
        
            
                
            
        

    
A Beggar's Chance 

 

Mike strolled slowly along a long dirt road as sand swirled up around his feet in fine, grainy clouds of dingy, powdery brown.  He hated the desert.  While he did like sand, the general lack of water that was common here bothered him.  As he walked, he took a quick glance at his watch.  At least he was making good time towards his first destination.  He then looked off in the distance, and spotted a small desert city that rose up from the sands in great mountains of colorful browns as the afternoon sun hung high in the sky overhead, baking everything around him like a gigantic bread oven.  He tightened the cloth mask around his face as he tried desperately not to breathe in the abrasive, dusty sand, or get it in his eyes.  He soon reached a small side door in the wall that surrounded the city and studied it.  He was surprised that it was still in one piece given that the wood it was made of looked sand worn and dry rotted.  He then grabbed the handle and slowly opened it, causing it to creak, groan, and crackle as it did.  Mike grimaced at this.  The door sounded worse than it looked.  He then leaned through the doorway and carefully studied the street on the other side, quickly noticing that the area was surprisingly empty.  Even the nearby wooden stalls, which were typically used by merchants to sell their wares, all appeared abandoned and neglected.

"Wow, this place is a ghost town," he thought. 

He knew this couldn't be a good sign.  Even in the poorest of towns there was always at least a few merchants in the bazaar.  Yet here, there were none.  He shrugged at this, and then stepped out into the street.  However, as he did, a woman called out to him from a nearby doorway.  Upon hearing her cry, he stopped and glanced her way.  Seeing this, the woman again called out to him. 

"Are you a Remian?" she asked.

Mike studied the woman curiously.  How anyone could know that, given that he was dressed like the locals, and had totally covered his face, was a complete mystery to him.  After contemplating this for a moment he slowly lowered his mask. 

"I am," he said cautiously.

Upon hearing this, the woman whooped and clapped her hands with joy. 

"Oh, thank the goddess!  You must be the one we were told would come to fulfill the prophecy!" she shouted happily.

Mike furrowed his brow at this.

"Prophecy?" he replied.

"Yes!  There is a prophecy that tells of a Remian who will come to our humble town and take a gift of Royal Bread to the goddess Imimbia.  When it is given to her, our land will be saved, and our drought ended!"

Mike shook his head at this. 

"I'm afraid I'm not that person," he said.

However, the woman wouldn't listen.  She soon vanished inside the doorway of what appeared to be a bakery, and then reappeared with a satchel that contained two large, very sweet smelling loaves of bread, and gave them to Mike.  He eyed them curiously.  What was he supposed to do with these?  Eat them? 

"Go!  Take them to the statue of the goddess Imimbia, in the center of the city, and offer them to her as our gift in exchange for the return of the rains," said the woman.

Mike furrowed his brow.

"Why can't you do it?" he asked.

The woman waved her hands frantically.

"No!  No!  Only a Remian can fulfill the prophecy!  If anyone else tries to offer the bread to her, they will be struck dead on the spot!"

Mike frowned.

"Great, a trigger happy goddess with PMS," he thought.  "Alright, I'll take it for you, but once I drop it off, I must be on my way," he said.

The woman clapped her hands joyfully.

"Oh, thank you!  Thank you, oh great Remian, who will fulfill the prophecy!" she replied. 

Just then Mike heard a voice call out to him from behind.

"Remian?" said the voice.

Mike's eyes narrowed.  For some reason he felt like his day had just gone from bad to worse.  He turned around and spotted four ruffians standing in the street glaring at him with greedy, malicious eyes.  He studied them quietly with curious interest, as well as a bit of incredulity. 

"Great, the local thug squad decided to send out a welcoming party.  If I wasn't so low on mana, I'd smoke them on the spot and be done with it," he thought.

He then reached out with his mind to analyze their auras, and was both surprised, and pleased that none of them were mage wielders.  So that was reassuring.  Of course, that didn't do him much good given his currently weakened state as it made him no stronger than they were.  If he was going to reach his next objective, he'd have to bluff his way out of this.  Deciding that he needed to defuse this situation, and quickly, he handed the satchel of bread back to the woman, and then stared defiantly at the four men.

"So, what can I do for you gentlemen?" he asked.

"Hand over everything you have, and we might let you live," grinned one of the men.

Mike furrowed his brow at this.

"How about I don't, and we call it even?" he replied.

The four men laughed.

"Ah, we've got a tough one here," said the first man.

Mike grinned.

"Not tough.  Just better than you," he said.

"In what way, runt?" said the second man.

Mike furrowed his brow at this, and then pointed the palm of his hand at the men so that they could see the casting symbol of a mage wielder emblazoned in it.  The men studied it briefly, and then grinned as though it didn't matter. 

"So you're a mage wielder, eh?  That makes you one of those special crime fighters who go about busting skulls and putting bad guys away, right?  Well, I'd like to see you try that on me, punk," said the first man.

He then strode forward and put Mike's hand in the middle of his chest.

"Go ahead, blast me, if you can, punk," said the man defiantly.

Mike groaned inside.  His bluff wasn't working.  It was also at this moment that he was regretting not picking up any mana stones before leaving on his quest.  Those would've come in handy right about now.  But, since he had no mana stones, or any other magical devices with him to recharge his depleted mana reserves, he would have to go back to basics and find some other way to deal with these thugs.  If he couldn't, he was a dead man.  People in these parts didn't take kindly to mage wielders, and a wielder without his powers was as good as dead.  That meant that he was gonna have to do something that he wasn't really in any shape to do.   

"Back away, or I will kill you," he said defiantly. 

The man grinned mockingly.  Mike frowned.  Clearly his bluffs weren't going to work on these guys. 

"Awe, what's the matter, little mage?  Haven't got any energy?  Or are you just too scared to take a life?" said the man.

"No, I'm just being considerate of the people who live here.  I mean, after all, I wouldn't want them having to clean up the mess I could make of you," he replied.

The man laughed mockingly, pulled a long knife out of his belt, and waved it tauntingly in Mike's face.  Mike swore.  Just then his ears heard the sound of a sword being drawn.  His eyes narrowed at this. 

"Great.  Someone else is joining the party," he thought to himself.

However, the look on the face of the man in front of him told him that, whoever this was, he wasn't one of the ruffians.  This drew his curiosity because, depending on who this other person was, it might play to his advantage.  Cautiously scanning the deserted market to see who had just arrived, he soon locked eyes with a tall, robust young man who was dressed head to toe in heavy metal body armor that looked every bit thick enough to stop a tank shell.  In his right hand was an obscenely oversized sword that could've easily been mistaken for a flat metal pole.  Mike cocked his head slightly in amazement as he took careful note of the young man's weapon.  It was like he was looking at a Royal Paladin on steroids.  And, if not a Paladin, then certainly someone you didn't want to mess with.  Either way, he'd take it. 

"Alright, you four.  Leave the stranger alone, or I shall punish you," said the paladin.

"Punish you?  Where'd this guy learn to talk?" thought Mike.

Just then he noticed that the four ruffians weren't looking at him anymore.  They'd instead turned their attention to the paladin.  Realizing that this might allow him an opportunity to escape from his situation, Mike glanced briefly towards the city door, then the bakery, and finally the woman, the latter of which surprised him the most, as she hadn't fled the area when the ruffians had showed up.  He then glanced between the ruffians, the paladin, and the city door once more.  It didn't take him long to realize that he'd have little chance of escaping the city via the direction he'd entered.  This meant that there was only one route of escape available to him.  Turning quickly, he raced up to the woman, grabbed the satchel of bread from her hands, and slipped quietly through the bakery while the four ruffians were being occupied by the paladin.  As he hurried out the other side, his nose caught the fragrant odor of the fresh bread in the satchel.  It smelled so tempting, and mouth watering, that he wanted to unwrap it and take a bite.  However, before he did, his senses detected something troubling.  Trying to determine what it was, he paused briefly and used what little magic he had left to scan the loaves.  He soon detected the presence of a strong poison in with the bread.  He smirked.

"Crafty.  Very crafty.  They make up a special type of bread that is to be delivered by foreigners of a specific country to the goddess of the land, and make it utterly irresistible to them as a test.  If they can take it all the way without sampling the bread, then they show themselves to be trustworthy.  But, if they surrender to the temptation to sample the bread, they end up as a statistic," he thought.

Just then the sounds of a gigantic, heavy sword clanging against stone, and the cry of several frightened men, echoed behind him.  Mike grimaced.

"Well, that's one less group of ruffians to worry about," he thought. 

He then turned and hurried off to deliver his precious cargo of bread.  Even if he wasn't able to do much else, at least he could do that.  However, he'd gotten no more than a few steps down the street when the four ruffians came crashing through the bakery, and into the street behind him, with the paladin not far behind, his sword dancing wildly in the air as he gave chase. 

"Stop this instant, thou despicable naves!" shouted the paladin.

Mike screwed up his face incredulously at this.

"Seriously!?  Where did this guy learn to talk!?" he thought.

However, he'd no more than thought this when the four ruffians noticed him standing nearby and quickly gave chase.  Mike immediately turned and bolted down the street like a linebacker trying to take a pigskin in for a touchdown.  But as he did, he heard the four ruffians draw their knives and roar in his direction.  As he continued to run, doing his best not to get caught by the four men chasing him, he spotted a rope that was hanging from a beam that crossed the street just in front of him.  Racing over and grabbing it, he pushed off the ground with all his might in hopes of swinging himself to safety.  But, just as the full measure of his weight settled down on the rope, the beam it was tied to snapped in two and collapsed. 

As it did, he felt his body briefly become weightless, and tumble end over end in the air while parts of the surrounding buildings collapsed down into the street on top of the four ruffians, and the paladin.  Moments later his body hit the street with a skittering thud and came to a stop.  Not wanting to waste his chance to escape, he quickly jumped to his feet, the somehow miraculously intact satchel of bread still tucked safely under his arm, and began running again.  A moment later a knife whistled by his head and embedded itself in a nearby post.  A second one soon followed.   

"Rats, they're still alive," he thought. 

He then quickly glanced behind himself, and was disappointed to see all four ruffians, and the paladin as well, still chasing after him.  Realizing that he needed to get off the street before they could catch him, he bounded up a stack of nearby boxes, and quickly parkoured his way up to the nearest rooftop he could find.  Stopping briefly to catch his breath, he looked behind himself and noticed that the four men were still chasing him, even though the climb was clearly slowing them down more than it had him.  Just then the paladin caught up to the four ruffians and soon reduced the number of their party by one.  However, given the heavy armor that the paladin was wearing, and his clearly exhausted state, Mike wouldn't be able to count on him to keep his pursuers at bay anymore.  That just left Mike with three clearly enraged, rampaging ruffians to deal with. 

Reaching the other side of the roof he was on, he found himself standing over another street.  So he paused there briefly as he contemplated what he would do next.  But just then he heard the whistle of arrows coming his way.  Instinctively flinching, and putting up between him, and his unknown attacker, the only thing he had that might protect himself, he felt three arrows hit the satchel he was holding with a thud.  The arrows quickly drove through the leather satchel and out the other side, the tips stopping only an inch short of his face.  Lowering the satchel of bread, and looking in the direction the arrows had come from, he spotted three men in green tights, with pointy ears, and long, ornate bows.  They glared at him briefly before notching more arrows. 

"Elves!?  Are you fricking kidding me!?  First I get attacked by ruffians, and now I have elves shooting at me!  What the hell is wrong with this town!?" he thought.

Not wasting any time, he leapt down from the roof, grabbing a rope along the way to help break his fall, and then landed roughly in the street below.  The sound of whistling arrows again filled the air.  However, this time, rather than flying his way, they instead struck the three ruffians, who had been chasing him, and killed them instantly.  Mike grunted in satisfaction at this.

"Well, at least the elves made themselves useful," he thought.

He then raced down the street, and into one of the local taverns in an effort to get ahead of the elves and keep himself from dying.  However, upon stepping through the door, everyone in the room turned and saw, not only who he was, but also what he was carrying, and the three elven arrows that were sticking out of it.  Upon seeing this, everyone immediately stood up, drew their weapons, and charged at him.  Mike frowned.

"Awe, crap, not you too," he muttered.

Deciding that he'd rather take his chances with the men in the room, rather than the elven archers outside, he charged forward, through the men, over the bar, and through the door behind it.  He was immediately followed by all of the men in the room, including the bartender.  However, much to his relief, in their efforts to gang up on him, they'd accidentally created a human log jam, which blocked the door, and allowed him the time he needed to escape the tavern and flee into the street beyond.  Upon stepping outside he soon noticed that, not far away, was a statue of a goddess.  Even more intriguing was that, in her hands was a small, empty bread basket.  Realizing that this was the desired destination for his delivery, he bolted towards the statue.  However, rather than climbing up the platform to put the bread inside the basket, he instead heaved it at the statue like a quarterback throwing a Hail Mary pass.  To his complete surprise, and considerable relief, the satchel of bread landed safely in the basket.

Not wanting to wait around to see if the goddess, or even the locals, were pleased at this, he raced across the courtyard, down a nearby street, scaled the city wall, and then leapt off it into the sands beyond like an Olympic diver.  What he didn't expect, though, was that he would land on a surprised, and somewhat confused merchant who was, of all things, a seller of mana stones.  Seeing this, and knowing how much he needed them, he snatched one of the large bags of stones from the merchant's cart.  He then tossed the merchant a large silver coin for both the stones, and his troubles, and immediately began to run across the desert at top speed.  However, it was at this moment that his fatigue caught up with him, forcing him to stop and sit down on the ground to catch his breath.  Knowing he had to keep moving, he took a mana stone out of the bag he'd just bought, chanted a quick incantation to activate it, and immediately felt its rejuvenating effects.  Properly restored, and feeling refreshed, Mike leapt to his feet, and began to run across the desert, away from the city, at inhuman speeds.  After running some distance, and feeling that it was now safe, he stopped, sat down, and took a moment to rest.

"Oh man, I am so never going through that city ever again," he thought to himself.

Just then a powerful bolt of lightning leapt from the sky and struck the middle of the city behind him.  This made Mike flinch slightly.  It was soon followed by a ferocious roar that sounded like the angry, irate voice of a very upset goddess.

"Who has defiled this offering of bread!?  I shall burn them to ash with flames of eternal fire!!" came the shout.

Mike grinned.

"Sounds like someone's in trouble.  Well, at least it's not me," he chuckled.

Not long after this another lightning bolt crashed down hard upon the city, followed by showers of flaming hail and clouds of fiery brimstone.  Mike furrowed his brow at this.

"Yep, she's pissed," he said with a grin.

After a few minutes he pulled out another mana stone, further recharged his energy, and then began walking towards his next destination.

"One thing I do have to say about this job; it's never boring."

 

The End
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