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Chapter 1


A Death in the Family





A sea mist had coated the window of the farm’s kitchen with minuscule drops of rain. Erik was trying not to think of the terrible gamble taken by his mum. His nervous attention was focused on the droplets. Erik sat perfectly still, watching the flecks of water as some of them joined together to form larger drops, and these in turn amalgamated. Eventually, a raindrop grew to the point where it could no longer cling to the glass, and with an erratic plunge rushed downward, moving all the swifter as it gathered up the water in its path – a catastrophic event in the world of the million mist droplets.


Next to Erik, apparently paying equal attention to the faded patterns in the wood of their well-worn table, sat his dad. Neither of them had spoken in over an hour and their shoulders were hunched from tension. At long last, hollow footsteps rang out, changing in tone as they moved from wooden stair to tiled floor. The kitchen door latch was raised and his mother entered.


‘Well?’ asked Erik. But as soon as his mother had set foot in the kitchen, he could see from her gaunt, pale face that the news was bad.


‘I’m dead,’ Freya replied, a tremble in her quiet voice.


Harald stood up and pulled out a chair for her. She grasped the chair with shaking hand and slid into it, not meeting their anxious eyes.


‘The poison did no good service, then?’ enquired Harald gently.


‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘I didn’t penetrate his armour.’


Taking her hand in his, Harald tried to comfort her. ‘You did your best. We knew it was nearly impossible.’


‘At least she fought.’ Erik stood up suddenly, energy flooding through him after so much stillness. His dad was a kind man, but Erik was unable to control the bitterness that came from nowhere to rage through him. Mum at least had entered the arena on their behalf; she was the truly brave one. Harald had hidden; he always hid.


‘We will find a way.’ Harald pointedly ignored Erik, and put an arm around Freya.


‘Will we?’ She let out a gulping half-cry, a sound that shook Erik with the realisation that she had run out of answers too. It was frightening to see someone who had been so steady all his life unable to control herself. ‘Let’s be honest with each other. At least we have that.’ Her eyes were tearful. ‘We are going to be reallocated.’


Reallocation. Work on the farm was hard. But not as hard as in the coalmines, or on the saltpans, or a great many of the other tasks that had to be done on the planet of New Earth. Reallocation would mean leaving Osterfjord and his friends, and probably it would mean being parted from his parents. Their lives were no longer their own.


‘Why don’t you issue a challenge, Dad?’


‘Stop it,’ Harald snarled angrily. ‘Still you will not take my word.’


‘No. I won’t. Not any more. It doesn’t make sense.’ Erik could feel shrillness rising in his voice and paused to take breath. ‘What can be worse than being reallocated?’


‘There is worse,’ replied Harald ominously.


‘Leave it, Erik. We’ve had this out a thousand times.’ Freya looked up for the first time since entering the room, and met his eye. ‘Your father cannot fight for us. That’s the end of the matter.’


‘But why?’ Erik pleaded.


‘I cannot say.’ Harald was grim-faced.


‘Blood and vengeance. I’m fourteen now. I’m old enough. Tell me.’


‘No.’


Even before he knew he was going to do it, Erik threw the clay mug he was holding against the wall. It cracked apart crisply, the clatter of shards resounding around the kitchen as they fell to the tiled floor, leaving a reddish mark on the whitewash. All three of them stared at the remains in silence. He knew what they were thinking: a massive catastrophe was about to overwhelm the family, yet they were regretting something as inconsequential as the loss of a mug. Almost at once, his anger subsided and Erik felt embarrassed and guilty; it was indeed a waste.


As they paused, each uncertain as to what needed saying, footsteps could be heard running through the yard. Hurriedly rising from her chair, Freya began to gather up the jagged pieces of pottery. Then came a rap on the door.


‘Come in!’ Either Harald did not care that the visitors would see the broken mug, or else he actually wanted them to.


A golden-haired girl flew in, bringing a breeze and her stocky brother in her wake.


‘Injeborg, Bjorn, welcome,’ Harald greeted their young neighbours. Freya placed the shards of clay behind a basket and stood up.


‘Hello. We’re very sorry about the duel,’ Injeborg said earnestly. Behind her Bjorn added his condolences with a nod.


With a forced smile, Freya lifted a stray hair back behind her ear. ‘Thank you. And thank your parents for the sword and the potion. They must have been worth months of effort. I’m sorry they went to waste.’


‘Oh don’t worry, they don’t regret it. Yours was a good cause. We will miss you terribly if you have to go.’ Injeborg’s eager face suddenly clouded over as though she wished to take back her words.


‘Erik, take your coat and go with your friends. Your mum and I have much to talk about.’ Harald gestured to the door.


‘Aye, and behind my back as always.’


Erik slammed the door as he left, the latch rattling and failing to catch. He noticed Bjorn and Injeborg exchange a glance of alarm, but no one spoke. The three walked in silence away from the farm, the hoods of their woollen jackets up over their heads, putting them each in their own world. Erik set a fast pace, even though it meant Injeborg was having to skip from time to time in order to keep up. Bjorn, however, plodded along behind with measured strides. Only when they had crested a hill and brought the sea into view did Erik relent from his moodiness. There was no point fuelling his anger and despair, especially in front of his friends; they only wanted to help.


Behind them were acres and acres of olive trees, set out in neat but tedious rows that radiated out towards infinity from a small community of six farms and a large round building that held the olive press. This was his home, the village of Osterfjord. Ahead, towards the sea, the hillside was sandy and bare. Nearby was a particularly large boulder that gave shelter from the sea breeze. It had served them often before, and they went to sit underneath it now.


‘Don’t be upset, Erik,’ Injeborg said, tentatively moving to place her warm hand on his. ‘It might not be so bad. Even if they reallocate you, it could be to the saltpans. That would mean you living in Hope – not so far away.’


‘And in any case,’ added Bjorn, ‘Central Allocations won’t make a decision before graduation. That gives you a chance.’


‘Did you watch?’ Erik changed the subject.


‘Yes. We were all in the arena, everyone from Osterfjord at least and many from Hope.’ Bjorn looked cautiously at Erik out of a broad, fleshy face in which watery green eyes were holding a question.


‘I couldn’t bear the waiting. And anyway I wanted to be at home for Mum.’ Erik paused. ‘Did she fight well?’


‘Very well!’ exclaimed Injeborg. ‘She really knows how to wield a scimitar. But you know what she was up against. Ragnok must have had ten thousand bezants worth of armour alone.’


‘More,’ Bjorn knew a lot about the value of arms and armour.


‘It’s so unfair.’ Normally Erik considered self-pity a sign of weakness, and never let it take form in his own mind, let alone allow his friends to see it. But these were not normal circumstances. Not only was he likely to be placed among complete strangers and set to some painfully arduous work, but his own parents considered him a child still, untrustworthy and unequal to a discussion on a future that would affect them all. In his own mind he was loyal, dependable and could hold his tongue if a secret needed to be guarded.


‘Of course it is unfair. Totally unfair and unreasonable. It’s not your family’s fault the solar panel broke. That could happen to anyone. Why should you be punished?’ When Injeborg was angry, her pale cheeks flushed red – only then could you see the resemblance between the slender girl and her stocky brother.


‘Ya. And it’s not as if a new family could fill the quota without that power. It doesn’t really make sense to reallocate you.’ Bjorn tied up the neck of his jacket as he spoke, trying to keep out the cold damp air.


‘Do Central Allocations even think about what it means to split up friends and families? But what can we do? Even to challenge them on a small decision is to be killed in the arena like your mum. Let alone if someone suggested a really radical change.’ Injeborg was worked up, talking as much to herself as to Erik.


‘Did you ever daydream about duelling Central Allocations and winning?’ he asked her, the thought soaring up from the bottom of his heart, from where he normally hid it, saved for those moments when he lay thinking of the future.


‘Always.’ Injeborg looked up at him, their eyes met and Erik saw total understanding. He was glad now he had blurted out his wish.


‘Not I,’ Bjorn said with a shrug to convey his pragmatism. ‘It’s too unrealistic.’


A chaffinch landed near them, looking for shelter, head flicking busily so that everything around it could be surveyed by its two tiny black eyes. The warm hand that covered Erik’s tightened as Injeborg unconsciously stiffened, holding herself still so as not to frighten the bird. Erik tasted a happiness that was all the more precious for the bleakness that surrounded him. The affection and solidarity of his friends was a great comfort and the prospect of losing them more painful than the thought of having to labour in a coalmine.


The breeze, which was merely ruffling the tiny feathers of the chaffinch, making it seem like the bird was wearing a fur collar, suddenly gusted. The chaffinch was gone.


In those few moments, deep within Erik, a decision had been made. It was a decision he relished. Impossible as it sounded, he was going to fight Central Allocations and avenge the death of his mother.



















Chapter 2


In Praise of Beauty





Dead again.


Erik sighed aloud and rubbed his ear in exasperation, anticipating the despair in his mum’s voice when she found out. Struggling to find a way to challenge Central Allocations, Erik was taking risks in Epic like never before. He was quite prepared to die in pursuit of the revenge and information he needed. But his mother would not understand. Her one hope was that Erik would escape reallocation by doing well in the annual graduation tournament. From that perspective each death was a disaster, wiping out any wealth and equipment Erik’s character had obtained. If he was not careful, he would be entering the tournament practically naked, an easy victim to any ten-year-old who had got as far as obtaining a rusty dagger.


Just as Erik reached up to unclip from Epic, the thought struck him that he should at least prepare a new persona. And that was a way to postpone telling his parents the bad news.


Gender: Female


The selection had been made almost without thought and Erik surprised himself. It was the first time he had ever chosen a woman. Usually people stuck to their own gender; indeed they generally tried to match the character as much as possible to their own figure, possibly because many marriages eventually came about from meetings within the game. In any case, the impulse pleased him. Perhaps he would be luckier as a woman.


He flicked through the enormous database of women and picked a figure. He settled for one that was small, pale-skinned with red hair, green eyes and a few freckles. In build, his character conformed to him, although Erik, like his mother, had dark hair and brown eyes. Then, perversely, he allotted all his start-up points to beauty.


Serious gamers, and the whole world consisted of serious gamers, never wasted a point on beauty that could be spent on more practical attributes, or combat skills, craft skills, weapons, magic items and spells. As a result, Epic’s population of players consisted entirely of dull, grey-looking humanoids.


His friends were in for a shock; it would be impossible to explain his choices to them, as there was no rational argument in favour of throwing away every practical advantage in favour of beauty. Perhaps he could just say the creation of an attractive female character was a whim, because he knew she was not long for the world. That would be partly true, but at the same time Erik felt that she was a genuine reflection of the mood that he was in, a mood of nonconformity, of wanting to defy the usual conventions of the game.


Looked at from every angle, she was an impressive creation. She was stunning. Lacking any armour, she stood in tunic and trousers, looking lithe and confident; you could feel the glow of energy from within her.


#smile


She grinned cheekily at Erik and his heart skipped; the vividness of the facial animation was lifelike. A smile command issued to any of his previous characters would have seen the grey polygons of their head shuffle in a gesture indistinguishable from a snarl. He chuckled aloud, the cloud of his recent death lifting. This was fun. She might not last a week – especially given his plan – but he already felt a fondness towards his new alter ego. She would stand out and be the cause of a lot of questioning. She looked more like an NPC– the computer-generated Non-Player Characters – than a player’s character.


#wave farewell


She waved goodbye.


Unclipping his headset and gloves from the computer, Erik stood up and stretched. He rubbed his ear again where it was sore from supporting the device for four hours – four precious hours given to him so that he could start catching up with the other Epic characters of his age group.


Dusk had stolen over the land while he had been immersed in Epic. His parents and the neighbours would be in from the fields. They were probably cleaning their iron tools carefully against rust, or preparing their evening meals. A flickering light from the corridor showed that a fire had been lit downstairs. Time to face the music. Erik moved slowly and quietly down the bare wooden staircase.


‘Damnation!’ it was Erik’s mum from the kitchen.


‘What is it, Mum?’ Erik walked into the room.


‘Oh, Erik, I didn’t know you were there,’ she sighed. ‘The stove is not working properly. There is no hot water at all.’


She looked tired, but then her face brightened hopefully. ‘Did you make progress today?’


‘Well, yes and no.’ Hating to disappoint her, Erik moved to the table and took a seat, looking at the straw placemat.


‘Yes and no?’


‘I died. But I learned …’


‘Oh, no. Not again. Oh, Erik, why can’t you get on in the world? The graduation tournament will come soon and you won’t have a chance.’ She stopped herself abruptly. They both knew the speech. She sat at the table and looked at him until tears started to form in her eyes. Unable to look at her, Erik stared at his hands, deeply unhappy. He understood her perfectly, but stood by his new, dissenting approach to the game.


‘Erik, listen to me for your own sake. Dad and I will be reallocated somewhere soon, but you still have a chance to win some choice over your future. I just don’t understand why you are throwing it aside.’


Erik did not respond, not wishing to upset his mum further, but not yet ready to accept her perspective.


‘Let’s see what your dad has to say,’ Freya got up and opened the door onto the yard. ‘Harald, can you come in?’ she called.


‘Dinner already?’ Erik’s dad brought an armful of logs with him from the woodshed. He smiled at Erik but quickly caught the mood, ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Erik died again.’


‘Just a moment.’


They stayed silent while Harald took the logs through. Erik’s stomach tightened with anxiety. His dad came back, brushing the chips from his jumper.


‘What got you, son?’ Harald’s voice was non-committal.


‘The Red Dragon again.’ Erik was reluctant to admit this; it sounded like he was stupid. It was hard to explain.


‘Again? That’s how many. Three?’ Harald sat down opposite him.


‘Four.’


Harald nodded slowly. ‘How many more before you give up on it?’


‘Dunno,’ Erik said curtly. ‘Look. I’m not giving up on it until I’m convinced that it’s impossible. But I have my reasons. It can be done.’


‘But if that is true, why has no one else killed Inry’aat, the Red Dragon?’ His mum was standing beside the table, arms folded.


‘Because they’ve been too busy fighting to see what I saw.’


‘Which was?’ asked Harald.


Erik glanced up from the mat he was toying with. A note of genuine interest had replaced parental severity in his dad’s voice.


‘The attack pattern of the dragon,’ Erik hurried on. ‘See, it doesn’t charge for the nearest opponent but the one who is doing the most damage.’


Harald nodded. ‘Intelligent creatures usually do that.’


‘Yes. But, it turns mid-charge, if it decides a new person is the greater threat.’


‘Go on.’


‘The timing would have to be precise, and the amount of damage would have to be consistent. But if a group of three or four were in the right places, you could get it to keep on re-targeting without actually reaching anyone.’


Harald shook his head. ‘I understand what you are saying. But Epic is too well designed. They would never leave such a loophole on a dragon. Wishful thinking, son.’


‘If I showed you, you might believe me.’


His mum banged a cup angrily on the table. ‘That’s not fair, Erik. You know your dad can’t enter Epic.’


‘You getting at me again, son?’ Harald sighed, but he did not seem angry. He reached over and patted Erik’s hand. ‘Listen. You are a great player. You have been since you first put on a headset. Your reflexes are excellent and you understand the tricks and games that the world throws at you. But you are so far behind now. Look at Bjorn …’


Erik interrupted his dad with a snort of derision.


Harald scowled. ‘Bjorn is very solid. Every group needs someone like him. Hard working. Slow gains, but safe ones. And now a good strong character. The best in the school, perhaps.’


‘In a tiny district agricultural school, perhaps. But he is nothing compared to the Mikelgard players. And that means we will never get anything from Central Allocations Bjorn’s way. I mean, look, we are going to be reallocated. How can we avoid it? We have to aim high.’


‘Well. Erik has a point. When was the last dragon killed?’ Harald glanced at his son, then smiled unexpectedly; they both knew the answer.


‘Thirty years ago, a group from Mikelgard University killed M’nan Sorth – the Black Dragon of Snowpeak Mountains.’


‘And where are they now? Mostly employed by Central Allocations, I shouldn’t wonder,’ Harald answered his own question.


Clearly exasperated with the turn in the conversation, Erik’s mum got up. Soon drawers of cutlery were slamming.


Harald looked at Erik with a steady, blue-eyed gaze that seemed to be taking his measure. He whispered, ‘Listen well, Erik. Your mum is ill. She cannot sleep at night.’ Then his dad spoke loud enough that Freya could hear too. ‘Seriously though, Erik. If you clip up every night after work, you might still get somewhere in time for the graduation competition.’


‘We could even give him more time during the day,’ added Freya, turning to face the table. ‘There’s no point even trying to meet our targets now.’


‘True,’ agreed Harald. ‘So how about it, son? No more deaths. No more dragon.’


‘Very well.’ Erik’s heart sank at the thought of the hours and hours of boring accumulation ahead of him, so that he could acquire enough copper bits for his character to have even the minimum of basic equipment.


‘Promise?’ Freya’s eyes narrowed, detecting the reluctance in Erik’s voice.


‘Promise,’ he answered.



















Chapter 3


A Note, a Map and Some Advice





It was raining outside, turning the soil too muddy for the transfer of the delicate olive shoots from their clay pots to the fields. So Erik had been sent inside by Freya to start his new character in Epic. He was resentful at having to promise to go nowhere near Inry’aat, the Red Dragon, but when he clipped up he remembered with pleasure that he had defied convention. His new persona was a woman with no significant attributes other than beauty.


Erik harmonised with the equipment and a small music box chimed, unwinding its colourful sides and raising a platform on which stood his red-haired selection.


#wave


She waved cheerfully, making Erik smile.


Before he could enter the world as this woman, he still had several decisions to make. Lacking all attributes but beauty, she would not perform well in any of the major disciplines. Therefore he looked through the less common options: footpad, swashbuckler, chevalier, gambler, tumbler, drifter – the list went on into the hundreds. Patiently Erik read through the summaries of the disciplines that interested him, returning to the one that stood out by its unusual description.




Swashbuckler


The swashbuckler is similar to the pirate, a warrior whose true home is on the high seas. However, the swashbuckler has the manners and style to make an impression in urban environments. They combine a lightly armoured fighting skill with much of the knowledge of a thief and the ‘je ne sais quoi’ of a court dandy. When it comes to swinging on a chandelier across a hall full of enemies, fending off sword-cuts from below, having stolen the jewels from a crown, swashbuckling is the only discipline to have.





Erik couldn’t imagine that this discipline would be particularly good, as in all his hours of playing Epic he had never come across another swashbuckler. But then again that could be because no one ever experimented as the game’s designers had intended. It was thought that centuries ago the game had been designed to amuse colonists travelling in a half-frozen state through the vast distances of space. It was not supposed to be about the slow accumulation of pennies, nor even for conflict resolution – although that made more sense to Erik. No, the designers had created the game for fun. And his newly discovered, light-hearted description of the swashbuckler discipline was further evidence that the designers had not created the world for the dour professionals of Central Allocations.


So, she was a swashbuckler, and Erik would find out shortly the wisdom of that decision. Now the final choice. Always a tricky one. What would his new name be? For once it could not be his own name, as was conventional. Perhaps Freya then, after his mum? No. Too many Freyas already. Something with ‘je ne sais quoi’, whatever that was. Cinderella. That was nearly right, but maybe he should not use an exact copy of the fairy-story name. Sinbad the sailor. There were a few of those around already and of course they were male. How about Cindella the sailor? Now that sounded right.


Erik confirmed his decisions. A moment of silence and darkness then a rushing sound that grew rapidly in volume to a shout, accompanied by an explosion of light.




****





He was back in the world of Epic.


Where was he? This felt like the day he was introduced to Epic. As you looked around for the first time, you just could not help being amazed by how stunningly detailed and lifelike were the sights and sounds.


An attic, cobwebs, simple furniture, a window – with a little broken pane. Outside a seagull, tucked up on the ledge. A bed, with someone? Beyond the room the wind gusted and rattled the loose window frame. Inside a heavy breathing, like a snore.


One step toward the window, then another. Cindella moved well; Erik could feel a nimble response to his slightest command. It would take some practice not to oversteer with her. Erik reached out a hand towards the window. It was amusing that instead of a big muscled fist from a fighting character, he had a slender woman’s finger. A breeze was blowing through the broken pane. He let it wash over his fingers and arms. Touching the glass, he left a slight mark in the grime. On the ledge outside the window, the seagull shifted. It turned a bright eye to look at him through wind-ruffled feathers. With a shriek of discontent, the seagull leapt into the air and, suddenly veering, was thrown out of view by the wind.


How long would his mark last on the window? If he went away for years would it still be there? Just how sophisticated was Epic?


The view from where he was standing allowed Erik to make sense of his location. The street outside was narrow and dark, but there was enough of a gap between the grimy buildings to see the masts of a tall ship in the distance. He was high up in an attic in the seedy dockside area of Newhaven, one of the great Epic towns. For a moment he felt slightly disappointed. Newhaven was very familiar to Erik, while the unknown was always thrilling. But on the positive side it meant he could meet up with his friends easily. Like the vast majority of newer players, they were to the north of the city, hunting kobolds, goblins and wild animals.


Time to check his inventory.




Weapons: throwing dagger, rapier.


Magic:


Food: loaf of bread, two apples.


Drink: flask of water.


Armour:


Pouch:


Purse: four silver ducats, eighteen pennies.





Fairly disappointing. The money was not bad, but with no armour at all, he would be extremely vulnerable in a fight. He would have to buy a shield and that would take up most of the money.


Next Erik called up the skills menu.




Combat: Fence, throw dagger, dodge, parry, riposte, mock.


Thieves: Move silently, pick locks, appraise jewellery, climb.


Others: Sail, swim, ride, sing, dance.





Now that was excellent. The swashbuckler description had not let him down. No wonder they hadn’t listed all the skills. He’d never had this many for a new character; nearly all the start-up thief skills, and some great fighting skills. Plus there were two skills listed that Erik had never seen before: mock and dance. Dance was fairly self-evident, although who could say when it would ever be used? Mock, though, as a combat skill? Curious. He would have to ask Bjorn – or try it out and see what happened.


Looking again at the combat skills, it was clear that he should not buy a shield or even much armour. Dodge, parry and riposte were all abilities whose effectiveness was reduced by too much weight. Instead he was going to have to rely on swiftness of movement.


Well, time to move on. Perhaps some shopping first, before going to the fighting grounds – the incredibly boring fighting grounds. There was a massive and complex world to explore, but he had promised his mum he was going to survive this time. And that meant hacking away at the same creatures, again and again, taking pennies from their purses or selling their skins if they were wild animals.


Partly to put off having to go to familiar territory, and partly out of genuine curiosity, Erik looked again around the room. Ah, of course, the sleeping person. Approaching the bed, Erik could see a white-bearded, elderly man, wrapped in his blanket, facing the wall. He could tell at once from the extraordinary detail in the man’s face that it was an NPC. One of the hundreds of thousands of people controlled by the computer which was at the heart of Epic. He reached out a slender hand and touched the man’s shoulder.


‘Huh? What?’ The harsh breathing stopped. His eyes opened.


#smile


‘Oh, it’s you, Cindella.’ The bearded man suddenly smiled back. ‘It is always a pleasure to look at you, my daughter. You are so beautiful.’


There was a pause.


‘The pleasure is mine,’ tried Erik.


No response. The old man remained paused, broad smile on his face.


‘Daughter?’ offered Erik. Usually the conversation of an NPC was extremely limited and tended to follow certain key words in the previous sentence.


‘Ah, you have been like a daughter to me, ever since I found you and brought you up aboard the ship. You remember the Black Falcon?’


‘I remember the Black Falcon.’ Erik went along with the storyline.


The old man suddenly scowled. ‘A curse on Duke Raymond. When he betrayed us and sank the Black Falcon, he condemned us to this life of poverty. I am too old to begin the pirate life again, but you, you will go far. And you will avenge us all, myself and the crew.’


‘I will avenge us all,’ Erik replied dutifully.


The old man smiled with satisfaction. ‘I know you will. Sadly I have nothing I can give you apart from a note, a map and some advice.’


‘What advice?’


No response.


‘What note?’


‘This is a letter of introduction. Just give it to the captain of any ship and there is no doubt that you will be taken on as a member of the crew. It tells of your sailing skills and has my seal: “Captain Sharky of the Black Falcon”.’


A scroll with a red wax seal appeared in his hand, which he promptly reallocated to his pouch. This was fun, thought Erik. Much more interesting than his previous characters. None of them had a quest of their own from the beginning. Or perhaps they had, he suddenly realised, but he had never noticed because he hadn’t taken the time to talk to the nearby NPCs.


‘What map?’


‘Aha, young Cindella. I have guarded this map for years in the hope of gaining a ship once more, but now it is getting too late for me. This map shows the location of the treasure we buried after capturing the Queen’s Messenger.’


Another scroll appeared in Erik’s hand. He opened it. It was a nautical map of a group of islands – the Skull Islands. Two long lines were drawn which crossed at a point marked ‘!’.


‘Where are the Skull Islands?’


‘The Skull Islands are a long way to the west. You will have to sail to Cassinopia and get detailed information from there.’


‘What treasure?’


‘There are hundreds of gold pieces hidden there and much more besides.’


‘What else is hidden there?’


No response.


‘What was the Queen’s Messenger?’


The old man remained silent, staring up at Cindella.


Putting the map away in his pouch, Erik tried another question.


‘What advice?’


This time, the old man grabbed Cindella’s hand and held it earnestly.


‘Trust no one. There is no captain I know who would share the treasure with you. If they knew you had the map, they would steal it from you, or worse. To get the treasure, you will have to get your own ship. And it will need to be a well-protected ship. Many dangerous creatures reside in the Skull Islands.’ He fell back with a sigh.


‘What creatures? What protection?’


With a mental shrug, Erik prepared to leave.


#bye


‘Goodbye, my daughter. Fare well on your voyages. And come to visit me from time to time.’


‘I will visit you from time to time.’


‘Thank you, Cindella. I will miss your beauty. But it is time for you to make your own way in the world.’


#bye


Captain Sharky gave a tired wave from his bed and turned over.


Erik almost skipped from the room. This really was enjoyable. This was a proper adventure. If you had plenty of time, you could gradually earn the money to make a voyage to Cassinopia, hire a ship, and get the treasure. The only problem was, Erik did not have a lot of time. The Epic graduation championships were to take place in less than two months.


Outside, the wind was still gusting, swirling leaves through the street. If he could feel the cold through his character, no doubt he would be suffering. Cindella moved quickly through the alleyways, until Erik brought her to the merchants’ stalls on the quays. Time for a bit of shopping.


Newhaven was a great cosmopolitan city, and here on the quays you could buy almost anything you wanted – except that you would hardly waste your money on anything inessential.


Elves from the great forests were here with their produce: baskets of strange fruits, fine wines and delicately woven clothing. In the tall, gold-bordered tents of the sombre Sidhe elves, it was possible to buy exquisite weaponry, including their famous rune-carved longbows and glittering silver chain mail. The cheapest item from the Sidhe elves, a throwing dagger, cost around fifty silver ducats. Out of curiosity, Erik had once asked them the price of their chain mail. Nine hundred bezants seemed very reasonable in terms of the economy of the game. But for an ordinary player that represented more wealth than they would be able to accumulate in a lifetime of standard play.


Friendly-looking dwarfs from the mountains had their stands a little nearer to the town walls. All the metal items that you could wish to buy were on display, from pots and pans to fish hooks and solid, practical pieces of armour. In contrast to the tents of the elves, the dwarven stalls were crowded with grey player characters asking prices and checking their savings of copper bits, to see if they could afford a new piece of armour.


Erik almost laughed aloud to see the players with their patchwork appearance: one armguard here, one greave there. Whatever Cindella did, she was not going to go down that road. Leather armour perhaps, but she was not going to look like that warrior ahead of her who was unarmed except for a solid helm. He looked like a child who had borrowed a pot for a helmet and was pretending to be a soldier. The warrior took off the helm, and Erik realised with a chuckle that it was Bjorn’s persona, inevitably called Bjorn.




****





It was with a great sense of accomplishment Bjorn hit the #agree command and the trade with the dwarf took place. Gone were his old greaves, gauntlets and linen tunic, and in their place he had a shiny bronze helmet. Not only was this a significant boost to his overall armour score, but, vitally, it should allow him to tackle kobolds single-handed, and that would really accelerate his earnings just in time to acquire either an upgrade to his warhammer or some more armour before the tournament.


Bjorn was just thinking how pleased his father would be when he heard his name.


‘Hey, Bjorn! It’s me Erik! Are you in from the rain as well?’ The voice came from somewhere near a red-haired, attractive NPC, a human woman with a stylish rapier and a sheathed dagger in her belt. Looking slowly back and forth, Bjorn was puzzled.


‘Erik? Where are you?’


The NPC bowed. ‘This is me, the female swashbuckler.’


‘Female? Swashbuckler? I’ve never heard of that character type. What are you up to?’ Bjorn was bewildered and worried. What was his friend doing? Had the stress of his family troubles caused him to have some kind of nervous breakdown?


‘Is that a new helmet?’ the swashbuckler asked.


At this question, Bjorn’s concerns were replaced by the surge of pleasure his important breakthrough gave to him, ‘Yes, I had to trade in the greaves, gauntlets and tunic, plus two bezants. But isn’t it great? I believe I’ve boosted my armour score by about twenty percent.’


‘It is great, Bjorn. Well done.’ Erik’s character smiled and that was an extraordinary sight. Bjorn was so used to the inexpressive grey polygons of players that it was still hard to believe he was not interacting with an NPC of the game. Erik must have started his new character with a maximum investment in beauty, which was absolutely a waste and another sign his friend was cracking up under the strain of imminent reallocation. The poor kid obviously no longer cared; he probably felt that it was too late to perform at all well in the tournament.


‘I’m going back to fight the kobolds. I should be able to solo them now …’ Bjorn paused. ‘Do you want to come?’


In that moment of hesitation, Bjorn had struggled with himself. The etiquette when killing monsters was that everyone in a group shared the small amounts of loot equally, regardless of who did the most work. In this case, there was no doubt that Bjorn had no real need for Erik’s help and that his warrior would be crunching up kobolds with his warhammer far more quickly than would a female character whose starting points had all been spent on beauty. In effect, Bjorn was offering to tow Erik along. It would have been easy to convince himself that Erik was not serious about his new character and that any loot divided with it would be wasted. But friends were friends and, regardless of Erik’s irresponsible choices, it was right to make the offer.


‘Sure, Bjorn, that would be good. I won’t be much help though.’


‘Don’t worry. Everyone has to start somewhere.’ Bjorn hoisted his warhammer over his shoulder and the two of them walked north along the quays. As they did so, Bjorn revised down the amount of new copper bits that he had hoped to make this afternoon.


While they made their way through the flapping canvas and rope of the market stalls, Bjorn noticed something unusual. The NPCs were not stationary; their heads were turning towards the two players.


‘Erik, look at the merchants.’


‘Hmmm. That’s odd.’ Erik’s character made the actions that arose from the #wave+smile command.


A nearby seller of herbs smiled and waved back.


‘You try.’


Bjorn had his big warrior wave. Nothing.


‘They like me!’ The inflexions of a player’s voice carried through into their character’s speech, and it was clear that Erik was delighted.


‘Come on. I want to see how effective this helmet is.’


As they walked on, Erik continually waved and smiled at the NPCs, many of whom waved back. Even a frightening-looking desert mystic, selling spells for magicians, gave a slight nod of his head towards Cindella. Admittedly it was extraordinary, but Bjorn was becoming a little impatient with Erik’s frivolity. The sooner they made it to the kobold plains, the better.


At the end of the quays were streets with permanent shops. Standing outside a jeweller’s was a guard in full plate-armour, resting his hands on his two-handed sword. Theoretically a thief, or a gang of players, could try robbing shops, but the various defences employed by the merchants would almost certainly kill them. The elderly shopowner waved back at Erik’s gestures and surprised them both by calling out, ‘Cindella. What a joy to see you!’


Erik turned to Bjorn, and even through the medium of the game, they exchanged a significant look. That a merchant should call out to a player was totally unexpected.


Turning to the merchant, Erik tried a number of phrases:


‘It is a joy to see you, too.


‘Thank you.


‘Hail, merchant.’


‘Erik, the sign!’ Bjorn pointed up to a wooden marker that said ‘Antilo the jeweller’.


So, after a slight pause, Erik tried simply, ‘Hail, Antilo.’


‘Come in, my dear. I’ve something I’ve been saving for you.’


‘Come on, Bjorn. We have to check this out.’


‘Let’s not be long though, Erik.’ Bjorn tried to keep the irritation out of his voice.


They followed Antilo into the shop, waiting a moment to adjust to the darkness.


‘Here you are – a present. When it was sold to me, I immediately thought of you. It matches your hair perfectly.’


A pendant appeared in Cindella’s hand. It was silver with a garnet that twinkled with red sparks. Erik equipped it to his neck.


‘Here, look,’ Antilo said, pointing to a mirror.


For some time, the merchant and Erik’s character stood still, admiring the silver pendant on her pale neck.


‘Are you done, Erik?’ muttered Bjorn quietly.


‘Thank you, Antilo.’ Cindella turned away from the mirror.


‘No need to thank me, Cindella. To have such a beauty as you in my shop is reward enough. But should anyone ask, tell them this pendant came from Antilo the jeweller.’


‘I will tell them that this pendant came from Antilo the jeweller.’


There was no further response from the smiling shopowner, so it did not take any extra effort to get Erik to leave the shop.


‘Good. Let’s hurry.’ Bjorn set off.


‘Wait, Bjorn. Look at me. What do you think?’


‘What?’ He turned. ‘That pendant? Surely it’s a worthless trinket?’


‘True, but even so. Have you ever heard of a merchant giving anything away?’


Bjorn had to agree the encounter was strange, unprecedented. Curious, he looked more closely at the jewel.


‘Actually, that’s really strange. It’s pretty good, might be worth something. Ten silver maybe.’


‘Let me try my appraise jewellery skill,’ suggested Erik.


There was a long silence.


‘Well?’ asked Bjorn eventually.


‘I don’t believe it! IT’S WORTH OVER A BEZANT!’


Bjorn stood silent. At home he was simply stunned. If his warrior had greater facial detail, Erik would have seen its jaw drop. In a few minutes of existence, Erik’s joke character had just obtained more wealth than Bjorn had gathered in a year of patient fighting. Bjorn’s thoughts were a whirl. Part of him bitterly resented Erik’s instant success. And a lot of uncomfortable questions arose. Was there another way to play the game that meant his years of accumulation were wasted? Did many other people know about this? Was he being stupid all this time that he had prided himself on his careful banking and tiny increases in copper coins? On the other hand, Bjorn felt a surge of excitement too. Perhaps Erik had made an important discovery about the game? Already with this new wealth he could buy some decent equipment, get off to a flying start. From nowhere Erik could now hope for some modest success in the graduation tournament, and if Bjorn could help him, then of course he would do so.



















Chapter 4


The Law of Violence





A row of distant figures stood shovelling salt into barrels, filling them and then working together to lift them up to rest beside each other on a narrow track. Later, a cart would be pulled along that path, and the heavy barrels of salt would be raised by teams of workers and stacked onto it. But for now they were doing the back-breaking work of hacking through the crust and lifting layer after layer of white salt into the barrels. After digging down to a depth of about three feet, the salt turned yellow and was still damp with the estuary mud. This they left. Erik was studying the process intently. The haze of salt dust that rose around the workers looked unpleasant. On a hot day, it would be choking. He could imagine the dryness of the atmosphere, all moisture absorbed by the salt; eyes half closed against the stinging dust; pores clogged with salt; skin worn to an ancient leathery texture. Everyone could recognise a lifelong salt worker by the roughness of their skin. But more dangerous still was the work of those who were out on the dykes. Up to their waists in tidal water, they were letting the sea gush into the great rectangular flood plains that had been marked out by the dykes. Then, when the tide was it its height and on the turn, they had to fill the breach, hurriedly piling stone and mud to seal the water in, so that the sun could evaporate the trapped sea, to leave yellowing piles of salt for the shovellers. Two or three dyke workers a year died in the struggle with mud and tide.


‘Erik.’ Her voice was tentative.


‘Inny.’ He didn’t turn around, but was glad that she had found him.


‘Can I join you?’


This time he glanced up, and smiled. ‘Of course.’


‘Bjorn says you have a female character, and that she has gained a bezant already.’


‘Yes. It’s amazing. I’ve never experienced anything like it. I really think that I have connected to the game in a way people usually miss out on. It’s made me wonder what more is possible.’


‘That’s wonderful, Erik. You might have time to get somewhere before … you know.’


They sat close together. A few strands of Injeborg’s long blond hair were lifted by the breeze to touch Erik gently on his cheek.


‘The saltpans are bad news, Inny – look.’


‘I know. But at least you would live close to us still.’


‘Even that is still an unlikely allocation. I should put in a request I guess. But I still hope … I hope that I can find a way to make a challenge myself. Or maybe that my dad finally comes out of hiding and is successful.’


‘Erik. Can I ask you something personal?’ Injeborg looked serious. He was so used to seeing her in a playful, tomboyish humour that Erik was slightly shocked by a sudden insight into the adult woman she would become: thoughtful, intelligent, and, he had to admit, beautiful.


‘Yes. Ask.’


‘Why doesn’t your dad play Epic?’ She quickly added, ‘You don’t have to say if it’s a secret.’


‘Oh.’ His gaze shifted uncomfortably from hers back to the workers in the estuary. ‘I wish I knew. I wish they trusted me, but whatever the secret is, they keep it even from me.’ He was embarrassed to admit it. Suddenly Erik felt tearful, ‘You know I can be trusted, Inny, don’t you?’ Instinctively he rubbed his tongue across the rough bottom edge of one of his front teeth.


‘Of course. Every time you smile, I know you can be trusted.’


Erik grinned then, and they cast their minds back seven years.




****





The September olive harvest was a rare opportunity for fun for the children of the village. The adults would lay down netting around the small trees, then stand back and let the children run wild. They would shake the branches, or hit them with sticks, or even climb into the thickets to rock the tree, until the ground was strewn with olives and debris. The olives were then gathered in the nets and poured through a bucket and moving platform device to sort out the twigs and leaves from the black and green olives.


Erik rode on the shoulders of Big Erik – or B.E. as they all called him – grabbing tree branches and shaking them until all the olives were down.


‘That one done?’ asked B.E.


‘Aye. Finished.’


‘Quick then, there’s Injeborg!’ B.E. was a bold scoundrel nearly twice Erik’s age and Erik loved to be involved in his games.


‘Yes, hurry, hurry!’ Erik drummed his feet onto B.E.’s chest as they galloped to the next tree. Injeborg, holding hands with her chubby brother Bjorn, ran up just behind them.


‘Ours!’ Erik was gleeful.


‘But there’s not many left,’ complained Bjorn.


‘True, true, you can help us with this.’ B.E. loosened one of his hands from its grip on Erik’s legs to gesture at the tree.


For a few minutes they were silent, busy pulling tree branches back and forth. Then, with some difficulty because of Erik’s weight on his shoulders, B.E. bent low and moved the two of them stealthily up behind the girl, who was crouching, back towards them, in order to reach the lower branches. Erik giggled, knowing it was bold, and vigorously thrashed the branches above her head. B.E. could barely keep his balance as olives rained down on Injeborg.


‘Oh!’ She ran out, hands over her head. ‘Did you do that deliberately?’ Injeborg challenged them, little hands on hips, her fair hair a tangle of twigs and leaves.


‘Of course not,’ replied B.E. innocently. ‘You know the rules.’


Injeborg eyed them suspiciously. ‘Ya. And I also know you two.’


Bjorn came over. ‘Are we finished?’


‘That was the last one,’ answered B.E.


‘Then let’s go get a drink.’


‘Wait. Carry me.’ Injeborg always gave as good as she got, which is why it was good to tease her. She pulled her brother down so she could get on his shoulders. ‘Now, you two troublemakers,’ she hailed them imperiously. ‘Let’s play Epic.’


‘Oh, Epic!’ shouted Erik.


‘How?’ B.E. was puzzled.


‘We are knights. And the first one to fall over loses,’ explained Injeborg.


‘Is that allowed?’ asked Bjorn.


‘Probably not,’ replied B.E., hoisting Erik up more firmly and gripping him tightly.


‘Well, I don’t know,’ Bjorn was uncertain.


Erik felt the excitement in his mount and knew from the tension of the frame beneath him that B.E. was ready to move.


‘Charge! Charge!’ Erik yelled at the top of his voice before being abruptly cut off as B.E. jumped towards Bjorn. He recovered his position, only to have Injeborg grab him by the shoulder and pull hard.


Erik was on the ground, B.E. beside him, laughing.


‘What was that cracking sound?’ Bjorn leant over Erik. ‘Oh no. Poor little Erik.’


‘What?’ B.E. sat up immediately on hearing the deep dismay in Bjorn’s voice.


‘Look,’ Bjorn pointed.


‘Oh,’ B.E. looked sadly into Erik’s face. ‘Does it hurt?’


‘Whath?’ replied Erik.


‘Your tooth.’


‘Let me see! Let me see!’ Injeborg pushed the two big children away and leant over. She was serious for a moment and then tried to hide a smile. ‘You look daft.’


‘Are you all right, Little Erik?’ asked B.E. again.


‘Ya. I’m thine.’


‘Let’s look for it. Maybe it can be stuck on.’ Injeborg dropped to her knees and began parting the grass.


‘I don’t think they can,’ said Bjorn slowly. ‘Remember Greta, she had to have the whole tooth removed when she broke hers.’


‘Oh, don’t worry.’ Injeborg spoke as if she was an adult and not just seven. ‘Little Erik is young. He’ll grow a new one.’


Erik was happy that Injeborg was so cheerful. He would have been very distressed if he had only Bjorn and B.E. to look at. They were exchanging glum looks as they helped search for the piece of broken tooth.


The children were visibly disheartened by the time Harald and Rolfson approached them. Bjorn explained what had happened.


‘Oh, son,’ Rolfson said faintly, as though he had been struck. He shook his head and looked to his neighbour. ‘What do you think? Was it a violation?’


Harald shrugged. ‘First things first. Are you well, Erik?’


‘I’m thine, Dad. It dothen’t hurt a bit.’


Harald crouched in front of his tiny son and, pushing Erik’s lip to one side with his thumb, stared for a while at the broken tooth, ‘Hmm. It might function all right. But you are going to have a crooked smile for a long time.’


‘There is no way of capping it?’ asked Rolfson.


‘Maybe in Mikelgard.’


There was a long pause.


‘What about the violation. Can we say it was an accident that occurred while shaking for olives?’ Rolfson was pale and stuttered.


‘We could.’ Harald gave a severe glance to the children. He scowled at Injeborg. ‘You do understand that people never, ever fight or hurt each other.’


The little girl gave a violent nod.


‘Our ancestors left their home planet centuries ago because of violence, and for all we know that planet was destroyed by war, as we have been on our own ever since. Those first settlers brought with them one rule, a rule that we have obeyed ever since. There is NEVER any reason for violence.’


The children had heard this lecture a hundred times, but suddenly it sounded far more important than ever before.


‘We weren’t fighting, sir,’ interjected B.E. ‘We were just playing Epic.’


‘Epic? How?’ asked Rolfson.


‘We were being knights,’ replied B.E.


Harald gave a wry grimace. ‘The whole point of the game is to provide an alternative to fighting – not to cause it.’ He squatted so that he was eye level with Injeborg. ‘Now, children. Can you all keep a secret?’


They nodded earnestly as his gaze moved from one to the other, assessing them.


‘What you did might be considered fighting. And if that’s so, Bjorn is old enough to get into a lot of trouble. A judge could even exile him, taking into consideration that Erik was hurt.’


‘I’m noth hurt, Dad.’


‘Listen. If you are asked, you must say Erik broke his tooth getting olives. Understand?’


They all nodded again, impressed by the seriousness in Harald’s voice.


‘Let’s hope for the best,’ Harald sighed and glanced at Rolfson.


‘Do you have to tell Freya?’ Rolfson asked him, still sounding anxious.


‘Yes. I tell her everything. But don’t worry. Neither of us will say anything more on the matter.’


Rolfson nodded several times, trying to reassure himself.




****





Later, as a treat, Erik was riding Leban the donkey as it walked around and around, forcing the press down on the olives, their juice running thick and lumpy into clay pots. His dad led the donkey by the halter.


‘Of everybody involved, you are the one who is most likely to forget our secret.’ Harald looked solemn.


‘Why, Dad?’


‘Because everyone else will soon no longer need to talk about it, but you, you will have that broken tooth and people will always ask.’


‘Don’t worry. I won’t tell.’


‘Good boy. You understand why it is important?’


‘Not really. We were only playing.’


‘I know. I know. That’s why I’m not cross with Bjorn or Big Erik. But it’s the judges. They can be very, very strict about fighting. You know the only rule of our society.’


‘Yeth. Never harm anyone.’


‘They might think Bjorn harmed you deliberately.’


Erik laughed, ‘It wathn’t him. It was Injeborg!’


‘I’m not blaming anyone. And don’t you either, or when you are older you will feel bitter about your looks.’


‘No. Anyway,’ Erik said, giving his dad a broken smile, ‘I broke it jumping for olives.’


Harald smiled back with the same proud expression he had worn when Erik had unclipped after his first Epic session.
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