took the sword gently. “That won’t do at all.” She 
turned to the archbishop. “Have Marod sharpen it.” The archbishop 
nodded as he took the blade and shuffled softly off toward the back 
door of the church. Jacob watched his exit until the priestess stated, 
“He will put his life’s blood into shaping your sword. Don’t worry, 
he should have it back to you tonight.”

Jacob shook his head, uncertainty clouding his mind. “I…” He 
couldn’t think of what he wanted to say. The priestess laid her hand 
on his shoulder again.

“Rest  and  enjoy  yourself,  Garrett.  Take  this  last  chance  for 
peace before  you  set  out.  Have dinner  in  the  Great  Hall.”  Jacob 
glanced at her, wanting to say something else, to ask questions he 
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knew were stupid.
“Go,” she stated with a sad smile. He could only manage a nod 

before walking down the aisle and out of the church.
The warm glow of oil lamps hanging beside the doors of build-

ings cast a friendly light as the town began falling into the purple 
shadows of dusk. Laughing children chased each other through the 
streets and townspeople running errands greeted each other as they 
passed. Jacob was no sooner out the front doors of the church be-
fore people waved and greeted him as well. His eyes passed across 
the clean, quaint cobbled streets, neighborly, warm, and inviting. It 
was a pleasant place to be, but Jacob felt very much out of place. 
He felt strangely voyeuristic, as if he was intruding on something to 
which he had no right being a part. Maybe he was supposed to be 
Garrett  here,  wherever  “here”  was.  He  thought  that  perhaps  he 
should embrace this role, but a part of him still was afraid to accept 
it as truth, in case it somehow was a joke, or a dream.

Deciding to play along for the time being, he stepped down from 
the church and began walking through the streets toward the Great 
Hall. At least, he thought, it was easy to keep up appearances when 
he had played  the  game enough times  not  to  need any guidance 
through the town. The empty scabbard thumped awkwardly against 
his leg as he walked, and he fiddled with the sword belt as he tried 
to steady it. When he caught the gaze of a shop owner watching him 
trying to adjust the belt, he dropped his hands and shot the man an 
attempt at a casual smile.

Light streamed out from the high windows of the Great Hall as 
Jacob approached. The entrance was crowded with people filing in 
for a feast which Jacob could smell from half a block away. The 
strong herbs used to flavor the meat perfumed the air, leaving the 
building with a heady scent. He followed groups of people into the 
hall, which was filled with loud music and pounding dancers and a 
huge table covered in all manner of food. It was all real food, hand-
cooked from scratch with fresh ingredients, dishes unlike anything 
he had eaten since his last family dinner on Easter. A smile spread 
uncontrollably onto his face at the sight of the food and festivities. 
However, with it came a pang of uneasiness. They wouldn’t be cel-
ebrating if  they knew what happened next  like I do. The thought 
made him feel so uncomfortable that he nearly turned around and 
left at that moment, but then, the rest of the crowd filling the large 
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hall noticed him.
With  a  chorus  of  cheers  ringing  throughout  the  hall,  he  was 

ushered  deep  into  the  throng,  and  before  he  knew  what  had 
happened, a wooden mug of ale had been pushed into one hand and 
a large turkey drumstick, dripping with juices,  into the other.  He 
glanced into the mug, white foam flowing over the edges. Though 
he knew most of his classmates had already had at least some sort 
of alcoholic drink in their lives, and many boasted of breaking into 
their parents’ liquor cabinet weekly or even nightly, he had never 
indulged  himself  before  and  wasn’t  certain  he  wanted  to  start 
amongst  all  these  strangers.  His  decision  was  made  for  him  as 
someone grabbed his wrist and thrust the drink up and against his 
mouth.  Half  choking as  he  tried  to  swallow the  pungently bitter 
drink, he managed to pull his hand away and wiped foam off his up-
per lip with his sleeve. Cheers and laughter swelled around him at 
the sight. Suddenly aware of the rumbling in his stomach and eager 
to get his mind off the already drunken townspeople around him, he 
bit into the drumstick. He glanced up curiously as the crowd urged 
him on, and found even the smallest of women were tearing much 
larger mouthfuls of meat off the bones they held than he did. With a 
nervous smile,  he bit  a  larger  chunk off  the drumstick,  trying to 
emulate the people around him.

Before the sky outside had even drained of the remnants of day-
light,  Jacob  found  himself  laughing  uproariously  and  dancing 
among the villagers,  his head spinning and stomach churning but 
never  feeling  so  welcome,  so  at  home,  and  he  hoped  that  night 
would never end.

He had no idea what time it was when he left the hall, but a sky 
rich with stars hung huge and dark above and many oil lamps in 
front of houses had been extinguished. Most of the journey to the 
inn was a haze as he stumbled along and leaned on the innkeeper. 
His stomach roiled and frothed inside him, its contents constantly 
threatening to escape his body, but when he fell back on the bed in 
his room at the inn, it was so soft and his body so tired that he fell 
asleep almost instantly. All his worries disappeared and he forgot 
entirely about the events yet to pass that night.

Until a crash in the common room of the inn downstairs woke 
him.
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The moon had risen high in the sky when a loud noise clattered 
downstairs, startling Jacob awake. He threw himself up into a sit-
ting position, but immediately regretted it. His head spun and poun-
ded with the movement, and with a groan, he leaned back onto his 
elbow. Panting heavily while his stomach settled, he tried to assess 
the situation. In the darkness permeating the room, he could see that 
his sword had been returned. It hung across the room in its scab-
bard, his sword belt draped over the door knob. A soft orange glow 
illuminated the thick curtains hanging over the window, and distant 
sounds of scuffling passed across his ears. Memories of the game 
came back to him.

The town was under attack.
Moving quickly but carefully to his feet, he strode over to the 

window, pulled the curtains aside, and gazed out. The creatures out-
side were barely visible, no more than shadows against the light of 
the fires consuming buildings. People ran from the creatures in the 
streets, screaming, but they were quickly pursued by their attackers. 
As Jacob watched, a mother carrying her child was overtaken by 
one of the monsters, and with a quick swipe of a clawed limb, the 
woman collapsed beside another body already lying in the street, 
the child thrown from her arms. The child cried out and scrambled 
backwards on hands and feet, but the creature paced forward relent-
lessly.

Unwilling to watch any more, Jacob let the curtain fall back into 
place and quickly retrieved his sword belt. He struggled to strap it 
around his waist in the darkness. He could barely see the outlines of 
his own feet against the floor in the dark room and couldn’t manage 
to buckle the belt. His heart raced and he grew frantic. He didn’t 
even know where the lamps in the room were, let alone how to light 
them, but he couldn’t see. A strangled scream emanated from be-
low, and then heavy steps began moving toward the stairs leading 
up  to  his  room.  Fear  chilled  him and  his  hands  trembled  as  he 
wrestled with the belt. Alien, heavy footfalls rang up the stairs, each 
second bringing something closer to him. He had a terrifying suspi-
cion what it was that approached as well, and it suddenly became 
horrifyingly clear to him that he was not a warrior.

The footsteps came to the top of the stairs. The loose end of the 
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belt  slipped  out  of  his  hand and the  sword in scabbard  thumped 
against the floor. The steps hesitated. Jacob snatched up the loose 
end of the belt and wrapped it around his waist again. The creature 
moved down the hall, ignoring the other doors on the second floor 
and approaching his room directly.

Just as the footsteps stopped outside his door, the buckle caught 
the hole. Jacob paused for a heartbeat in relief, just long enough for 
the door to be thrown open. He yelped, trying to move back from 
the door and draw his sword at the same time, but neither came eas-
ily. The sword blade seemed to be longer than he expected, and his 
arm swung upward as he tried to pull it out. The scabbard snagged 
his heel as he did, and he went tumbling backwards, sword out, just 
as the shadowy creature that stank of rotting meat pounced.

He  screamed  instinctively,  though  the  attack  never  came.  He 
only felt a sharp jab like a fist digging into his stomach as a heavy 
weight fell on the sword. Scrambling out to the side, he tilted the 
sword and let the weight fall to the floor beside him. Before he real-
ized what had happened, he found himself standing next to the dead 
monster,  pressed  against  the  wall  with  his  sword  hanging  awk-
wardly from his hand. The creature had fallen on his outstretched 
sword as it  leaped onto him and impaled itself.  He gazed at  the 
sword,  stained  with  darkness  and  now ridged  in  the  middle,  the 
edges sharp and the end tapering to a needle-sharp point.

Not willing to let  his  eyes  adjust  to the darkness and see the 
creature he had inadvertently just killed, Jacob shuffled along the 
wall and out the door quickly.  His heart pounded against his rib-
cage, fear causing his whole body to tremble as he stumbled down 
the stairs to the common room. The pungent odor of fresh blood as-
saulted his senses and he felt himself growing sick again. Abandon-
ing the innkeeper, he threw open the door and escaped the inn.

Screams, inhuman howls, and the roar of fires all around rang 
through the air. Jacob’s eyes darted all around the street outside the 
inn. A monster ran across a rooftop across the street from him and 
another chased a man down the block. Too afraid for his own life to 
worry about others, Jacob turned away from them both and raced 
toward  the  edge  of  the  town.  Before  long,  his  stomach  churned 
worse than ever and a stitch gnawed at his side, slowing his pace. 
He groaned, cursing himself for not staying in shape.

He tried to force himself to keep jogging at least, but his body 
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protested with each step and by the time the edge of the town was in 
sight, he could only stagger along, head spinning.

Then, another monster appeared before him, bared fangs glinting 
in the moonlight. Gasping, he grasped his sword in both hands and 
raised it, fear filling him. He held the sword before him like a base-
ball bat, completely ignorant of how to use it. He could only watch 
as the creature stalked forward hungrily, breathing in short gasps as 
if he was trying to inhale a lifetime of air in one terrifying moment.

All of a sudden, something whizzed past him and the monster 
snarled in pain,  collapsing lifelessly to the street  with something 
long and thin protruding from its head. Glancing over his shoulder, 
he found the archbishop from the church, bow in hand and quiver of 
arrows slung over his back, gesturing at him.

“Go!” he called out as he turned and ran deeper into the town 
after another shadowy monster that chased a family trying to flee 
the destruction. Jacob leaned forward and opened his mouth as if to 
call  back, but his fear  was like an invisible wall,  preventing him 
from moving forward. Panting, he turned and began stumbling out 
to the forest surrounding the town, sheathing his sword as he went.

He didn’t know how much time passed as he moved onward, his 
whole body sore, tired, and uncomfortable. All he knew was that he 
had to escape, and he hoped he could get far enough away that the 
monsters attacking the town couldn’t find him. The town grew dis-
tant behind him and the light of the fires faded into pale moonlight 
streaming through the barren,  twisted  trees  surrounding him.  His 
pace slowed, his feet barely able to carry him any further, until fi-
nally, he couldn’t move forward any longer.

Coughing, his stomach lurched and he emptied its contents onto 
the forest floor. He leaned against a tree, knees trembling, and soon 
collapsed to the ground beside the mess he had made. Raising his 
head faintly, he glanced through the trees back at the town, the fires 
engulfing it lighting up the night. He tried to rise and escape farther 
from the town, but he could only crawl forward a few paces before 
collapsing again, panting heavily. He was too sick and weary to be 
afraid, but he had never felt so alive, so mortal, as he did then.

At that moment, lying on the ground of a foreign forest, unable 
to move, a trail of death and fire behind him, he realized it had truly 
happened.

I’m really in the game.
It was the last thing he thought before everything faded to dark-

ness.



JACOB STIRRED, MOANING, as he slowly began to awaken from 
a deep, dreamless sleep. His head ached fiercely, but the pain began 
to abate as his senses returned to him. He opened his eyes, vision 
focusing slowly from a blur to reveal an off-white ceiling above his 
head. It wasn’t familiar.

Sitting upright hastily,  he glanced around. He lay on a simple 
bed in an unadorned room. His tunic, gloves, and sword belt  had 
been removed and hung over the endpost of the bed, boots laid be-
side them on the sturdy, but scuffed wood floor. A small table sat at 
the foot of the bed, laden with a stoneware jug and cups, but other-
wise, the room was unfurnished. A window covered with gauzy cur-
tains let in the soft glow of sunlight filling the room.

For a brief moment before he opened his eyes, he had thought 
that the events of the last night had been a dream. It was difficult 
now to picture the chaos of the battle.  He had never been in this 
room before, but he knew exactly where he was.

Swinging his legs off the bed, he stood experimentally. His legs 
felt rubbery and he was light-headed, but he managed to support his 
weight. Ambling slowly over to the window, he drew the curtains. 
He took in an amazed breath as he gazed outside.

A city bustled outside the window, filled with wood and brick 
buildings lining cobblestone  streets.  People  swarmed through the 
streets,  dressed in robes and archaic outfits  of tunics and cloaks. 
Signs hung over doorways, painted with a symbol of the goods or 
services provided therein. As Jacob glanced down the street, he saw 
a fruit stand he recognized, a small boy looking for his lost dog, and 
a street magician playing expensive tricks on unwary passers-by. He 
had never been here before, but he knew them all.

He was in the town of Shelas. He was in Aurius, the real Aurius.
And he was Garrett here.
Each breath he drew in as he gazed out at  the town lifted his 

spirits. The real world was gone and he was surrounded by a world 
of magic, of honor, of kings and heroes and gold and all very tan-
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gible things. How many times had he daydreamed of this very thing 
happening? And yet,  he had never dared to dream that it actually 
would.

The door opened behind him, and a gentle voice stated, “Oh.”
Jacob turned away from the window and his heart leaped. Serina 

stood at the other end of the room, the real Serina, his first love. Her 
unusual clothes had never looked more natural as they did wrapped 
around the slender body of smooth, fair skin before him. Her face 
was  perfect,  exactly  as  it  was  rendered  in  the  game,  soft,  light 
brown hair flowing down to her shoulders, wide, crystal blue eyes 
gazing at him. She was even more beautiful in person than she was 
in the game, her smooth, oval-shaped face, her delicate frame, the 
smooth curves of her legs. She was like an angel standing before 
him. And she smiled at him.

“You’re already awake,” she remarked. Her voice was like mu-
sic in his ears, gentle and light. Even in those few words, he had 
heard that her voice was just faintly softer and warmer than it had 
sounded in the game. It was her voice, and it suited her like none 
other could, better than the voice actress that had portrayed her in 
the game.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“I’m…”  Ecstatic! he thought.  He could barely control  himself 

with Serina standing just a few paces away, so real and gentle. Try-
ing to steady his pounding heart, he recited from the game, “Better, 
thanks.” He realized his own voice sounded nothing like the Garrett 
of the game. His was much higher pitched and slightly nasal, com-
pletely lacking the confident power of the real Garrett. But then, he 
hadn’t become Garrett. Jacob had replaced him.

“My name is Serina,” she stated. He loved the way it rolled off 
her tongue.

“I’m Garrett.”
Her smile widened as she tilted her head slightly. “It’s nice to 

meet you, Garrett.” The words made him feel as if he could fly. He 
knew he was going to love being Garrett, far more than being Jacob 
Marshall.

“Where am I?” he asked, following the script of the game he had 
almost entirely memorized.

“Shelas,” Serina answered as she stepped into the room. “Some 
of our city guard found you in the forest when the astronomers saw 
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the light coming from Merakis.” Her expression fell as she poured 
some water from the jug into a cup. Jacob walked over to her and 
took the proffered drink. “What happened last night?”

He averted his eyes. “The town was attacked.” Serina gasped, 
sinking onto the bed. He held the cup absently, flashes of the previ-
ous night flitting behind his eyes. The hauntingly real features of 
the monsters, obscured by darkness, melded with the rendered fig-
ures from the game, creating a terrifying mental image, and even the 
name of the beasts sent a shiver up Jacob’s spine. “Orlocs attacked 
the town.” He hesitantly lowered himself onto the bed beside her, 
just like the real Garrett had done in the game, but she only gazed at 
him, horrified at what he’d said.

“That’s awful!”
Jacob only nodded. His stomach tightened as he remembered his 

escape, fleeing the town alone and leaving its people to their fate 
like a coward.

“I  should  have tried to help them,”  he remarked,  eyes  on the 
floor at his feet.

“No! Don’t say that,” Serina argued, and she laid a hand on his 
leg. The touch sent a shiver of delight through his body. “If you had 
stayed behind, you might’ve…” The fact that she was too innocent 
to even admit to death caused his heart to swell, and the village of 
Merakis soon left his mind.

“Were there any other survivors?” he asked, realizing his voice 
sounded  stiff  and  forced.  Serina  only  shook  her  head,  glancing 
away.  He felt silly repeating the words she should already know, 
and it was obvious in his voice. He was going to have to work on 
his acting being here.

“It seems like there are more orlocs every day,” Serina remarked 
sadly. “The city guard lost someone just last week fighting to keep 
them out  of  town.” Jacob gazed at  her  despondently.  She looked 
like a hurt child, and all he wanted to do was try to make her pain 
go away.

Turning his head, he concentrated hard, trying to say his lines as 
he always imagined he would in this situation, making them genu-
ine and expressive.

“I’m going to stop them.”
Serina glanced at him quickly, stunned. “You can’t mean that!”
“It’s my destiny. I passed the Divine Test and pledged my vow 
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last night that I would save Aurius from the orlocs and darkness, 
just before the town was attacked.” He glanced down, pulling his 
pendant out from beneath his shirt.

Serina  drew in  a  breath  as  she  glimpsed  the  amber  teardrop. 
“The Hero’s pendant! You’re the chosen one?” Jacob nodded, gaz-
ing at the crude metal pendant. Serina shook her head. “But, nobody 
even knows where the orlocs are coming from.”

I do, Jacob thought as he slid the pendant beneath his shirt again. 
And maybe I can stop them sooner, be a bigger hero than Garrett. 
Knowing the answers to the mysteries of his quest in advance could 
make it much easier.

“It’s too dangerous.”
Now Jacob shook his head, trying to summon all the emotion the 

words had in the game. “It’s more important now than ever that I 
go. Someone must pay for what happened to Merakis.” Silence fell 
over the room. The bustling streets outside could be heard through 
the closed window.

Jumping suddenly to her feet, Serina spun to face him and ex-
claimed,  “Then  let  me  go  with  you!”  He  smiled  before  he  re-
membered that he was supposed to be shocked by this announce-
ment, and he gazed wide-eyed up at her.

“You want to come with me? But why?”
“I can help,” she offered hastily, sitting on the bed facing him. 

“I’ve seen too many people die from orloc attacks. I just want to see 
the world… healed.” The last word came out hesitantly, glancing at 
him from the corner of her eye as if seeking his permission to say it. 
He knew why she had put the peculiar emphasis on the word, but 
disregarded it as Garrett had done.

“It will be dangerous.” He couldn’t give her the defying tone the 
words had in the game, and stated it as simply a fact.

“I know. But it will be more dangerous for all of us if the orlocs 
aren’t stopped, soon. Please, let me come with you.”

He knew he was supposed to refuse until  she finally relented, 
but he hated the thought of hurting her feelings. More still, he knew 
that if he did, she would come into danger later when she snuck out 
of the city to follow him, and he wasn’t sure he, without any know-
ledge of fighting, would be able to save her.

“Okay,” he answered, “but only if you promise to be careful.” 
She beamed, her smile seeming to light up the room in her joy.
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“Oh,  thank  you!”  Flashing  straight,  pearly  white  teeth,  she 
leaned forward and hugged him quickly. A scent of lavender wafted 
up from her body in the moment she pressed herself against him. 
Sobering, she stood before him and clasped her hands together. “I 
swear I’ll do everything I can to help you.” He could only smile 
back at her, dizzy from her embrace and suddenly tongue-tied now 
that the dialogue was his to provide.

“You’d  better  rest,”  she continued.  “You need to regain your 
strength. Whenever you’re ready to go, I’ll be ready.”

“Okay,” he replied lamely.
“If you need anything, just call me.”
“Okay.”
Eyes glittering, she skipped out of the room. Pausing at the door, 

she smiled back at him for a moment. Jacob could feel his heart 
pounding, still reeling from the feeling of her arms around his neck. 
She was like a porcelain doll with an inner glow that shone onto 
everything that saw her, beautiful, delicate, and fragile, to be held 
and admired and protected from a harsh and ugly world. He sud-
denly felt guilty, knowing what pains would come to her for his al-
lowing her to join him, but he couldn’t bear to leave her.

That  brilliant  smile stayed in view until  the door closed com-
pletely behind her. Jacob leaned back on his hands and grinned up 
at the ceiling, overwhelmed by his first meeting with the girl he had 
adored for so long. He could not have asked for anything more, and 
he uttered a silent thanks to whatever force had brought him there.

B
Serina wanted Jacob to linger at the town for a few days and recov-
er,  but  he found himself  getting bored quickly.  For  two days  he 
hung around the small  house where Serina lived with the elderly 
woman who had found her abandoned in a forest and adopted her. 
He  wandered  the  city  when  he  had  the  chance,  but  though  he 
marveled at the city being real, much larger than it had been in the 
game, he had seen it all before, and exploring the town didn’t hold 
his interest for long. He had no money, at least none that was accep-
ted in Aurius, and he protested when Serina spent her savings to 
stock up on supplies for their journey.

“It’s no problem,” she stated with a smile. “This is the day I’ve 
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been saving up for.” Jacob could only smile back and vow to repay 
her someday.

They left on the morning of the third day after Jacob had arrived. 
He stood in the sparsely furnished room where he had been staying, 
practicing drawing and sheathing his sword. The action wasn’t nat-
ural, and it took precise arm movements to slide the blade out and 
back away in the scabbard smoothly and quickly.  He felt  embar-
rassed when he thought back to his stumble at the inn in Merakis, 
and  fear  tickled  his  mind  when  he  thought  of  what  might  have 
happened if he hadn’t been so lucky.

He thought  briefly of  the  life  he’d  left  behind  and  wondered 
what people were thinking about him. He thought of Emily,  Eric, 
Karen,  and Jasmine,  the people  he’d met  only the day before he 
came here, and the people he’d met at the convention, whose names 
he had already forgotten. His mother might miss him, but she had 
his stepfather Ted to keep her company. Christina probably doesn’t  
miss me, and none of my friends deigned to contact me over the  
summer. The thought brought a bitter frown to his face, but at that 
moment, the door opened behind him.

He  turned  and  a  smile  grew  instantly  on  his  face  as  Serina 
stepped inside, carrying a staff just taller than her, topped with a 
large, ornate round design accented with shimmering crystals.

I could stay here forever, he thought.  I have everything I need  
right here, and nothing I left behind is worth going back to.

“Are you ready to go?” she asked, flashing her sweet smile at 
him.

“Yep.” He reached over to the leather backpack full of supplies 
hanging  over  the  endpost  of  the  bed  and  swung  it  over  his 
shoulders. “Are you?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she stated nervously. “I’ve never even 
left town before.”

Jacob smiled, wanting to touch her but afraid to push her away. 
“Don’t worry. Everything will be okay.”

She  smiled  up  at  him in  response.  “Let’s  go.”  Turning,  she 
walked out of the room, Jacob following close behind. Down the 
short  hallway outside  his  room,  they came to the common room, 
where  the  elderly  woman,  stooped  but  sharp-witted,  waited  for 
them.

“Serina, won’t you reconsider?” The woman laid a leathery hand 
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on the girl’s shoulder, and Serina hugged her.
“Don’t worry, Adella, everything will be fine. I can’t just hide 

here while the world gets more dangerous every day.”
“I’ll  protect  her,  ma’am,”  Jacob  added.  “I  swear.”  As  Serina 

leaned down to adjust her boots, Adella shot him a suspicious glare. 
He recoiled slightly, surprised by the animosity in her expression.

Smiling convincingly,  the  old woman stated in a  joking tone, 
“You’d better, or I’ll never forgive you.” Jacob felt uneasy. He re-
membered when he returned to Serina’s home later in the game, the 
old woman had fainted from both grief and joy to see her adopted 
daughter again, and only then had it become clear how Adella cared 
for Serina.

Does she blame me for Serina leaving, since I told her she could  
come?

Before either of them could say anything more, Serina stood and 
remarked, “Don’t worry, Adella, we’ll be fine. Come on, Garrett.” 
Taking  his  hand,  she  steered  him toward  the  front  door.  Adella 
watched him with a hard expression, but he only smiled back at her.

“Thanks for all your hospitality, ma’am,” Jacob stated quickly as 
Serina opened the door.

“Be careful, Serina,” the old woman called back.
“We  will,  Adella,”  the  girl  answered.  “Goodbye!”  The  door 

closed  behind  Serina  and  only  the  busy  city  streets  surrounded 
them.  She  glanced  at  him  sheepishly.  “I’m  sorry  about  that. 
Adella’s just suspicious of strangers.”

He smiled at her, the old woman’s sharp words and eyes fading 
from his mind in the light of Serina’s smile. “It’s okay. She cares a 
lot about you.”

Serina brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. “Well, shall we 
go?” Turning, they climbed down the stairs and out into the cobbled 
street.

“Serina!” came a voice to the side. A middle-aged man ran up to 
them. “Is it true you’re leaving?”

“I’m afraid so,” she answered.
“Oh, I’ll dearly miss seeing you around my shop.” The man’s 

eyes drooped sadly. “The children will be so disappointed.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Potter.” She took his hand in both of hers. “I’ll 

miss your  cakes and your  stories.” Jacob,  watching the exchange 
quietly, couldn’t even feel jealous of the man stealing her attention. 
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She looked so sweet and caring speaking to the baker that he could-
n’t bear to desire anything more of her.

“Please travel safely,”  the baker continued. “And please come 
back someday.”

“I will, Mr. Potter. And you take care of yourself.”
“I will. Goodbye, Serina.”
“Goodbye, Mr. Potter.” The baker sent Jacob a brief glance be-

fore turning and continuing on his way.  Jacob watched him walk 
off,  wondering how many lives Serina  had touched in this  town. 
Little wonder Adella had been so suspicious of him.

“Sorry for  the delay,”  Serina  offered,  startling him out  of  his 
reverie.

“It’s okay. It looks like the people here really care about you.” 
She didn’t answer, and Jacob saw a flash of sadness pass across her 
eyes that wrenched his heart. If only he could tell her that he knew 
what bothered her, and that he understood. But how would I know,  
having only met her two days ago?

The rest of the journey out of the city was occasionally interrup-
ted by other  people  offering similar  blessings,  but  Jacob noticed 
that many people only gave her a curt nod or stared at her, despite 
the fact that they were both clearly prepared for travel. Serina ap-
peared not to notice the reactions and walked along with a bright 
smile on her face, taking in everything around her for the last time.

“I can’t believe I’m finally leaving Shelas,” she remarked. “I’m 
a little nervous about it.”

“Me, too,” Jacob replied honestly. He had big shoes to fill, and 
he still had no idea how to use the sword hanging by his side.

Soon, they came upon the open gates leading out of the city, set 
in a fourteen foot high limestone wall. One of the guards standing 
post at the gate raised an eyebrow as they approached.

“You going to pick mushrooms, girl?” the guard asked skeptic-
ally. Serina and Jacob stopped before him.

“No, sir,” she answered, “we’re going traveling.”
“Traveling?”  the  guard  echoed  incredulously,  and  he  glanced 

between  them with  a  baffled  expression.  “You  know orlocs  are 
everywhere, don’t you?”

“We  know.”  Serina  flashed  him  her  sweetest  smile  as  she 
touched Jacob’s arm. “But we’ll be safe.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” The guard shot Jacob a dubious look be-
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fore glancing at the woods and plains beyond the city walls.
“Hey,” Jacob protested, trying not to betray his uneasiness. “Do 

you think I carry this around for decoration?” He gestured to his 
sword,  the  guard  following  his  gaze,  and  prayed  that  the  guard 
wouldn’t challenge his assertion. But the city guard only shrugged 
and stepped aside to let them pass.

“Whatever. But if I were you, I’d hold off traveling until it be-
comes safe.”

Over her shoulder, Serina responded, “We’d be waiting a long 
time if we did that. Thank you, sir. Goodbye!” Waving at him, she 
ran  forward  lightly  onto  the  dirt  road  leading  away from town. 
Grinning,  Jacob  jogged after  her.  He  watched  her  lean  her  head 
back and close her eyes as she ran down the dirt road, completely 
carefree, hair flowing gracefully in the wind.

At  the  top  of  the  first  hill  overlooking  the  land  around,  she 
stopped, gazing around with a hand over her heart. Jacob cringed as 
he came up beside her, clasping a stitch tightening his side. He had 
yet to see Serina look so solemn as she gazed across the landscape.

“It’s so big.” Her eyes swept over the endless rolling plains dot-
ted with groves of  trees as a breeze whispered past them, gently 
rustling their  hair  and clothes.  Jacob followed her gaze. “I never 
realized how huge and open the world is past the city walls.” Turn-
ing, she glanced back at the town, the size of a quarter  at  arm’s 
length behind them. “It looks so small.  The sea always looked so 
close in the maps I’ve seen, but I can’t see it at all. I can’t even see 
the next town.”

“Yeah,”  Jacob stated,  cursing himself  for  being unable to say 
something  more  profound.  The  world  seemed  a  lot  bigger  than 
home. It had taken less than two hours for Eric to drive to the con-
vention,  a  journey that  would  probably take  more  than  a  day to 
walk. The convention seemed so far away, so long in the past now, 
and he felt a brief pang with the thought that he might never see any 
of his friends again.

The grief disappeared as soon as it had come, however, when his 
eyes passed across Serina. The view was spectacular, no concrete or 
cars or power lines or anything to mar the green hills, and unen-
cumbered  with  schoolwork  or  cellular  phones  or  any of  the  ele-
ments of modern life, he felt more free than he ever had.

Noticing his eyes on her, Serina turned and smiled at him. “So, 
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er, where are we going?” He faced the open plains again, letting the 
sunlight warm his face.

“South. They’ll have more information on the orlocs in Dekaal.” 
She nodded understandingly.

“You really know a lot about the world, don’t you?” she asked 
admiringly.

Jacob rubbed the back of his neck, chuckling nervously. “Well, 
I’ve just studied maps and stuff.”

She giggled and took his hand. “Okay, then, we’ll go to Dekaal. 
We’d better get moving, it’s a long journey.” Jacob nodded, unable 
to wipe the idiotic grin off his face as he followed her down the hill, 
hoping she wouldn’t run with the same spring in her step as she had 
earlier. He dreaded her knowing how out of shape he was.

“It’s so quiet,” Serina stated, her voice soft as if out of respect 
for the silence.

“Yeah,”  Jacob  replied,  not  wanting  to  intrude  on  the  silence 
either. Having lived in a medium-sized city all of his life, he was 
used to some level of noise at all hours of the day. Shelas had been 
a reprieve for  him,  and even after  sunset,  there  were  still  a  few 
people out breaking the silence of night. But out here, there were no 
sounds aside from their  own footfalls  on the fading trail  and the 
wind whispering through the trees and grasses.

And a sudden rustling of grass nearby.
Jacob and Serina spun, facing the source of the noise. He tried to 

draw his sword quickly, but he pulled at the wrong angle and the 
scabbard flailed wildly. Cursing himself, he slid the sword back in 
carefully, then drew it slowly, but properly. He thought of the anim-
ated movements Garrett had made in battles in the game and tried to 
picture himself doing them as he gazed out at the unnervingly quiet 
fields. Serina brandished her staff beside him, not reacting to his 
struggle drawing his sword. His heart thumped in his chest and his 
arms began to ache from holding up the steel sword.

Another rustle, and Serina pointed. “There!”
Following her gaze, he saw it. A dark spot rose over the grass, 

half concealed by a lone tree. It had the broad frame and sunken 
face of a bulldog, but its hairless skin was dark as jet and it had no 
visible ears. The orloc shifted, its waist-high form poorly hidden be-
hind the tree as it studied them. It was stalking them, Jacob realized, 
just like a cat, and now it waited to see if they would run. Jacob 
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shuffled his feet, heart hammering in fear. He could see two yellow 
orbs, eyes with no pupil gazing between the blades of grass at them.

Please don’t hurt her, he prayed inwardly.
At that moment, it sprang.



THE ORLOC WAS upon them in seconds, leaping into the air ten 
feet from them. Jacob lunged to one side, Serina to the other. Land-
ing  with  a  thump  that  shook  the  ground  beneath  his  feet,  the 
creature  spun toward  Jacob and pounced before  he  had fully re-
gained  his  footing.  Gasping,  he  threw  himself  to  the  side  and 
brought his sword down on the monster. It stumbled with a snarl of 
pain as the sword chopped down on its shoulder, but Jacob noticed 
that with the way he swung the weapon, it hadn’t even broken the 
creature’s skin. The orloc swung its head around in a blur, and be-
fore he could pull himself safely away, its teeth sank into his wrist 
and halfway up his arm with a grip like a vise. He howled in pain 
and dropped to his knees as the razor-sharp fangs dug into his flesh. 
He couldn’t even gather the strength to raise his sword in spite of 
the agony.

Suddenly,  a  large,  round  blur  fell  down  onto  the  top  of  the 
creature’s head with a crack. Jacob barely glimpsed Serina shifting 
her body to swing the butt of her staff up against the underside of 
the orloc’s jaw just as it released his arm. She hopped back as the 
orloc  turned  to  bare  bloodstained  teeth  at  her.  Jacob  thrust  his 
sword forward as it began to pounce, the point digging into its flesh 
up underneath its ribs. It stopped there, Jacob unable to drive the 
blade deeper on his own power, but as he pulled the weapon back, a 
glimmer of hope alighted in his heart. The sword tip was stained 
with blood.

The creature pounced as it turned back to face him, but he threw 
himself out of its path this time. His left arm hung limply from the 
elbow down, throbbing painfully, but he kept his attention defiantly 
on the orloc. He slipped as he tried to regain his footing and fell 
onto his side, knuckles smarting as he landed on the hand still grip-
ping his sword tightly. Serina’s staff whacked the orloc again be-
fore it could attack him.

“Quick! Get its neck!”
Rolling quickly into a sitting position, Jacob stabbed his sword 
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into  the  creature’s  neck,  though it  still  didn’t  penetrate  far.  The 
monster thrashed against the attack, but pinned in between Jacob’s 
sword and Serina’s staff, it couldn’t escape. His hand sweated and 
ached inside his glove and he struggled to keep his grip on the hilt. 
Gathering his strength, he lunged to his feet and forward, pressing 
the sword against  the side of  the orloc’s  neck.  Serina  pulled her 
staff away and jumped back as Jacob’s weight threw the beast over 
onto its side. It continued thrashing its limbs, but couldn’t manage 
to  get  to  its  feet,  and  its  snarls  became  strangled.  Jacob  leaned 
against his sword, keeping the orloc pinned down and trying to stay 
out of reach of its swinging claws.

Panting, he eased the pressure on the orloc, drew in close, and 
let  his  weight  fall  onto the sword on its  neck. Finally,  the blade 
broke through, sliding through the creature’s  flesh until  it  hit  the 
ground on the other side. The creature shrieked pitifully, its struggle 
diminishing to twitches of its limbs.

After a long moment, it fell still.
Jacob collapsed to his knees, too weary to even step away from 

the dead creature.
“Garrett!” Serina cried as she ran around the orloc’s eternally 

open mouth and lolling tongue to crouch beside him. “Are you al-
right?” He only moaned in pain, his arm throbbing anew. Putting 
his good arm around her shoulders,  she helped him stand and led 
him some paces away from the orloc’s body.

Gently,  she lowered him onto the grass.  His hands and knees 
trembled, and he half expected the monster to rise and attack again.

Taking his left arm gingerly in one hand, she lowered the head 
of her staff  over the bite wound.  She closed her eyes  and spoke 
something under her breath. The crystals embedded in the head of 
her staff began to glow, shining brilliantly onto his bloodied sleeve.

Suddenly, Jacob felt the flesh of his arm knit back together. He 
gasped as the pain abated. A moment later, the crystals dimmed and 
Serina opened her eyes and drew back. He gazed in shock at his 
arm.  His  sleeve  was torn  and  warmly wet,  and  even part  of  his 
glove had been stained, but the pain was gone, and he could feel no 
trace of the wound.

“That was amazing!” he breathed.
Serina looked away sadly. “It-it’s nothing.”
Jacob flexed his fingers, feeling the way his muscles moved. It 
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felt no different than it ever had. “It’s like it never happened. There 
aren’t even any scars.”

Serina  stood  abruptly  and  walked  a  few  paces  away,  arms 
wrapped around her body. She didn’t meet his eyes. “It’s not natur-
al, what I can do. I… I should’ve told you about it.” Jacob glanced 
up, so entranced by the miraculous healing of his wound that he had 
forgotten about the reaction he expected Serina to have. He stood 
and walked over to her, remembering a line from later in the game 
when her healing magic had first been brought up. “I’m sorry. I just 
wanted…”

“What you do,” he cut in, now standing beside her, “is beautiful. 
If you hadn’t healed me, it might have taken weeks for it to recov-
er.” She gazed desperately up at him, clearly wanting to believe his 
words.

“You can’t really mean that.” Her voice sounded choked.
“Sure  I do,” he stated.  “Your  magic  is  amazing.”  She smiled 

sadly, then leaned forward against his chest. He clutched her bare 
shoulders, heart pounding as it had during the battle.

“Thank  you,”  she  uttered.  “I  just  want  to  help  people,  but 
whenever they see me use magic, they get scared.”

“They don’t deserve your help.” In Aurius, he remembered, ma-
gic  came from within,  passed down through bloodlines  to  create 
powerful mages. The innate power a mage had was sacred, and all 
care was taken to ensure that his power remained intact and that his 
genes were passed on and children nurtured. It was strange enough 
for Serina, who was abandoned at birth, to be able to use magic so 
powerful. But the way she cast magic through crystals, or forests, or 
the very ground around her, was strange and deeply suspicious to 
those who understood magic. And so, he thought angrily,  her ex-
traordinary and unique ability to heal,  a magic lost  to those who 
claimed to understand it, was spurned, as was she.

Sniffling, she pulled back with a faint smile. “We’d better get 
moving again before more of those… things show up.” Jacob nod-
ded, turning to glance at the ungainly body lying across the road 
several feet away. Fighting the fear that welled in his stomach just 
looking at the orloc, even knowing it was dead, he walked over to it 
and pulled his sword out.

He was about  to slide  the  sword away when Serina suddenly 
asked, “Don’t you have a cloth? For… for cleaning your sword?” 



AURIUS 45

He looked at her peculiarly and she looked bashful. “It’ll rust if you 
don’t clean it.”

“Oh,” he answered, “right.” He glanced around, finding nothing 
of use, then reluctantly leaned over the foul-smelling creature and 
wiped the flat of his blade off on its hide. Only the wet glint of the 
sunlight against its dark skin showed where the blood was on its 
ugly body. He shivered at the sight, shaken by the life-threatening 
danger the orloc posed. It was something he had never experienced 
before. His pulse failed to slow as he recalled the hectic fight.

“I-I’m sorry. I don’t mean to…”
“No, it’s okay.” Jacob swallowed around a lump in his throat as 

he gazed at the dead orloc. He decided to tell her the truth, at least 
part  of  it.  “Where  I come  from,  we  don’t  need  swords.”  Serina 
smiled sadly at him.

“Merakis must have been a really peaceful village.”
“Well, actually, I’m…” Turning to face her, he paused mid-sen-

tence.  “Yeah.  Yeah,  it  was.”  He  walked over  to  her.  Tilting the 
sword up slightly,  he  glanced down its  smooth  metal  surface.  “I 
just… don’t know how to use this.”

“Well, you don’t want to swing it like a club.” Holding her staff 
up and out in both hands, she moved across the ground on the balls 
of her feet. “The sword should be an extension of your own arm.” 
Swinging her  staff  around gracefully,  she pivoted and brought  it 
down in a perfect imitation of a swordfighter’s stance.

Jacob gaped at her.
She giggled, lowering her staff. “I cared for one of the city guard 

once and I got to watch a training practice.” He grinned in response, 
then raised the sword to gaze at it again.

“An extension of my arm…” He tried to think of the martial arts 
and fantasy movies he had seen and the maneuvers the actors had 
performed with their swords. Trying to picture his sword as an ex-
tension  of  his  arm,  he  swung  the  blade  slowly  through  the  air 
across, then down and back up.

Serina beamed at him. “And don’t be afraid to move your feet. A 
lot  of  swordfighting  is  proper  balance  and  countering  with  your 
footwork.” He nodded, shifting positions as he practiced a few more 
swings. Serina pushed a lock of hair back from her eyes with an em-
barrassed smile.  “I’m afraid that’s  as far  as my knowledge goes, 
though.”
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“That’s okay.” He moved forward and backward, balancing the 
weapon’s weight in his posture. “I feel better already.” Serina’s lips 
parted in a wide smile as he glanced back at her. Standing straight, 
he sheathed  the  sword.  “We’d  better  keep moving,  though.” She 
nodded and walked beside him as they continued down the dirt road 
leading south.

B
The  rest  of  the  day  passed  uneventfully  and  the  hours  slipped 
slowly away as they crossed from one horizon to the next. It was 
strange to Jacob.  In the game,  the  world outside  of  towns,  land-
marks, mountains,  and other places of interest  was nothing but  a 
way to get from one place to another. Traveling from one town to 
the next took a manner of minutes frequently interspersed with ran-
dom battles against monsters, designed to help increase the abilities 
of the characters through experience. For the journey to Dekaal to 
be  a  significant  span  of  time,  days  of  constant  walking,  was 
something he had never anticipated. It was wonderful to have more 
time alone with Serina, but it was going to be a long few days.

And his feet became sore just a few hours into the day.
At  dusk,  a  long,  quiet,  dull  day  later,  he  gratefully  accepted 

Serina’s suggestion to stop and set up camp for the night. He could 
only imagine how many miles they had trekked that day. The world 
had never seemed so big.

As he set up the tent they would sleep in, worry gnawed at his 
heart. Sleeping in a tent at night kept the group completely safe un-
til  morning in the game, but  with everything being far  more real 
here, he wasn’t sure it would be enough.

By the time he had the tent pitched, Serina had a fire going. He 
groaned as he dropped down cross-legged in front of it.

“Are you alright?”
“Yeah.” He rubbed his feet. “Just sore.”
She smiled in response. “I know how you feel.” He smiled grate-

fully at her, but she didn’t appear uncomfortable at all. Swinging 
his pack off his shoulders, he dug through it for some of the dried 
meat and biscuit they had stocked up on.

“How are you feeling?” she asked as he portioned out some food 
for each of them.

“I’m alright.” His feet ached fiercely, but he didn’t want to bur-
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den her with his complaints. “I’ve just never been this alone for this 
long.”

“Me neither.” She sat across the fire from him, fingers entwined 
at arm’s length around her shins, gazing up at the night sky.  She 
smiled. “It’s kind of nice.”

It was nice, he thought. Sometimes, he wondered if he only did 
his costuming and played video games so much just so he could be 
someone else. But out  here in the wide, open, and empty plains, 
with no one to judge him and no one to impress, he could really be 
himself. The problem was that he wasn’t entirely certain who that 
was.

He simply answered, “Mm.” He hoped he had the survival skills 
to get them safely to Dekaal. Serina had assured him that they had 
enough food for the trip, and they had passed enough streams not to 
have to worry about water, but what if they ran out of either before 
arriving? He couldn’t hunt, that was certain, and he had no way of 
knowing how to find wild foods or whether a type of berry or mush-
room was poisonous.

At the moment, however, that was his least concern regarding 
food. He grimaced as he tugged with his teeth at another bite of dry, 
flavorless meat. Serina giggled at his attempt. He shot her a dirty 
look, but quickly sobered, feeling guilty for glaring at her.

“I’m sorry,”  she stated,  trying not  to smile.  “Here.”  Reaching 
into a pouch on her belt, she retrieved a tiny burlap sachet. In the 
light of the fire, he saw her pinch her fingers in, reach over, and 
sprinkle a fine herb on his remaining chunk of meat. He took anoth-
er bite. The meat was still tough and dry as jerky, but the herb im-
proved its flavor immensely.

He smiled his appreciation. “Thanks.” She smiled brightly,  re-
turning to her food, and the rest of the meal passed quietly.

The last rays of daylight faded and night fully fell over the land. 
Stars winked to life above, forming a glittering blanket overhead. 
Jacob gazed up at the sky, stunned at its brightness. He was used to 
the night sky being a shroud of pure darkness held just at bay by the 
light  of streetlamps.  He never realized how rich and full  the sky 
looked  out  in  the  open.  Even the  slim,  Cheshire-cat  grin  of  the 
moon illuminated the land around them so that he could see well 
enough.

Yawning, Serina stretched her arms over her head. “We’d better 
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get  to  bed.  We  have  a  lot  of  traveling  to  do  tomorrow.”  Jacob 
rubbed his swollen feet, not looking forward to the proposition.

“Will the tent keep us safe?”
“The orlocs seem to be confused by tents. They don’t react if 

nothing’s happening inside, and if they hear movement, they seem 
to think the entire tent is some creature and usually shy away.  It 
should keep us safe this far north. There aren’t so many orlocs up 
here.  At  least,”  she  glanced  sidelong at  him uneasily,  “everyone 
thought so, until Merakis…” Jacob frowned. Though he was inter-
ested  to  find  a  reasonable  explanation  as  to  why the  tents  kept 
people safe,  he still  could only hope its  psychological  protection 
would work this night.

“Well, we only saw the one orloc today, right? And we traveled 
a long way.” Her expression grew distant, her voice quiet. “It was 
so close to town, though.” She looked worried.

Clearing his throat, Jacob stated, “I’m sure we’ll be fine.” She 
nodded, seeming to shake off her worry. Reluctantly rising to his 
feet, he kicked dirt onto the fading fire and stamped it out. As the 
deep blue of night fell over them, they crawled into the tent and the 
two bedrolls  within.  Serina  pulled the blanket  around her almost 
fully dressed,  curling up with  her  back to  him.  He  removed his 
gloves, boots, sword belt, headband, and tunic, laying them on the 
ground beside him. He thought about removing his shirt as well, but 
he felt strangely as if he would be imposing on her if he did. He 
gazed at her back for a moment before crawling into his own bed-
roll in his shirt and trousers. Silence fell over them, an oppressing 
noiselessness marked only by the distant chirping of crickets out-
side.

“Goodnight, Garrett,” Serina stated sleepily.
“Goodnight.” After a pause, he added, “Pleasant dreams.”
She murmured, sounding pleased, but said nothing more. Jacob 

lied for a long while staring at the pointed tip of the tent above him. 
Despite being exhausted from walking all day, he found he couldn’t 
fall  asleep.  The ground was hard and uncomfortable,  the  bedroll 
and floor of the tent offering little padding for his stiff back. He 
shifted onto his side, but the ground seemed to dig harder into his 
shoulder and hip, and his neck strained from his head lying too low. 
Reaching out, he grabbed his tunic, wadded it up under his head, 
and tried to relax. He could hear Serina breathing softly and stead-
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ily over his shoulder.
He couldn’t stop thinking about the orloc attack that morning. 

Just the thought of it made him tremble. He could hardly imagine 
now the things he had done to overcome it. And once again, he was 
saved  only by virtue  of  someone  else’s  intervention.  Serina  had 
been braver than he had.  In the game,  the  first  monsters  that  he 
faced were simple, almost harmless creatures that allowed him to 
learn the game’s unique battle system. If that creature was weak, he 
thought, he couldn’t imagine fighting some of the beasts he would 
face later in his journey. He couldn’t use a sword, and he had never 
even fired a gun in his life. He knew that fighting with his hands 
and feet like some characters did would be wholly ineffective. He 
had to learn fighting techniques, but when would he have the time, 
or someone to teach him?

Then, he thought of Runic Seals, the magical special attacks that 
the characters learned throughout the game. Would he be able to 
perform those attacks as well? Perhaps that was what he needed to 
fight  effectively.  The  thought  of  learning  such  amazing  abilities 
brought a smile to his face. He was Garrett here. He would find a 
way to fight and overcome the challenges set before him.

He fell asleep imagining his victory over the villain of the game, 
the celebrations and honors he would receive, and the praise from 
Serina for saving the world.



WHEN JACOB AWOKE, the tent glowed with light from the risen 
sun outside. Serina was gone, her bedroll neatly folded beside his. 
He hastened to slip on his tunic, gloves, boots, and sword belt, then 
tied the headband around his head, wishing he didn’t have to wear 
it. It was an unfamiliar sensation having it wrapped about him.

Crawling out of the tent, he found Serina crouched in front of 
the reignited fire, holding over it a cast-iron pan filled with sizzling 
bacon, fried eggs, and slices of bread wedged against the side of the 
pan. She looked up and smiled as he emerged from behind the tent 
flap. Never had he had a more pleasant awakening.

“Good morning. I thought  you might  like breakfast  when you 
woke up. Did you sleep well?”

“Great,” he answered with a grin, hoping she couldn’t see him 
rubbing the back of his hipbones. His feet felt better, though still 
somewhat sore. He hoped they would stiffen up as his journey pro-
gressed. How long would a journey of a few minutes in the game 
take in a world of painfully real proportions?

Using a meat fork, Serina removed some bacon and eggs from 
the pan and dropped them onto the toast he held out. It was a re-
freshingly familiar meal to him, and flavorful enough to more than 
make up for the dried meat last night. He felt energized and optim-
istic.

“How long have you been awake?”
“Not long. Only an hour or so.”
“An…” His eyes widened incredulously. “Why didn’t you wake 

me?”
“I thought you could use the sleep. It’s okay, I don’t mind.”
He blinked, suddenly realizing that his sleep pattern was attuned 

to a different life. He had thought it strange that there had been such 
a stark difference in town between dusk and darkness. Shelas had 
seemed to shut down once daylight had faded, and the entire town 
awoke  long  before  him  every  morning.  But,  he  supposed  that 
without streetlamps or cars, it was difficult to operate in the dark-
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ness. He frowned. With his sleeping schedule on summer vacation 
causing him to normally stay up several hours after dark and rise 
three or four hours after dawn, he must really seem an outsider.

“Well,  we should go,” she stated, shaking the grease from the 
pan into the fire. The flames flared and hissed, flinging sparks in all 
directions.  Jacob tensed,  worried that  the sparks would catch her 
clothes  and  ignite  them,  but  she  seemed  unconcerned.  Together, 
they dismantled the tent, it folding into a lumpy bundle that tied to 
the top of the backpack. Hefting the pack onto his back, they began 
their trek into the empty world again.

B
Long days filled with endless walking stretched away into memory. 
As eager as Jacob was to learn the special moves he knew would be 
able to defeat their enemies easily, he was glad that they didn’t run 
across any more orlocs. Serina told him stories of her life in Shelas 
and she persuaded him to conjure tales about his past in Merakis, 
but often, they walked in silence. He grew bored and almost wished 
for an encounter with another evil creature to break the monotony. 
Each day he awoke a little less surprised, though no less pleased, to 
find he was still really in Aurius, and each day it seemed more real 
to him.

At first, he tried keeping track of the days that passed as they 
traveled across the countryside,  but he found himself soon losing 
count. It was easy to forget about the goings-on elsewhere in the 
world as each new day rose on a land inhabited only by they two.

By his estimate, it had been about a week by the time they fi-
nally arrived at Dekaal. The scholars’ town, residence of Lord Ky-
utu,  was larger  than Shelas,  and the  city rose  up quickly around 
them as they passed its entrance. The town of brick buildings lay 
nestled about  the base of Kyutu’s  castle,  and Jacob could see its 
towers, topped with pennants blowing in the gentle summer breeze, 
rising over the buildings on the other side of the town.

The streets bustled, people clothed in robes and tunics swarming 
around Jacob and Serina as soon as their feet touched cobblestone. 
The townspeople took little notice of the travelers as they rushed to 
their destinations. Jacob’s eyes wandered across the town, taking in 
the old buildings, the clay tiled roofs, and the people. It had been so 
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long since he was last in a city he had nearly forgotten how strange 
and ancient  this fantastic world was. Shreds of various conversa-
tions drifted across his ears from people all around as they moved 
through the crowd.

“Do you think the professor will give us a quiz today?”
“I was just so tired, I could barely make dinner.”
“The captain of the guard is so handsome! I wish I could get 

some time alone with him.”
Voices murmured all around them. “Who should we ask for in-

formation on the orlocs?” Serina asked.
Jacob shook his head. “I don’t know.” The city was enormous. 

In the game, it didn’t take long to talk to every individual person in 
town, and most of them offered information useful to their journey. 
He  already knew everything  he  needed to  know,  but  he  at  least 
needed to make a show of finding it out for Serina or she would get 
suspicious. Besides, he wanted to relive the game exactly as he re-
membered it.

“I guess we should go to the school.” He had learned a lot of 
useful information from the various people wandering around the 
classrooms and hallways, and it seemed a likely place to learn about 
the orlocs.

Serina  giggled,  and  he  glanced  at  her.  She  smiled  at  him, 
amused. “Which school?” He blinked. “There are four here.”

“Oh, um…” He realized he shouldn’t have been surprised. “The 
biggest one, I suppose.” He felt his face reddening, feeling embar-
rassed.

Serina  laughed.  “That  sounds  good.”  Jacob  nodded,  suddenly 
wondering how they were going to get to the school. If the town 
was so much bigger than he was used to, there would have to be a 
lot of streets he didn’t recognize. He didn’t even know if the largest 
school was the one he remembered. Thinking about it, he figured 
the  school  must  be  a  lot  bigger  than  he  knew,  as  well.  Each 
classroom in the game only held about a dozen people, and there 
were only a handful of classrooms in the building. Suddenly,  the 
town seemed a lot bigger and more intimidating to him. Faced with 
such a very real city, he had no idea how he was going to talk to 
anyone. It was hard enough for him to strike up a conversation with 
someone in the real world.

Suddenly,  a  conversation  between  three  older  ladies  wafted 
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across his ears, one he recognized.
“I heard he skips sword practice almost every day.”
“I heard he has prophetic dreams.”
“I heard he sneaks out of the castle at night.”
“Oh, yes, Muriel told me she saw him at the town square, read-

ing of all things. It took guards from the castle to take him back.”
Serina’s head turned around to gaze at the gossiping women as 

they passed by. “I wonder who they’re talking about.”
“Makaidel,” Jacob blurted out before he could stop himself. He 

cringed at his mistake.
Serina spun, gazing wide-eyed at him. “Lord Kyutu’s son? How 

do you know that?”
“Um…” He tried to think quickly, but he was too focused on his 

own slip to come up with a plausible excuse. “I heard about him 
from someone in Merakis. The, uh…” He mentioned the first per-
son  that  came  to  his  mind  from  the  ravaged  town.  “The 
archbishop.”

“Oh.”
Together, they managed to find their way through the city to the 

largest school. The outside of it looked like the entrance to some 
huge mansion, or even, Jacob thought, a country club. A wrought-
iron fence circled the huge compound,  set  between short,  square 
turrets of white brick topped with oil lanterns.

“Wow,” Serina remarked as they walked down the long border 
of  the  fence.  “Think of  how long it  must  take to  light  all  those 
lamps every night.” Jacob only nodded,  not  knowing how an oil 
lamp was lit at all.

Inside the fence, the grounds were covered by perfectly tended 
grass, paths of white stone cut through them between the handsome 
buildings.  Large  trees  with  richly  green,  reaching  branches  lay 
scattered across the lawn, though no leaves could be seen littering 
the grass.  A few students,  decked in uniforms colored by school 
year, walked down the paths to different buildings. The entire scene 
was pristine and ideal, a haven in the middle of a troubled world.

Finally, they came upon the wide, arched gates leading into the 
school. The vast courtyard within was covered in stone and mortar, 
a fountain of clear water set in the center of it, surrounded at several 
paces by benches and stone flower boxes with neat arrangements of 
pansies, mums, begonias, daffodils, and snapdragons. Jacob felt out 
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of place as they passed through the gates. His clothes were much 
rougher and less refined than the sharp, tailored uniforms that sur-
rounded him, and dirtied by travel, he felt like a mangy dog among 
the students.

He glanced around uneasily. The students ignored them utterly 
or  gazed  at  them with  poorly concealed  disgust  as  they strolled 
along.  The  boys,  many  of  whom  appeared  his  age,  were  well-
groomed and handsome,  and the girls  were all  china-doll  figures 
with long curtains of perfectly straight, glossy hair and no flaws on 
their fair features, large eyes, and full, pouting lips. Jacob felt small 
and worthless under their scrutinizing eyes. High society teeming 
with  delicate  manners  and  wealthy  backgrounds  swirled  around 
him, and he couldn’t even fight to make up for his slovenliness. His 
head sank into his shoulders.  He regretted coming to this school, 
and worse, it was bringing up uncomfortable memories of school at 
home.

“Can I,” spoke a mocking voice, “help you?”
Jacob stopped in his tracks. He had been so intent on the jeering 

eyes  to either  side  of  him that  he hadn’t  noticed the young man 
standing a few paces ahead that now gazed down his nose at them 
with an air of haughty authority.  Jacob’s throat  went dry,  and he 
was miserably reminded of his first day at school after his mother 
had  moved  to  a  rich  neighborhood  two  years  ago.  A  school  of 
cliques, he with no allies had been quickly spurned and soon openly 
harassed in the hallways.  Faced with another student who clearly 
belonged at  the school  and among the student  body and knew it 
well, he froze, wanting only to turn tail and run.

“Oh,  hi,”  Serina  answered  brightly beside  him.  Remembering 
her presence brought him back to the school he wasn’t even attend-
ing and the students he had no reason to fear. “We were hoping to 
find some information here.” The boy that addressed them turned 
his unforgiving gaze to her, his smirk widening faintly.

“Well,  you look like you might be able to fit in,” he answered, 
though his voice betrayed his disbelief, “but we don’t give out in-
formation for free. If you,” he chuckled spitefully, “can afford to at-
tend, you have to visit the enrollment office.” He gestured toward a 
large building over his shoulder, the wide roof supported by white 
marble pillars, with an almost imperceptible jerk of his head.

“Okay, thanks.” She flashed him a friendly smile, not seeming to 
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be  affected  by the  boy’s  scoffing  manner  at  all.  Taking  Jacob’s 
hand, she led him around where the student stood rooted in their 
path  and  continued  toward  the  administration  building.  Jacob 
wanted  nothing  more  than  to  leave,  especially  since  he  already 
knew what they sought. He tried desperately to think of an excuse 
to leave and a way they could hear the information for themselves 
in a different manner, but it was difficult to concentrate with all the 
students around them staring. He could hardly even take comfort in 
Serina’s hand holding his own. She didn’t seem to notice the reac-
tions to their passage at all, and there was no less spring in her step 
than there ever was.

Eventually,  they  reached  the  richly  detailed  mahogany  doors 
leading  into  the  administration  building.  Grasping  the  polished 
brass door handle, Serina swung the door open and stepped inside. 
Jacob’s eyes widened at the interior of the building. Even out of the 
harsh glares of the students outside, he felt smaller still. With the 
huge entrance hall rising up to an elaborate skylight several stories 
above them, the polished marble floor reflecting the fountain in the 
center of the lobby, and the gilded banisters lining the huge stair-
case  carpeted  in  oriental-style  rugs,  he felt  less  like he was in  a 
school building than a nineteenth-century opera house.

“Wow,” Serina breathed. “It’s so glamorous.” He wished he had 
her optimism, but he could only feel dirty and worthless standing 
among such  elegance.  Even the  janitors  there  must  look and act 
nicer than he did.

Turning, Serina crossed the polished floor toward an elaborate 
wood desk, where a middle-aged man shuffled through a sheaf of 
yellow paper. She made no reaction to the way her footfalls rang 
around the spacious room. Jacob tried to soften his steps as he fol-
lowed after her, but he couldn’t seem to prevent the sounds from 
spreading, and he was certain he would alert the entire building of 
his uninvited and unwelcome presence.

“Hi,” Serina greeted as she stopped before the desk. The man 
behind  the  desk  looked  up  swiftly,  assessing  her  through  round 
spectacles rimmed in gold wire. He glanced peculiarly at her, but 
without, Jacob noted with a faint echo of relief, the arrogant attitude 
with which the students had treated them.

“May I help you?” The man’s eyebrows knitted together in con-
fusion.
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“I hope so,” Serina answered with a smile and shrug. “We were 
hoping to find some information here.”

The man behind the desk hesitated again, glancing up and down 
at them. “Are you students?”

“Oh,  no.”  Serina’s  smile  widened with  an apologetic  gesture. 
Jacob fiddled with his gloves, glad that she was leading the conver-
sation. “We’re travelers. We’re just hoping to answer some ques-
tions.”

Another baffled pause followed. The man behind the desk spoke 
slowly and removed his glasses. “What sort of information are you 
looking for?”

“Actually, we were hoping to find some information on… well, 
the orlocs.”

The man drew back, eyes widening in utter bewilderment.  He 
blinked rapidly several times.

“Anything  you  can tell  us  about  them,”  Jacob spoke  quickly. 
“Where they live, what causes them, um… habitats, anything.”

“We want to know everything we can,” Serina added. “We want 
to stop them.” The man’s eyes widened and eyebrows lowered even 
further.

“Stop them?”
Serina nodded pleasantly. “Or at least try to see if we can help 

someone else find a way to do so. We just don’t know much about 
them, so we were hoping such a nice  school  as this  would have 
more  information.”  The  man  slowly  replaced  his  glasses  on  his 
nose, seemingly comforted by her compliment.

“Well… I suppose we would have more information than a lot 
of places,” he stated, mostly to himself. He cleared his throat and 
faced them again. “You would probably want to speak with our pro-
fessor Phantis. He lives in town, in the market district. He usually 
has dinner at the Horse and Clover, the bartender will be able to 
show him to you. He’s… unusually interested in the orlocs.”

Serina flashed him a sweet smile.  “Thank you very much, sir. 
We really appreciate  your  assistance.” The man still  looked con-
fused, but nodded as she bowed and turned toward the entrance of 
the building. Jacob nodded stiffly, then followed her. The stares re-
sumed as they returned outside and crossed the courtyard again, and 
he even heard open laughter he knew was directed at them.

He frowned. None of it had passed as it was supposed to. Any-
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one he approached in the game was willing to speak with him, other 
than those that already had a clear reason to dislike him personally. 
Most people offered him information directly helpful to his quest, 
with only a few complaining about the school or talking about their 
own  meaningless  lives.  It  had  thrown  him entirely  off  guard  to 
come  across  people  that  reminded  him of  people  at  home.  This 
world was so much more startlingly real than he had ever imagined 
it would be, far beyond the way it was portrayed in the game.

He felt  as if he stepped out of water when they finally exited 
through the front gates of the school, the jeering and rejection like a 
weight that pressed in on him from all sides. As they stepped back 
onto the cobbled streets beyond, however, he still felt out of place, 
not knowing how this world of ancient technology and society func-
tioned. It was easy to adjust to the game, as all the small things that 
made up daily life were disregarded. Here, everything was foreign 
to him.

Serina paused a few paces beyond the school gates, hand over 
her chin in thought. “Hmm… he said professor Phantis lives in the 
market district. I wonder where that is?” She glanced at him, but he 
could only shrug. Despite having traveled to this city so many times 
in the game he had played  so often,  he felt  like he didn’t  know 
where anything was anymore.

She smiled. “I guess we’ll just have to ask someone, then.” Jac-
ob followed her without responding. He didn’t want to talk to any-
one anymore, and wished he could just be alone. Alone, perhaps, 
with Serina. He was immensely grateful to have her as his ambas-
sador to this strange world, even if she didn’t realize it.

Quietly, they continued through the streets.



JACOB’S UNEASINESS SLOWLY faded as they traveled through 
the city.  The townspeople that weren’t too busy to pay them any 
heed treated them with amiable nods or greetings, and the city that 
bustled around them was far more welcoming to strangers than the 
school had been. When he didn’t act suspicious, the town seemed to 
accept him.

His  feet  grew sore  as  he  passed  through street  after  street  of 
hard, awkwardly round cobblestones. They were far rougher on his 
feet than the dirt path that had brought them to Dekaal, and his feet 
hadn’t  fully recovered from the unfamiliar  exercise  they had en-
dured after simply walking for so long, even on softer ground. He 
had no idea how Serina could withstand it.

The sun began sinking toward the western horizon when they fi-
nally reached the market district and saw the wooden sign display-
ing a horse’s head and a clover leaf.

“This professor really lives a long way from the school, doesn’t 
he?” Serina remarked curiously as they sifted through the late after-
noon crowd toward the tavern.

“Er, yeah.” Jacob hadn’t  considered the oddity of it before. It 
hadn’t been more than a minute-long journey in the game, but in 
real-life proportions, the journey was miles long, and the other pro-
fessors at  the school  lived on the school  grounds. His heart  sud-
denly leaped in fear. He had been so unnerved by the reception at 
the school that he had entirely forgotten that seeking out Professor 
Phantis resulted in the first major battle of the game. He had only 
fought one enemy in his experience in the real Aurius, and though 
the impending fight had been an easy one in the game, the thought 
of  facing  something  far  more  terrifying  than  the  orloc  that  had 
nearly torn off his arm a few days ago made his knees tremble.

Before he could suggest waiting to seek out Phantis for another 
night,  Serina entered the Horse and Clover.  Swallowing hard,  he 
followed her inside.

The interior of the tavern was faintly smoky, its dark wood walls 
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dimly lit by the small windows at the front and lumps of candles on 
each table. As with the church in Merakis, Jacob was surprised by 
the size of the establishment, more than twice as large as it had ap-
peared in the game with over twenty tables laid across the floor. 
Most of the tables were occupied, many of them with every chair 
filled. The sounds of dozens of conversations being spoken at once 
rang throughout the room as barmaids scurried about the floor in a 
frantic dance, balancing large platters on each arm.

“Oh, my.” Serina’s voice was nearly drowned out by the crowd. 
“It’s so busy.” Jacob nodded, unable to find his voice. “We should 
sit  down until  the  bartender  has  some  free  time  to  see  us.”  He 
glanced over at the long bar lining most of one wall. The bartender 
and another barmaid moved quickly back and forth down the many 
occupied  stools  facing  them,  serving  drinks  to  several  people  at 
once. He followed Serina, shocked by the number of people filling 
the tavern at this hour. It took a moment before he remembered how 
these medieval cities shut down at nightfall, and it occurred to him 
that the dinner rush was probably just beginning.

Twisting their way through the crowd, they found a free table 
not far from the window and sat down. He wished there weren’t so 
many people in the tavern. The room rang with conversations, the 
cacophony so loud he would have to yell  for Serina to hear him. 
People  all  around  ate  and  drank  and  spoke  loudly.  Bellowing 
laughter  roared out from a few tables away,  and one of the men 
seated there slapped the table so hard the mugs on it jumped. Jacob 
began feeling out of place again and wondered when they would be 
able to leave. As he watched, a group of people rose and left the 
tavern, but two more streamed in, and the bar seemed only to get 
busier.

A barmaid shuffled around them to serve another table. Jacob 
pressed himself against the table as her arm brushed his head, the 
tables arranged so close together that there was little room to man-
euver between them. He thought about calling for her, but she was 
past as quickly as she came, and she seemed never to notice they 
were even there.

As she passed by them again, however, Serina held up a hand. 
“Excuse me…”

The  barmaid  spun,  apparently  seeing  them for  the  first  time. 
“Oh, hi! I didn’t see you come in.”
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“That’s alright.” Serina smiled as the barmaid wiped her hand 
off on her apron.

“What’ll you have?”
“Stew, if you have any.”
The barmaid nodded, hands on her hips, then turned to Jacob. 

“And you?”
“Uh, me, too.” He wasn’t in the mood for stew, but he didn’t 

know what else to order. He couldn’t see a menu anywhere.
“What was that?” The barmaid leaned over to put her ear closer 

to his mouth, and before he realized what happened, he found him-
self inadvertently gazing down her low-cut blouse.

Screwing his eyes shut and turning away rapidly, he stammered, 
“I-I’ll have stew, too.” He kept his eyes closed tightly, not wanting 
to see anything he shouldn’t again, though the barmaid seemed un-
concerned, or unaware, of his actions.

“Alright.” She turned to walk away.
“Oh, ma’am?” Serina called after  her.  Jacob opened his eyes, 

gazing at Serina.
“Yes?”
“We’re  looking  for  Professor  Phantis  of  the  Twin  Oaks 

Academy. Is he here tonight?” Jacob glanced at the barmaid, careful 
to keep his gaze on her face.

“Phantis? Naw, I haven’t seen him around here in a few days. 
Heard he’s down with a flu.” Jacob mouthed the words as the bar-
maid spoke them, remembering the conversation from the game.

“Oh, okay. Thanks.”
“I’ll  be  right  back  with  your  stew.”  With  that,  the  barmaid 

turned and retreated toward the kitchen.
“Well, that’s a shame,” Serina stated. “I hope he’s not seriously 

ill.”
He’s not, Jacob thought uncomfortably, wishing there was a way 

around the events soon to pass.
“Maybe we should see if there’s anything we can do for him.”
Jacob  didn’t  answer.  He  gazed  out  the  window  at  the  street 

painted orange outside. It was much quieter than inside the tavern, 
only a few people left outside scurrying home for the night. It was 
strange to think of all of them as real people, with families and his-
tories  and  dreams.  He  was  used  to  them being nameless  figures 
milling aimlessly about  to fill  the town. Some of them had even 
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been rendered using the same models, so he would often find two or 
three of each townsperson in every town. Here, no one looked the 
same, and they were all  individuals,  all very real people. He was 
supposed to be the most important person in Aurius, but here, sur-
rounded by so many others,  he  felt  as  insignificant  as  he  did at 
home. He sighed.

Suddenly, Serina’s eyes widened, and she gazed curiously at the 
entrance to the tavern.

“What’s that young boy doing here alone?”
Twisting around in his chair, Jacob followed her gaze. A boy of 

junior  high school  age had stepped into the tavern,  a large book 
bound in red leather wedged under his arm.

Makaidel, Jacob  thought,  feeling  somewhat  relieved.  It  was 
someone he knew, a familiar aspect in a wholly foreign world. It 
was comforting to see him, a reminder that he still knew this world, 
even if it was different from what he had been expecting.

Jacob watched as Makaidel strolled casually over to a table and 
sat down. Laying the massive book on the table, he opened it from a 
ribbon bookmark and began to read.

Noise on the table made Jacob turn back around. In the clamor 
of  the  tavern,  he  hadn’t  even  noticed  the  barmaid  return.  Two 
steaming bowls of stew lay on the table before them.

“Thank you, miss,” Serina stated sweetly.
The barmaid smiled at Serina’s politeness. “Do you need any-

thing else?”
“Actually,  do  you  know  who  that  boy  is  over  there  in  the 

corner?”
The barmaid glanced over at Makaidel pored over his tome, ap-

parently oblivious of everything around him. “Why, that’s Marcus. 
He comes in here every night, orders a glass of milk and sits there 
and reads  for  hours.  Don’t  know how he can focus with all  this 
ruckus in here, but he pays like he just had a five-course meal. None 
of us know who he is or where he lives or anything.”

“Oh. Thank you, miss.” Serina smiled, though her eyes were on 
Makaidel.

“Please, call me Bethany. Y’all enjoy your dinner now.”
“Thanks,  Bethany.”  Serina  smiled  up  at  the  barmaid  as  she 

walked away. Picking up her spoon, Serina began eating delicately. 
Forcing his eyes away from the boy across the room, Jacob began 
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eating as well. He was aware of his stomach rumbling from not hav-
ing anything to eat since before they reached Dekaal, but he took 
his time swallowing the chewy chunks of meat and heavily salted 
broth.

“How strange,” Serina remarked. “I wonder why he comes here 
every night.”

“We should go talk to him.” Jacob glanced over his shoulder at 
Makaidel.

“What for?”
Jacob turned, caught off-guard by the question, to find Serina’s 

head tilted curiously. He realized he didn’t have an answer. What 
would he even say? In the game, all he had to do was walk up to 
someone and press a button and they would start  talking,  but  he 
clearly couldn’t do that here. How would he initiate the conversa-
tion already scripted in his head?

“Um,” he fumbled, cursing his inability to think clearly when he 
was cornered. “Well, we could ask him… you know, why he does 
come here. I’m sure the, uh… barmaids would like to know.” He 
felt like hitting himself as Serina gazed at him, but after a moment, 
she smiled understandingly.

“Okay, that sounds good.”
He felt relieved, but he wondered if she was truly so innocent 

that she would take him at his word against such obvious lies or if 
she was simply letting it slide. He returned to his stew, feeling bad 
about  lying  to  her  and  wondering  what  he  was  going  to  say  to 
Makaidel.

The tavern still teemed with life around them when they finished 
their dinner several minutes later and Serina stood.

“Come on, let’s go say hi to… was it Marcus?”
“Ma…” Jacob began, then quickly finished, “Marcus, yeah.” He 

wanted to stop her, but she was out of reach before he could object, 
and he could only stand and follow her over to Makaidel’s table. 
The boy made no reaction to their approach as he leaned over his 
book in the light of the fat candle on the table.

Leaning over,  Serina  stated, “Hi.” Makaidel  looked up with a 
start.  Serina  gestured  to  one  of  the  chairs  pulled  up  against  the 
table. “Do you mind if we sit here?”

“Uh… I guess not.” The suspicion was written clear on his face. 
Jacob regretted ever suggesting to Serina that they speak with him. 
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They were unwelcome to him and Jacob felt guilty, knowing how it 
felt to have people impose on him. Smiling, Serina sat down beside 
him. Jacob hesitantly lowered himself into a chair.

“What are you reading?” She seemed genuinely interested, gaz-
ing at the book curiously.

Makaidel hastily replaced the ribbon bookmark and swung the 
cover shut. “History.” Jacob raised an eyebrow as he glanced at the 
gilded script on the book’s cover. He caught a glimpse of the word 
Bestiary before Makaidel slid the book off the table onto his lap and 
shot Jacob a scowl.

“Oh, I love history,” Serina replied, positively glowing with en-
thusiasm.  “What  era  are  you studying?”  The  frown deepened on 
Makaidel’s face and Jacob grew increasingly worried. They needed 
Makaidel as an ally. If we could just bring up the orlocs casually…

“Do you want something?” The boy slid his chair back faintly, 
preparing to get up.

“Oh, no, we just  saw you sitting alone over here and thought 
we’d come say hi.”

“Uh  huh.”  Makaidel  shifted  in  his  seat,  poised  to  run.  Jacob 
clenched his teeth. This meeting was going all wrong, and if they 
didn’t get control of it fast, Makaidel might never trust them.

“Look, I have to…”
“Actually, we were looking for Professor Phantis,” Jacob blurted 

out, cutting the boy off as he stood from his chair. Makaidel froze, 
gazing at him, and even Serina sent him a surprised look.

“Professor Phantis?”
“Er, yes, from the Twin Oaks Academy,” Serina stated, regain-

ing her composure.
“I know him.” The suspicion faded faintly. “I mean, I know of 

him. I’m looking for him, too.”
Now Serina gazed curiously at him. “You are? What for?”
Makaidel shifted, but no longer seemed desperate to flee. “I just 

wanted to ask him some questions.”
“Well, that’s wonderful!” Serina beamed at him. “We could all 

go see him together.”
“I guess. Why do you want to see him?”
“Actually, we were hoping he might have some information on 

the orlocs.”
“The orlocs?” Makaidel  repeated incredulously.  “Why do you 
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want to know about them? Who are you?”
Serina  put  a  hand over  her  heart  with  a  horrified  expression. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry! Marcus, was it? Bethany told us. I’m Serina and 
this is Garrett. We’re travelers from Shelas. Well, I’m from Shelas, 
he’s from Merakis.”

Makaidel’s  gaze shot  over to Jacob,  wide-eyed.  “You’re  from 
Merakis? But, it was attacked by orlocs!”

Jacob glanced away with a shiver, remembering his escape from 
the ravaged town. “I know.”

The youth dropped into the chair he had previously occupied, 
gazing with  awe and excitement  at  Jacob.  “You mean  you  were 
there? Wh… what were they like? What happened? Why did they 
attack Merakis?” Jacob leaned back uncomfortably against the bar-
rage of questions.

Reaching over the table, Serina laid a hand on Makaidel’s, grip-
ping the edge fervently. “Maybe we should talk about this another 
time. Where do you live? Maybe we can meet you tomorrow and go 
visit Professor Phantis together.”

Makaidel leaned back in his chair, gazing distractedly about the 
table. “Um… I don’t  really have a home. I just  sleep wherever I 
can. I’ll meet you back here tomorrow about an hour from sunset, 
okay?”

Serina looked horrified again. “You don’t have a home? That’s 
awful! We could rent a room for you for the night.”

“No, no,” Makaidel answered, too hastily, “it’s alright, I would-
n’t want to impose. I’ll be fine, really.” He pushed his chair back 
and began moving toward the entrance. Serina stood, holding out a 
hand.

“No, wait…”
“I’ll  see you tomorrow, okay?” Clutching his book tightly,  he 

jogged over to the door.
“Wait!”
Serina began moving after him, but Jacob, standing, caught her 

arm. It still  seemed like Makaidel  didn’t  fully trust them, and he 
didn’t want Serina’s good intentions to scare him away.

“Don’t worry, I’m sure he’s fine.” In a sudden flash of an idea, 
he added, “I’m sure the barmaids have made that same offer lots of 
times.” Serina relaxed in his grip.

“Yes,  you’re  probably  right.”  She  gazed  out  the  window  at 
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where Makaidel had run off down the street. “I suppose we should 
ask about getting rooms for ourselves tonight.” Jacob followed her 
to the bar, quieter now than it had been earlier. She raised a hand 
for the bartender.

“Can I help you, miss?”
“Yes, please, do you have any rooms available tonight?”
“How many you need?”
“Two, please.”
Jacob felt his stomach tighten as the bartender walked away to 

retrieve the keys. “Oh, no, Serina, I don’t want you to spend more 
money on me, we can just share a room.” Serina glanced curiously 
at him. He felt his face flood with color, realizing what he’d just 
said. “I-I mean I can sleep on the floor! Y-you don’t have to pay for 
a second room!” His face felt hot. How could I have said something  
that stupid!

Serina only giggled as the  bartender  returned and handed her 
two keys.

“Thank you, sir,” she told him, taking the keys and moving to-
wards the stairs at the back of the room. Jacob followed, his head 
sinking into his shoulders, ashamed of how completely he had em-
barrassed himself. He was certain his face was still beet red.

At the top of the stairs, Serina turned and handed him a key. He 
averted his eyes as he gingerly took it from her hand, not wanting 
her to look at him at all.

“Thanks for letting me come with you,” she stated. “I really feel 
like we can make a difference.” Jacob’s heart would be warmed by 
her words, if he was not still feeling humiliated by what he had said 
to her.

She touched his arm. Turning his head, he gazed at her sheep-
ishly out of the corner of his eye.

“Goodnight, Garrett. Pleasant dreams.”
“G’night,”  he mumbled,  quickly turning down the hall  as  she 

slipped into her room. He dumped his backpack unceremoniously 
onto  the  floor  and  collapsed  fully  clothed  onto  the  bed,  an  arm 
draped over his eyes.

“I’m such an idiot.”
As  usual,  it  took  him  hours  to  fall  asleep,  but  for  once,  he 

wished he had frightening encounters with orlocs to fill his mind.



“YOU WANT ME to teach you how to swordfight?” Rollis,  the 
captain of the guard at Lord Kyutu’s castle, raised an eyebrow at 
Jacob. He was tall and confident, clearly a leader and skilled with 
his sword. Jacob knew he would meet him again later when Lord 
Kyutu caught wind of Makaidel’s doings. He didn’t know to whom 
else to turn.

“Please,”  Jacob  stated.  He gazed around the  castle  courtyard. 
The guards’ barracks, a long, low building set just separated from 
the outer wall of the towering castle, stood imposingly to his left, 
the training yard where castle guards sparred with wooden swords 
stretching over to the castle to his right.

“I’ll…”  I’ll what? Jacob thought. He couldn’t pay him for the 
service, as he still  didn’t  have a penny,  or whatever the currency 
was here, to his name. “I’ll do anything.”

Rollis shook his head. “I’m sorry, kid, I just don’t have time for 
private lessons.” Jacob’s head bowed. He tried to think of another 
reason to make the captain agree to give him lessons, but he had 
nothing to offer.

“We can pay you for teaching him,” Serina piped in from beside 
him.

“I’m sorry, I can’t…”
“No, Serina, you don’t have to spend any more money on me,” 

Jacob cut across the captain.
Rollis  turned and began walking away.  “Look,  I’m sorry,  but 

I’ve got things to…”
“Wait, Captain!” Jacob called after him in a sudden flash of in-

spiration. “I know you won’t do it for me,” he reached into his col-
lar and pulled out his amber teardrop pendant, “but will you do it 
for  this?”  Rollis  turned  curiously,  then  started  as  he  caught  a 
glimpse of what Jacob held up. Some of the spars around them drew 
to a stop as the guards stared on in awe. Jacob forced them out of 
his mind, focusing only on the captain.

“But, that’s the Hero’s pendant! How did you…”
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“I’ve always had it.” For once, the lie came out easily, convin-
cingly.

“And you say you don’t know how to fight?” Rollis raised an 
eyebrow, bewildered.

“He’s very resourceful,” Serina stated, stepping forward to stand 
beside  Jacob.  “He  killed  a  big  orloc  on  the  journey  here  from 
Shelas,  and he survived the attack at Merakis.” Hushed murmurs 
rippled through the crowd gathering around the scene. “We’re go-
ing to stop the orlocs.”

“Please,” Jacob added, though he realized he shouldn’t have said 
it. Desperate as he was for swordfighting lessons, he should have 
kept the air of confidence and mystique that Serina had instilled in 
the observers.

Rollis hesitated, gazing at him with eyes for nothing else around 
them. Jacob’s heart raced anxiously.

“Very well.” The guards circling them chattered excitedly. “I’ll 
do what I can to teach you, though it takes years to become a true 
master of the sword.”

“I need to know how to fight by tonight.”
“Tonight?” Rollis repeated incredulously. Jacob saw Serina turn 

curiously toward him from the corner of his eye, but he gazed stead-
ily at the captain of the guard, unwavering.

Rollis frowned. “I’ll see what I can do.” He turned to one of the 
guards  beside  him.  “We  need  practice  swords,  now.”  The  guard 
quickly handed his training sword over to the captain as another 
guard jogged forward to Jacob.

“Here, sir, you can use mine.” Jacob grinned faintly at the title, 
realizing the guard was older than him. His arm sank as he gripped 
the  surprising  heft  of  the  wooden  sword.  He  realized  it  was 
weighted in the core, so it felt much like his own sword in his hand.

The  ring  of  guards  surrounding  them moved  aside  as  Rollis 
stepped  away  from  the  barracks,  staring  intently  at  Jacob.  The 
guards formed a tighter border a few paces around them. Jacob fol-
lowed,  wondering  what  Rollis  was  going  to  do.  The  captain 
stopped, standing tall and erect with the wooden sword held beside 
him,  the tip resting lightly against  the  ground angled away from 
him. The focus in his eyes betrayed his preparedness to strike, and 
Jacob lifted his practice sword into a ready position.  A hush fell 
over  the  crowd  around  them,  which  Serina  had  joined.  Jacob 
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glanced hesitantly at her in the silence, her light-colored clothes ex-
posing fair skin standing out starkly against the dark, identical uni-
forms of the guards. He remembered her words from the open fields 
a few days ago and tried to hold the sword like an extension of his 
arm.

Rollis did not move, gazing sharply at Jacob like a hawk.
Jacob shuffled his feet, suddenly worried that the captain’s les-

sons would be more hands-on than he had been expecting. The sun 
shone down from nearly directly above them. Jacob frowned. He 
had only a few hours before they had to be back at the Horse and 
Clover to meet Makaidel. How much could he learn about fighting 
in so little time?

Still Rollis did not move.
Jacob shifted again and glanced to either side. Was this some 

sort  of  test?  Was  Rollis  expecting him to do something? He re-
ceived no clues from the guards surrounding them, who gazed on in 
interest. His arms began to ache from holding up the wooden sword.

Finally,  Rollis  stated in a commanding voice, “Intimidation is 
your strongest weapon. Use it as you would use any other. If your 
opponent does not believe he can defeat you, then he cannot. If you 
do not believe you can defeat your opponent, then you have already 
lost.” Jacob frowned as his sword sank, feeling heavier the longer 
he held it in the same position. Was this a trick? He knew he had no 
chance of winning. He, a seasoned captain of the guard for a lord’s 
castle, against Jacob, an ordinary and out of shape high school stu-
dent.

Rollis’s  voice  lowered,  somehow  conveying  more  depth  and 
power in its softness. “Always fight knowing that you can win.”

Suddenly, he charged, swinging his sword tip up in a horizontal 
swipe. Jacob raised his weapon to parry, but in two quick swings, 
he found himself disarmed and sprawling on the ground, his hands 
stinging from the crash of wooden swords.

“Spread your feet more. Maintaining your balance is essential.”
Faint cheers and applause rose from the crowd as Jacob got to 

his feet and retrieved his sword. Rollis stood back patiently as Jac-
ob got into position, feet spread apart and driving his center of bal-
ance downward.

Rollis  charged again to wild hoots from their  audience.  Their 
wooden swords locked as they met this time, but spinning Jacob’s 
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sword around with his own, Rollis freed the sword from his grip 
and sent it reeling to the ground.

“Keep a firm grip on your sword. Let nothing distract you.”
Jacob panted as he retrieved his sword a second time, the crowd 

roaring around him. He could feel his shirt growing damp and cling-
ing to him as the midday sun beat down on him.

Once more, Rollis charged.
“Know when to give ground.  There’s  no sense using up your 

strength parrying a blow you can’t defend.”
Jacob slipped and nearly fell  over from a push by Rollis.  He 

stood still and focused as a statue as Jacob regained his footing and 
raised his sword again. Nothing he held had ever felt so heavy, but 
he forced himself to lift it again as Rollis darted forward.

“Learn and follow the rhythm of the battle. This will only take 
practice.”

Jacob winced as he fell onto his backside, sword slipping out of 
his grip after their blades clashed twice. He wouldn’t be able to get 
much practice outside of actual battle.

The wooden swords clacked noisily together several times, Rol-
lis’s blade breaking frequently through Jacob’s defenses and slap-
ping him on the wrist, shoulder, ribs.

“Always look for an opening.”
Twisting Jacob away with a swipe of his practice sword, Rollis 

slapped the weapon against the back of Jacob’s legs, causing him to 
stumble, arms flailing for balance.

“And never leave one open on yourself.”
Shaking his hair out of his eyes, Jacob turned to face Rollis once 

more, panting as he prepared to face another attack.
Once more, Rollis charged.

B
Jacob’s arms seared with pain and aches sprouted all over his body 
from falling down so many times, but Rollis offered him no respite. 
Guards brought him water when he could barely hoist himself off 
the ground again, though the captain seemed never to even break a 
sweat. He was surprised that Rollis never showed him any actual 
swordfighting moves, but as the afternoon wore on, he became able 
to hold his own longer. The courtyard seemed suspended in time, as 
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all the training around them had stopped, and when a guard left the 
circle  surrounding  Jacob  and  Rollis  to  take  up  his  post,  another 
would arrive to take his place. Dust hung in the air from their feet 
shuffling across the circle.

Jacob  leaned  heavily  on  his  wooden  sword,  chipped  and 
splintered from Rollis’s relentless attacks, panting from deep in his 
stomach, and noticed his shadow was now as tall as him. His knees 
trembled, fire pumped through his arms, and he was exhausted in a 
way he had never known before. His head throbbed and he thought 
he would pass out from weariness, but he had dodged and parried 
Rollis’s series of blows to a stalemate. He had let only two or three 
attacks in and had even managed to slap his sword against the cap-
tain once.

“Very good.” Jacob managed to lift his head and gaze between 
the strands of hair plastered to his forehead. He could make out a 
faint pleased smile beneath Rollis’s thick, well-groomed mustache. 
“Your form lacks style, but you’re learning the basics well for such 
a novice. You may become a warrior yet.” Jacob tried to smile, but 
between starving, exhaustion, and feeling sore all over, he wasn’t 
sure he managed it.

“What is the meaning of this?”
All eyes turned to the source of the sharp voice behind Jacob. 

He could barely turn his  head to glance over his shoulder  as the 
circle of guards dispersed into neat rows, all standing at attention 
and  saluting.  Rollis  straightened  with  them,  wooden  sword  held 
firmly at his side, and Serina bowed her head from where she stood 
in a row of guards.

“Lord Kyutu. My apologies, sir. I was teaching this young man 
swordfighting.”  Jacob  heard  footsteps  approach  behind  him,  but 
couldn’t gather the energy to rise from his crouch. It took all his ef-
fort simply to remain on one knee, leaning on the wooden sword.

“This…  commoner?”  Lord  Kyutu’s  voice  was  authoritative, 
commanding,  and  harsh.  “This  townsperson,  this  boy not  under 
your  command,  not  a  member  of  the  castle  guard at  all?”  Jacob 
watched as the lord strolled over to Rollis, standing at what to him 
would be an uncomfortable  closeness.  The  sharp planes  of  Lord 
Kyutu’s face stood out starkly in the midafternoon sunlight as his 
hawk-like eyes bored into the captain of the guard. Rollis didn’t re-
act to the intimidating look and straight-backed posture of the lord 
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that  stood  an  inch  or  so  taller  than  him.  Lord  Kyutu’s  voice 
dropped, though Jacob could still hear him. “Don’t you think that 
you have better  things to do with your  time,  Captain? Especially 
with the rumors of a traitor in my castle floating about.”

“I beg your forgiveness, My Lord. It won’t happen again.”
Lord Kyutu spun on his heel. “See that it doesn’t. Get your men 

back to work. I have a job for you.”
“Yes, sir.”
The ranks of guards relaxed uneasily as the lord of the castle 

walked away from the scene.
“You heard him,” Rollis ordered. “Back to your posts or your 

training.”
With mutters  of,  ‘yes,  sir,’  the guards spread out  in all  direc-

tions. Wincing in pain, Jacob struggled to push himself up from the 
ground. Before he had managed to rise to his feet, Rollis took his 
arm and  lifted  him up  bodily.  His  arm raged  in  protest  and  he 
fought to suppress a whimper of pain.

“I think I’ve paid my debt to you.” Rollis released Jacob as Ser-
ina crept in to drape his free arm over her shoulders. The captain 
gazed intensely at Jacob, but he could only pant as he returned the 
look. “See that you fulfill your end of the bargain. Stop the orlocs. 
And remember what I taught you.”

Jacob  nodded  heavily,  swaying  as  he  leaned  against  Serina. 
“Thank  you,  sir.”  His  voice  was  weak  and  raspy.  Rollis’s  gaze 
pierced into his eyes. He could see traces of suspicion and disbelief 
there, but with them was a glimmer of hope.

“Good luck.” With that, Rollis moved around them and strode 
off toward the castle entrance.

Jacob cringed as  he  turned,  feeling every muscle  in  his  body 
more acutely than he ever had. Serina helped him out of the court-
yard  and  beyond  the  castle  gates.  Each  step  was  agony as  they 
crossed the span of grass beyond the outer wall of the castle before 
the  buildings  of  Dekaal  sprouted  between  cobblestone  streets.  A 
part of him wanted to feel satisfied with his progress that day, but 
he ached far too much to accept it.

“That was a lot of work!” Serina stated as they moved down the 
path toward the town. “You really learned a lot from the captain.” 
He wheezed, his throat aching from panting so hard for so long.

Finally, they reached the edge of town. Serina helped him into 
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an alley between two buildings and lowered him onto a barrel be-
side  a  side  door  leading into a  carpenter’s  office.  He faintly re-
gistered her glancing carefully about them before holding her hands 
out to him.

Suddenly,  he  felt  his  strength  rush  back to  him.  Gasping,  he 
straightened,  back arched as his  body rippled,  his  aches  washing 
over his body in waves. When the feeling subsided, he felt stronger. 
Dampened  from sweat,  his  clothes  felt  cool  in  the  shade  of  the 
building. He was still sore, but not nearly so much as he had been a 
moment ago, and walking was no longer the trial of his life.

Glancing forward with a smile, he noticed that he had grabbed 
Serina’s  hand.  He  released  it  and  pulled  his  hand  back  with  a 
twitch. Serina giggled at his reaction. He smiled nervously.

“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. We should head back to the inn. We don’t 

have too long until  we meet  Marcus.” Nodding, he rose and fol-
lowed her out of the alley. He drew his sleeve across his perspiring 
brow, amazed at  how much stronger he felt.  Glancing at  her,  he 
smiled widely, though he felt his cheeks reddening doing so.

The afternoon waned as they returned to the Horse and Clover. 
Jacob found it difficult to continue keeping his eyes open, and each 
bench, barrel, and ledge they passed looked more inviting than the 
last.

As they found a table inside, he laid his head down on his folded 
arms on the table. Just need to rest a few moments.

He was asleep before a barmaid had come to take their order.



“GARRETT?”
Jacob felt a gentle nudge on his arm and he bolted upright with a 

snort. He wiped his mouth with the back of his glove, realizing em-
barrassingly that he had been drooling.

“What happened?” he mumbled groggily. Serina and Makaidel 
sat at the table with him.

“You were asleep when I got here,” Makaidel stated.
Serina smiled. “You looked so tired, I didn’t want to wake you.” 

Jacob stretched his arms out in front of him. He felt thick-headed 
and he was still sore from his training earlier, but the nap had re-
freshed him. He glanced around. The street outside was fully dark 
and the tavern was lit by the flickering firelight of the hearth and 
the candles set on all the tables.

“Well, good morning, sleepyhead.”
Jacob  turned  and  found Bethany the  barmaid  standing  beside 

him.
“Would you like anything?”
He ran a hand through his hair.  “Um… coffee?” The barmaid 

grinned.
“You look like you need it. Anything to eat?”
Jacob’s  stomach rumbled,  reminding him that  he hadn’t  eaten 

since breakfast, but he was relieved that he hadn’t ordered anything 
that didn’t exist here. Yet. “Um… is there… do you have anything 
special tonight?”

“Well,  we have some river trout  just  caught  today.  You want 
that?”

“Sure.”  He  wasn’t  normally  big  on  fish,  but  he  was  hungry 
enough  to  eat  just  about  anything,  and  certainly  anything  that 
wouldn’t arouse suspicion.

“Alright.”  Bethany  turned  toward  the  kitchen.  Jacob  glanced 
curiously at Serina and Makaidel.

“We already ate.”
Serina looked bashful. “I’m sorry. I wanted to wait for you, but 
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Marcus said we should hurry.”
“Oh,” Jacob responded, feeling guilty for making them wait.
Makaidel leaned conspiratorially over the table and spoke in a 

low voice just audible over the clamor of the tavern. “We’ve been 
talking about Professor Phantis. Apparently, a lot of people around 
here think he’s pretty weird.”

“He hasn’t been to work all week,” Serina added. Jacob put on a 
mask of confusion and curiosity.

“The problem is, nobody seems to know where he lives.”
“I  think  I  might  be  able  to  find  him,”  Jacob  replied.  Serina 

brightened and Makaidel’s eyes widened.
“You do? How?”
“I  heard  someone  talking  about  him  last  night  before  I  fell 

asleep.” He’d had the excuse prepared all day,  but the unscripted 
words still came out hesitantly. “He’s in a small, black house with 
an apple tree in the front yard.”

“All houses are going to look black now,” Makaidel remarked 
sarcastically.

Serina giggled. “It’s a lot more than we knew before. Thanks, 
Garrett.” Jacob’s proud smile was short-lived. “But why didn’t you 
tell me earlier?”

“I…  guess  I  forgot.”  He  glanced  sheepishly  at  her,  feeling 
ashamed of using the same excuse he had given back home so many 
times, for everything from not doing his homework to putting off 
chores. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” She smiled.
At that moment, Bethany returned with his dinner. The smell en-

ticed him, stomach twisting in hunger, but when she set the plate 
down before him, his appetite disappeared. The fish lay flat on his 
plate without any side dish or garnish, whole and undressed with its 
dead eyes staring up at him. His hand trembled faintly as he reached 
across the plate to grab the coffee Bethany had deposited behind it. 
He cringed as he took a sip. The coffee was bitter and powerfully 
strong, but not enough to settle his stomach at the sight of his din-
ner.

“Anythin’ else?”
He swallowed, the heat and pungent taste of the coffee lingering 

in his mouth. “No, thanks.” Nodding, Bethany strolled off to anoth-
er table. He stared at the fish, its open mouth mocking him. He half 
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expected the tail to flop in front of him.
“Well? Aren’t you going to eat it?” Makaidel asked impatiently. 

“We don’t want to wake Professor Phantis.”
Swallowing uncomfortably, Jacob picked up his knife and fork 

and sliced at the skin. The silvery scales glistened in the light of the 
lumpy candle on the table. Jacob felt like he was going to be sick.

“Why are you cutting it there?”
Jacob glanced up at Makaidel curiously.
“Haven’t you had fish before?”
“Not like this,” Jacob answered honestly,  pulling his fork and 

knife away.
“You’re  supposed  to  slice  along  the  belly  and  pull  the  skin 

back.” Makaidel  sent  Jacob a dubious  look.  “You’ve never done 
this before?”

“I don’t eat fish much,” Jacob growled.
“Then why did you order it?”
Jacob scowled at his dinner, not answering. Reaching forward, 

he reluctantly poked the fork into the fish’s flesh and sliced along 
its belly. He shivered as the pectoral fin flopped over the fork, mov-
ing with entirely too much realism for his taste.

“Hurry up. We have to find Professor Phantis.”
Trying  to  still  his  churning  stomach,  Jacob  pulled  a  piece  of 

meat out from his slice and raised it to his mouth. Closing his eyes, 
he popped the bite into his mouth and chewed.

It was somewhat bland but overpoweringly fishy. However, if he 
tried to picture it as an ordinary fish fillet, it was far more tolerable 
and satisfying. He wished he could eat it with his eyes closed.

On Makaidel’s insistence, they rose and left the tavern after he 
choked down about half the meat in the ribs. He was still hungry, 
but the aftertaste of the fish followed him for several blocks.

B
The streets remained eerily quiet as they strolled through the town, 
Jacob  only hoping  he  could  lead  them successfully  to  Phantis’s 
house. He was sure he would recognize the house if he saw it, but 
trying to find it in the town that was much bigger than he knew wor-
ried  him.  They  walked  in  silence  through  streets  bathed  in  the 
mixed light of torches, oil lamps, and the moon’s pale glow. Occa-
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sionally,  they passed a  tavern or  other  building that  still  bustled 
with  life,  its  light  and  noise  filling the  block  with  warmth.  The 
farther  they  got  from  the  marketplace,  however,  the  fewer  and 
farther between came those glimpses of activity and life.

The darkness had lain uncompromisingly over them for several 
minutes when Jacob suddenly stopped in his tracks.

“There.”
Serina and Makaidel followed his gaze. The twisted skeleton of 

the apple tree loomed out of the night ahead of them, a silent, sil-
houetted sentinel  guarding the  foreboding house.  The sight  filled 
Jacob with dread.

“You’re sure that’s the one?” Makaidel asked, though his voice 
was subdued.

“Positive.”
“It does look darker than the other houses,” Serina stated, glan-

cing around. “And that’s definitely an apple tree.” She fiddled with 
a canteen she held, clearly trying to hide her uneasiness. A pall of 
silence fell over the street.

“Well,  let’s  go talk to him, then,” Makaidel  continued,  louder 
than Jacob had been expecting. His words rang across the street as 
he hesitated, the next ones softer. “The lamp beside the door is still 
burning,  so  he  must  still  be  awake.”  Jacob  reluctantly  followed 
Makaidel and Serina up the walk to the front door. As they passed 
the apple tree, it whispered ominously in the breeze as if to warn 
them away. Jacob swallowed hard, the faint lingering aftertaste of 
his fish dinner and potent coffee leaving his mouth dry.

At  the  front  door,  Makaidel  hesitated.  He  clearly  looked  un-
nerved by the twisted frame of the house in the dark, silent night. 
He glanced at Serina.

“You knock.”
Smiling  bravely,  Serina  raised  her  hand  and  knocked  on  the 

door. Her gentle raps were like gunshots against  the quiet  street. 
The sounds bounced off the houses around, echoing over and over 
again, so that Jacob swore he could still hear them half a minute 
later. He glanced around, hardly daring to breathe in the utter si-
lence of the street.  The world seemed dead around them, the oil 
lamp faintly illuminating them the only sign of life  anywhere  in 
sight.

Finally, muffled footsteps thumped toward the door from inside. 
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Jacob jerked back around, twisting his neck. A latch released and a 
small panel slid open at eye level. The light of the lamp didn’t even 
penetrate into the darkness beyond, other than to glint off a pair of 
suspicious eyes.

“Who are you?” The words were sharp and gruff, yet it masked 
a nervous, mousy voice.

“Er, Professor Phantis?”
“What do you want?”
“We were hoping we could speak with you. We heard you were 

ill, and we brought some soup…” Serina held up the canteen in her 
hands, but Phantis cut her off.

“I don’t know who you are. Go away.”
The  panel  began  to  slide  shut,  but  Makaidel  quickly  stated, 

“Wait,  Professor  Phantis!  I wanted to…” he rummaged in a  bag 
hanging over his shoulder, “talk to you about…” he pulled out the 
heavy book Jacob and Serina had seen him reading at the tavern the 
last night, “your book!”

The  panel  slid  open  again,  and  the  eyes  widened  in  interest. 
“You’ve read my book?”

“Yes, it was fascinating. I wanted to ask you about…”
The panel slammed shut so rapidly Makaidel couldn’t even be-

gin to speak the next word. He stared dumbfounded at the closed 
door for a moment. Jacob tensed, wondering if things were going 
wrong again.

Before he could say anything, however, he heard a lock click on 
the other side and the door opened. Professor Phantis, a thin, stringy 
man with an aquiline  nose and widow’s  peak,  holding a burning 
candle in one hand, beamed at them.

“You’re the first person to tell me you liked it. A-are you really 
interested in knowing more?”

“Yes,” Makaidel answered eagerly, cradling the bestiary against 
his body like a baby. The professor’s smile widened, teeth showing 
fiendish and ratlike. Jacob tried to suppress a shudder at the sight. 
Phantis looked twisted and untrustworthy in the game, but in per-
son, the exaggerated features were downright disturbing. He looked 
half a ghost, his face sunken in for lack of sleep or food, or both.

“Come in, then! Come in!” Phantis stepped aside and held the 
door open wide as Makaidel crossed the threshold, followed after a 
nervous glance by Serina and Jacob. Phantis shut the door behind 
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them and latched it.
“Oh,  this  is  terribly  exciting,”  Phantis  muttered  as  he  began 

moving down the cobwebbed entry hall. Jacob glanced up a dusty 
staircase  as  the  professor’s  candlelight  fell  on  it,  but  inside  the 
house with the curtains drawn tightly against the scant moonlight, it 
rose into utter darkness.

“Everybody always says I’m mad for wanting to learn so much 
about orlocs.” The professor seemed hardly to be addressing them 
at all as he led them toward a parlor lit only by a small hearth fire. 
“They don’t understand, such amazing beasts. Sit down, sit down, 
I’ll put on some tea.” Phantis shuffled out of the room, leaving Jac-
ob, Serina, and Makaidel to gaze at each other uncertainly. The un-
adorned parlor was furnished only with two chairs, one wrapped in 
leather torn in several places and the other plain wood, greyed from 
age.  Makaidel  lowered  himself  onto  the  wooden  chair,  glancing 
around  awkwardly.  Jacob  and  Serina  exchanged  a  glance.  She 
pulled a lock of hair back from her eyes with a nervous smile.

Phantis returned carrying a scuffed and dented metal teapot and 
five plain clay cups piled up on his arm.

“Remarkable creatures.” He didn’t react as Serina stepped in and 
relieved  him  of  the  cups.  She  handed  one  each  to  Jacob  and 
Makaidel  as  Phantis  hung  the  teapot  over  the  hearth  fire.  “You 
wouldn’t believe the things I’ve learned about them.” He absently 
took a cup from Serina, leaving her with one in each hand. She sent 
a  questioning  glance  to  Jacob.  He  shifted  uneasily,  bothered  as 
much by the professor’s eccentric manner and unfurnished home as 
he was by what he knew was about to happen.

“They sleep with their eyes open, did you know that?” Phantis 
turned sharply to send Makaidel an intense gaze, and the boy started 
faintly under his scrutiny.

“Er, yes. It’s in your book…”
“Ah, yes, the book. No one would scribe it for me. I had to write 

it myself.”
Makaidel’s eyes widened, surprised. “But, I found it at the lib-

rary…”
“Yes, I gave it to them. People should know about the orlocs. 

They say it’s cursed to learn about them, they say I’m cursed, but 
they should know.” He rarely met their eyes, still seeming to talk 
more to himself than anyone else.
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“Um,  Professor…”  Jacob’s  voice  trembled  as  he  recited  the 
words from the game, reluctant to join the conversation. “How do 
you know so much about the orlocs?”

Phantis gazed at him, piercing. “I study them.”
“Er, Professor,” Makaidel cut in, drawing Phantis’s gaze back to 

him. “What you wrote about their living habitats…”
Suddenly, a series of thumps emanated from below, quaking the 

floor  beneath  their  feet  and shaking dust  loose  from the ceiling, 
which drifted slowly down onto them. Serina gasped, leaping back-
wards  and  dropping  both  cups  she  was  holding,  and  Makaidel 
sprang forward out of his chair. Jacob started at the abrupt noise, 
but  didn’t  react  otherwise.  A  deep,  hissing  rumble  thrummed 
through the air from below as the cups Serina dropped shattered on 
the floor. Jacob felt like his stomach dropped out of his body.

“What was that?!” Makaidel crouched, poised to either fight or 
flee. Phantis looked somehow paler than before.

“Oh dear.” He set his cup on the mantel and began shuffling out 
of the room. “It shouldn’t be doing this. No, this shouldn’t be hap-
pening at all.”

“What shouldn’t  be  happening?”  Makaidel  ran  after  Phantis. 
Serina glanced quickly and worriedly at Jacob, then followed. Jacob 
wanted to warn them,  to  tell  them not  to follow Phantis,  but  he 
couldn’t find his voice. Heart pounding, he trailed after them.

Opening  a  surprisingly  well-oiled  door  in  his  musty  house, 
Phantis began descending to the cellar. He didn’t seem to notice the 
group following him, but he left the door open as he went. Jacob, 
Serina,  and  Makaidel  didn’t  speak  as  they moved,  their  nervous 
footsteps echoing in the narrow, dimly lit staircase.

Finally,  Phantis  reached a landing at  the bottom of the stairs, 
ending in another door. The irregular thumps and rumbles sounded 
from beyond it.

“P-Professor…” Serina attempted as he grabbed a key off a hook 
and unlatched the door. He didn’t respond.

Swinging the door open, he revealed a large, single room with 
dirt and natural stone walls and a high ceiling, lit by torches lining 
the walls. Crates lay scattered about the floor, along with a number 
of large clay pots, some overturned or broken. Makaidel gasped and 
started and Serina shrieked, turning to cling fearfully to Jacob.

In the center of the room, chained to the wall with links as big as 
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Jacob’s  hands,  was  an  eight-foot-tall  orloc,  flailing  and  snarling 
against its bonds.

“Professor!” Makaidel yelled. “What are you doing?!”
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Phantis gazed admiringly up at the monster. 

“It’s the biggest one I’ve ever been able to capture.” Jacob froze 
when he caught glimpses of inhuman skeletons scattered around the 
floor.  Phantis  stepped forward,  grabbing a torch off the wall  and 
swinging it toward the struggling beast. “Stop that! Down!”

“Professor!”  Serina  still  clutched  Jacob’s  arm with  trembling 
hands. “You can’t keep this thing chained up in here! What if it es-
capes?”

“Don’t  worry.”  His  voice  barely  carried  over  the  increasing 
noise of the orloc. “He’s secure.” He swung the torch just in front 
of  the  beast’s  swinging  claws,  but  it  seemed  unaffected  by  the 
threat. The chains rattled as it tried to lunge forward, the fist-sized 
bolts against the wall loosening under its struggle.

Makaidel noticed it and pointed frantically. “Professor…!”
With a crash and a shower of rubble on the far side of the room, 

the metal plates holding the chains to the wall bent and broke free.


