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BETTER OFF DEAD

 

CHUCK WILSON STOOD close to straight. His Arcane Bolt pummeled abdomen begged him to double back over. Mind against it, his brow furrowed, and lip curled as he drew a deep breath. 

He raised his red-gloved hand in victory.

Around the dueling platform atop the Vegas Strip’s famed Paragon Casino, hundreds of golden clairvoyance sensors flashed orange to clairaudience. Cheers and jeers from remote viewing locations around the world bled through in a cacophony of delight and outrage.

Bryant’s last-ditch spell, Mummy’s Touch, left Chuck’s mouth coated with ash. Blood seeped from his right upper and lower gums where the summoned Minotaur had whacked him with a warhammer.

Sucking on the blood, Chuck swished it around; pieces of his teeth came free.

He leaned to the side and spat. 

Flecks of white dotted the soot-thickened blood blob. He knew the spell well and was not surprised the stench rolling form his mouth was like a neglected mausoleum.

A unified chant began to form from the clamor, overtaking the fading jeers. “WDF! WDF! WDF!” 

Though a rib felt cracked, he grimaced through the pain and clapped his hands over his head as he turned a slow circle to play to the World Dueling Federation fans. 

Timed to the chant, he pumped his fists back and forth. His lips parted to show his cracked smile. Chuck lived for this.

He had not realized how much he missed it until the red gloves turned to dust and his sweaty palms clasped. The red cloud formed letters over his head. His first duel since the WDF had been decommissioned a decade ago, Chuck did not have to look to see Victor form above his head. 

Chuck tried to mask his limp as he closed on his defeated opponent. “You dueled better than I thought any Leaguer could.” 

On his knees, head bowed, Bryant did not reply. When fresh, Bryant’s robes were full of his Spell Dueling Sport League sponsors. The tattered remains hung from a shoulder, and his rope belt kept the ripped fabric below his torso from falling to the ground. Only a few logos remained remotely recognizable.

Chuck grabbed the robe’s remnants. He directed the young man to stand and follow. 

At the edge of the building, the gold and orange sensors hovered around them; some close over their shoulders, others—anticipating what was going to happen—over the ledge.
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