Breathe.

The numbers on the screen above the door count down to zero. Sixty seconds left.
Come on, breathe.

I inhale and hold my breath for ten seconds before letting it out.

Breathe.

I sync my breathing with the red numbers of the countdown. Thirty seconds left. The sabre
felt good in my hand; the weight of the shield non-existent. It's a weapon set | made
specifically for this tournament, to mislead the others.

This is it. My one chance to shine. My last shot. | won’t be able to play competitively next
year, but | want that title. People need to know what I’'m capable off.

The door opens when the countdown reaches zero, revealing a dark tunnel. The voice of the
announcer echoes through the building.

“Welcome everyone, to the annual championship in the Wintersdeep realm. Tonight eight
challengers fight to become our champion.”

| heard the familiar voice a dozen times already when | was cheering in the stands. Now I'm
in the tunnels beneath the arena getting ready to fight. | have to win.

The stone walls are thick enough to keep most noise out. The announcer introduces the
veterans — the other seven challengers — shortly and spends more time talking about me
— the newbie. I've watched them compete for years. They are cocky, showing off their skills
every chance they get. | know their habits, their special moves, and tactics. That's my
biggest weapon in the arena. All they know about me is my weapon of choice. None of them
have seen me fight. And | know everything about them.

The crowd goes wild as the first challengers enter the arena. I'm still in the tunnels, not in a
hurry to fight. Let them kill each other before they find me. I'm a small girl, weak-looking, with
sub-par gear. The audience and the announcer call me the underdog. | can’t win if | have to
take them on in one versus one battles. But that’'s exactly why | can win. I'm not alone, even
if | don’t have allies.

From the shadows of the tunnel | check my surroundings, before | go out. It's a wooden
maze. If it's the same as last year, each entrance will join with its neighbouring entrances
before the open space in the centre, the entertainment hot spot.

I’'m not even halfway through my part of the maze when | hear the first screams. At least one
of them is eliminated already. Six left, with one of them injured, if I'm lucky.

The corridors are becoming wider and | can see the branches leading to the other entrances.
Before | run to the centre, | cast a spell of protection. If someone sneaks up on me, I'll be
shielded for at least the first attack. | know | can’t win a physical battle. The sabre and shield
are mainly for show.



The barbarian spots me as | step into the arena. He runs my way with his hammer raised
above his head.

“There you are, little girl. I'm glad | get the honour of killing you.” He grins.

| squeeze my eyes shut as the hammer lands on my shield. The weight of the hammer
pushes me down. It's uncomfortable, but it doesn’t hurt as much as | thought. My spell
worked. The barbarian is confused, but swings again.

“Oh no, you don’'t!” The paladin’s sword struck the barbarian in the side. A red line breaks
the skin with a drop of blood escaping, but no real damage is done.

I quickly cast my stealth cover as the two are distracted.

“I want to kill her.” The paladin shouts, and a red aura surrounds him. The brute relentlessly
smashes the hammer against the nimble paladin once more, but the aura reflects the
hammer back into his own face. His face is bleeding, and the paladin is on his knees. | see
both their health drop, but they haven’t figured out I'm invisible yet.

Which of the two would | rather fight? One of them will come after me, if not both. The
paladin looks easier to kill, so | cast a spell to lower the barbarian’s defence. It might be
enough for the paladin to defeat him. At least, that's what | hope.

I’'m not staying behind to wait for them to finish. There are four more challengers, and if | can
help them kill another, it’ll be in my favour. The wooden panels block my line of sight as | go
back into the maze. An arrow soars by my face and pierces the wood behind me. I'm still
stealthed, so | couldn’t have been the target. The mage tumbles as he tries to get away from
the sniper on top of the wall. He shoots a flurry of fireballs and calls lightning in an attempt to
knock the sniper down. But nothing works.

The sniper skilfully dodges every attack coming his way while he keeps shooting arrows, but
his eyes are on the mage. | cast a wind to push him off the panels, right in the mage’s
vicinity. The sniper wobbles and falls off the ledge. All | hear are his screams. I'm not waiting
for these two to finish fighting either.

| head back to the centre and sneak towards the mage’s exit. | whisper the incantation for a
poison trap — which is usually invisible unless he uses mage sight — but it's taking too long.
| hear his footsteps, soft cloth on the loose sand, coming my way. | rush the words out of my
mouth and as he sets one step into the trap, | finish.

Immediately, the trap is triggered and a cloud of poisonous gas appears around the mage.
“What the f...?” he says and starts to cough violently. He looks at his blood covered hands,
then towards me, and drops dead as we lock eyes.

The cheers become louder, only three more left. No, wait, two. On the other side of the
arena, people are going wild. The last two must have found each other.

Metal clanking is coming my way — the paladin. I'm glad the paladin won, but I’'m not looking
forward to this fight. He does more damage than | can take. | summon my ice armour to
protect me from his melee attacks. If he attacks me, he’ll freeze. Keeping him at a distance
is my only chance of survival.



| run away from the mage’s body and the poison trap. The less he knows, the better. | circle
the arena towards my own entrance. The last challenger won’t be coming from here, so my
back will be safe. The paladin follows me and shouts, increasing his strength. When he sees
my ice armour, he curses.

“You little witch. You really think you can get away?” He growls, and staggers towards me,
sword raised.

The paladin is covered in blood, his armour damaged in several places. He really
underestimates me. | scoff. “Why? You’ve participated in the championships for five years
and never won. Why don’t you just give up, old man?”

The paladin clicks his tongue and summons divine light.

Nothing | didn’t expect, and | dodge to the right. “Why not take a swing? Maybe your attack
will be enough to kill me before | can blast away the last of your life.”

| see him considering it.
“I won't fall for your tricks!”
He’s not wrong, but not right either. | smile.

While he’s considering his options, | conjure an ethereal sword behind him using hand
gestures | hid behind my shield. My taunt failed, but my distraction didn’t. He has no idea
what my magic can do.

| start summoning a lightning storm, a big one. He casts another divine light and interrupts
me. It hurts, but it's worth it. My sword slashes his back and blood drips from the wound. He
falls forward in surprise and curses everything.

‘I won’t let you win and neither will the others. You never had a chance.”

The paladin raises his sword to parry my sword’s next attack. | finish summoning my
lightning storm and the clouds appear above the paladin. The first strike is fatal. My ethereal
sword disappears as the cloud evaporates.

“She made her second kill!"” | can’t make out the rest of his words because of the cheers of
the crowd. | hear them chanting my name and | love it. It gives me the adrenaline to face my
last opponent. It’s either the rogue or the necromancer, but no sign of him yet. | go back into
stealth mode and cover the arena with poison traps. | have no idea where he’ll come from,
but | can always kite him over the traps. Before | finish setting up the last trap, | hear cursing
from behind me. It's the necromancer.

A skeleton wielding a sword and shield follows him, like a pet waiting for orders. The poison
won’'t harm him, but the necromancer’s life is slowly diminishing. | summon a fireball and my
stealth cover is blown when it leaves my hand. The skeleton stumbles towards me as my
fireball burns his master.

| retrace my steps as | cast another ice armour. They both follow me and run right into the
next trap. By now the necromancer realises what I've done. With two stacks of poison, his
health is going down rapidly, and there is no one else around to drain life from.



He curses and casts a spell on me. He slows me down, just enough so | won’t be out of
reach, and the skeleton’s sword hits my shield. The necromancer is eager to kill me and
triggers my third trap, hoping I'll be dead before him. His confidence will be his downfall.
Now, it's just a matter of time. As long as | can stay alive long enough, I'll win this.

The skeleton keeps attacking me and | barely have enough time to parry and block the
strikes. | hear the commentator hyping up the crowd. | can’t hear his words but the volume
and cadence of his voice are telling — this is it.

‘I won’t let you win. You don’t deserve it.” The necromancer grinned.

He starts casting a spell, powerful enough to kill me. I quickly cast a wind to knock the
skeleton back, and a fireball to interrupt his spell. The fire burns his robe and the skeleton
crumbles to dust. | hurl another fireball towards him and it hits him hard. The necromancer is
burnt to a crisp. And I'm still alive.

My knees buckle and tears are rolling down my cheeks. | did it. | won.

It's unreal, and | can’t believe it. | wanted to win with all | had, but | never forgot the
possibility | could still lose.

“Here is your champion! Three cheers for Raka, this year’s winner!” The words echo through
the stadium, almost overpowering the cheers of the crowd.

I look up and notice everyone is looking at me with smiles on their faces. A few | recognise
from my adventures in the open world. | see victory signs, thumbs up, hands raised.
Someone even made a sign with my name on it.

My vision becomes blurry because of the tears. | take off the VR glasses and dry my eyes
with a tissue. My bedroom is still dark, and the rest of the house quiet. My legs refuse to
move and the joints in my hands ache. My body will need to recover for at least a week
before | can feel human again, but it was worth it.

For years my physical limitations kept me from enjoying life. Playing Wintersdeep freed me.
And becoming the champion was a dream | thought to be impossible. | pushed on and
overcame my disabilities. They thought it was impossible for someone like me to win, but |
did. Nothing can stop me.



