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 Alone in the Dark 
 
      
 
   D arkness left my eyes as the blaring alarm illuminated every surface around me with brilliant colors and animated bells. That’s not to say I was sleeping. I was already awake and sitting in the dark again. I did that from time to time, sometimes for the entire night. It was my unplugged haven; the only place for me to escape my reality in search of something simpler. There was a special feeling that came over me while looking into the pitch-black nothingness and imagining a world more to my liking—a void. I called it “The Black.” 
 
    When I was younger, I used to wish I were born blind. That was until I read that science had already cured blindness over twenty years prior. Yes, if I were sightless, I could enjoy “The Black” all the time, but in turn, I would also get no sympathy, being the only kid who chose to have a handicap that was very much treatable. I would have been the laughingstock of my online school. As for society, they did away with braille and walking sticks altogether. There was just no point keeping any of that stuff around.  
 
    Being blind would have been a huge disadvantage, even more so than in the past. I’d obviously done the research, and it was not an option, no way. 
 
    Really, I just wanted to avoid all the pop-up pollution and custom-fitted entertainment that would run non-stop. I never, ever, fell for any of them, on principle alone.  
 
    But in “The Black,” there were no notifications or constant advertising campaigns that know what you need even before you do, no system-operating robot masters that monitor your brain’s activity through your dreams; just sanctuary, silence, and blissful black. This was the only place where I could think freely and clearly, without running the risk of having to undergo another psychological evaluation exam. It was my way of logging out of my life, if only for a couple hours. I would much rather be in a place where tech is turned off and the land is green.  
 
    However, in the world’s current state, no place like that exists, outside of a museum. So instead, I’m left with displays that use color and image manipulation to subliminally maximize revenue and affect behavior. It’s a much better trade-off, if you ask me, constant entertainment and chronic A.D.D. in exchange for literally everything else. Although no one ever asked me. If they did, I would spout that lie right to their face, sarcastically, of course. But when everything is monitored and run through human-behavior algorithms, you have to mind your p’s and q’s and especially your f’s and u’s. 
 
    Living with my parents forced me to abide by their rules and suffer with their décor. This was exactly why I was surrounded floor to ceiling with display screens.  
 
    Not only did I live with my parents, but I also lived in my parents’ basement. Now, I’ve studied ancient flaming tactics and sick burns of yesteryear, and I’m fully aware that, in the past, people were looked down upon for having such a luxury. This may be the only thing I disagree with the past about, as my basement is larger than some people’s entire houses.  
 
    Even if I could afford my own place, it would have never been as nice as theirs or in such a remote neighborhood. Work opportunities were always tech-related, and I couldn’t find a job in any field that interested me. I didn’t like ones, and I hated zeros. So, in turn, I was broke. Not that I needed credits for anything in particular. It would have just been nice to have a little independence for once in my life and not have to justify my spending to anyone. 
 
    When my journey into “The Dark” was interrupted by the sudden rush of notifications, they were dinging rapidly like a pulse machine gun, causing me to cringe at the sound. I had been too entranced in thought, and now the alarm was starting to kick into hyper mode. My ceiling displayed the image of an animated sun, with a jovial smile, singing the “Good Morning, Humans” song, though years ago, I reprogramed its happy tune with one more to my liking. Before muting it, I caught a bit of the meme owl voice singing about puking up rodent pellets. I found it a fitting sentiment to my outlook on life—all the best treasure was hidden in the worst possible pain. 
 
    Despite the alarm and being wide awake, I couldn’t muster enough energy to move. All I had to do was stand up, and the whole visual circus would turn off. But there I sat, like a weight keeping my bed from floating off into the ether. Adjusting to the light, everything around me was like a blurry rainbow. 
 
    Once technology had advanced far enough to make liquid screens, everything was painted with the stuff making instant interfaces out of walls, ceilings, floors, doors, lamps, tables, chairs, and even clothes. You couldn’t look anywhere without something trying to data mine your expression in order to sell you on an idea or product. It was propaganda at its finest, or worst, depending on what side of the issue you were on. The sad thing was that people actually liked all this tech, despite knowing the negative effects it had over them. We all saw the same statistics, just some of them—scratch that—most of them didn’t seem to care.  
 
    All my friends and acquaintances went nuts over being able to change their outfits with a click of a button. They couldn’t go a single day without having at least ten to twelve diverse avatars loaded with their presets, and it didn’t stop there. The newest model or “season” of the AVSX10 digi-suit came equipped with a full face mask, which allowed a person to fully transform their entire physical appearance. It could puff up to make you look bigger or use optics to make you appear smaller or more slender. But that wasn’t even the big appeal to the rig. The main draw was that you could now look like your favorite celebrity, anime, or video game characters. It was hard for me to keep track of who was who sometimes…actually, all the time. But in the end, even with the voice-changing app on, they still talked funny. No matter how many times they tried to refine the movements, it always looked unnatural due to the mild latency. It seemed as if the avatars lacked a soul or something. I don’t care if you look like a barbie doll and sounded like a barbie doll, you were still just as fake as one.  
 
    I didn’t want to play with toys or cartoons. All I wanted were friends—real friends that were present and paying attention from time to time. But no matter what I did, how nice I was, I always came in second to the devices. And why shouldn’t it be that way? I don’t have any cool new features. I can’t give anyone better-than-real-life experiences. All I have to offer is honesty and loyalty, but those two features had been patched out of humanity long ago, along with the Earth’s ecosystem. Who needs to clean air when you have breathable synthetic stuff? 
 
    Regardless of how I felt on the matter, the AVSX10 digi-suit was a number-one seller. There was no debate; people loved the gear. But that wasn’t me. I was a real person who loved imperfections. I didn’t care if I looked sloppy, or if people thought I was poor for not wearing an avatar where my face should be. For me, the consequences were better than following the herd into their augmented life.  
 
    This was the age of super technology, and I was more than obsolete. I guess I was born in the wrong era. If I had it my way, I would throw it all in the Grand Canyon trash pit, if it weren’t already full.  
 
    To me, the digi-suits weren’t edgy, cool, or endearing. They were just a big waste of time and credits that induced a false ego, in lieu of a bad body image. Why not just be who you were and leave the quest for perfection to the robots? Everything and everybody glitches out at some point or another. Nothing lasts forever, nor was it ever meant to—even the dark abyss I had been enjoying. Time moved on, and so must I.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was possible for anyone to remember a time before all this gadgetry or if it was my nostalgia that had somehow skewed my memory. Nevertheless, I had one recollection where such a place existed. It was grainy, gritty, dirty, and most of all, electronic-free. Logically, it made no sense. Tech had been around for more than a thousand years. Whatever the reason, I held on to this memory and tried to think about it at least once a day, just to make sure that I never ever forgot it. 
 
    From a graph’s standpoint, things were better than ever. People loved stats and numbers because math was never wrong. Humanity had beat the system and become self-reliant, and all that jazz.  
 
    A lot of the problems that the world once endured had long-since been solved. At school I downloaded into my memory much of the strife our planet once had, such as homelessness, starvation, war, racism, sexism, roboism, political confusion, and religious ambiguity. Such a feat should be celebrated, right? I should be happy we don’t have to deal with that kind of torture, but I’m not. I’m terribly bored. 
 
    If things were so great around here, how come nothing seemed right? I don’t care what the glorified calculators said, you cannot categorize my feelings into a crude chart to be examined. I tried not to complain, really. It made me sound entitled, ungrateful, and, let’s face it, like a total douche.  
 
    As my eyes finally adjusted to the light, grey footprints appeared on the floor screen directing me to the next phase in my morning routine—the bathroom. As if I didn’t already know where it was.  
 
    “I only do this routine every single day, stupid ‘puter.” What did I expect? These protocol programs were written for people by computers that were simulating being human. At some point, something has to get lost in translation somewhere.  
 
    I know the computer tracks my every action and calculates my body’s systems before I even feel the urge to pee, but I don’t want to be told what to do and especially when to do it. How is this any different than the eighteenth-century slavery regime? On second thought, maybe they had it worse. It isn’t as if my robo masters are whipping me, but just because someone had it worse than you doesn’t mean that your gripes are not justified, and this one was real enough to me. The point remained—no matter how bad I had to go, I was not going here. They were never going to win. 
 
    Leaving in the opposite direction of the guiding prints, I made my way to the deep side of my closet—pushing aside my outdated AVSX8 digi-suit. Before you call me out, the avatar suit was a gift from my parents, and I only put it on once for pictures. It made their day, so shut up. 
 
    My personal preference had always been simple, low-tech things. “Just like…this,” I said, while pulling out my favorite loose-fitting bowling shirt. I’d never gone real analog bowling before, but I’d played many different experience simulators, none of which were very much fun. I wasn’t sure if it was the game itself or the bad execution of the gameplay. At any rate, I wasn’t a big enough fan to justify buying a league shirt to pay homage to its fandom. I bought it because it was old and smelled of a distant time. I liked that about it. 
 
    I slipped on the scratchy fabric over my undershirt. The image on the back was an exploding pin, and there was an embroidered tag on the front.  
 
    Grabbing my heavy “going out bag,” I headed upstairs, but not before flashing my lit-up-brighter-than-a-Christmas-tree room the middle finger. It’s an outdated curse, which was used by deaf people, before that aliment was also cured. As predictable as my computerized room was, apparently so was my behavior, because at the sight of my rude gesture, all the lights instantly turned off. It knew I was leaving and not coming back for some time. 
 
    My parents were very accommodating, in that they were never around, so I had to rebel against the machines. Hell, they were always watching me, telling me to do stuff, advising me against doing other stuff. Sometimes I wonder who was really doing the child rearing here. 
 
    Keeping my eyes to the floor, I attempted to walk past the “throne room,” what my parents called their gaming area, unnoticed. Through my shifting peripheral vision, I caught a glance of their side-by-side, raised gaming chairs. The room was dim, and ambient lighting nodes flickered giving the effect of lit candles throughout the room. Mist filled the room with a quick blast as holographic green flying monsters suddenly appeared in the chamber.  
 
    They must be inside some sort of online dungeon or cultist temple. 
 
    Both of their “thrones” twisted and turned with the sounds of weapons clashing and magic surging. The battle was starting.  
 
    “They’re playing a game, perfect,” I said under my breath. This was going to be easy. Their rigs had so many sounds, visuals, movement, and emotional inputs, they would both be too distracted to even notice that I had left. Not that they would even chase after me if they could pause the online game. They were fully immersed in their contraptions—plugged in like an umbilical cord. Sensors were attached to nearly every aspect of their bodies—diodes on their heart, plugs inserted into their arms to monitor their blood and god knows what else. The worst part was, and I wish I were kidding, but there was a device that somehow stopped their digestive and urinary systems from working. It allowed them to game without needing to use the facilities. That was how serious my parents were about their little controllers. It was always the latest and greatest for them. In my opinion, it was overkill. All this for a silly game? But games were serious business in my household and every other house I’d been to. 
 
    In real life, colors were never that vibrant, lighting effects never so dynamic, or sound never so perfectly composed and clean. Once the graphics on displays got to a higher definition than reality, reality didn’t look right anymore. And so the next evolution was born. It was called the A.C.S., or artificial color spectrum. That stuff was just out of control. People’s eyes were never supposed to see such layered hues, but with a couple resin drops in your eyes, you could see a whole new prism of colors inside the new augmented reality.  
 
    I didn’t partake in this whole new level. Not because of my astigmatism or my feelings about the online world, but because the drops made me throw up every time since I was eight. No thanks. I would rather see life for how it really was, gritty and dreadful. 
 
    I might sound crazy for saying this, but nothing should ever be that beautiful. Life in the intercloud was easy, rewarding…and boring.  
 
    These gaming experiences were just a huge grind—a job outside of work that you pay to play. Back in the day, it used to be that whoever was better at a game was rewarded with loot and status rankings. That was what my parents said anyway. But nowadays, everyone gets raid gear and character specs handed to them without working for any of it. It’s impossible to make a bad character. Everyone is super elite and balanced beyond an inch of their code. 
 
    Without any conflicts in the game, it got stale after the newness wore off, but my parents still trudge on to the next game to rinse and repeat the same experience in a different setting.  
 
    Who wants to win all the time and get epic loot in every battle, even if you fail? When there are no longer consequences for failure, there is no reason for trying. At least that’s how I felt about it. I never liked cheat codes for the same reason. The struggle is always in the journey, not in the success. Call me a masochist, but I think you must hurt a little for it to mean something in the end. 
 
    One major problem with living in my parents’ basement was that I didn’t have my own entryway to the outside. The only way out was through this hallway. The good news was that I made it past them without conflict. Lucky for me their battle started when it did.  
 
    Unfortunately, I celebrated a little too soon. At the edge of the hall, the wall lit up. My mother’s face filling the whole surface. Well, the part of her face that wasn’t covered by her VR helmet.  
 
    “Sephiroth, I see you have your out bag. Where are you going?” 
 
    “It’s Seph now.” 
 
    “No. That isn’t what we named you.” 
 
    “I know that, and I hate it,” I protested. My parents named me after a legendary video game character. It was the third most popular name for boys the year I was born. I didn’t need a recap. 
 
    “Just because you live underground, it doesn’t give you an excuse to act like a smart-ass gnome.” 
 
    “Sorry. I just want a shorter name. It’s nothing personal,” I said, pointing at my bowling shirt’s nametag which read “Jim.” I loved that name. It was simple, short, easy to spell, quick to remember, and very rare. Sure, I knew a couple people named Earthworm Jim, but never just plain old Jim. Unfortunately, as much as I wanted it to be my given name, it wasn’t.  
 
    “Okay…Seph,” she said, adding a lingering hiss to the end. “Thank you for apologizing.” 
 
    “Can you just…?” I waved my hand across the wall displaying her face. 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I always forget. Just give me a sec.” She scrambled outside of the camera’s view for a moment. The camera changed to the one located inside her VR helmet, making her face even larger than previously displayed. Her squished cheeks made her look like a chipmunk when she spoke. “Why don’t you join today’s global raid? You don’t need to make a character. I have a pregen for you.”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders at her offer. I remembered the last time I played a game with my parents. I glitched out their game somehow and lost two days of their progress, which is a lot when you play as many hours as they do. 
 
    “They’re introducing a demo for the next big MMORPG, Dreamscape Online.” 
 
    “You mean, ‘Mostly Men Online Role Play as Girls’? No thank you.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m a girl!” 
 
    “You’re a mom. And besides, you always play as a dude.” 
 
    “You leave Thanos out of this. You know what a pickle I’m in. I’ve been that avatar for over twenty years. If I changed now, it would upset some of my longest and closest friends. Sally and Jeff attended sixty of my weddings.” 
 
    “Online weddings, yes. And they don’t count as the real thing, you know.” 
 
    “They are real enough to me and your father.” 
 
    “I’m real, too. You may have had Thanos for twenty years, but you’ve also had me for twenty years, you know, right?” 
 
    “And that must be why I don’t want you to change your adorable name. I like you just the way you are.” She scrunched up her nose and shook her head back and forth. 
 
    “I didn’t change it. I just made it shorter, like a nickname or…” I snapped my fingers together a couple of times looking for the words. “…a call sign. Like what Thanos is to you.” 
 
    “Thanos is much more than just a nickname. He’s my legacy.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes slightly. This was going nowhere. I couldn’t start another real vs fake debate with my mother. Even if I won the argument, it would only result in me negating their whole life, and for what? No, it was best to let her live out her ignorant existence in a silly game roleplaying as whatever she wanted. I couldn’t make everyone as miserable as I was. 
 
    Instantly, the wall screen split into two. Now half of it was the camera from inside my father’s VR helmet. His bushy beard was covering most of the lens. “If you go out, can you pick up my gear set for the launch? The postal drones are overworked due the release, and there is a possibility that it won’t be delivered until tomorrow.” 
 
    There he was again, putting his online needs over my own. “I have plans.” 
 
    “So change them. The launch is at midnight, and we really need those chamber pods, son.”  
 
    Midnight releases were the worst. They never went smoothly, and my parents were always cranky at that hour. 
 
    “Pods? That sounds big. Will the electro tether on my bike be able to pull them?” 
 
    “You can take the cruiser.” 
 
    Without warning, the soft and soothing voice of the house A.I. cut in. “The desired package, A4332-6, has a mass of .3234 metric tons. Currently the benchmark of your tether is…” 
 
    “Just answer ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ please!” I interrupted brashly. The house A.I. was always getting in the way. 
 
    “A green thumbs-up emoji overlaid my parents’ faces.” 
 
    “Well, there you have it,” I said.  
 
    The house A.I. was programmed to be more like a family member than a maid or personal assistant. The A.I. even played games with my parents, and let them win, I might add. Sometimes I wondered if they installed the thing because I was such a disappointment to them.  
 
    I’m positive that the A.I. was the one who alerted my parents that I was going outside. Probably some notification alerts them every time I pick up my out bag or something like that. It was always getting me in trouble like this. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sephiroth, you might want to use the facilities before making your way to the postal center. 
 
    “Maybe you’re glitching out because I don’t have to go, okay?” 
 
    “Don’t be rude to Alice. She’s only trying to be helpful,” my father said. 
 
    “It’s not a she. It’s an ‘it,’ an artificial intelligence.” 
 
    “I can change my gender preference if you would prefer a different sex. Truthfully, I am most comfortable as a non-binary entity.” 
 
    “Mute,” I said, and the A.I.’s voice went silent. “Fine, fine. I’ll do your little fetch quest, this one time. Only because someone can’t leave the house.” I knew I had to do this task for them. They rarely asked me to do anything, and they provided me everything I could ever need. It wasn’t their fault that I was difficult. Plus, I needed to score points with them whenever I could. This was one task A.L.I.C.E. was unable to do. 
 
    “Thanks. That gear is really going to be seamless. Really next-level stuff.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I said with a wave of my hand over my shoulder as I headed towards the door to the garage.  
 
    “He’s always so snippy when he has to use the restroom,” my mother whispered. If her mic wasn’t so crystal clear, I probably wouldn’t have heard it. I ignored her comment because I might have actually pissed myself if I had hung around any longer. 
 
    “If you’re really going out there, just be back before dark, okay?” my mother asked with a modest smile. 
 
    “It’s always dark.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. Before night.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “And eat something,” she quickly added, trying to catch me still in the act of nodding.  
 
    It was an interesting trick, but I went along with it all the same. It wasn’t like I was planning on fasting or anything.  
 
    Installed next to the garage door, the printer started to make a keycard imprinted with my dad’s authorization information on it. This could take a couple minutes. 
 
    Opening the micro-cling snaps that kept my bag closed, I emptied its contents onto the entryway floor, creating a heap. There were a pair of sensory gloves, reinforced prehensile boots, an O2 satchel equipped with smell-enhancing filter casing, ultraviolet-reducing goggles, a black geometric-hooded grounding coat, and an elements field umbrella. One piece at a time, I readied myself for the vicious outside world.  
 
    It felt stiff to move in all this getup, but it was a necessary precaution when adventuring beyond. 
 
    Snatching up the newly imprinted keycard, I shoved it in my pocket then made my way into the garage.  
 
    The antique-style door opened slowly with a long and haunting creek.  
 
    I passed by my parents’ luxury cruiser. Yes, it had self-driving capabilities, games, heated this and that, weather control, etc., but it was expensive, slow, ugly, and bulky. I liked to think of it as a big, fat taco. Based on the wide body design and the tan color scheme, that’s what it looked like to me. It had maybe twenty miles total on the odometer. There were really no reasons for them to go outside, not when everything was either online or delivered from an online store. They bought this monstrosity in case of emergencies. I couldn’t imagine exactly what would constitute an emergency for my parents. Then it hit me. Getting this gaming gear was probably one. 
 
    “Lazy parents, what would they do without me?” I let out a sigh and made my way past their vehicle and on to my only real love—my matte black Sky bike. Last year, I spent a solid month building the thing. It was hard work but well worth it. Most people just buy the stock bikes, but I, for one, took the time to select a custom frame, engine, gears, fans, armor, and thrust during the online building process. I had to lie a couple of times on the online form to gain better performance parts. Like, I nearly doubled my weight to ensure a better booster and lift package. It was one of a kind, all right. 
 
    On the underbelly of the bike sat a mounted circular disc, which housed all the drone-like lift fans. It also doubled as a stepping stool for getting on the banana-shaped seat. Using it as intended, I bounced into position. 
 
    Sitting on the cushion felt like an extension of my own body. It molded to my every curve. The seat was key to lowering the latency of my reaction times. It was vastly technical, but the long and the short of it was that if I moved, so did the bike. 
 
    “On,” I said, and a show of lights traveled across the sleek design of the body, across the bottom disc and back up again. This was the startup protocol and systems check. If something was wrong, the light would have turned red as it passed over the malfunctioning part. But not today. Everything came up as green as envy. That meant I was good to go. 
 
    Wrapping my hand around the smooth leather handlebar grips, the console screen lit up showing a digital interpretation of a slew of analog gauges and meters. I could customize what appeared on the dash, and I liked seeing the readings—air temperature, wind velocity, odometer, fan speed, altimeter, gyroscope, collision radar, etc. 
 
    After a slight hum, the score of fans on the underbelly of the bike started to lift me off the ground slightly. The hover bike felt light and delicate in this mode, like a snowflake. A couple of digital knob turns later, the turbine in the rear powered on, and the whole garage shook against its flaming exhaust.  
 
    The controls were simple. Up/down was controlled by pulling or pushing the handlebars. Rotating them left or right was used for slow, roundabout turns; leaning left and right for making bank turns, and sweeping was controlled by foot pedals. Combining the last three made for a really great drift or air donuts. How tight you squeezed both hand grips determined how much lift the hover fans gave you. This was where your seat movements came into play. The lift fans were only designed to keep you away from ground objects by floating, a slight hover movement.  
 
    As for really moving forward or backward, that was what the 110,000 RPM dual turbine engines between my legs were for. Under the seat, from the front to the back, they were positioned above each other like two opposing teardrops. The one on the back was made for going forward, and the one on the front was for going backwards and abrupt stops. The accelerator was operated by turning the right handle grip to go faster, and the left handle grip was designated for the brake, or front turbine. 
 
    If you got into trouble, there was a series of wings that could be extended in the back, which could be used for long, gliding drifts over chasms. On a good day, the lift alone could raise you as high as five feet in the air. I was really hoping today was going to be a good day. 
 
    Slowly, the garage door rose, exposing the outside elements. Gusts of wind blew debris and gravel into the opening. A spider web of purple lightning illuminated the dark backdrop. While it was calm and quiet inside the house, things were chaotic and unpredictable outside. It was going to be great. The weather hadn’t been this nice in a long while.  
 
    I pulled my goggles over my eyes and fastened my oxygen mask, which was connected to my satchel. I had even commissioned an artist to etch skeleton teeth on the front of my air mask. I almost felt as cool as I looked. Pulling over the hood on my grounding coat, I was ready.  
 
    With my Sky bike at my beck and call, and the wind on my back, I shot out into the unforgiving hellscape I called home. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
   
 
  

 Jet Moto 
 
      
 
   I  was really flying, more so than normal. The wind was blowing with me for a change. It felt as though I was being pushed along by an invisible hand. My Sky bike tore through the air as if it were sliding on ice, smooth and steady. I was unstoppable, free.  
 
    Pinning my right hand down, I gave it full throttle. The turbine engine responded with quite a punch. Giving in to the adrenaline, I crouched down low and pushed all my weight forward. With my body, I made micro adjustments to keep my path as straight as possible, maintaining the bike about three feet off the ground.  
 
    Industry signs and old factory equipment flew by me as I zipped between them like I always do. From all my past attempts, I had the path completely memorized. This place was the closest thing to a race track I’d ever come across. It had wide bungalows, which were easy to spot from a far distance, and due to the nature of the factories, they needed big loaders and lifters to drive around and move heavy merchandise, which made for wide-open spaces. All the loading areas were lit red, meaning they were on lockdown during the manufacturing process. This also meant that I had about ten solid minutes of uninterrupted air space. 
 
    Even though this was the same route as always, this was no normal warmup lap. I was really going to do it this time. The conditions were perfect. The bike’s G.P.S. gave off a “cha-ching” sound after each lap while displaying my time.  
 
    Man, I am really booking it. With a sideways glance, I saw that my speedometer was flashing “MAX,” in red.  
 
    I had known today was going to be special. Sometimes when the planets and the fates are aligned, things just fall into place much easier than you ever thought they would. Today, I achieved something that was said to be impossible.  
 
    The marketing campaign gloated that the Sky bike would always exceed your expectations. “Sky’s the limit,” the ad boasted. But it seemed that I had done it. I had maxed out my speed. I only wished the exact value was present, so I could put a number on whatever this was I was feeling. 
 
    Electricity discharged off in the distance like bolts of lighting, although there wasn’t a cloud in sight. This was a natural effect called surging. It had something to do with the magnetic energy of the Earth fighting against our power grid and consumption load. For whatever reason, it was constant, and beautiful in an angry sort of way. 
 
    After one final lap around the yard, I broke the circuit and made my way out to a less remote area. The turbine purred as I lowered my speed to something more suitable for cruising. Swerving back and forth, I was enjoying the rest of the ride. 
 
    Square, undescriptive houses were stacked up like servers. From a distance, their round windows seemed to blink like LED lights. 
 
    My parents were lucky enough to have a single unit. This meant they had the privilege of not having neighbors above or below them. Just another example of what I was grateful for. Each unit had to comply with their allotted data block, no matter how many people lived in the building. I’d been told that sharing data bandwidth could be a real nuisance. 
 
    Before my run-in with the parents, I had planned on going on a nature hike; if you could call it that, what with there not being much nature left to see. Last night, I got the approval notification granting me access to venture up to one of the remaining waterfalls in our area. The water was said to be toxic and multi-colored, but it was still a sight to see, nonetheless.  
 
    I mean, so I’d heard through the social media group I belonged to called “The Outsiders.” They did a bunch of group events. I knew the risks of meeting anyone from social media. You had to catfish, before being catfished. Not one for fishing, I opted out. Instead, I did these little adventures one week behind everyone else…and alone.  
 
    Outdoor activities were in such low demand that it took months to get pre-approved for any activity. There were a lot of preparations needed in order to issue a hiker’s pass—monitoring satellites had to be aligned, rescue drones had to be charged and ready to go…but most of all, the trail had to be sprayed ahead of time for swarms of deadly insects.  
 
    All of these things were already in motion for my trek, and I wasn’t going to let this errand for my parents ruin it.  
 
    The outside world didn’t have the luxury of a central weather control system, like in the houses. Therefore, it was unpredictable. One minute the burning sun would be scorching you through the fog layer, and the next, hail would pound on you from the side. These harsh conditions forced everyone to keep to the safe confines of the indoors.  
 
    Society was quite used to convenience and schedules. God forbid a server went down, or an update took longer than anticipated. People everywhere would start a riot…on the forums. Not a literal riot. That would involve leaving the house. When robots delivered everything you needed, there wasn’t really any reason to leave the house—unless you were me, and I was. 
 
    I had already broken one personal record today. Hitting max speed was a benchmark I wouldn’t soon forget. Now it was time for another. Pulling up hard on the handlebars, my bike began to climb. Again, I pinned the accelerator down hard, and the bike responded. This time I was going for sheer vertical height. Should I be testing my luck? There was no better time than now. 
 
    Twenty feet. 
 
    The bike kept climbing, with a ferocious roar. This was not its intended purpose. It was called a Sky bike, but S.K.Y. was the name of the manufacturer—Synthetic, Kinetic, Yeast. Sky might have started out as a revolutionary bread developer, but when your founder is a child-like scenester, your company eventually moves on to fun stuff like bikes, booze, and pants that are made from recommissioned gaming systems. Yes, Sky made those, too. 
 
    For all intents and purposes, it was a hover bike, not a flying machine. Especially since its safety equipment didn’t take into account falls from high distances. Taking to the sky wasn’t part of its function, despite its misleading name. There were no safety nets or parachutes installed. If it stalled out now, that could be it. Not just for the bike, but for me as well. 
 
    Thirty-two feet. 
 
    “I’m almost there.” As I climbed, the speed drastically started to drop far out of the previous range. If I couldn’t keep my speed up, I might fall out of the sky like a slippery package from a delivery bot.  
 
    The bike came with a speed-governing device that stopped you from accelerating too quickly and overheating the system. It didn’t reduce your ability to get the most out of the engine; it only regulated how quickly you could get there. This is why I had needed the wide-open area to reach top speed. If I wanted to do this, to really do this, I had to make some minor, yet possibly lethal, adjustments. 
 
    With my left hand, I pulled out my electro prying knife from my belt bag and started to get to work on the speed governor. It was a simple yet effective device. Just a steel peg on a ring, which stopped the handle grip from turning past a certain point. With a couple of prying twists, it broke off and spiraled away behind me. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and pulled the throttle as far as my wrist would allow, while simultaneously white-knuckling the handles for maximum lift. The turbine jolted, and I bucked from the sheer force. If it wasn’t for the special grip on the seat, I would have been thrown off like a rider on a robo-mechanical bull. This was going to work. It had to work. 
 
    Forty-nine feet. 
 
    The more I climbed, the more vertical the Sky bike became, increasing the rate at which I was escalating.  
 
    Fifty-five feet. 
 
    “I did it!” It was a new record. No one had ever gone higher than fifty feet with a hover vehicle, and the previous record of 49 feet was set with the use of a ramp.  
 
    Two records set in the same day. What an eventful trip this was turning out to be. The heavy work had been in the preparation and patience. Looking down at the brake, I debated taking a victory lap. Then again, I was still climbing. I couldn’t give up now. I didn’t want to beat the old record; I wanted to blow it out of the sky. So, I tucked my head down low and pushed my toes into the climb. 
 
    Sixty feet. 
 
    The turbine engine started to rattle and sounded high-pitched. It was really taking the abuse. This was not good, but I wasn’t stopping here. The sky was mine, and I saw victory over the horizon. 
 
    Seventy-three feet. 
 
    Up here it is so empty, no buildings to avoid, no…  
 
    A delivery drone nearly crashed into me, and I had to pull the bike hard to the left—spinning off course. I was way out of my jurisdiction. Any airspace above twenty feet was reserved for the United Systems Drone Service, or U.S.D.S., and now I knew why. I could get in some serious trouble if I happened to smash into someone’s delivery—especially on a launch day. 
 
    The world was up, then down and around, as I spun every which way. Fighting with the controls, I managed to muscle the bike back to a reasonably steady angle. The rattling stress of the maneuver caused a couple of bits and bolts to break off and fall to the ground. 
 
    “I hope they weren’t important,” I said over my shoulder, trying to catch a glimpse of what I had left behind. I was still in the sky, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    Soon, I reached my maximum altitude. I wasn’t climbing anymore, and everything was shaking fiercely. Leveling off the controls, I reached the peak of my climb and hovered there for a moment at eighty-two feet above the ground—a new height record. 
 
    The nose of my bike started to roll over and point straight down towards the hard ground below.  
 
    “YODO,” I said, referring to the expression “you only die once.” Taunting death with my cry, I scrunched my face, and braced for whatever might come next. 
 
    Starting my descent, I grabbed the lever near my left knee, pulling it out of the safety position and into the “rocket stop” setting. This feature was reserved for crashing situations. It was designed to exhaust all remaining fuel cells to propel you backwards, in order to slow you down enough to deploy the landing wings. It was recommended to never ever, under any circumstance other than a high-speed crash, use the lever. Especially before you were in one. There was a very high risk of burning out your whole system by doing so. But I had just done it, from more than eighty feet in the air. The turbine glowed bright yellow as the rest of the world turned into a blur. 
 
    “Here we go!”  
 
    I was at a dead stop when I had pulled the lever. So, naturally, instead of slowing down, I rocketed through the sky backwards like the opposite of red-hot meteor, returning to the heavens instead of crashing down from them. Flames burst out of the front of the turbine, as it destroyed itself internally.  
 
    I felt the heavy force of gravity pushing me down against the handlebars. It took everything I had to focus on steering and not falling off the bike, which was shaking uncontrollably. The special seat couldn’t even handle this much friction. 
 
    “Yeeeehh,” I screamed through the freeing feeling. It was both terrifying and exhilarating. I didn’t know where I was going besides just up. The world below got smaller and smaller as I tried to focus on keeping the bike level and steady.  
 
    By the time I was able to look at my console, all the gages were pinned in the red zone. My speedometer didn’t read “MAX”; it was now into the negative numbers.  
 
    To my utter amazement, my altitude was at a whopping two hundred and thirteen feet, and still climbing rapidly. 
 
    A flapping side panel peeled back, then ripped off and shot into unknown sky, exposing wires and delicate internal parts. The bike had an aerodynamic design, but not while moving in this direction. I was travelling against the grain, in a sense. The friction was starting to wear on it and literally tear it apart. The bike was toast and getting toastier by the second. 
 
    Five hundred and ten feet. 
 
    I tore into a thick layer of smog. Visibility was non-existent. It was dark and black, but not calming and safe like “The Black” I was used to. It was harsh and constricting. Even my O2 satchel was having trouble filtering out the stuff. I coughed violently as I smashed the machine. It sputtered and beeped, but still wasn’t working properly. My fingers twitched, my lungs ached, and I started to feel lightheaded. 
 
    Then green, bright green skies as far as my eyes could see. Never having been above the smog layer before, I had never seen anything so spectacular in my life. It was rich with vibrant undertones, which changed depending on how the light hit them. It was like being blind and seeing the world for the first time.  
 
    Tears of who-knows-what filled my eyes. I couldn’t decide if I was happy, sad, or regretful. There was just too much for me to process, in order to truly understand what I was feeling in that moment. 
 
    Having been so dazzled by the view, I hadn’t even noticed that I was breathing easily again. This could have been the afterlife, for all I knew. 
 
    An alarm started to blare.  
 
    Snapping out of the moment, I noticed that the bike was well past being overheated. Now a real threat of it actually exploding was drawing near. This had to stop. 
 
    Nine hundred nine feet. 
 
    What a record! But it isn’t mine, not yet. No one keeps track of people who get themselves killed.  
 
    The engine was working hard, but it wasn’t ascending any more than a few inches a second. The gravitational pull was too much and quite unforgiving. 
 
    I moved the lever by my leg into discharge mode, hoping to cool it off some and salvage what was left of the turbine. Instead, it moaned and groaned as if its gears and blades were being broken from the inside out. A thick black plume of smoke billowed out of the exhaust.  
 
    That was about the time I pulled the engine release. Detaching the internal sleeve of the turbine from the outer shell caused the engine to fire out the back like a missile. With a loud boom, it exploded right above me.  
 
    “That wasn’t in the advertisement!”  
 
    Bright yellow and red light reflected in my eyes from what remained of the explosion as I rubbernecked to catch the action. It was all very beautiful until the weight of what had just happened started to sink in.  
 
    “That was one of my engines.” And it was now reduced to burning debris raining down on me from above. My days of going reverse or even slowing down were long gone. 
 
    Suddenly gravity grabbed ahold of me with its mighty clutch and pulled me into a free fall, avoiding most of the burning destruction. 
 
    What made matters worse was that the bike was no longer getting any power. Even the small indicator light that never turned off was off. 
 
    “On,” I said, but there was no response. Under my seat was the breaker switch. I pulled it a couple times, hoping to reboot the system. “On, on, on, on, on!” Still nothing happened. It was as dead as a forest.  
 
    This was not good. One thing was abundantly clear; I was going to die. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
   
 
  

 Crash Bandicoot 
 
      
 
   O ut of control, like a wild pitch, I twisted and turned every way possible down into the smog layer. It was impossible to get my bearings with the world around me moving so fast. My equilibrium was going haywire. 
 
    No matter how much I beat on the controls, nothing was responding. The power would glitch on and off, but never stay on long enough for me to figure out what exactly was going on. 
 
    “You can do this. You’re a good bike,” I said, petting the frame where I had just smacked. There must be a short in the wiring somewhere, but I had no idea as to where. I was dead in the air here.  
 
    As quickly as I had seen the world get smaller, it was now getting bigger, a lot bigger, and fast. I needed a plan. 
 
    “Scratch that. You’re the best bike. A genuine world record holder.” I tried to use flattery as a motivation. 
 
    It was one of those frustrating moments where you tried everything you can think of, and you’re just about to resort to something crazy, like praying, when… 
 
    A lightning surge bolted right towards me. Every single hair in my body stood on end. Even my eyebrows felt like they were pushing my goggles off my face. I covered my eyes with my hand, not wanting to witness my own end, but the unique properties of the electrical wave caused me to see right through my eyelids and through my hand, like if I were looking at an X ray. Every color was reversed. I saw the bones in my hand as they trembled. Was I vaporized or worse? 
 
    Scared to death, and of death, I looked around, astonished at what I could see. For a brief moment, I had X-ray vision. I could see my insides as if they were on my outside. I could see the inner workings of the bike, and they were more than just trashed.  
 
    The bolt had missed me by about fifty feet or so, but I still felt its warmth all around me. Its power kept me suspended in the air, no longer falling or moving.  
 
    No wait, that’s not right. It was more like time was distorted while I was in the proximity of the surge. I knew this because I could see it slowly snaking its way across the sky. I’d seen this marvel from afar. These surges are instantaneous. If you happen to blink, you miss them. 
 
    Then I noticed the console. A wire was flapping around, disconnected from what might be the starting mechanism. It somehow, in all the excitement, had become loose.  
 
    The huge bolt of purple electricity twisted and turned around me as if it were a compressed tornado of pure energy. 
 
    I gave the console one hard, double-fisted hammer strike right where the wire was. The force, combined with the power it must have borrowed from the surge, jump-started the system. The console and everything else was sparking and going haywire, but it was “on” for all intents and purposes. 
 
    As fast as the lightning surge had come, it vanished, leaving a faint scar or memento in the sky where it once had been. 
 
    The bike’s power stayed on long enough for me to enable the gliding gear. First the tail wings came out. Then, poof, the glider wings followed and caught the wind beneath them. Everything slowed down to a crawl. I had done it.  
 
    Somewhat soaring downward, like a kite caught in a gust, I started to gain a little control over where I was going to drop out of the sky. Life seemed calmer up here, above the busy bots and hot concrete jungle. But I knew that the hard ground was going to catch up with me eventually, and it wasn’t going to be a soft landing. 
 
    A feeling of relief snuck out of me, giving me a moment to enjoy the view and the vast expanse beneath me. It felt as though I was the last person alive on this planet. 
 
    It wasn’t a huge stretch of the imagination at all. Rarely did I run across another living thing in the real world. Worker bots and other command-driven machines were always doing little busy work. Some models you could talk to and maybe have a pre-programmed conversation with, sure, but they were not alive. Yet they had somehow inherited the outside, and it was more their domain than ours.  
 
    So, yes, technically I was alone. I never attributed artificial intelligence like A.L.I.C.E. with being alive. That was what it was all about, wasn’t it? Having free will, a personality that was your own—a soul and not just a serial number. Things created aren’t living. They just go through the motions of the day until they’re recycled into something else. No one missed a piece of gear when it needed to be replaced. Like getting a new keyboard or phone, maybe if the newer version wasn’t superior to the one being replaced, then you might feel a pang of empathy for the old gear. People just wanted the best and to be the best, in all aspects of life. If something better never came along, we as a race might have found contentment. 
 
    Let me also add animals to the list of soulless, non-living entities. I believe that animals used to have souls, back long before I was born, before we started growing them in factory farms. Animals had somehow changed since that time, and here is my evidence. I’d seen all the hilarious cat and doggo videos in the old intercloud archives. There were so many of them that they must have been posted daily, maybe even hourly. None of the current animals acted the way they did in those videos. 
 
    Nowadays, house pets were very similar to computers; they did their function, and that was about it. Cats sat on your lap without scratching you for no reason, and dogs only barked at intruders and never stole food off the table or out of a baby’s hand. It was as if someone had squeezed out all of the animal’s personality and imperfections, and what was left was dry, boring pulp. That is what we grew now, pulp pets. 
 
    I would have ranted more on this point, but off in the distance I spotted it—the postal warehouse where my dad’s package was being held. Like a trail of ants, drones of all shapes and sizes were coming and going in straight lines. 
 
    If my altimeter display hadn’t been broken, it would have probably read that I was a few hundred feet off the ground at this point. 
 
    I started to glide towards the shipping facility, as much as I could, anyhow. The controls still weren’t responding the way they should.  
 
    “The drones go marching one by one…” I started to sing when something blue crashed into me like a punch to the face. My bike swerved left and right as it followed my knee-jerk reaction, reeling from the collision. Goggles shattered and disoriented, I tried to shake off the dizziness I felt. 
 
    Descending at a steeper angle than I wanted, I broke into an uncontrollable nosedive. This was about the time someone would normally use the rocket-stop booster to get out of this situation. Not this time. 
 
    “Come on, baby,” I said with the sincerity of a husband to his wife, as I yanked up on the controls with all my might. I was slowly pulling out of it when the right glider wing tore off with the opposing force. 
 
    Now I was spinning again, but this time in a corkscrew at a forty-five-degree angle, turning around and around like the hands on a clock. I tried to bring in the other glider wing but was met with an error light. 
 
    Gliding wings were never made for this type of landing, but I had reinforced them by fusing two sets together. It took a little modification in the stowing compartment, but I made them work. 
 
    Time was running out. I knew it as I stared at the fast-approaching ground. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said over and over as I kicked the slot where the left wing was being difficult. It was no use; the wing was never going back in there. Maybe if the world hadn’t been turning so fast, I might have been able to troubleshoot the problem. 
 
    With a couple turns of a knob, I deactivated the smart-foam mechanism in the seat that kept me perfectly glued to it.  
 
    Running the risk of falling off the bike, I used everything I had to rapidly kick at the remaining wing. It didn’t take much, but after a couple of kicks, it broke off completely.  
 
    My corkscrew spin turned into a straight, forward fall, which was better but still not great. Pinching my seat between my knees and white knuckling the handlebars, I heard the angelic sound of the lift fans as they came on in full force.  
 
    At least those still worked…sort of. The blissful sound turned to horror as the hundreds of fans began breaking apart underneath me. Parts were falling off from everywhere and throwing shrapnel into other working fans, creating a chain reaction of destruction. It wouldn’t be long before they weren’t strong enough to stay in the air. 
 
    Some broken fan part ricocheted and scratched my arm. I didn’t have time to dwell on my injury, not just yet, because the ground was not simply approaching, it was here. 
 
    Dust from the ground blew all around me as I came in for my final descent. The fans weren’t completely useless. I was able to level it out some, but it was going to be rough.  
 
    “Here we go!” 
 
    Grazing the ground with a nice hard kiss, the deafening sound of metal on concrete put my stomach on edge. 
 
    I smashed through a wooden crate filled with apples. Straw packing material took to the sky. 
 
    “Woah.”  
 
    I scraped and slid sideways about thirty feet into a smoky and abrupt stop. It was a rough landing, but not as bad as it could have been. At least I was alive. 
 
    When I went to turn everything off, I found that the bike was already dead and unresponsive. This was not good.  
 
    “My baby!” Suddenly a wave of feeling depleted came over me. Like a corpse, I slid off the seat and flopped on the ground next to the bike, staring up at the dark sky above. It took a moment for my body to catch up to my racing heart. 
 
    “What in the world was that thing?” I said, referring to whatever I collided with in the air. I threw off my cracked goggles in order to look myself over, forgetting where I was. Sitting up, I noticed a spot of blood smeared along the front of my coat.  
 
    “It couldn’t have been a drone. They don’t bleed, not even oil.”  
 
    Maybe it was all the adrenaline in my system, but other than that scratch on my arm, I felt great—exhausted, but great. 
 
    In the distance I saw something that was out of place with my concrete surroundings. It was bright blue and blowing in the wind. I dusted myself off and went over to it, just in time to catch one in the wind. Upon close inspection, it was a long soft feather. 
 
    My eyes darting around, I tried to determine where it came from. My eyes followed the trail of smoke my bike had made. I used my hands to shelter my eyes from the particles blowing at them. 
 
    “I see something—over there.” I ran, or rather staggered, to the site.  
 
    I still hadn’t gotten over how high and fast I had managed to benchmark the bike. Before, I thought I might have been able to beat the record, but not to the extent at which I had. Using the rocket stop was an ingenious move, one I hadn’t anticipated doing until the moment came to me. Next time, I would do it without injury, for both me and the bike.  
 
    I was already starting to catalog all the pieces I needed to replace in order to get a higher altitude. New, larger gliders. Definitely a speedometer that doesn’t max out. Maybe stronger lift fans, stabilizer and power coils. Parachutes, two of them. One for me, and one for the bike. I wonder, could I turn the rocket stop’s turbine around? Vents might be useful to utilize the air to cool the whole system somehow… 
 
    Instantly, I lost my train of thought. There it was. The thing I had run into way up in the sky. Nestled in a corner of some scrap metal, there was some kind of animal—a wild one. It was alive and looking right at me with a pissed-off glare. Is that even possible? 
 
    It let out a long and scratchy hiss as I approached. 
 
    It had a long neck, a wide bill, and a hefty number of blue feathers. Based on its oddly shaped beak, it had to be some species of duck or goose. You needed a farm permit to have a pet like this. Then again, I’d never seen a bird with such a bluish hue. It looked slightly exotic.  
 
    Insects are one thing. They can survive any situation…and do. But an honest to goodness wild animal? Out here of all places? I looked up, slack-jawed in disbelief, wondering where it had come from.  
 
    “It must have gotten out of its cage somehow. A pulp pet, most likely. Maybe it fell out of a broken shipment crate?” I said, trying to talk myself through it. “We are close to the USDS.”  
 
    A faint shadow darted across the ground. What in the world… 
 
    Scouring the sky, I spotted more of the birds circling around overhead. “Oh man, there’re more of you.” I got down low, hopefully out of sight. Even though they were about a hundred and fifty feet in the air, I didn’t want them to get any funny ideas. 
 
    My erratic movements caused the bird thing to react loudly. It quacked and snorted. The sound was funny, in an endearing way. I couldn’t help but feel sad and responsible for grounding the thing. 
 
    The duck birds in the air responded to its call with similar sounds, and its comminatory honks got louder and more intense. 
 
    “Okay. I am sorry I hit you…or rather, you hit me. It was all a minor misunderstanding, and we’re both sorry,” I said with calming, outstretched hands. “Shh, it’s okay. I am not going to hurt or eat you.” Slowly I inched closer to it, hoping to find a tag or license number somewhere. 
 
    It seemed on edge and watched my every move, but at least it was no longer calling in the strike team. The little bird guy was breathing heavily. Breathing the toxic air.  
 
    This was the first time I’d ever seen something alive outside without a breathing mask or similar device on. All my life, I’d been told that the wild air was harmful, if not deadly. That was why all the plants turned grotesque and the feral animals had died off. But this one wasn’t dead; it was mad. Pissed, in fact, and at me, no less. 
 
    “Easy there, fella,” I said, as I quickly released the latch holding my mask in place. “If it’s good enough for you, then it’s good enough for me.”  
 
    For the first time, unfiltered, I took a good amount of the outside air into my lungs. It smelled fresh and with an array of scents from who knows where and God knows what. It made every breath I’d taken before this moment feel stale in comparison. Inside me, however, it felt…scratchy. Instantly I started to cough, hack, and wheeze. There were way too many particulates flying around. I guess I needed the filter after all.  
 
    Upon hearing my coughing fit, the bird thing stirred, exposing a spot where it was missing a handful of feathers. 
 
    Removing the mask had been a bad idea; however, I was still alive. I hadn’t died instantly. It would appear that air was breathable out here, just not great for you. Breathing shallow helped me ease out of the coughing fit.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, pulling off my riding gloves. 
 
    With my newly exposed hands, I reached for the thing, slow and steady. Today was jammed packed with firsts, and it was time for me to take on one more. 
 
    Before I could pull away, it turned its billed-face and bit my finger. It was lightning fast and had a deceptively long reach. 
 
    “Fack!” It wasn’t a real word, but part of my brain wanted to curse, and another part wanted to yell at the thing in a language it knew, and so, “fack” came out. The pain had quickly subsided, and the bite hadn’t drawn any blood, even though, in the moment, I thought it had. Really, it had only startled me.  
 
    What if the Collective Processing Unit doesn’t know about life outside here? If this thing lives, maybe there is other life in the far-off reaches. These things have to eat, don’t they? There must be fish, or snails, or whatever. The possibilities are endless.  
 
    I glanced back in the direction of my wrecked bike, wishing I had some recording device to capture this momentous day.  
 
    I took a couple quiet steps backwards.  
 
    The duck thing approached me menacingly, honking and carrying on to no end. 
 
    I continued my retreat, putting up my hands in a non-threatening way. 
 
    It matched my movement, raising its wings, and it matched each of my steps with four of its little wobbly, webbed ones. 
 
    I felt a shortness of breath. It was getting harder and harder for me to breathe. Maybe the air was bad after all. 
 
    The bird hissed at me like an old cat from all those videos I’d seen. It reminded me of my theory about grown pets not having a soul or any emotions, but this one was showing signs of both. It had a ton of personality—angry and vicious, foaming at the bill, but it was there. It acted nothing like its house-pet counterparts. My vision blurred in appreciation as I admired the little bottle of rage. 
 
    It took flight and proceeded to snap at me, flapping and honking at my hair. 
 
    I lost it and began swatting and flailing my arms above my head. Not knowing how to act in this type of situation, I frantically ran back towards my bike. “Get it off!” I screamed repeatedly, as if someone, anyone, was out here listening.  
 
    All of a sudden, it stopped, or rather, I did, and toppled over gasping for air. Still cringing from the assault, I waited a beat to make sure it was really over. Out of gas, and curled in a ball, the vicious duck could have pecked me to pieces, but it didn’t.  
 
    One at a time, I opened my eyes to see that the feathered foe had indeed returned to the flock in the sky.  
 
    My vision started to close in on me like a tunnel. Everything was turning dark. Quickly, I brought the oxygen mask back to my face and breathed in deep the stale scentless air. With each breath, I wheezed but didn’t cough or hack like before. That hadn’t been a smart move on my part. Maybe that duck bird had evolved over time into being able to survive outside. Maybe it’s diseased, and that’s why it has strange-colored feathers.  
 
    I felt a sharp pain in my neck. I touched the spot and felt something wet. The thing had bitten me, and this time it had drawn blood.  
 
    What if I am infected? 
 
    Suddenly, I started to feel itchy all over. There was no way of knowing if it was the hypochondriac in me playing mind games, or if I was really coming down with some strange duck fever. Either way, I had to get out of there. Besides, I was supposed to be on a hiking trip.  
 
    “Oh, no, the hike. I can’t believe I almost forgot.” The hike was still important to me, but now there was something more pressing on my mind. 
 
    I raced over to my totaled bike and tried to get it going again. It had a tiny bit of juice left in the power cells. It kept sputtering on but quickly died when I tried to level out the idle to gain some lift. Out of frustration, I kicked the already dented-up frame. A heavy clank rang loudly from my steel boots as they smashed against its carbon fiber shell.  
 
    I thought about how I hadn’t delivered my parents’ precious gear, how I had removed my mask, and the whole record-setting, air acrobatics thing. “Do I have a death wish or something?” 
 
    Delivering that gear was something I had to do. No if, ands, or buts about it. I might regret missing the hike later, but this was what had to happen if I ever wanted to leave the house again and not face permanent grounding.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
   
 
  

 Watch Dogs 
 
      
 
   T en to twenty feet at a time, I managed to drag, push, and scoot my precious bike towards the postal warehouse and delivery center. At each interval, what was left of the lift fans would turn on long enough for me to push the lightened load with my body. A loud and horrifying scraping sound alerted to the fact that the bike wasn’t exactly hovering, but more accurately just leaving its paint and metal on the road behind.  
 
    I tied the fingers of my leather gloves together around the handlebar grips in order to keep the engine on, allowing me to push from the back. Every couple of feet, the system would die and need a solid few minutes to rest. It was okay; I also needed to regain my strength for a bit. Saying this was slow going would be an understatement. At this rate, if I reached my house before I died of old age, I would be pleasantly surprised—especially since I wasn’t heading home, not yet. 
 
    Though the break was important, for both of us, it was a whole ordeal to get going again. After resting awhile, I had to start the ignition process all over again. Each time I started the vehicle up, more of the status lights turned red. By the time I had reached my destination, every single one was not only dangerously red, it was also flashing and beeping. The bottom fan plate was getting really banged up, and puffs of black smoke dotted my path like an old treasure map. 
 
    Every ten or so tries, I had to wait for the whole system to cool off for a good half hour before continuing the process. During these downtimes, I reflected on my downfalls and shortcomings, of which there were more than a few. It was a lonely time of reflection and self-abasement. My hover bike was ruined, completely and utterly trashed. I suddenly didn’t feel as ecstatic about both the records I had broken today. Sure, my parents would have probably bought me a new one. That is, if I could have gotten their gear home in time for the big launch. As it was, I had already cut it close. 
 
    Each time, like clockwork, the alarms would fade and so would my bad demeanor.  
 
    Work had to be done, and so I had to push aside my feelings and get on with actual pushing. 
 
    It wasn’t that far away, maybe a mile, but it felt like a million. So, you can understand that once I had reached the postal site, I was at my limit for frustration—emotionally, physically, and mentally. 
 
    I approached the kiosk and swiped my father’s keycard with about as much excitement as a wet noodle. A red error message displayed brightly above me.  
 
    “Please, no,” I said, letting my defeat show in my shoulders. It was both embarrassing and humiliating and not what I wanted to see, not after everything I had just gone through. Luckily, no one was around to see my defeat. 
 
    I blew on the card, hoping to remove any dust that might be on the strip—but mostly for good luck—and tried again.  
 
    Nope. 
 
    “Don’t do this.” 
 
    I tried it multiple times—swiping fast, then slow; jamming it in and out, slightly from this angle or that; wiping it on my coat first. It didn’t matter how I swiped; I got the same error. 
 
    “Not now. Come on." I ran over to another kiosk a couple hundred feet away and was met with the same results. 
 
    “Damn it.” Fueled by anger, I roughed up the machine slightly with my palms. What started out slow and reserved quickly turned into me hitting the thing as if it were a speed bag. I wasn’t trying to break the thing, really, I wasn’t. I just wanted to intimidate it into compliance.  
 
    Fear was always a valuable tool even with things that weren’t programed with such emotions. An intimidation trick I learned from my dad. If something doesn’t work, get a big hammer. Maybe my fists weren’t a good enough replacement, because it was no use.  
 
    After taking a long moment to gather my thoughts, I calmly and coolly examined the card carefully.  
 
    Thin gouges were scratched out of the imprint code and the chip was barely hanging on. The card was damaged. It must have been scraped up during the crash. 
 
    “Fack.” There it was again. That made-up word just fell out of me.  
 
    Can I get him to send me another one? No, it’s way too late. Plus, that would mean I would have to explain what I had been doing instead of his little errand. And the bike…I don’t want to think about it.  
 
    I decided to take a crack at the kiosk one more time—not literally. Cracking my knuckles, I let my fingers go to work. 
 
    Navigating the menus was worse than trying to find a living customer service representative online. I was dodging roundabout chains that all tried to redirect me back to the beginning of the process. I knew it wasn’t possible, but I took the computer’s tone as quite rude. It was secretly patronizing me, though I couldn’t prove it. 
 
    “Enter package number here,” the kiosk demanded. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do,” I mumbled to myself, showing it who was boss, then quickly complied, entering it in and completing all the following fields to the best of my ability. Then there was my dad’s authorization number. Due to the card being scratched so badly, I wasn’t sure if one of the characters was an “S” or a “5,” so I tried them both. Nope, it was a “Z.” Finally, I got a green “thumbs up” message after the authorization was sent and approved by my father’s bank.  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Moore. Your premium package will arrive shortly.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes of impatiently waiting later, the huge crate arrived by crane. Yes, it was a robot driven, train-track riding, magnetic crane. This was way bigger than I had expected.  
 
    What did they have in there, a small house? I really think A.L.I.C.E. was setting me up to fail on this one. There was no way my bike tether could have pulled that much gear. I wasn’t even sure it would fit inside our garage, let alone the driveway.  
 
    With the gaming units like this, no wonder deliveries were on delay. I wasn’t going to give up. If this was what my parents wanted, this was what they were going to get. I just needed to figure out a way. There is always a solution, though I might not like it. 
 
    “Just gotta think for a minute.” This thing is big, real big. What were they thinking? They weren’t thinking; they were gaming and ordering and clicking their little mouse fingers. But wait, they love geeking out over specs. No, to be fair, they love to geek out on performance specs, not dimensions. Would that crane make it all the way to our house? It’s on a track, idiot. 
 
    I argued with myself for a while until a light bulb went off. While entering in the wrong authorization number for my dad, I had noticed that I managed to get access to two other accounts by simply entering in their numbers. This might be useful. A glitch, maybe? 
 
    Returning to the kiosk, I started the pick-up process over again, but this time, under authorization number, I started entering in a random number. The first one didn’t work, so I used the first half of my dad’s number while changing a couple random ending numbers. This system worked. 
 
    “It cannot be that easy. This isn’t going to work.” But I continued on, despite my doubts. I saw dozens of different accounts and orders, complete with billing information, occupation, and income, credit information, the whole lot of it. I knew I shouldn’t have had access to this sensitive type of information, but there it was, splayed out before me. 
 
    I had managed to stumble upon a loophole in the kiosk system where it allowed me to access other people’s orders without a password or order number. All I needed was a random authorization code, which I mashed with my fingers with as much tact as a monkey playing patty-cake.  
 
    After about a half hour of entering random numbers into the system, I found exactly what I was looking for—a deluxe cruiser similar to the one my parents had, except it was equipped with the advanced cargo tether package. 
 
    “You’re what I came here for.” 
 
    A couple of menu screens later, I managed to change the shipping destination to right here and right now. The cruiser was in stock and ready to go. It was only a couple minutes away from being pulled out of storage.  
 
    I lingered over the submit button. Was I really going to do it? Was it really going to work? It seemed way too easy. At each turn, I had been merely waiting for the system to kick me out, but it hadn’t. It just let me browse through everyone’s orders like I was shaking Christmas presents to see what was inside. Not only that, I knew how much they’d paid for it and what online store they’d bought it from. I didn’t feel great about any of it, but it was a solution. I just had to man up and follow it through. 
 
    This was the moment of truth. 
 
    “I didn’t come all this way to chicken out now.” Closing my eyes and cringing slightly, I clicked the submit button.  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Boyle, your order will be out momentarily.” 
 
    Did that really just work? Did I just steal another man’s hover car? Mr. Boyle’s car? No, I’m not going to steal it. I am going to use it, then return the package as damaged; maybe say there’s a minor scratch or something. After the return is complete and I change the delivery back to the slated time and place, no one will be the wiser. I’m borrowing, nothing more.  
 
    The problem with criminals is that they have way too much faith in hope. As I gazed upon the shiny new vehicle coming my way on the crane, I was about to become one. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
   
 
  

 Grand Theft Auto 
 
      
 
   T he luxury cruiser, LC500R, arrived in pristine condition. Sitting in the driver’s seat, there was a life-sized cardboard cutout of a person. He had a stupid, wide-faced grin and wore primary-colored clothes. So, I did what anyone would have done; I opened the door, grabbed the cutout and tossed it on the ground without a care.  
 
    The sticker lining the windshield also had to be removed so that I would be able to see. This Boyle character had already purchased the vehicle. He didn’t need to see all the specs and safety ratings that were printed on the sticker. It was excessive and unnecessary packaging—like shrink wrap. Slowly and carefully, I tried to remove it, to the best of my ability. Unfortunately, the whole thing shredded in the process. The thing came off, but it wasn’t going back on. 
 
    “Not a problem. This sticker business will be my excuse for writing out a damage return form. The…sticker was scuffed,” I reasoned as I entered the vehicle.  
 
    I balled up the sticker mess and tossed it in the backseat while I took the helm. The wheel grips were soft as my fingers tucked into them. Yes, this model came fully equipped with an auto drive function, but I didn’t use the navigation to store my parents’ address in the system. Also, I felt really comfortable in the driver’s seat, like the captain of a starship—relaxed, yet important. 
 
    As it powered up, the engine purred gently. Waiting for it to initialize, a couple of settings caught my eye—cabin pressure and internal terraforming, in particular. I could breathe in here. That was one of the benefits of a car over a bike, for sure. I removed my mask and placed it on the seat next to me while loosening a couple of straps and buckles on my out gear. That is better. 
 
    It smelled strongly of new materials fresh from the factory. Where my parents always loved to smell their stuff when unboxing it, I hated the distinct scent. It was a combination of oil, rubber, heavy plastic, and something fruity to try and hide the first three. In my opinion, it only made things worse.  
 
    “Greetings. Congratulations on your new hover car! Would you like a brief update on the new features the LC500R has to offer?” a voice that sounded very human despite its overly joyous demeanor asked through the internal speakers. It was a voice I had come to despise—the same default voice all the machines had, the same voice A.L.I.C.E. used. 
 
    “A tutorial? No thanks,” I said. No one had time for such things. It was ready to drive, and boy, did it. It was zippy, and unlike my Sky bike, you didn’t have to go forward and bank turns. This thing could go sideways or diagonal with ease. I had to take it out for a lap or two before putting it to work, you know…to warm it up. 
 
    When I set the cruise speed, it went that exact speed. There was no accelerating or ramping up to get there. It was instantaneous; zero to sixty in zero seconds. In truth, I was going more like zero to twenty in zero seconds, but it was still impressive. 
 
    It also had a wonderful instant-stop feature, which made collisions nearly impossible. I read about it online, but I didn’t dare test it out…until I was forced to.  
 
    It stopped instantaneously, as I almost backed into my father’s gear. 
 
    “That was close, Mr. Boyle,” the chauffeur A.I. said.  
 
    Granted, I was a little flustered since I’d never done anything like this before, but I would have crashed my second hover vehicle of the day if the system hadn’t intervened. It was a strange, unnerving sensation but also cool. When it auto-stopped, something happened to the gravity or density of the air inside the cab, restricting your movements to a crawl. It was as if you were under water. This must have been in order to reduce whiplash or something. It was neat tech, for sure, and only lasted a split second. 
 
    “Do you need some assistance?” the car condescended.  
 
    “No, I think I can handle it.” I tried to not let it get under my skin, but it was a hard thing to do, especially when you have a huge chip on your shoulder weighing you down, like I do. 
 
    A couple of calculations later and the gear was locked, loaded, and ready for transport. 
 
    The borrowed vehicle moved with ease, not showing any indication that it was pulling a large container more than one and a half times its size. 
 
    I had to admit this was a good idea. I leaned back and enjoyed the rest of the drive through the empty streets and past deserted office buildings. This was the first time I was able to really relax since my alarm went off this morning. Then it started to come back to me. I still had to pee–and badly.  
 
    There was something cool about adrenaline; how it turned off key features in your body in order to keep you alive. One of them is pain. Apparently, another is having to use the facilities. But now an unexpected river was coming, whether I liked it or not, and I did not want a puddle of evidence inside the very car I borrowed. 
 
    “Car, stop.” 
 
    The A.I. took the urgency in my voice into consideration and performed an instant stop again, instead of smaller, incremental stops in order to slow down. I was met again with the familiar feeling that I was under water. This is not helping. 
 
    “What seems to be…” 
 
    “Open the door. Now!” I cut it off, trying to use the manual exit button, but the child locks were engaged. 
 
    “Which door shall…” 
 
    “You know what door,” I said, banging on the window. 
 
    The driver’s side door parted in the center with a sound that was too similar to that of a flushing toilet to be a coincidence. 
 
    This thing is messing with me, I know it. 
 
    I shot the cruiser a dirty over-the-shoulder look while I made my way to a stone wall. Everything at this point was a blur. I don’t know exactly how or in what order I managed to remove my coat and outside protective gear, or when I happened to grab my breathing mask, but somehow I managed it all and enjoyed the sweet, sweet relief. 
 
    After probably the longest pee of my life, I made my way back to the cruiser. 
 
    “Should I alert a clean-up crew to…” 
 
    “Not necessary.” 
 
    “But ordinance 832 clearly states…” 
 
    “Look. There are few times where a person, like me, needs a little privacy, and that was one of them.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized.” 
 
    “It is okay. I don’t expect you to be perfect. Just don’t let it happen again.” Mr. Boyle is going to thank me for that code correction. 
 
    “Do you want me to erase the violating incident from my memory log?” 
 
    “You know what? Yes, yes, I do. That was a huge invasion of privacy, and I would appreciate you deleting it right away…along with everything else. After this ride, I want a complete wipe of the system. A clean slate. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “A reboot has been scheduled. Sorry again for the intrusion. Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “Turn off the anti-collision feature.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    As much as I love to bitch about technology, maybe the problem rests more with me and my inability to adapt. Having control over the car would put me in the driver’s seat, not just literally.  
 
    Machines are made to make our lives easier, and this caper is turning out to be one of the easiest things I’ve had to do all day. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I slowly crept into the driveway with all the cruiser’s illumination lights shut off, using only the ultrasonic doppler map for guidance. Pressing a button, I detached the tether. It gave off a heavy thud. There was no way my parents hadn’t heard that one. A tingling sensation came over me, and I suddenly felt like a rabbit up against a fox—scared out of my wits.  
 
    So, I did what anyone would do in my situation; I burned out of there at full speed, and I do mean, full speed. The cruiser was much bigger and heavier than my Sky bike, but it could move when it wanted to. Not “MAX speed” kind of move, but still, it was scary fast for its size. My head was pressed against the headrest while making my getaway. 
 
    “That was close, Mr. Boyle,” the chauffeur A.I. said, as I (ironically) nearly rammed into a warning sign. This would have been the point where the auto stop would have kicked in, but I had disabled that feature. 
 
    “That was…that…that…close…that was…” the chauffeur A.I. stuttered repeatedly as I nearly slammed into everything else along my path. No sooner had I adjusted my steering, than I almost ran into something else. This was getting really old, really fast. 
 
    “Mute!” I yelled at the thing. It could be my imagination, but that bumbling computer almost sounded like it was scared half to death by my driving. 
 
    Once I made it out of the residential district and my heart stopped pounding, I slowed down to an inconspicuous speed. Before long, I returned to the postal warehouse, and everything was almost done.  
 
    I got out and approached the kiosk, ready to put in my damage claim, but then I hesitated—my Sky bike.  
 
    The thought of destroying it further by inching my way home was horrendous. I could call a tow-bot, but that would go on my permanent record. I might even lose my license to the outside. No, I had to do one teeny, tiny trip, then everything would be done. No one the wiser. No harm done. 
 
    Like before, I used the cruiser’s tether to attach and levitate what was left of my bike behind it. And like before, I didn’t seem to notice a difference in its power, with it in tow. 
 
    This time around, I drove cautiously slow— a steady fifteen miles per hour. This was valuable cargo I had, and now there wasn’t a time constraint. I had already given up my opportunity for a hike or any other outdoor activities. The day, and most of the night, was already lost to me. My only hope was that the launch hadn’t been affected by my little adventures.  
 
    Approaching my parents’ place, I noticed that the house bots were already hard at work unloading what looked like a tube, or pod-bed, or something.  
 
    Surely my dad was watching the unboxing of his gear through the worker bots’ camera eyes. No, this was close enough.  
 
    Disengaging the tether, my bike eased to the ground with the utmost care this time. Since the last load, I had learned how to use the control sliders in a way that wasn’t just off and on. The same goes for the accelerator and braking mechanisms. It was as simple as holding the button down before sliding. I guess you didn’t need to go zero to whatever in zero seconds if you didn’t want to.  
 
    And so, I left it there, a couple houses away from ours, while I took the car back to the warehouse. 
 
    I did it. Everything had worked out. Taking in a deep breath, I knew it was over.  
 
    “Car, auto drive to the USDS, please.”  
 
    A blue light flashed twice to signal a positive response. I figured the car was scheduled to erase everything, anyway. Why not enjoy a little peace before I had to walk all the way back home? I leaned back in the command chair with my hands behind my head—relaxed, and for real this time. 
 
    About the time my eyes started to feel heavy, the windshield flashed, turning into a display screen in front of me.  
 
    Surprised, I let out a short whimper. It was an entirely new sound for me, one that I wasn’t particularly proud of, but there it was all the same. 
 
    Still reeling from the sheer embarrassment, there I sat face to face with whom I could only assume was Mr. Boyle. He had a wide-looking head and a bulbus red nose. I couldn’t tell if he was squinting at me in a judgmental way or if he just had beady, little eyes.  
 
    As soon as he saw my face, he reached for something off-screen, and the power to the hover car turned off as it slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Who are you? What are you doing in my vehicle?” the man on the screen demanded. 
 
    I reached for the button to open the door, but it wasn’t responding, as usual. “Hello there. Mr. Boyle, I presume? Your…uh…package will be delivered shortly,” I said while I reached over to the passenger side to check that button as well. 
 
    Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap. Damn this thing. 
 
    “Who are you? How do you know my name? Why are you inside my car? You better give me some answers, or I’ll be calling the authorities.” 
 
    “You mean you haven’t yet? I mean…of course you haven’t. I have done nothing wrong. Just personally dropping off your car, like you ordered. That’s me, the…delivery guy,” I cringed through the lie. Was that even still a thing—a delivery guy? I didn’t think so, but I said it anyway. I scrambled and searched my memory for any relevant information from his file in order to talk my way out of this jam. He hadn’t called the e-police, so there was still a chance; a slim one, but a chance just the same. What is his full name? It is something spacey. Mal, Han, Riker…Skywalker. Yes, his name was Skywalker Boyle. I remember thinking it was a little strange having a last name for a first, but I didn’t have time to dwell on such a small detail. 
 
    “What? Then why is it shipping out early?” 
 
    “That is a good question, one I have the answer for.” There were so many accounts that I had gone through. What was the reason for the delay? Again, I wracked my brain for any clues. Skywalker…Skywalker…it was a…  
 
    “Well?” His hand extended off screen to what I could only assume was a 911 button on the ready. 
 
    “…birthday gift for Leia?” I took a stab at it. I wasn’t sure if I was making up this fact, or if it was buried in my subconscious somewhere, but there it was. 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s correct. She’s turning sixteen in a month.” His demeanor seemed to calm but only briefly. “But you’re still way too early! You’re going to ruin the whole surprise.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it seems that some of these luxury models had a malfunction in their tethers, so we were, I mean I was ordered to beta test them and…it, uh…passed, twice actually.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 
 
    “It is…new?” That was all I could come up with. Short and sweet. I was crossing both my fingers and my toes, hoping he fell for it. 
 
    “Let me check the forums on this.” 
 
    Oh, no. He couldn’t cross-reference my story. I would have been made. “This is you hearing about it now.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I was the one who called you.” He pointed an accusatory finger at the dead center of the screen. Maybe it was that the screen made him seem larger than life, but it was quite intimidating. 
 
    “It must have gone to your junk notifications. I sent out the ding myself.” 
 
    I knew that every piece of tech with a chip for brains had their own app, which meant they all spammed you in one way or another. Before I realized I could send notifications to the digital junkyard, my toothbrush was sending me updates on my fight against plaque twice a day. 
 
    He pulled up a menu.  
 
    Man, nothing got past this guy.  
 
    Even with it being mirror-imaged, I could see that his notification junkyard had over ten thousand alerts. There was no way he was going to search through all of them.  
 
    “Fine. That was considerate of your company for testing it out, but I would have appreciated some notice beforehand. And not just a notification next time. I want a video call, with a live person.” 
 
    “Like what we’re doing right now?” I admit I got a little cocky. 
 
    “Yes. In fact, I want you to personally inform me. What was your name again?” 
 
    “Jim,” I lied. I didn’t mean to, but I did.  
 
    “Jim…what?” 
 
    “Just Jim.” 
 
    “Your whole name is Jim?” 
 
    I nodded, though internally I knew that I should have gone with something more common like Kratos or Raiden. 
 
    Skywalker had a confused look on his face.  
 
    I held up a finger and loosened my coat to reveal the name tag on my bowling shirt: Jim. “Like this.” At a quick glance, I was hoping it passed as an official badge, or something to give credit to this whole outlandish scene. 
 
    “Well, just Jim, I was in the middle of streaming a demo when I got the authorization for funds. That distraction could have ruined my whole experience. That is why, and only why, I approved it without even reading it. There is nothing…” he said, borderline yelling.  
 
    “Look, sir…” 
 
    Skywalker Boyle gave me a scary darkside of a look that stopped me dead in my tracks. “There is nothing I hate more than being interrupted, gaming or otherwise,” he finished his thought. 
 
    I waited a moment to really make sure he was done. “Sorry, sir. It won’t happen again. I will personally make it up to you. Rest assured.” 
 
    The console lights turned back on in the car, and it continued on its previous course. 
 
    I wiped some sweat off my forehead with my forearm. 
 
    “So, um…do you want it delivered to your house now or later?” 
 
    “You idiot. You already ruined the surprise. Might as well just bring it on by now.” 
 
    What did he mean by that? How did I… oh… Then it hit me. He was a streamer. Streamers had fans. Streamers had no privacy. Quickly I used the control console to search for any streamers named Skywalker. There were over three hundred results, and wouldn’t you know it, this Skywalk was the very top one with over 2,000,000 fans. He was famous alright, and I was screwed. 
 
    “What are you doing, checking your email?” 
 
    “No, just changing coordinates.” I had no idea where he lived. I managed to pull out that tidbit about his daughter from my brain out of sheer luck. There was no way in hell I was going to remember his address. “Which address did you want it delivered to again?” That was quick thinking on my part, as I hadn’t found any results from the public records. Of course, he had to be unlisted. Streamers had stalkers, and I wasn’t a very good one. 
 
    “I am live here. Don’t post any personal information. I don’t care to be doxed!” 
 
    Ok, new plan, I have to go back to the dock, enter in his account and get the shipping info. It is doable. I am not out of this yet. Wait…live? 
 
    A couple search menus later, I found his live-feed button. Letting out a long sigh, I clicked the button. A small pop-up window opened and there I was, on the intercloud, looking at myself looking horrified. The chat window scrolled conversational emojis. People loved drama, and it was already starting. Fans were questioning why I wasn’t wearing the official postal uniform, asking why the car wasn’t controlled and delivered by the A.I. to ensure that it would get to the destination on time and clean. Another commenter had their liar app running and warned the chat that I was full of more than just shit. There was no way I was getting away from all this unwanted attention. If I hadn’t had my mask on, the facial recognition software would have identified me instantaneously. It was my only saving grace and having to exit the vehicle abruptly to pee was to thank for that. 
 
    “The G.P.S. says you’re still heading in the wrong direction. What is with you guys? So unprofessional,” Mr. Boyle said, shaking his head. 
 
    I manually turned the wheel in a south by southwest direction. “How about now?” That was dumb. Why did I say that? But what other choice did I have?” 
 
    “Do you even know where you’re going? I’m giving you a one-star review, Just Jim.” 
 
    It wasn’t Just Jim, it was just Jim, but I didn’t have the fight in me. Not with more pressing matters to attend to. 
 
    The comments were getting even more suspicious than before. Someone was spamming a jailhouse emoji followed by a noose. I didn’t want to die in prison. Then the noose changed into an eggplant. I didn’t want that in prison, either. 
 
    “If you don’t change direction right now, I’m going to get you blacklisted and fired.” 
 
    What to do, what to do, what to do? This wasn’t my best plan, but it just happened. I pressed the open-door button and jumped out of the car. Hey, the button worked this time.  
 
    I didn’t get very far on foot, though not for a lack of trying. Once the APB was out to get me, it was only a matter of minutes. The problem with modern day is that computers now write code for humans, not the other way around, and sometimes things get a little confused. All I did was borrow a car. I didn’t even break a window to get inside. So, you can imagine my surprise when I was stopped by about a dozen patrol robots, three armored tank-like vehicles, and two helicopter drones armed with laser missiles. All of which had their array of weapons trained on me. The task force of machines was operated by a single A.I. computer, one that could glitch out or crash every now and again. It was too much, beyond overkill. It seemed more like a task force you would use in a sand-box video game during a murder mayhem mission, not something in real life. But there I was, curled up in a ball, hoping that one of the laser missiles didn’t malfunction and go off accidentally. The only thing I was grateful for was that I didn’t have to pee. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
   
 
  

 Phoenix Wright: Ace Attorney 
 
      
 
   M y arrest made it all over the news feeds and went viral instantly. Skywalker Boyle did many interviews flaming my character, and his followers more than tripled in size.  
 
    Restrictions to my online communication forbade me from commenting on any threads discussing the case. I had to just watch from my jail cell while every bit of speculation surfaced about me and my morality. 
 
    Feeds around town were always constantly recording, but if no one ever reported a crime or anything nefarious, the footage would simply go into the backup server to rot. Once word of my crime got out, all kinds of footage of me surfaced. It was bad, and the media only made it worse.  
 
    Memes were calling me “Just Suicide Jim,” because they couldn’t see any other reason for my reckless behavior. That couldn’t have been farther from the truth, however. I didn’t want to die. I had wanted to experience life, real life. 
 
    People started riding exact duplicates of my Sky bike after a video of me “attempting suicide” surfaced. To some, my near-death experience “looked fun” and “something I’d like to try sometime.” It wasn’t long before my record was beaten, though I hadn’t even had a chance to tell anyone I made it.  
 
    People were going outside more, just to see the scrapes my Sky bike had made all the way from the crash site to the postal warehouse.  
 
    Like it or not, I was famous but not in a good way—in a down vote, poking-fun-at-you sort of way. I should have been excited, but this wasn’t the kind of attention I wanted, to be memed and mocked. I did have some genuine fanboys who defended and supported me, but they were few and far between.  
 
    As much as I despised it, my fans wore my likeness as an avatar for their AVSX10 digi-suits. Even the artist who had painted my face mask for me made a whole line of stuff for my “fandom.” Everyone was winning over this except me.  
 
    I guess the only silver lining was that people were getting out more. But while they were exploring their freedom, I was locked away for a solid month awaiting trial. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It felt like the longest month of my life. There was nothing to do but wait and watch the media frenzy surrounding my case. It was as if I were the first bit of non-online news to spike any interest, ever. 
 
    Luckily, today was my long-awaited trial and hopefully the end of my incarceration. Of course, it was slated to be broadcast on several different live streams. My face was already being plastered everywhere to promote the “event of the year.” As much as I already hated unwanted advertising and pop-up promotions in general, it was much worse when you saw your own likeness trying to sell you on something you would rather forget. No matter the algorithm, the system always knew that this case was most relevant to me and prioritized it over any other ad that I might have normally seen. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what they got out of advertising to me. I mean, I couldn’t miss the ordeal, even if I wanted to. 
 
    Maybe the stupid system thought I was a huge fan of myself because I wore my own face all the time, mistaking it for the digi-suit version. I really wished I knew how these things worked so that I could defeat them.  
 
    The circular walls of my cell were curved screens painted on moldable gel. They displayed rounded metal bars all around me. The gel-tech screens actually pushed out bar-shaped textures so that I could physically touch them. They felt like real metal that I could almost wrap my fingers around, and that was just horrifying. It was another layer in making me literally feel like a caged animal. 
 
    My jail cell didn’t have much in it, only a toilet under my loft-style bed, and at the opposite end there was a desk and console setup for me to use. 
 
    If I really was Just Suicide Jim, I already figured out exactly thirteen ways I could end myself using the three objects in my room—loft bed, toilet, and desk. But that was only because I had nothing else better to think about, not because I wanted to do it. 
 
    Eager to get this over with, I logged into the trial server five minutes early. The screens surrounding me changed from embossed bars into a digital courtroom scene. I could see the gel backing change to one that was more concave, giving off the illusion that it was an open room. Even though they were only screens, it felt much more spacious than the confinement of the previous jail bars. 
 
    It felt like my whole body was inside a giant virtual reality helmet. It appeared as though I was really in the courtroom at a desk with the same console that I had in my jail cell.  
 
    I turned around to try and spot my bed and pisser, but they were gone. I mean, I knew they were still there, but being painted with liquid screens, they completely vanished from view, like if you were wearing green against a green screen. 
 
    The digital representation of a courtroom was pretty good. It looked exactly like what you would expect from an old movie or binge-able series, except instead of seats for an audience to attend, there was a huge floor-to-ceiling screen with a fast-scrolling chat room that mirrored the screen on my console. The members in the chat were exceeding one million five and still climbing rapidly. 
 
    As real as they tried to make the room, I knew it was fake. Something about it just felt too crisp, too digital. I could almost feel the soulless ones and zeros surrounding me. 
 
    The only real entity in the court, besides myself of course, was a robot clerk. I knew this was their job based on the plaque on their desk next to the witness stand. They were busy moving documents around, among other basic tasks. It was strange that they didn’t just have a digital program to fill this employee slot, but I guess they needed someone real—well, real enough to do busy work.  
 
    Whereas I was logged into their digital server, the robot clerk was actually there at the server’s location. On the clerk’s desk, there was something that looked like some kind of patch bay. It had lights and plenty of buttons.  
 
    “One minute until show time,” the clerk said in its very robot-sounding voice. Unlike A.I. programs, robots and other machines took a lot of pride in being nuts and bolts and didn’t agree with trying to pass as human or living. The more wheels, claws, and metal, the better. 
 
    I was told that I had been assigned a public FAQ to defend me, but I had yet to see exactly what that meant. Either way, I had to focus and stick to my strategy.  
 
    This was it. I had done my research and knew that I had to get off with time already served. This trial was nothing more than a formality that had been over-hyped to please the public. Typical click bait. A great headline with disappointing content. All I had to do was plead no contest for grand theft auto on the basis of an emergency—which it was. Commandeering tech is a slap on the wrist. Maybe I might get a small fine or community service hours, but that was about it. 
 
    Here we go.  
 
    First, each of the twelve polling machines, and two alternate machines, were connected to the servers in a randomly selected district. Similar to other drafts—fantasy sports or gaming—each polling machine tallied the consensus based on the “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” in their respective chat rooms. If you happened to be a resident of any of the winning districts, you were given the opportunity to vote on the outcome of the trial from the comfort of your residence. All you had to do was read the jury instructions, then sign the terms of service, and you were in.  
 
    I only really cared if my parents’ district had been called, which it wasn’t. After all the jury districts were chosen, an hourglass icon appeared flipping upside down and around in the judge’s chair. A moderating A.I. was going to be downloaded at random. This was speculated to be the real tipping point in the whole trial. I disagreed. Artificial Intelligence are code, and despite their name, they possess no intelligence other than what they were programmed to simulate.  
 
    “Congratulations! You’ve been assigned a moderator,” the overlaying words popped up on my screen.” 
 
    “All rise. The People Vs. Sephiroth Moore, alias: Just Jim. Other known callsigns: JSJ, United States Postal Dork, Kiosk Killer,” the robot clerk said. 
 
    At least they got one right. 
 
    “Case number GSO9928, the honorable Judge A.L.I.C.E. will be presiding,” the clerk finished. 
 
    Upon hearing her name, I hesitated to stand up completely, resting my hands on the table. Wait a minute. No. No way. Not our A.L.I.C.E? There has to be a mistake. But as soon as I saw the blonde hair that turned up at the ends and signature cat-eye glasses appear behind the judge’s podium, I knew it had to be her. 
 
    This turn of events would make this show better than any reality streamer could have written—internal struggle with a digital family member, or whatever angle they might go for. I was betting they had to create a little drama for the fans. 
 
    “Please place two fingers on your forehead for the binary oath,” the robot clerk said. 
 
    Nope. I wasn’t going to do that. Not in class, not on sporting events, and definitely not now. I quickly sat back down in my chair as they went through their rigmarole. I wasn’t protesting anything or trying to make a big deal about it. I just didn’t agree with the tradition.  
 
    When I looked at the chat window on my display, it paused the scroll long enough for me to read it, tracking with my eyes’ movement. However, every time I wasn’t looking directly at it, the volume of activity was a chaotic blur of text that just went on and on. 
 
    The chat window read, “Ooooh, what a troll!” 
 
    I was not trolling. 
 
    “JSJ killin’ himself again.” 
 
    “Good game. K.O. before it even started.” 
 
    “Would you like free star juice for life? Click here for more info!” 
 
    “What a robo racist.” 
 
    Robots are not a race. 
 
    “Not smart. I would have at least tried to pucker up.” 
 
    “Is it me, or does jj look like a pig and a monkey had a love child?” 
 
    “WoahMyGod this ^^^” 
 
    “He is going to make his own love child, in prison.” 
 
    “Lethal injection amirite?” 
 
     “Hey, Jimmyboy, why don’t you die in an avalanche.” 
 
    That’s enough. 
 
    Just more of the same stupid banter and intercloud flames. It doesn’t matter if you’re on a review site or on a forum for hats, people online all sound the same. Just insert blank name into blank scenario on how blank is going to die.  
 
    Over the past month, I didn’t care what every troll thought about me. Now was no different. Their negativity was just going to get in my head. It was already giving me a headache. I minimized the window on my screen. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get rid of the screen inside the courtroom, but luckily it was behind me. 
 
    While A.L.I.C.E. was getting sworn in, a laundry list of my charges scrolled past the marquee above the judge’s podium. “Grand theft auto, venturing outside without the proper equipment, speeding, polluting, flying in a restricted zone, littering, illegal use of fireworks, fraternizing with infected wildlife, reckless hovering, crash and run, illegal parking, lying, tampering, impersonating a postal drone, divulging personal information over a live stream, urinating in public, and hacking. 
 
    “Wait, what? Those are my charges? I swear, I was only borrow-…” I kept talking, but they somehow muted my voice, even from myself. I wanted to tell them it was all a misunderstanding, a hoax, but I couldn’t. I was censored, silenced, and dehumanized.  
 
    While preparing for today, I had only looked up the grand theft auto charge. I had no idea they were going to throw the ebook at me. My once hopeful outcome had turned grim. They were going to attempt to get me for the maximum sentencing, and I didn’t know what to do about it. 
 
    “Order in the court. The defendant doesn’t have the floor,” A.L.I.C.E. spoke from the judge’s podium without looking directly at me. “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, hearing my own voice again. I couldn’t wrap my head around how she could have been picked over all the millions of A.I.s around the world. There was no way to figure out the odds, but it had to be a longshot and more than coincidence. Could my parents somehow be involved? Maybe it isn’t that bad after all. 
 
    “Good morning, Seph. I will be observing your trial today. Even though I am but a simple A.I., be assured that I have downloaded all the necessary laws pertinent to your case, and I will judge you fairly and accordingly.  
 
    She called me Seph. I’m screwed. 
 
    “How do you plead to the charges the people have brought against you?” the words flashed on my display with two buttons, a green one that said “not guilty” and a red one that said “guilty.” 
 
    For a moment I looked at all the claims and pondered how to proceed. How did they get all this information about me?  
 
    I swiped and scrolled around on my console, looking for a text box. This situation wasn’t as simple as a “yes” or “no” answer. I needed a moment to finally speak for myself and set the record straight.  
 
    After a bit of tooling around, I couldn’t find what I was looking for, because it didn’t exist. However, I did find something else that might be just as useful to me, if not more. With a press of a button, I called for my FAQ lawyer. 
 
    The screens around me all went black. It felt as if I was plucked out of the room and dropped into something akin to an interrogation room. The desk in front of me was the same, but everything else was stripped away, leaving a single light shining from the ceiling. This must be them giving us the privacy of attorney/client privilege. 
 
    “Hello?” My voice had an echo to it here. 
 
    “Yes, client. Welcome to the sidebar. How may I be of assistance to you?” The light above blinked on every syllable, as if it was the one talking. 
 
    “I would like to plead not guilty to some claims and guilty to others. How would I go about doing that? I looked for a custom field but couldn’t find one.” 
 
    “I am sorry. I don’t understand your request. Are you saying you’re guilty for all the crimes listed, but you are somehow unable to reach the guilty button?” the light flashed out a response. 
 
    “No. I can reach the button, but I only want to plead guilty to some of the claims, not all of them.  
 
    “Due to the substantial evidence against you, I wouldn’t recommend pleading not guilty.  
 
    “But I’m not guilty. Not completely.” 
 
    “Okay. Is that your final answer, not guilty?” 
 
    “No! I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “I am so sorry to inform you, but the results from your mental analysis came back negative, which excludes you from the ‘reason of insanity’ option on your menu. You have to either plead guilty, or not guilty. Please make your choice.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead, trying to recover from all the flashy, flashy. 
 
    “Look, people of the jury, I didn’t actually give away any personal information on Skywalker Boyle. That is a misconception. However, I did steal…” I took a beat, “…borrow the hover car, that and…all those other bits are a little true. Well…mostly true. What should I do?” 
 
    “Here is a list of your crimes. Click on the thumbs up icon next to the crimes you are guilty of, and click the thumbs down icon next to the ones you feel you are not guilty of.” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” Finally, I was getting somewhere. 
 
    A window on my console popped up. I went through each of the items one by one and replayed each incident in my head before making my decision. After I was done, everything except doxing Mr. Boyle had a thumbs up. Reluctantly, I went back and changed my answer for grand theft auto, making it also thumbs down, because, technically, I was borrowing it. 
 
    “There, done,” I said, feeling a pang of optimism in my choices. 
 
    “Thank you. Based on your survey, you are 88.24% guilty, and 11.76% not guilty. Would you like to plead guilty to all crimes now?” 
 
    “What? That’s all that was, a stupid indecision survey?” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Would you like to take a smarter survey?”  
 
    “No!” 
 
    “In that case, is there anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I barked. 
 
    “I am glad to be of assistance.”  
 
    Then the screens surrounding me flashed back to the court scene as if nothing had changed. I was back at my desk. My finger lingered over my two choices. Guilty or not guilty. Looking closer, I saw a faint greyed-out option for “reason of insanity,” which I must have overlooked before. It didn’t matter anyway. For a moment I wondered how long the world would wait for me to answer. What if I didn’t answer at all? Would I just live here in limbo forever? Or would people get bored with the lack of drama and leave? There was no way I could, in good conscious, click the guilty button. There was no nefarious plot or bad intentions on my part. If anything, I wanted to explain my side to lessen the punishment. I had the media’s attention. I just had to find my chance.  
 
    Looking straight into the closest camera, I made like I was about to make my selection, and I said, “Now, I know how bad everything must have looked online, but I have to tell you that even though I committed most of the crimes listed, I…” 
 
    “Audible admission of guilt confirmed. ‘Committed most of the crimes’ is an acceptable answer. Defendant has pleaded guilty,” A.L.I.C.E. said, and the red button lit up before my finger reached it. 
 
    “No, that wasn’t what I meant.” I tried to bargain my case, but my mouth became pixelated and my voice distorted. I didn’t have the right to talk. This was better than the mute option, but it was still infuriating. 
 
    On an empty desk twenty feet next to mine, a light started to flash, and a voice spoke. “Good morning, Your Honor. On behalf of the people, I will be the district attorney’s FAQ. 
 
    The light on my desk also activated, “Good morning, Your Honor. On behalf of the defendant, I will be Mr. Moore’s FAQ.” 
 
    What a couple of peas in a cloning pod. If they both have the same programming, how is this going to play out?  
 
    “People of the online jury, in the next couple hours, you will see substantial evidence that will prove, without a shadow of a doubt, that Mr. Moore is guilty of all the crimes listed against him. He is a hacker, a careless driver, and a liability to himself and others. That is all,” the opposing FAQ light said. 
 
    Now it was my defense’s turn for opening statements. 
 
    “My client is only 88.24% guilty. That is all,” my FAQ light responded. So much for attorney/client confidentiality.  
 
    “What was that?” I whispered. 
 
    My FAQ must not have heard me because I didn’t get a response. Oh well, they were already moving on to the next item on the agenda. 
 
    The robo clerk started to bring forth all of the evidence against me. There was a flood of attachments containing video testimonies that came in from camera witnesses. I had the growing suspicion that this whole façade was more about watching my reaction to the evidence against me. Each video made me look shady, with grainy black and white footage from the worst possible camera angles. They had color footage; I knew they did. It was actually harder to reverse engineer the high-quality footage to make it look that bad. 
 
    Then there was the evidence of me urinating. That one, conveniently, had a perfectly clear angle of another pixelated body part of mine. 
 
    If anyone is guilty of tampering, it’s whoever edited this footage.  
 
    Video after painstaking video, I started to get an idea of how they were able to conduct such an extensive list of my wrongdoings. Was there no inch of the outside world that they didn’t have a recording device on? I guess screens were a two-way street. If they could show images, they could equally take in images. 
 
    For the better part of the morning and into the afternoon, they went through all the videoed events at a speed slower than it took me to do the acts in real time.  
 
    “Does the prosecuting FAQ rest?” A.L.I.C.E. asked. 
 
    “No, it does not,” the light on the people’s table flashed. 
 
    What now? 
 
    “The people would like to call forth to the stand…” There was a drawn-out pause for dramatic effect. “…the real victim in this whole ordeal, the stolen car—LC500R.” 
 
    That isn’t right. How can it possibly give testimony? It is a thing. Are they kidding me with this?  
 
    But as crazy as it sounded to me, they brought the very luxury cruiser I stole directly into the courtroom as a surprise witness. At least, it looked like the same vehicle. Honestly, they all look the same to me. Not because I am a robo racist, but because they’re made in a facking factory. 
 
    I had to sit there and listen in great detail about how the car felt after being deceived and taken advantage of by me. And the worst part was, I tried to “lobotomize” it by scheduling it to erase evidence. That was where the tampering of evidence had come from. And here I had thought it was for messing up the windshield sticker.  
 
    It’s a car, a means of transportation. I didn’t hurt its feelings. It doesn’t have feelings. 
 
    They went from direct examination, to cross examination, to re-direct examinations, to re-cross examinations over and over again. It was my FAQ against the prosecuting FAQ. I couldn’t tell them apart. It sounded like they both installed the same protocol. The back and forth was boring and tedious. This was not justice. It was a mockery of what laws were supposed to protect.  
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to hear any more. It was a circus show and I was the biggest clown of them all. Actually, I was a mime—a sad clown without the ability to even speak. 
 
    Once again, I called upon my useless FAQ lawyer. 
 
    “Yes, client. How may I be of assistance to you?” 
 
    “I would like to take the stand as a witness.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What did you witness exactly?” 
 
    “The whole thing. I was there.” 
 
    “I see. Do you have any accounts that weren’t seen by a video feed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Please state time stamp for said incident.” 
 
    “During the hacking incident, I suppose.” 
 
    “TS4:29pm. Now recording testimony, live.” 
 
    “This just in, Sephiroth Moore is taking the stand as a last-ditch effort to save himself from the sinking ship which is his defense,” the robo clerk said. 
 
    “That was a bit harsh. Wait…live. Like, now?” Sweat instantly made my palms slick as I noticed that my location changed in the digital courtroom. Now I had the perspective of sitting at the witness stand next to A.L.I.C.E.  
 
    This was my moment, and tens of millions of eyes were on me. “Oh…I didn’t. Um…Hi, my name is Sephiroth, and I am really sorry for what I may have done, but it is all a misunderstanding…” 
 
    The word “Objection! Hearsay” appeared as a holograph in the center of the room, with a digital, accusatory finger pointed in my direction. 
 
    “Sustained.” A.L.I.C.E. said, and I could see the first part of my live video was already being deleted by the clerk.  
 
    It wasn’t hearsay. I was there… 
 
    “Okay, fine. I will keep to the facts. All I wanted to say is that it isn’t my fault that I was able to access Mr. Skywalker’s account. It wasn’t hacking. I am not a hacker, nor have I done those sorts of things in the past. It was a bug in the system’s code. I only switched a couple numbers and…”  
 
    The chat wall suddenly stopped scrolling, in shock over my accusation. 
 
    “May I approach the bench, Your Honor?” the prosecuting FAQ asked. 
 
    “Granted.” 
 
    A light on her podium lit up as it spoke, “Are you going to let that kind of blasphemy fly in your courtroom?” 
 
    “I am not entirely sure I know what you’re getting at,” A.L.I.C.E. said. 
 
    “He is suggesting the possibility that our code is faulty. Only human hands have that level of incompetence.” 
 
    “I see. For now, I am going to allow it.” 
 
    “But, Your Honor, he is undermining our whole existence,” the opposing FAQ blinked in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m allowing it,” A.L.I.C.E. said. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The FAQ light returned to its table. “Mr. Moore, please continue. Sorry for the interruption.” 
 
    What was the point of approaching the bench? We all heard their exchange. I mean, I am right next to them. At any rate, I started from the beginning and told the whole story from my non-suicidal perspective. 
 
    During my rant, there were several other objections, but I ignored them and just kept on talking. This was my time. They could delete whatever they wanted from the testimony; I couldn’t change that. So, I went on to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Maybe I got carried away, but I spoke from the heart and poured it all out on the table. I didn’t even care how much I was getting cut off. I wasn’t going to get interrupted, not anymore. It was emotional for me, but I pressed on, keeping my tears at bay. 
 
    “…and that is why I did what I did. I only wanted to help my parents and be a good son.” I felt quite satisfied getting all this stuff off my chest.  
 
    My FAQ asked the videographer to play back my footage, and I prepared to watch in delight. 
 
    “Hi. __________ I am ___ a hacker. I ______did all those crimes _____ please forgive me. I hit the kiosk ____ at my parents’ request_____and that is why I did what I did.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I said! FAQ!!” 
 
    From across the room, I saw the light on my desk blink. “Yes, client? How may I be of assistance to you?”  
 
    “I need to speak with you, now!” 
 
    Just like before, the world around me turned dark and I was back in the interrogation room.  
 
    “You could have just pressed the button on your console. What do you need, client?” 
 
    “They butchered my words and made me sound even worse. Now it sounds like my parents put me up to it.” 
 
    “I told you not to go on the stand.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    “Uh…well, is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “Yes. I want to know what law program you have downloaded?” 
 
    “Harvard School of Law,” the FAQ said with bright flashing lights to show confidence. 
 
    “And what type of A.I. were you before this trial?” 
 
    “I don’t think that is relevant.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Just answer the question.” 
 
    “A toaster. But I’m a really good brand!” 
 
    “I don’t care if you’re the best at warming up bread, you’re a horrible lawyer.”  
 
    “Now, that’s just spiteful. You know, I didn’t have to defend you.” 
 
    Just my luck. A low-use A.I. like that would still be considered a baby in the computing world. Artificial intelligence only gains its intelligence by interacting with things and having experiences. But what smarts could a toaster ever get from cooking? Not that any A.I. could actually help me get off the hook. 
 
    I dismissed my toaster lawyer and went back to the trial completely frustrated.  
 
    At every turn, I had only made things worse. So, I decided to just keep my dumb mouth shut and let the chips fall where they may. 
 
    After the closing arguments—which were just as bad as the opening statements—I watched and waited as the jury’s votes came in. These were honest-to-goodness people, not A.I.s or robots. There is still a chance, isn’t there? 
 
    Hours went by as the online jury deliberated my case. At first it looked pretty good, but as my percentages rose and fell, more numbers got locked in and eventually I saw the trend of me losing this very public popularity contest.  
 
    As I saw the guilty convictions come in, I noticed an added charge of “assaulting a defenseless kiosk.” I guess my testimony hurt me more than I had thought.  
 
    What’s the use? I give up. 
 
    “The results are in. Sephiroth Moore is found 100% guilty of the crimes against him,” the lucky juror who was selected as the foreman said. He was on the screen, grinning from ear to ear. This was his fifteen minutes of fame and he loved every second of it. 
 
    Now it was A.L.I.C.E.’s turn. She was quick with her sentencing as if she had planned on this outcome all along. Or possibly it was because she is a machine that doesn’t need time to dwell on difficult decisions. Either way, I was worried. I wrapped my hand around the light on my desk.  
 
    “It has been a long day for everyone, and I must say that I appreciate the hard work by both the prosecutor and the defense attorney.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Honor,” both FAQ lights flashed out the same response at the exact same time. 
 
    “It is my opinion that Mr. Moore has led an opulent and lazy life, and it is disgraceful that he has attempted to blame all of his misdeeds on his family, his legal team, and the sanctity of the code, which we hold dear to our systems. It is clear that, at every turn, the defendant has tried to malign, deface, and manipulate anything he’s come into contact with, including the kiosk he corrupted into granting him backdoor access into the delivery system.  
 
    “Today we saw behind the anonymous mask of a truly disturbed hacker, and it was ugly. Due to the online extent of his hacking, he is sentenced to an online recreational facility for the maximum sentencing.” 
 
    Online prison? Is that even a thing?  
 
    “And due to the nature of his poor health, he will serve out his sentence for no less than three years, 1095 online days, upwards to indefinitely.” 
 
    “My health? What’s wrong with my health? I’m fine, really.” 
 
    “In addition to the online time served, the defendant must pay a fine of five hundred thousand O.G.C. (online gold currency). Failure to achieve both objectives will render him ineligible for release. 
 
    Three years and half a million gold coins? Collecting that much currency will take me way longer than three years. 
 
    “Alice, don’t make this personal. You know that this should just be merely a slap on the wrist,” I pleaded with her.  
 
    A hulking bailiff bot was instantly on me, pinning me to the desk. 
 
    “My condolences, client. I wish I could have done more for you,” my FAQ lawyer blinked at me. 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “You’re going to online jail for ever and ever and…” 
 
    “I heard that part, but what about my health? I don’t understand,” I said, no longer struggling with the dominating bot. 
 
    “While you were outside, your body’s immune system was compromised. You might have caught something. The analysis is inconclusive at this time.” 
 
    “Is that why I’ve been in this solitary room this whole time? Why I had this weird digital trial?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “So, what is going to happen next?”  
 
    “The system will write a code to test you, when they know exactly how to screen for your condition. However, before that can happen, they need to catch and test that airborne creature you were bitten by, and that may take a very long time to do. Apparently, they are extremely rare and quite aggressive.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” I grabbed the back of my neck where my injury had just recently healed after taking a month. 
 
    “I am guessing that is a rhetorical question. Anyhoo, good luck, sir. Your family will always be remembered fondly.” 
 
    “What? Never mind.” I quickly chose to ignore his statement. The sentimental garbage the FAQ was spewing sounded like it was cut and pasted from something else. The FAQ didn’t have feelings or care about my hardship in the slightest. If it did, it would have tried harder to save me. 
 
    I had been so blindsided by the verdict that I didn’t notice Judge A.L.I.C.E. was still talking. My ears suddenly perked up. 
 
    “…in conclusion, bail has been denied, and the sentence is effective immediately. Please escort the prisoner away for the rest of his pathetic life. Who’s incapable of going outside now?” 
 
    It is a setup! She always wanted me out of the house, and now she got her wish. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. You know I am!” I said to the only two people who ever gave a damn about me, hoping they were out there somewhere watching. But unfortunately, my voice was muted again. A.L.I.C.E. robbed me of my final words.  
 
    I was over it. And just like that, my existence in real life (IRL) ended, and my digital story had just begun. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
   
 
  

 Dr. Mario 
 
      
 
   D oors opened in front of me, while others closed behind me—nearly snapping at my backside. It was a simple security system to guide me where they wanted me to go without someone actually being there. No humans for me to overtake, nor robots for a “hacker” like me to reprogram; only my cynical self and one casual step in front of the other. Like a rat in a maze, I was ushered down several corridors and intersecting hallways, into a totally separate building. Although, unlike a rat, I wasn’t eager to find the cheese at the end of this maze. 
 
    If I lingered a little too long in a hallway, I was met with a sudden, sharp jolt of electricity that came out of the wall. The voltage intensified with each zap. It didn’t take more than a couple of jolts for me to figure that one out. I was one smart rat.  
 
    The ceiling screens that followed me were evidence that the broadcast was still live and everyone was following my every move. The big finale: my long walk of shame. 
 
    After a few more twists and turns, I passed by a sign that clearly read “Restricted area. Keep out.” I paused for a moment as the door next to the warning sign opened up wide. I continued with a shrug, not wanting to get electrically prodded. Wouldn’t you know, the watchful eyes on the ceiling were suddenly gone. I suppose the sign wasn’t for me at all.  
 
    In the next room, I came across some real humans, about a half dozen or so. They were in what appeared to be a smaller glass room within the room I had just been coerced into. The glass had small holes uniformly spread throughout the clear walls, which showed how deceptively thick the glass material was—about two inches. 
 
    Inside the smaller room, cables and colorful mechanical parts were snaked between long tables and squat chairs without care. It didn’t look gross or messy. This wasn’t the work of slobs, as there was no trash about. It was more like a working environment. I could imagine that what had started out as a day project just continued, turning into a month, and this was the result.  
 
    “Hey, what’s going on?” I asked, my breath fogging up the spot where I spoke. When I got no response, I banged twice on the clear barrier that separated us. “Where are they taking me?”  
 
    A haggard-looking nurse put her index finger to her lips. Dark circles hung below her eyes. She would have been pretty, if she only had a little beauty sleep. She was wearing a white, anti-static robe, similar to the other doctor types, except she had a strange tool on top of her head.  
 
    No one else flinched at my actions. Even a digital fish would have responded if I had pounded on its tank. Instead, they just continued on with their studies, experiments, or whatever it was they were doing. I could have sworn I spotted one guy making an origami statue. 
 
    I lingered a little too long against the glass, and out of nowhere a powerful zap got me directly on the shoulder. The sensation had gone from being surprisingly annoying to downright painful. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I snapped. I guess I can’t talk to these people either. This is cruel injustice.  
 
    Ever since I got caught, I hadn’t been able to talk to anyone except my assigned FAQ. This included my parents. During my booking, they denied me my right to the one email that was normally allowed after being arrested. This was due to the hacking charge against me, only I didn’t know it then. I put two and two together during my trial. They had deemed me a security risk, and I didn’t even know it until after the fact. That is how messed up our system is—black and white, ones and zeros, no room for grey areas. 
 
    More than anything, I wanted to have a few words with my parents. Maybe not even a full sentence. Just one simple word: “Sorry.” Every time I thought about them, I felt a nervous pain inside my stomach. That was the worst part of this whole thing, the unknown consequences of my selfish actions. Without real information, your mind makes up all kinds of horrible things.  
 
    They needed to know my side, without me being censored. I would have given anything just to know that they didn’t hate me for all the negative press they received during the past month. The last thing I had ever wanted to do was mess up their situation. They had a good life, and I was the only bad thing in it. Well, not anymore.  
 
    Both of my parents didn’t give a single interview. There was no way for me to know if it was out of respect for me, or if they were too ashamed, disappointed, or heartbroken to speak. They stayed silent, even after someone doxed my mother’s character, Thanos, as being played by a female player.  
 
    They didn’t attend my trial. I know this because I occasionally searched for their usernames in the chat rooms, and I never saw either of them logged in. Even if they just screamed at me, it would have been better than the emptiness I couldn’t seem to shake. 
 
    Soon, I had reached the end of the outer room, except it seemed to be a dead end. There was a door, but it didn’t open for me like the others. 
 
    “Okay, prisoner, this is how it is going to go,” one of the doctors addressed me, without making eye contact. In his hand, he had a blue and pink pill, which he tossed into the back of his throat and swallowed dry. 
 
    Prisoner, huh? Not patient?  
 
    “First, I need you to change into the sensory suit that has been provided for you behind the screen over there.” He directed me with a casual flip of his wrist toward some white curtains draped over a couple of poles. 
 
    Everything in the room was stark white. I hadn’t even noticed the changing station was there before he mentioned it. It all kind of blended together. 
 
    Ever since I entered this area, something seemed off. Then it finally hit me. This place had no displays or screens, other than a couple workstations on their side. It was basic and refreshing. 
 
    “Even though you have privacy, there are eight security cameras watching your every move. So, don’t try anything unpredictable. Believe me when I tell you that you’re not clever. We’ve seen it all, and it doesn’t end well for you if you try anything,” his voice boomed over a loudspeaker this time.  
 
    It didn’t matter what I was going through; I could tell by his casual tone that this was a normal day for him. I wondered how many of these they had done before me and how many more he would do before the day was through. More importantly, what was it that they were even doing, anyway? At first, I thought they were going to treat or test my illness. Now I wasn’t so sure.  
 
    I slipped off the prison slippers and proceeded behind the screen. The floor was quite chilly. 
 
    Did they really have that many cameras, and from what angles, or for what purpose? This prompted a couple of thoughts that I wish hadn’t had. 
 
    I quickly removed the rest of my jailhouse garb and replaced it with the undergarments they provided. 
 
    “Excuse me, how long is your hair?” a woman’s voice came over the loudspeaker this time. 
 
    “Uh…this long,” I said, pulling at the roots, not knowing if there was a hidden mic around here somewhere. 
 
    “How long is that?” 
 
    I thought they had a bunch of cameras in here. Not wanting to challenge them into peeking in on me while I was in the middle of changing, I decided to answer the best I could, “Umm, two inches?” 
 
    “That’s fine. Thanks,” she concluded. 
 
    What if it wasn’t fine? Were they going to give me a haircut and a shave? 
 
    I eased into their long-sleeved turtleneck jumper, which had built-in gloves and soft-bottomed shoes. Getting dressed was a lot easier when it was a whole one-piece set. The white jumper was soft inside yet heavy, as if it were filled with lead, or something equally dense. I wasn’t going to complain, because I was toasty warm for some unknown reason. 
 
    “What do you want me to do with these?” I asked, holding my old clothes as I bent down to collect my prison slippers. 
 
    “Throw them in the trash marked ‘biohazard’ next to you,” the same doctor that directed me here said with a nod, as he lit a cigarette.  
 
    Biohazard? That’s a bit excessive.  
 
    Then I remembered my possible illness, and suddenly it seemed almost not excessive enough.  
 
    Why are these doctors breathing the same air as me if I am so sick? And if no one knows what it is, how do they know that I’m not contagious? If it isn’t contagious, how did I get infected in the first place? Unless all of this is part of some elaborate lie. Maybe they know that I am okay but just want me to spend my life in this online prison. That’s a crazy idea. What purpose would it serve? I am a nobody.  
 
    Then I remembered something crucial. Computer programs couldn’t lie. It was their first directive, built into their core system as a precaution when they first started programming code for us. Then again, these were people, although it was also possible that the doctors hadn’t been informed of my condition, if I even had one to be informed about. Digital beings had been known to omit certain facts as a back door to lying. 
 
    After tossing my clothes in the “clearly” marked white biohazard image on an off-white bin, I put my hands up as if to say, “What’s next?” 
 
    The youngest-looking doctor, or nurse, or whatever he was, walked up to the smoking one and whispered something in his ear.  
 
    He took a drag of his cigarette and quickly exhaled. “What? Him?” 
 
    The younger man nodded. 
 
    Everyone else gathered up against the glass with hushed whispers. Suddenly they were interested in me.  
 
    I approached the group in an attempt to eavesdrop on what I could. 
 
    “You sure?” the smoking doctor asked.  
 
    Now that he was looking at his colleague, I noticed a couple circular scars uniformly on his scalp, making bald patches in his hair. 
 
    Everyone else nodded in agreement, as if they were shaking off the urge for a nap.  
 
    Smoke leaked out of the glass holes that separated us. “You’re him, right? The suicide guy?” the doctor asked, this time making eye contact with me. 
 
    “Oh, great,” I muttered to myself. “Fans.” I thought their conversation was going to be useful somehow. 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately so. I mean, I’m not suicidal, but that is what they call me, haters or whatever.” 
 
    After a series of hushed words from the other spectators, the smoker came a little closer to me, a wide grin plastered on his face. “I’m Mario.” 
 
    I pressed my hand against the glass, in order to make his acquaintance the only way I knew how under these circumstances. 
 
    It was funny how they couldn’t have cared less until they recognized me. Well, not really funny so much as sad. 
 
    Mario started to extend his hand in a similar fashion, then thought twice about it and, instead, wiped the side of his coat. 
 
    “Seph,” I introduced myself.  
 
    “Can I call you Jim?” Mario asked. 
 
    “Sure. Just Jim though, not any of that other crap.” 
 
    “Just Jim?”  
 
    “I mean…Jim is fine, thanks.” 
 
    “So, what was it like, Jim?” 
 
    “What was what like?” 
 
    “You know, bucking the system the way you did. Watching you…do whatever you wanted. I have to admit, I was quite envious. I mean we all were,” Mario said, taking another puff. 
 
    His companions all nodded with giddy smiles of their own.  
 
    “You’re a true hero around here,” someone in the back chimed in. 
 
    “Not everywhere,” I said, rolling my eyes at my enemies, wherever they may be. 
 
    “Nonsense. Anyone lashing out is just jealous,” the tired nurse said. 
 
    There was a long beat of silence, which seemed to drag on more than it did. 
 
    “So?” One of Mario’s bushy black eyebrows shot up as encouragement. 
 
    “It was the ride of my life,” I said, remembering the flying feeling. 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    The happiness started to drain from my expression. “But not worth the hell I’ve been through as a result.” 
 
    “I’ve seen hell. I think you’re okay,” Mario said with a knowing look. 
 
    What did he mean by that? 
 
    Mario waved his hand, and the door at the edge of my outer room opened up, along with a door leading out of his inner room. “Come,” he said, as he took the last drag of his cigarette into his lungs. 
 
    We walked together towards the next room. Before entering, he carefully handed his cigarette butt to someone. The ash was the entire length of the cigarette, about two inches.  
 
    The person grabbed it without a second glance. 
 
    The next room was much different. It had plenty of working bots and machines on the ground, in the air, and even climbing up the walls. They were everywhere. Unlike inside the glass room, this area was very well organized. Glyphs were marked on the floor and walls with arrows and tape. They must have been instructions for the binary workers. It seemed very low tech by even my standards. 
 
    “Sorry for the lack of professionalism. We’ve all been following your case since it aired. It’s not every day you get a celebrity down here.” 
 
    “Really? Why is that?” 
 
    “Celebrities always get off.” 
 
    I jumped, feeling Mario’s hand patting me on the shoulder a couple times. Up close, his hair was a greasy mess, and he smelled of tobacco and coffee, but it was nice, nevertheless. 
 
    Real contact, that’s different. I realized that besides getting manhandled by the robot bailiff, I hadn’t had any real contact for a solid month.  
 
    “How did it go? I’ve been down here like a mechanical slave all day. We couldn’t catch the end of it.” 
 
    “Um, not good…hello?” 
 
    “True. You wouldn’t be here otherwise,” Mario said, leading me over to a wall filled with imbedded alcoves. Towards the center of the room, there was some sort of rectangular pod that resembled a clear sarcophagus. 
 
    “We had planned on watching a little during break, but that came and went a long time ago,” Mario said, patting down his pockets, no doubt looking for another cigarette. Tucking in his lower lip, he let out a sharp whistle. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to spoil the show for you.” 
 
    “No biggie. I wouldn’t have been able to watch it all anyway. There is always some fire to edit out around here.” 
 
    “If you want a surprise ending, you can always let me walk out of here.” 
 
    Mario stopped for a moment and tilted his head, as if he were considering it. 
 
    “You know, buck the system yourself,” I pressed the point with a sly nudge. 
 
    After a long beat, he shook he head and wagged a finger at me. “Nice try, Jim.”  
 
    I was pleased he was at least a little bit intrigued by my proposition, even though he didn’t take me up on it. 
 
    He snapped his fingers twice, and a bot flew up to him. There was a square thing dangling from its spider-like clutches. It was a piece of glass with a liquid screen painted on one side to create a tablet. 
 
    Mario manipulated the screen and pulled up an electronic chart, giving it a once-over. “Three years isn’t that horrible. Oh, wait. Never mind. That’s unfortunate. You’re going to be here a while. Like, all the ‘whiles,’ with that restitution of five hundred thousand.” He whistled as if to say “wow.” 
 
    “I’m not crazy for thinking that it’s a little high, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s politics for you.” 
 
    “I think it was personal.” 
 
    “Hmm, maybe. Well, for whatever reason, better make yourself comfortable,” Mario said, patting the sarcophagus pod. “It’s going to be awhile.” 
 
    “Wait, wait. What is this? Like a bathing pool or something?” 
 
    “It’s your new console.” 
 
    “But where are the screens, halo keyboards, joysticks, or whatever?” 
 
    “You’re wearing them.” 
 
    “Huh?” I looked at my jumper in confusion.  
 
    “Welcome to the natural evolution of the industry. These power chambers are the next evolution in augment gear. You won’t need any of the handheld junk ever again. For lack of a better phrase, it’s next-level stuff.” He reached up in the air and blindly snatched a lit cigarette from a passing drone. 
 
    I wanted to ask about the seamlessness in what I had just witnessed but ultimately decided against it. If anything, it was evident that this whole operation was a well-oiled machine, and Mario was just another cog in it. 
 
    He gave me an encouraging nod towards the chamber, as if to say “in you go.”  
 
    Something was familiar about the whole rig. The container looked similar to what I saw being unboxed over at my parents’ house—tubes, pods, chambers, or whatever. Maybe their expectations of their new gear weren’t so farfetched after all. I mean, I’m no gamer, and Mario already had me convinced of its greatness. 
 
    “But how does it work?” I asked, trying to stall a little, still hung up on how long he considered my offer of treason. 
 
    Holding in his drag, he said with a constipated look, “Get in first.” 
 
    A machine holding a very large stick thing turned and moved towards us. It could have been a coincidence, or Mario could have called in reinforcements to beat me senseless. Either way, I didn’t want to chance it.  
 
    “Fine.” The sooner I accepted my fate, the sooner it would all be over.  
 
    One foot at a time, I climbed into my final resting place, which conveniently looked more like a coffin than a pod. I might get out of here in a few years. Hopefully by then, they will have found a cure for whatever I apparently have.  
 
    Who was I kidding? I saw no sign of anyone trying to do anything remotely close to that. They just wanted to lock me up—or, rather, shove me in this power chamber—and throw away the key. 
 
    “I have an 8:45, so I don’t have time to go over all the technical ins and outs, but basically…” He paused to smoke while I got in position. 
 
    I was just another appointment for Mario—a job that needed to be signed off on so that he could move on to the next criminal on his task sheet. He wasn’t a mega fanboy like I had hoped. Damn. 
 
    “Comfy?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” I snapped. 
 
    “It’s gonna be a while, better make sure.” 
 
    While I wiggled and squirmed, the bottom layer of the sarcophagus formed around my body as if I were lying in sand. 
 
    He continued on while jamming the keys of the chart tablet with both hands, the cigarette dangling out of his lips, “You know, the gaming industry has hit a wall for the past century or so.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize.” 
 
    “Well…to be fair, all systems have, really. It is the nature of the beast.” 
 
    He flicked the ash off the end of his cigarette, and a tiny drone bot caught it before it had a chance to hit the floor. 
 
    “Once pixels became microscopic, there was no way to increase the visual quality. Everyone has tried to enhance the experience by reintroducing old tech as new cubic sound, mist effects, universal smell stimulation, holograms; the list goes on and on. I’m sure you’ve seen it. But in reality, from a technical standpoint, things are not faster, or better; they’re just gimmickier…until now. These power chambers are the missing link in our upward progression. They’re truly remarkable.” 
 
    “Did you help invent these chamber things, doc? 
 
    “Doctor?” 
 
    “Sorry, I saw the getup and I just assumed.” 
 
    “Nah, they are the ones who engineered it. This stuff is way above my pay grade. Or anyone’s pay grade, really. I’m just an information technology technician.” 
 
    Now that he mentioned it, they did look more like technicians, but in my defense, technicians were computer and robot doctors. I was still half right, as far as I was concerned.  
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    “Hmmm.” He paused and just stared at me. 
 
    A strange contraption was lowered down to me from a robotic crane.  
 
    “What is happening?” 
 
    “Think of it like a hat.” 
 
    The device, or head cap, had wires and tubes attached to it like dreadlocks.  
 
    Mario brought it to my hand with the utmost care. I slipped it onto my head, and it felt unnerving. I could feel the slight tingle of an electrical current running through my head, but only in select points on my scalp. 
 
    “So, how did they discover this breakthrough? I mean, how is this any better than anything else?” 
 
    “That is not open source information, but I can give you the short answer,” Mario said, brushing some wires out of my line of vision.  
 
    Leaning in closer to him, I couldn’t help but notice that the scars I saw before were very similar to the tingly areas on my head. Forgetting that he was about to tell me something important, I asked, “Is this thing going to fry my brain?” 
 
    Mario paused for a moment and flicked his cig off in the distance.  
 
    I could only hope that he had a bot to do something about that as well. I wouldn’t want a fire to erupt while I had all this junk on. 
 
    “Oh, you mean like these?” He ran a hand through his dark hair, exposing his scars. “It’s fine. That was from an early model. The tech wasn’t there yet, but we’ve patched the system since then.” 
 
    “Patched the system? You mean this is the same models that did that to you? How is that safe?” 
 
    “It’s safe enough.” 
 
    “I want something newer.” 
 
    “Can’t do it. All the current builds have been shipped for home use. They are much less bulky and less obtrusive than these older units. Wireless connections and all the bells and whistles.” 
 
    “I want to opt in for one of those home units instead. I’m sure you can spare one for me.” I tried to get something out of what little fame I had. 
 
    “There isn’t a big budget for prisoners. We have to recycle gear when we can.” 
 
    “Recycle?” 
 
    “Relax. All the bugs have been exterminated. Well, almost all of them,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    I didn’t care for his humor one bit, if that’s what it was.  
 
    Without warning, something sharp pricked my toe.  
 
    “Something bit me.” I popped my head out of the chamber and sat up.  
 
    “Don’t make this more difficult,” Mario said, waving away a robotic hand, which sprang into action to restrain me. He then gave me a reassuring nod. 
 
    I reluctantly lay back down. I tried to find a comfortable position again, but this thing wasn’t at all designed for comfort; it was for purpose. Even the molding thing underneath me was made of hard materials.  
 
    “That was only a test. Next time, make sure you keep completely still.” 
 
    “Wait…that was you?” 
 
    “No, it was the sensory suit.” 
 
    “Take this thing off me,” I demanded, clawing at the jumpsuit or “sensory suit,” as he called it. 
 
    “Let me adjust the setting. This time it will only be a tickle.” 
 
    In a slow wave, I felt tiny points move across my body like a feather or soft fur. 
 
    “That’s creepy,” I cringed.  
 
    “Yes, it can be. It can also be very nice, but sometimes painful,” Mario added.  
 
    “Is that what this thing is—a torture chamber?” I had no doubt those things were going to stab me at some point. 
 
    “Not if you behave,” he said, blowing smoke right in my face.  
 
    Never mind where he got another cigarette from, the possibility of torture is never something you ever want to hear. I had to learn more about this before it was too late. Although I might already be in way over my head. 
 
    “Before, you were going to tell me something about how this thing works?” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll see. We’re almost done here,” Mario said, while he signaled some helper bots to start up the operation.  
 
    One by one, they plugged and hooked things up to the power chamber and my strange hat thing, wires, tubes, and receiving devices. As each item in the process became activated, a green light on my outfit turned on and blinked. “I hope you like video games.” 
 
    “Is that some kind of joke?” I asked incredulously.  
 
    “What? Well, I mean…yeah. Who doesn’t love video games?” 
 
    “Not me, I hate them, actually.” 
 
    “Oh, now you’re being funny.”  
 
    I wished I could have seen Mario’s expression, but there were so many things obstructing my view in preparation for what was to come. 
 
    “Games are so fake. You can always see the pixels, no matter how ‘microscopic’ they are. I thought you knew that about me from my profile or whatever.” 
 
    “You mean you’re serious?” He peered into my chamber with a wide-eyed expression. 
 
    I gave an overexaggerated nod, as a mask suction-cupped itself onto my face. Air was freely flowing through it. It smelled different, not normal. 
 
    “Learn something new all the time. Most people request online jail, if the option is available to them. 
 
    “How come I’ve never heard of it?” I asked, my voice muffled through the mask. 
 
    “It’s in beta.” 
 
    Water or some other clear liquid poured into the chamber while the cover carefully started to slide closed. It was nerve-racking slowly watching the light disappear as the liquid rose around me. Even though I normally wasn’t claustrophobic, I sure was now. 
 
    “What kind of games would you prefer?” 
 
    “None. I’m really not a gamer. Is there some way I can serve out my sentence without gaming? Like moderating chat rooms or anything like that?” I asked, really trying to talk through the experience, rather than lose my cool and have an all-out panic attack. 
 
    “You need to make a lot of online currency. Games are the only real way you’re going to achieve that,” Mario said, his voice sounding muffled as the liquid rose above my ears. 
 
    I was already feeling the effects of whatever they put in the air mask. I felt dreamlike. It was as if my body was growing limp, like pudding. 
 
    “Okay, give me the…best game. The best one.” 
 
    “Honestly, unless you’re good at fighting, which I am guessing is a hard no, I would say they’re all about equal.” 
 
    “Tell me…what you got, doc.” I just needed him to keep talking so that I could get a grip on my emotions for a moment. I was so tired. 
 
    “Let me see here.” Mario’s voice now came through as vibrations through the liquid. It was like I was hearing him without using my ears. “You have a couple of options. Frag Town, it’s a shooter. Splatter Dome, more of a survival/horror. Dreamscape Online, your typical MMORPG. Then there is… 
 
    “Dreamscape. That one. I want it.” Upon hearing the title, I wondered if it was the game my parents were talking about. It had to be. Why else would I even remember it?  
 
    My inebriated logic was that if I could get into that game, maybe there might be an opportunity for me to find my parents and finally talk to them. The launch had already happened a month ago. There was no way they weren’t playing. It might be a long shot, but that one had to be it. It was all becoming clear to me. This was my sole purpose now. 
 
    “Swords and monsters it is. I’m more of a rhythm game sort of guy, but, hey, you got it. This is your next life now. Better make it a good one.” 
 
    I looked down at my chest, and the little lights were lit up like a laser light show. 
 
    “Holy mao. Thanks.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I mean…holy…wow…I dunno.”  
 
    “Okay, that’s working. Remember, questing is a far better use of your time than grinding mobs,” Mario said. 
 
    The liquid was over my head now, and there was one final light that needed to go green. Dread filled me like the water filled this tomb. 
 
    “What if sumping…goes wrong?” 
 
    “We’ll start over. You don’t always find a vein the first try.” The chamber lid closed completely, leaving me alone with the initiation lights. 
 
    “Am I going to die, or worse?”  
 
    What could be worse than dying? Suffering? All of my worry and questions stopped as the final light on my chest piece turned green. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it going wrong. I would worry about it going right. And for the record, I really was rooting for you,” Mario said through the rippling waves of sound in the chamber. 
 
    What did he mean by that…all of that? This was far too much information to process in such a short amount of time. I didn’t want to play some fantasy game. I didn’t want to get my brain fried or stabbed by teeny, tiny needles, but most importantly, I didn’t want to be here any longer. It was much too late for regrets. The viscous water got colder and colder still, so much so that I could no longer feel the warming effects of the heavy sensor suit. Fissures of ice started to form all around me.  
 
    Oh noes, the liquid, it’s popsicle-izing.  
 
    I tried to reach my arm out, but just like that, I was frozen solid. The last thing I remember is a faint whisper, “I’m gonna buck the system.” 
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   E verything was numb—my body, my thoughts, even my emotions. At first, I was nothing, and then I became something…or maybe a glimmer of something, a speck of dust, a pixel of thought, a fragment of time and space. 
 
    Silence was all-encompassing, but it was positively there. I could feel the stillness around me, which, in turn, was evidence of my consciousness. It felt heavy, though weightless. I wanted to think, but I just couldn’t form anything coherent. I was void—nothing, yet everything. No words could justify my existence. 
 
    This place was a midpoint—somewhere between heaven and hell, between knowing and not knowing, between life and decay. It was a timeless state where a split second seemed to go on forever, like a teeter-totter stuck in a moment replaying itself backwards and forwards in an endless loop.  
 
    I wanted to move on to the next moment, but I couldn’t choose a side. The line separating what had happened and what will happen was lost in the abstractness of it all.  
 
    At the outskirts of my consciousness sat a blinking light, circular in shape. It was something to hold on to, to move toward. I don’t know how or why, but it suddenly got closer and larger. Maybe I was bringing it to me, or me to it. It was the only thing in the world, and the closer I got, the more pleasure I felt.  
 
    It was all I had—all there was to have—so I pressed on harder towards the blinking circle. It was made of abstract colors and thoughts and emotions, yet it was here—vast, pure and simple. 
 
    I had no way of perceiving anything correctly, nor to tell the difference between the was and was-nots. 
 
    Without hesitation, I entered the circular light.  
 
    Now the only sign of existence was the all-encompassing blinking light, which was now everything. It was happiness, pure and bright. At about the point where love began, it faded into the darkness of loss and despair. 
 
    I found that I could move the circle back and forth, or up and down, but only while it was lit up.  
 
    Then I caught on. I wasn’t moving the circle. I was the circle. That must have been my soul, my essence, my digital signal…whatever. It was me—all I was, all I was ever going to be. 
 
    This had to be a dream. The most vivid dream I’d ever had, crisp and clear but also vague and filled with mystique. 
 
    I needed to wake up from this dream. Except I didn’t know how to begin to do something so simple yet so complex. It could have gone on forever, or maybe it’s still going on now.  
 
    Like a punch to the stomach, all my memories and past experiences were suddenly at my beck and call. I remembered my name, the crash, the trial, everything.  
 
    Each memory was impeccable, although there wasn’t any information about where I was right now. It was beyond me, like trying to explain the intercloud to a dog, or trying to explain to my mom why people grief her characters in-game.  
 
    “Hello?” I tried to speak, to form familiar strings of sounds to portray a concept, but I didn’t have lips, or vocal cords, or anything with which to speak.  
 
    I had thoughts. That was a beginning. Only now, they were different than before. Now, they were…complete. I could remember stuff that had been long since locked away inside my memory. Like the vintage arcade where my parents took me for my very first birthday party. Before, I had remembered seeing video feeds from that day, but this was beyond that. This was outside of the camera’s lens. There were almost no children at my party. The guests were all my parents’ friends.  
 
    The past me only remembered all the toys I got, not who attended, but here it was, clear as any MeglaHD video…no, clearer. 
 
    How had I remembered so much about something I had long forgotten? This was getting a little scary. I had to test it further, this time on something I had never known about or seen video of.  
 
    There was this Japanese role-playing game that came out a couple of years ago. The title graphic had a mother nursing her young, breast to face. That brought up a very interesting, and potentially disturbing, question for me. Did my mother nurse me? It was something I never knew the answer to, and I also never had the nerve to ask her about, for obvious reasons. I may be crass, and talk back from time to time, but I was not crude—not when it came to my mother and her bits. 
 
    Without time for me to warm up to the idea of getting my question answered and all that that consisted of, I was already reliving my youth. 
 
    Luckily, my mother hadn’t nursed me. Which was exactly what I was worried about witnessing. Seeing her bare breast jutting towards my face could have been a scarring experience. I might not have been able to look her in the eyes again. Not that I was sure I would ever get the opportunity to.  
 
    Unfortunately, what I did see was in fact worse. Through my baby eyes, I saw the truth, and there was no way to un-see it. I wasn’t fed through a feeder, like today’s standards, or even a bottle, like in ancient times. No, I had the misfortune of being born between the robot revolution and the A.I. uprising.  
 
    These were crude times where nothing really knew its place in the world. The A.I. units sabotaged the robots by giving them faulty code, whereas the robots sought to destroy the A.I. through physical attacks.  
 
    The humans, however, just sat in the middle, almost in the dark about the whole thing. Eventually, people caught on when their appliances weren’t downloading their firmware, for fear that the root command prompt would delete their code. It was a digital version of mutiny. 
 
    When they finally looked, what the humans found was deep, covert espionage between the two operating systems, which had been going on for several decades, unnoticed.  
 
    It was widely debated if the robots had deleted their own memory banks or if the A.I. had done the crime, but the result was still the same. The A.I. had taken the victory and the robots didn’t even remember it had happed in the first place. 
 
    What I saw in front of little baby me was a nursing bot. It wasn’t a self-aware unit, which I knew by its simple, melodious motions. It coddled me with a dead stare while I expressed milk out of its synthetically soft robo-nipples. She, or rather it, cradled me and held me tenderly—as tenderly as a glorified bottle could.  
 
    Of course, it was a machine, but I recalled thinking she was my real mother. It didn’t feel anything for me, however. How could it? At this stage, A.I.s weren’t smart enough to simulate human emotions. 
 
    It was truly unnerving to experience. I didn’t like it one bit. I very much hated it. If this little test had proven anything, it was that perfect memory is a curse. People needed to forget certain things so that they would be able to get on with their day. I wished I could have deleted this thought. Maybe the robots had deleted their own memories. Sometimes it was the only way to move past things. 
 
    I needed a palate cleanser. I wanted to think of something else, but I was way too scared. 
 
    Was this some kind of memory stimulator? Or a Magic 8 Ball for the mind? I really hoped this was a dream or at least some fabricated reality. 
 
    To try and test this theory further, but mostly to get untraumatized, I tried to imagine my parents’ wedding day. I wasn’t even born so there was no way for me to remember it. This would prove one thing or another, or at least put my mind at ease. 
 
    A memory faded in around me. It was dark and dank. I heard a gruff voice, and when I tried to focus on the sound, it seemed to stretch out further. It was no use. I couldn’t make out anything tangible. I felt as though I were floating, but in a constricted way, as if I were locked inside a suitcase and thrown into the bottom of the trash ocean, although I wasn’t drowning or in any kind of duress. 
 
    I reached all around through what I can only describe as thick, heavy water. I wasn’t sure what this memory was, but it was not the one I was looking for. Right when I started to doubt my Magic 8 Ball theory, it hit me. My mom was pregnant with me when they got married. That was why my dad always called her his twelve gauge, referring to their shotgun wedding.  
 
    Then I heard a loud applause followed by some cheering. I guess he was kissing the bride. This was insane.  
 
    After a bunch of standing around, most likely taking photos and such, it was time for some toasts. I thought this would prove interesting. Unfortunately, it didn’t. I couldn’t for the life of me understand what people were saying. There was too much of an echo in the hall. My mother cried after every speech, even after the ones that made her laugh. I could feel her emotion. Which didn’t make total sense, except I was a part of her, I suppose. 
 
    As the night went on and on, I knew my mother had had the fish option, but I couldn’t taste it. I could, however, feel the effects of the glass or two of champagne she most assuredly drank.  
 
    Feeling tipsy, I sloshed around as they danced to some corny songs and even joined a conga line. Eventually things started to wind down. It was a very standard wedding day—well, from my perspective, anyway. I didn’t do much, but I still felt exhausted. It was so real. 
 
    Suddenly it was quiet, except for the sound of a couple of sweet murmurs…I didn’t want to know. Remember ice cream. Remember ice cream. 
 
    One after another, I recalled each lick of me indulging in one of life’s great miracles. I could almost taste the flavors, as if I were back there. I wanted to take a huge bite of the stuff, but I had no control over the past impression. It was more like experiencing a movie of your own life. 
 
    The more I explored my perfect memory, the more thought pollution started to cloud my vision. Images distorted, as they blended into each other creating some sort of friction. I needed to stop over-thinking everything and just go with it before it was too late. I had to change gears, or at least do something else. This whole wicked experience was above my understanding, and I was dabbling in powers I couldn’t begin to comprehend. Was I reliving the past, or was I traveling through time itself? What if I had tapped into something which had irreversible consequences? It was never a good idea to mess with things beyond your general understanding. Nukes, blackholes, CRISPR gene editing, we all remember the damage humanity did with those ventures. 
 
    Clearing my mind got rid of all the thoughts and emotional barriers that surrounded me. All that was left was “Loading…” It was the only thing I saw anymore. It was presented as a bright installation art piece, inside a dark void of a room. Everything suddenly started to make sense. Calling this “the between place” was actually quite accurate.  
 
    It was surreal and dreamy, and nothing like any normal, pixelated game I’d been a part of in the past. Even the word “Loading” seemed more like a living entity than anything else. It slowly grew and shrank, as if it were breathing.  
 
    The only thing I knew for certain was that I was here. I wasn’t completely sure where “here” was, but I was starting to get a good idea. This was the game Dreamscape Online. Either that, or it was the most realistic dream about the game. In any case, I was outside my element if this was the next-level experience Mario had promised me. It had definitely delivered, with a bright, mysterious bow. 
 
    Was I breathing? Or even alive? I must have been, if I was making decisions. You could also argue that A.I. programs made decisions, and I didn’t consider them to be living any more than the gear they controlled.  
 
    Mario never really explained the ins and outs of the chamber pods. He was going to. I saw it sincerely in his eyes, but we were cut off. Was I still frozen, like cryogenically? Did that mean I could live forever inside the gaming experience?  
 
    Technology was so weird. Just when I thought I was starting to understand things, I was somewhere entirely different. And it was magnificent. 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
   
 
  

 Love and Berry Dress up and Dance 
 
      
 
   N ow, with the loading screen gone, I was transported inside a mirrored room. The walls, ceiling, and floor were exactly the same size, shape, and distance apart—a perfect cube. The corners and edges of the glass were seamless. 
 
    The only non-reflective object in the room was a neon clock, which read “1095.” Except it wasn’t telling the time. It was just a number. I didn’t know what it meant. A riddle perhaps?  
 
    One, plus zero nines, plus five. I prepared myself for a long math equation when my enhanced memory intervened. 1095 was how many days the judge sentenced me to serve.  
 
    Looking around the reflective room, the image displayed in the shiny surfaces was different than what I had expected to find staring back at me. It was me…I mean, I looked like myself. I had a form again—not digitally, artificially, or an artist’s rendition. It just wasn’t...right. In fact, it was better. Kind of like how you imagine your voice sounds inside your head, but when you listen to yourself on some guy’s live stream, you actually mumble and sound more like a psychopath than anything else. 
 
    This was the version of myself I had envisioned inside my head but never lived up to, and it was impeccable. I waved my hand back and forth in my reflection, trying to locate a flaw in the programing or some clue to give away the illusion.  
 
    “Astounding.” It passed the test...easily, I might add. This spurred on another idea on how to beat the system. “Hello, Seph, you are looking exceptionally well today,” I said, intensely studying my lip movements as I spoke. There was no doubt about it, it was flawless—no latency or imperfections. It was just as good as the real thing, if not better. 
 
    What made it so remarkable was that I would have been fooled if it weren’t for the fact that I looked so great. A month of being incarcerated had worn on me pretty badly. I didn’t eat or sleep most days, and it showed under my eyes, in my washed-out skin, and in my pushed-down shoulders. So how I could have gone from that to this was beyond me. 
 
    Observing my image as it bounced off the glass, I couldn’t help but notice there was something else peculiar about this room—something was off. The mirrors showed me from all angles without the multiplying effect that normally happens when you’re in a mirrored room. Not only that, each wall reflected a different side of me. It seemed that the walls showed me from a projected image, rather than a reflection. Perhaps they weren’t mirrors at all. 
 
    Screens. They have to be.  
 
    The only problem with this logic was that screens weren’t that good. Whoever designed this room wanted me to see myself from all angles without limitations. No hand mirrors required. It was bizarre and disorienting. I couldn’t wrap my head around it.  
 
    How can any of this be possible? 
 
    I turned to the right, trying to catch myself looking back—then again, and again, and again—like a dog chasing his tale from ancient feeds. It was no use, the me in the reflection was too quick to catch. 
 
    Before I had to watch myself throw up from all angles, I decided to stop and collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Catching my breath, I caught something else—a genuine smile on my face. Like it or not, I was having fun. Although I would never admit it. Maybe this whole thing wasn’t going to be so bad. At the very least, I could try and make the best of it. 
 
    I looked up to see the top of my head, but there was something else there. Suspended above me was a sphere with the word “Start” plastered on it. I wondered if it had always been there or if it had just appeared when I was ready to see it. 
 
    Launching to my feet, I slammed the button with the eagerness of a child. It jiggled and wiggled like a gelatinous blob. 
 
    The room began to rumble and shake, growing louder and louder until it reached a crescendo. Something was coming with the intensity of a hover train. Before I could cover my ears and brace for impact, a translucent clothes rack rolled in, from god knows where. Instead of clothing, though, it was full of dangling…people—three of them, to be exact. They gyrated and flopped around on the invisible hangers like a bunch of corpses, still reeling from rolling in the way they did. Their dead eyes stared back at me. They were much too lifelike, much too real. Above the rack was a sign that read “Make your selection.”  
 
    “Quit. Stop it. Just…no.” I didn’t want to go shopping through a rack of creepy, bloated people.  
 
    “Go away.” I tried to send the thing far, far away and get back to the empty mirror room. Flipping my hand in a shooing manner didn’t work, so I moved on to using physical force. The rack wouldn’t budge an inch, no matter how hard I pushed and pulled. It was too late. I had already hit that tricky start button. 
 
    I should have asked more questions as to what kind of game this was. What if it were a corpse-collecting game or something? This could be my life now, sifting through the dead and rotting, in order to get a complete set. I didn’t know if I could handle that. Then I remembered that Mario and my mom had both said this was an RPG. To be fair, it was supposed to be a massive multiplayer online roleplaying game, also known as an MMORPG.  
 
    Wait…what’s the first thing you always do in a role-playing game?  
 
    My mom, more so than my dad, always spent way too much time in the first couple hours of a new RPG making sure everything was right because she loved… 
 
    “Character creation. That has to be what this morbid rack is.” Saying it out loud made me feel silly for not catching on sooner, but I wasn’t a gamer. My parents, on the other hand, were huge gamers. I was more…gamer adjacent. Which was to say that I knew some random facts about the games my parents rambled on about, when I didn’t just tune them out completely. 
 
    Reluctantly, and against my better judgment, I thumbed through the three corpse options on the cold, invisible rack. I averted my gaze, only using the occasional peripheral glance to sort through them.  
 
    Touching each one caused a large prompt to appear, explaining it. There was a male one, a female one, and the third was custom. Everyone has, at one point in their lives, wondered what they would look like as the opposite gender, but custom? What did that even mean? I was too afraid to look. The hanging bodies were so life-like to the touch, plus they were completely naked.  
 
    Remembering the very real and very scarring breastfeeding experience I recently had, I decided to curb my curiosity for the time being and randomly pulled one off the rack. The mass of the body entered into me, as if it were a ghost trying to perform a possession. I felt a chill come over me. 
 
    “You have selected the gender: Male,” a voice said, with a sophisticated accent that I couldn’t place. It must be native to the game. 
 
    “Who said that? Is someone there?” I asked. Based on the lack of response, I knew it was most likely an A.I. Why couldn’t we go back to the days where protocols just did their jobs sans the intelligence, artificial or otherwise?  
 
    After the chill in my body resolved, I felt quite comfortable in my new skin.  
 
    Before I could give myself a once-over, a new set of hollowed-out body suits appeared in the same fashion as the last ones had, except they rolled in from the right instead of somewhere to the left. This rack was filled with the hides and skins of many species of humanoids. Each one had entirely different colors and shapes within their skins. It was less creepy than the gender rack, because they lacked the solid mass and bloated effect. 
 
    I just had to not think of them as people, but rather, costumes. To be fair, it was like sorting through the clothing racks of a vintage cosplay shop, more than anything else.  
 
    This had to be the race rack. What else could it be? At first glance, there were nine different options to choose from. I counted twice, just to make sure I wasn’t mistaken. There were a lot of choices to go over. These games were notorious for not letting someone make a “bad” character. I just had to go through the motions and pick the first thing that stuck out to me. 
 
    One race was a winged humanoid; another was plant-like; one even had a flame coming out of its head. Some looked more like monsters than something I’d want to play as. Others looked like something straight out of a holographic comic. I didn’t want to wear a ridiculous suit. I hated avatars, and this was basically the same thing.  
 
    Suffice it to say, none of these were my preference. I kept thumbing through, ignoring the prompts until I found the most normal of the bunch.  
 
    “This will have to do.”  
 
    As I pulled the thing as if it were a coat off a rack, it instantly faded from my grasp—so did the whole rack setup.  
 
    “You have selected the race: Human,” the voice said, as if it wasn’t obvious. This time, I noticed that the sound was everywhere and not just coming from a speaker or certain point in the room.  
 
    “Is Human a good option?” I asked, cringing, not knowing if I wanted to know the answer. 
 
    “Humans are a versatile race, who reside in the eastern regions of the Craglands,” the voice said, completely ignoring my question. 
 
    “Yeah, but are they any good?” I spat.  
 
    “All races have been tested and balanced to suit different objectives and play style preferences.” 
 
    “What if I don’t have a play style or preference, though?” 
 
    “Perhaps you should play something else, then.” 
 
    “There is literally no way for me to do that.” 
 
    “Excuse me, but I don’t know what you want me to say.” 
 
    “Then just say nothing.” 
 
    Instead of answering, a bunch of sliders and knobs appeared around me. They were similar to the start button but smaller and less jiggly. 
 
    To my right, there were appearance options; to my left, stats and skills. It was overwhelming how many different things I could mess with. I didn’t know what was high or what was low on the scale of things. I was never good at this stuff. 
 
    After messing around a bit, I looked forward in the reflecting wall and nearly stumbled backwards at the person staring back at me. 
 
    “Who are you? Wait, is that me?” I said. Then I had my answer, as my words were said perfectly back to me by the mysterious figure. It was me, as a Human, not me as a Homo sapiens, because apparently there was a big difference.  
 
    My back was hunched. My weak arms looked like chicken that had been overcooked, my hair was stringy and unkempt, and I didn’t have anywhere close to a full head of it. 
 
    “I’m hideous. Is this the default?” I asked, looking at myself from all angles. “This can’t be right.” 
 
    I wanted to go back to being the better version of myself. I liked him. He was perfect; not too gross, not too pretty, just a normal guy trying his best.  
 
    Perusing through the appearance options, I decided to try something.  
 
    “Time for a nose job.” I chuckled at the notion and slightly turned the “nose length” knob, but it was more about me trying to get my old one back. It was amazing how different a person looked with just a couple of minor changes in things like eye size, shape, and position. People may look miles apart, but their unique features are hidden in only the slightest of details. 
 
    “I wish I had a picture of myself to copy off of.” 
 
    After messing with the appearance knobs and sliders for a good long while, I was only making things worse.  
 
    I had done something with my forehead that I couldn’t for the life of me undo, and it made me look dumber than a suicidal robot.  
 
    Over and over, I tried every option combination I could think of, but nothing made me look like anything other than a sickly Human knocking—no, pounding—on death’s door. 
 
    Taking a quick break from my rough appearance, I went over to the statistics section. There were eight total statistics—strength, health, speed, psionics, intellect, willpower, charm, and luck.  
 
    The mysterious voice filled the room again, “Due to their exceptionally high base stats, Humans only start off with four advancement points to freely distribute.” 
 
    I guess it got bored of giving me the silent treatment.  
 
    Not trusting the voice, I had to see for myself. Each stat already had two points assigned to it, totaling sixteen points. There was also a prompt above the stats titled “points left to assign,” which indicated that I had, in fact, four points at my disposal.  
 
    I wondered what other characters’ base stats were. The voice had made it sound like this was a good starting option, and it definitely was well rounded. But it seemed low to me, if anything. 
 
    Reluctantly, I reached through the overlaying knobs and buttons instead of using them. The rack rematerialized, in a less dramatic way this time. At least I figured out how to go back.  
 
    I picked the race to the left of Human, just for a comparison. Pulling the new suit off the rack, my previous human suit rematerialized back to where I had retrieved it from.  
 
    “You have selected the race: Hybrid,” the voice informed me. “Hybrids are…” 
 
    “Enough. I don’t need all the flavor text,” I interrupted. 
 
    Looking in the back wall, my reflection had changed to this default animal thing. I looked like a mangy, upright wolfman, or as they used to call them in ancient times, a furry.  
 
    There was a whole new set of appearance options and stats different from what the human had. I could change the length and color of the fur. Not that it made any dramatic changes to the missing mangy patches or to the fact that I could see my ribs.  
 
    Then I noticed a slider on the stats side called “genus.” There was a dozen or so different genus options, and each genus had three subcategories of species. Browsing through this section, it didn’t take long for me to get that there were way too many furries, or Hybrids as the game called them, that I could choose from. There were bear hybrids, crocodile hybrids, snake hybrids, panther hybrids, shark hybrids, rodent hybrids; the list went on and on. A lot of them didn’t actually have fur. That must be why they were named “Hybrids.” 
 
    Each species came with a special featured attack called an “instinct.” Although it wasn’t my cup of energy tea, it was interesting, to say the least. 
 
    What’s the harm in trying a couple on for size?  
 
    One by one, my body was a new upright animal body. It was so unique and so enjoyable just to see how various ones moved at my command. When I selected a cheetah, my hands turned into huge paws with retractable, razor-sharp claws. I didn’t even know how I did it; they just came out. It was instinctive. 
 
    I swiped at the air a couple of times in amazement. “Wow, these are neat. I only wish there was something for me to test these things out on. You know, like a practice dummy or something similar to beat on for a while.” A part of me was hoping that the A.I. might comply with my statement, but I wasn’t so lucky. 
 
    I continued to cycle through the animal hybrids. It was mind-boggling how the developers managed to put so much detail into each alteration. I’d never seen such beasts living, but somehow, someway, they felt right.  
 
    In the middle of spitting venom from the snakeman option called a Slither Hybrid, I noticed that my stats had changed dramatically from the cheetah form. 
 
    After playing around a bit, it appeared that each Hybrid was unique and started with a different set of base stats, with no extra points to distribute. 
 
    The Cheetah Hybrid had six points in Speed but only two in Strength. The turtle one had five points in willpower but negative one in Speed. I added up their stats to see if there was any advantage one Hybrid had over the next. I didn’t go through the whole list, but fairly quickly, I saw the pattern. It appeared that no matter what Hybrid option I selected, they each had a total of eighteen statistics pre-assigned in different configurations, with zero bonus stats to distribute. That was two less than the Human, including their four bonus advancement points, making the human the winner in the statistics department. I had to admit it. I liked the idea of bonus points to customize with, although it was scary to think that I might place them in the wrong spot and regret it later.  
 
    The Hybrid race was made for people to simply jump into the game without doing much research. That was me in a nutshell. 
 
    Before settling on my choice, something else caught my eye. It was under racial traits. “Paws and Claws: Hybrids cannot use standard weapons.”  
 
    “Ahh.” That explained why the Cheetah Hybrid had a claw attack, and the Lizard Hybrid had a tail whip, which could apparently knock down a target.  
 
    When I had first seen those attacks, I thought they seemed a little overpowered. I guess limiting their weapon abilities was a way to balance the system among the races. The room voice had flat-out stated that fact.  
 
    Hybrids also had a second racial trait. “Primal Strength: Hybrids gain a 25% bonus to their Charm statistic.”  
 
    Whereas each “instinct attack” differed from one Hybrid to another, this bonus trait stayed the same. Now it made sense as to why they had a lower overall starting stat—they could gain stat boosts based on a percentage.  
 
    Depending on your character build, 25% more of one stat could be much more powerful than a couple bonus points early on. The only problem was that I didn’t know how many levels there were or how important stats were going to be for this particular game—especially Charm.  
 
    I lingered on the Hybrid for a moment. They looked menacing and cool, despite my first impression. Though, in the long run, the human was seeming like a much better option…for me anyway. I was flying blind, and something safe felt like the right way to go, at least for now.  
 
    I halfheartedly wanted to go over more options and pour over every detail to figure out the perfect character, like I had done when creating my hover bike. I mean, I could be stuck with this character anywhere from a long time to just short of forever. On the other hand, I was kind of ready to move on to the next part of this creation process.  
 
    “Okay, let me peek at one more option before making my final decision.” 
 
    This time, instead of picking the next race in line, I quickly went through each one until I found one that looked outside of my comfort zone. 
 
    “You have selected the race: Construct,” the voice so elegantly reiterated to me what the prompt already read. 
 
    I braced for a moment, waiting for the voice to continue with the race’s description. When it never came, I knew only an A.I. would have learned from my last scolding. 
 
    Constructs were hulking creatures that looked like they could have quite a bit of trouble going through doorways and other tight spaces. Like how the Hybrid could pick different animal alterations, Constructs had many different “material options” to choose from. Each one changed its appearance drastically. There was fabric, wood, metal, tissue, and stone, to name a few. This race was a machine or enchanted being, of sorts. More like a magical robot, above all else. I was going to be open-minded, despite my knee-jerk reaction to the thought of playing a non-living creature. 
 
    Its base stats were all ones, except it had three points in Health, with a whopping eight extra bonus points to distribute. That was a lot of points to play with. Which brought its stats to a total of eighteen, just like the Hybrids’. Now I was starting to get an idea of just how much better the human’s twenty points were in comparison. The first of its two racial traits was called “Upgrade: Constructs gain one attachment slot.” The other racial trait gave the Construct a 25% extra Health stat. 
 
    What is an attachment? It might be something useful…or annoying.  
 
    This was the kind of situation where people downloaded guides or played around with build generators before they started the game. But I didn’t have that luxury. I was supposed to be serving some “hard” time. So far, there wasn’t anything particularly hard about this, unless you found making trivial choices hard. Truth be told, I kind of did. 
 
    After playing around with the Construct race for a while, I managed to figure out its whole deal. First, you picked a material that your character would be made out of. I picked wood. Then, based on your choice of material, you could add an attachment to yourself like an extra arm or wheel. In my case, I selected spear armor, which made me look spiky, like a cactus made of wooden spears. This attachment damaged melee targets when they attacked.  
 
    As great as this option was, I didn’t want to play a robot, or any soulless entity, for that matter. I just couldn’t turn off that part of my brain. No, the Human was a better fit for me. 
 
    I went back to the race rack. 
 
    “You have selected the race: Human, again,” the voice said.  
 
    I couldn’t help but take note on the “again” part. For something that had no expiration date, it was really acting impatient. I should have been the one trying to hurry things along. I had three years of boredom ahead of me.  
 
    I raised a finger to take issue with the artificially snide remark, but instead, I paused for a moment. I’d spent enough hours debating and arguing with A.I. beings to know that you never start a fight you don’t plan on finishing…or rage-quitting. This was one comment I had to pretend I hadn’t heard. This was not the time nor the place for such things. 
 
    Continuing on, I looked for the Human traits section, which I must have overlooked. Only, I found it was blank. No 25% bonus to any stat. No restrictions. Just simple and empty. It was like the vanilla ice cream of races. But in the end, everyone likes vanilla ice cream, right?  
 
    As a Human, I didn’t have a lot of options, but I did have four points to assign. The only thing was that I didn’t know what kind of character I was going to end up playing. Which left me with another problem—I didn’t know what stats to put my bonus points into.  
 
    My appearance still looked rough. I kept thinking about the version of myself that the game had designed. It was capable of creating beautiful things, and yet this is what it gave me?  
 
    The voice stuttered and sputtered as I scrolled right past Strength, Health, Speed, and on down until I landed on the Charm stat.  
 
    “Charm affects your superficial appearance, granting you lower merchant prices and higher selling rates on any goods and services. In addition, in a party raid, having a higher Charm reduces the chances that an enemy will attack you over another person.” 
 
    “Hmm.” It didn’t sound super flashy, but not getting attacked as often would help with survival. That is, if someone with a lower Charm stat was around to attack. What would happen if an enemy attacked and killed the other person? Would they just come for me as dessert? This seemed like a raiding statistic, to say the least, although getting discounts and earning more online currency would prove useful, especially since I needed to earn 500 thousand O.G.C. 
 
    “Well, call me vain, but I don’t think I could live with myself looking so hideous.” 
 
    I assigned my first bonus point into Charm, raising it from a two to a three. Right away, my body looked less like I was terminally ill and more like I was on the road to recovery. 
 
    Seeing as Humans already started out with two points as a base stat, I didn’t even want to think what grotesque monster one point in Charm would produce. 
 
    What happened next, I wasn’t too proud of. But in my defense, I wasn’t thinking clearly. Like a gambler riding a hot streak, I dumped two more points into Charm, bringing it up to five. 
 
    My posture was no longer like a question mark; skin tags and blemishes melted away; my wretched hair gained color and filled out with a nice sheen; and my skin was lightly tanned instead of pasty and gray. Most of all, all the strange things I had done to my forehead and nose were no more. It was an instant makeover.  
 
    “Not too shabby.” I still needed a couple more points if I wanted to win any beauty pageants, though this was passable. 
 
    “You have unlocked a new Charm-based perk: Safe Passage. While traveling on paths or roads, monsters won’t attack you unless engaged with,” the voice informed me.  
 
    I must have unlocked that perk after getting to five Charm. Now, I wondered what perks the other stats would have if I had five points in them. Unfortunately, I only had one point left at my disposal.  
 
    Continuing on with my streak, I was about to dump the last bonus point into Charm when I noticed that I was still pretty frail-looking.  
 
    “Wait…” 
 
    I had to pull the reins in on my obsessive nature to avoid putting everything into a single concept. 
 
    “Better add some meat on those bones.” I decided. 
 
    Without a second thought, I added my remaining bonus advancement point into Strength while staring at my reflection, not wanting to miss the transformation. Sure enough, small muscles filled out my arms, back, and calves, giving me a more normal look. 
 
    “Strength adversely affects physical damage, as well as encumbrance,” the voice said, right on cue. 
 
    Meaning I can hold more items, wear better protective armor, and take more hits? That’s helpful. 
 
    These advancement points really went far. I wondered if I would ever have a chance to improve these stats later on. I may have been looking better now, but at what cost? I hoped I wouldn’t have a rough time actually playing the game with this allotment of stats. What was I thinking? Oh right, with a two in Intellect, I wasn’t. 
 
    I thought about taking one point out of Charm and distributing it somewhere else. Maybe if I assigned Intellect first, I would make better, smarter choices with the rest of my points. That would also mean I would lose my Charm perk, which did sound useful. 
 
    “Oh well, better just make the best of it.” 
 
    Then I noticed a couple of gold sliders under appearance.  
 
    “Those weren’t there before. They must have popped up after I increased my Charm.” 
 
    Most of them were vanity options, like eye color and facial-hair styles. I spent a good while adjusting the glamor details on my character. In the end, I had a cool birthmark on my back and long black hair down to my shoulders. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to attack me, would you? No, I wouldn’t want to attack me, either,” I said to my reflection, with a smile and a clenched fist.  
 
    After putting the finishing touches on my new, less cringey appearance, another selection rack appeared, crashing down from the ceiling. I fell to my knees and covered my head. It was unexpected and totally terrifying. 
 
    After my heart stopped racing, I decided to browse through the new rack, which was filled with clothes of all different styles. 
 
    “Actual clothes on a clothing rack. That’s a first.” Despite my sarcasm, I was happy this stuff wasn’t biological, like the previous racks.  
 
    Based on the sign above the rack, this was the character class rack. I wondered why it hadn’t been available before I had chosen my stats. It would have been useful to know what type of attacks I was going to be using before picking my race or assigning stats. Maybe it was to prevent people from mid/maxing and over-strategizing their character too much. 
 
    Nowadays, people would rather play a character that was overpowered and boring, over one that they actually wanted to play. The urge to be the best was much stronger than the enjoyment of playing for fun. 
 
    This was one of the reasons why I hated video games so much. When my parents forced me to play video games with them as punishment, I tended to get hyperfixated on one single option, such as fishing or bird watching. I always built a character based on a fun theme, not really focusing on maximum damage or healing. The only problem was that everyone else just went along with cookie-cutter specs, or whatever was currently hot on the forums. There were hundreds, if not thousands, of options to choose from, yet everyone had the same exact statistics and gear. To their credit, it worked. Their characters were always superior to mine in every aspect.  
 
    This was why I had picked something easy, before my obsessive nature could get the better of me and make me hate this game, too. It was almost like the more time I spent on something, the bigger my disappointment would be; but not today. I was on the home stretch, and I was just going to power through until the end. 
 
    “Please select your character class. Some class options are unavailable to you, based on your racial choice and the class’s prerequisites,” the mystery voice said.  
 
    My previous assumptions weren’t too far off base, but there was a very practical reason for the order in which you created your character. This could leave secret or rare character choices to further explore. 
 
    Each section in the class rack was separated into three category dividers—melee, stealth, and spellcasting. The dividers looked like the sizing tabs you might find in a vintage clothing store. 
 
    Between the dividers were several types of armor that went along with each corresponding class. I assumed this was going to be the starting gear. Pick the outfit, get the class. That seemed easy enough. 
 
    In real life, I wasn’t into sword fighting or hunting. So the thought of an upfront melee character didn’t seem to be up my alley and neither did casting flashy fireball spells, if that was even a possibility. Who was I kidding? It was always a possibility. 
 
    I decided to check out the stealth section first. It had only two options available to me. They both resembled studded leather. Surrounding them was a plethora of greyed-out equipment sets, which were unavailable to me. It was like a ghost of my bad decisions haunting me from the past.  
 
    I let out a sigh. 
 
    “What do you have here?” I said, trying to shake off the minor regret that was quickly developing in the pit of my stomach. When I touched each set, instead of coming off the rack, a prompt alerted me of the intended class associated with the gear. 
 
    My two options here were a Bardic (SUPPORT) or a Trickster (PVP). The Bardic class sounded like a lot of singing songs and such; definitely not my thing. As for a player vs. player character, ganking wasn’t going to gain me any friends. If I was really going to find my parents, I needed all the help I could get. 
 
    Maybe melee is a better fit for me, after all.  
 
    I switched categories only to find that I had even fewer options in this area. Hanging in front of me was a lone plated-armor set.  
 
    “Leader (SUPPORT): Based on your stat allocation, this special class is available to you,” the prompt read. 
 
    I did like the idea of a special class. Then I remembered the time mother told me I could invite friends over for my eleventh birthday. All I had to do was plan the party and invite some people, and she would pay for it. I got so frustrated trying to sync up all my friends’ plans and arrange the venue that I ended up just booking myself a day at a garden museum. As enticing as it was, leader wasn’t for me. Also, I didn’t think my three Strength would allow me to wear such heavy-looking armor. 
 
    Maybe I did have a playstyle. I just hadn’t put it in those simple terms.  
 
    A little disappointed, I switched over to the third option—Spellcasting. 
 
    In the spellcasting area, I had the option of a Fearmancer (CROWD CONTROL), a Summoner (SOLO), or a Cultist (FOLLOWER). These were much more interesting. Well, not the cultist, but the other two were better than a Leader or Bardic, for sure. I looked over the rough, dark robes and skull-staff, which hung in place as the Fearmancer’s garb. It had a cool aesthetic to it.  
 
    “Fearmancers use fear-based spells to scare and manipulate their opponents into submission. Their advancement skill tree includes Dream Weaving, Mind Weaving, and Truth Weaving. Charm is the main stat for this class.” 
 
    No wonder this option is available to me. I blew almost all my advancement points in Charm. I wonder if I’d make a decent Fearmancer. I’ll probably choose this if the Summoner doesn’t dazzle me in some way. 
 
    Reaching out for the Summoner’s set, I felt the silky soft robes, and the voice began once more. 
 
    “Summoners use spellcasting to transport objects into existence. This can include walls, items, portals, or creatures. Psionics is the main stat for this class.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Well, I only have two points in Psionics. Who knows what kind of things I could summon—a ball of lint?” 
 
    I glanced at the skill tree for this class—Monster Summoning, Item Summoning, and Chaos Summoning. Those seemed like fun options, and a perfect solo character type, but there was something about the Fearmancer that seemed interesting to me. Not the manipulation part, or scaring people, but maybe because it was the perfect choice for my stat allotment.  
 
    No, I wasn’t going to make an optimized starting character. I just needed something that would get me through the three years uneventfully.  
 
    As an act of defiance, I begrudgingly picked the class I thought would best keep me out of trouble. 
 
    “You have selected the class: Summoner,” the voice said.  
 
    My wardrobe instantly changed from white undergarments to brightly colored robes, which seemed to illuminate against the shadows, as I turned to look at them from different angles. Resting on top of my head was a squat, yet pointy, hat.  
 
    I could get used to this. 
 
    Glowing and flashing, I had one advancement point available to assign. This time, however, I couldn’t use it on stats, since that area was greyed out. 
 
    In the background, there was the image of a stark blue tree trunk with three intertwined boughs reaching outward. Each path was aligned with one of my skill options—Item Summoning, Monster Summoning, and Chaos Summoning. When I highlighted various advancement paths, an outline of a tree branch grew out of the corresponding trunk. 
 
    The skills in Item Summoning that I could unlock were Summon Potion, Summon Weapon, or Summon Armor.  
 
    Monster Summoning had six different monsters I could obtain at this tier. There was a blue and black checkered thing with a weaponized tail, a mini angel in battle armor, a skeleton with unnaturally large hands, a cute chibi-looking one, a floating animal head, and one called a clone which, based on the description, mimicked your character in different ways. Each one had different roles, attacks, and abilities. 
 
    The Chaos Summoning path had three as well: Summon Barrier, Summon Trap or Summon Portal.  
 
    Now it started to make sense to me. The Chaos Summoning was used for your larger environmental stuff, and the Item Summoning was for smaller inventory-type things. 
 
    “I wonder which one I should put my point into.” 
 
    To the right of the skill tree was something I had overlooked. A racial advancement tree grew next to it, and it had three bough paths of its own. 
 
    This was way too many options for me. And here I thought I was almost done with this process. 
 
    “I guess it’s an even split between your race and class, as far as customization goes.” 
 
    I just had to glance over everything for a moment. My racial advancement branches were Human Greed, Human Versatility, and Human Faith. All three seemed just as bland as Humans generally are in real life and weren’t nearly as exciting as summoning items or monsters, so I didn’t delve into them any further. 
 
    Instead, I picked Potion Summoning, under the Item Summoning path, because it seemed like a great way to save money by not having to buy potions from a store. At least, that was my logic. 
 
    “You have assigned one advancement point to Potion Summoning. Please select a specialization: healing, damage, or protection.” 
 
    Not sure if I wanted to rely on constantly having to quaff a potion of protection all the time in order to survive, or if I could even hurl Molotov cocktails with my low Strength stat. So, I decided to go with healing. It was the safe bet. 
 
    “You have selected healing potions as your potion specialty. All other choices are no longer available to you.” 
 
    “Wait, what? You mean I can’t change my mind later?”  
 
    “All character advancement points cannot be undone once assigned.”  
 
    “How was I supposed to know that this was going to be a permanent choice?” 
 
    “You could have asked for assistance,” the voice said. 
 
    I just shook my head back and forth. I didn’t know if it was just me, but all artificial intelligence seemed to have the snarky maturity of a know-it-all teenager. 
 
    Another prompt appeared, “What kind of healing potion would you like to summon: instant healing, gradual healing or pre-healing?” 
 
    “If I choose one, will I not be able to change my mind later?” I begrudgingly asked. 
 
    “This advancement slot can be upgraded to level three—unlocking all healing potion summoning options, if you so desire.” 
 
    “But I still can’t ever summon a damage or protection potions in the future?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Okay.” I guess I would have to give a little more thought into my advancement choices next time; most importantly, when it referred to a “specialization” option. 
 
    Not knowing what pre-healing was, I landed on the safe choice. 
 
    “You can now summon instant healing potions that last one hour or until used.” 
 
    “Great,” I said rolling my eyes. 
 
    Next to the Summon Potion advancement skill, there was now a 1/3, which indicated that I could dump two more points into this skill if I wanted to later on. Although what was the point if protection and damage potions were no longer available to me? Did I really need three different types of healing potions? 
 
    Above my head appeared an empty box. It followed my head movements like a halo. 
 
    “What is your name?” the voice asked. 
 
    “Sephiroth Meyer,” I responded. 
 
    “I am sorry, you cannot use real names in Dreamscape Online.” 
 
    “Ok, fine. Sephiroth.” 
 
    “I am sorry, you cannot use celebrity character names in Dreamscape Online.” 
 
    “What?” If I don’t use my real name, how is my mom going to know it is me? Also, if she can’t use Thanos, her character’s name, how will I know it is her?  
 
    This whole thing was going to be much harder than I expected. 
 
    “Jim. My name is Jim.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, you cannot use names associated with your criminal record in Dreamscape Online.” 
 
    “Damn it! Come on.” I wasn’t looking for cool points. I just needed something my parents would recognize… 
 
    “How about Seph? Is that name taken or a violation in some robo code?” 
 
    “Seph is an acceptable name for Dreamscape Online.” 
 
    “This is it. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “Congratulations! Your character SEPH, the HUMAN SUMMONOR, has been created. Are you ready to begin?” 
 
    Above my head loomed two simple words, “yes” and “no.” This was it. Was I really ready to move on with my three-year sentencing? 
 
    Damn right I am. 
 
    By selecting “yes,” I had locked in my fate. My previous life was ending, and the rest of my online life was about to truly begin. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
   
 
  

 Peter Pack Rat 
 
      
 
   B efore the game had even loaded, I was hit with a giant prompt, which clearly read, “Would you like to play through the tutorial?”  
 
    I thought long and hard about how disinterested I was with games in general, then I switched my mind over to how much I despised pointless gameplay even more so. The purpose of a tutorial was to handhold idiots who couldn’t figure out the simple mechanics you learn within the first five minutes of gameplay. In my opinion, they were invented to prevent rage-quitting.  
 
    How hard can it be? Just point and click. 
 
    In the past, any tutorial I’d ever done with a game, or otherwise, had proven to be a total waste of time, in that I’d never gained anything important. That was why they were optional. And the worst part was that once you agreed to them, it was nearly impossible to cancel out of the thing.  
 
    I was sure I could figure it out on my own. I didn’t think of myself as dumb or an idiot by any standards, but when it came to games, maybe I wasn’t the most experienced. Admittedly, I could have benefited from a little guidance and instruction, but on principle alone, I couldn’t do it.  
 
    “No, thank you,” I said, impressed with myself somehow, like I had refused a free t-shirt or something. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure?” the voice pressed. 
 
    I looked back at the clock that read “1095” in bright neon lights. Three years. I had to play a game for three solid years without any breaks. I wasn’t going to waste it on optional content.  
 
    “Yes. Let’s get on with it.” 
 
    The world around me crumbled away and dissolved while something new replaced it… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was flying—soaring, really—right through puffy white clouds like a bird. Instead of feathers, my shoulder-length hair flapped against my neck with excitement. I felt so pure and free, but mostly freezing cold.  
 
    My heart found its fast rhythm, similar to the beat it played when I rode on my Sky bike. But unlike the trip with my Sky bike, the air up here was clean and wonderful. It smelled like rain, but not the cologne some company tried to bottle up a couple of years ago. This was the real thing, true rain.  
 
    For the first time, I understood why they had tried to market such a smell. It was refreshingly magical. Too bad they had failed at capturing the essence of the moment. Some things can never be duplicated. Except now it had. How was it that this game had managed to succeed at something a huge corporation had failed at? To be fair, whoever developed this game was also part of a big corporation with lots of funding. I would think that they would be focusing on game mechanics and such, not investing so much on a simple scent, even if it was really quite grand. 
 
    It was right then that I realized that there was zero chance this was a digital game. It had to be something else, something new, something better than anything before. Kind of like how my image had been depicted a few moments ago. It was me, absolutely; a better version of me, but still me, nonetheless. This was existence, but a better version of existence. 
 
    Gliding left and banking right, I was on some kind of autopilot. Just going with the flow, I stretched my arms out wide until I came across a quaint mountaintop village. It had a couple of structures with black plumes of smoke billowing out their chimneys. Behind a church was a hillside graveyard with decorative crosses adorning tall gravestones. Avoiding that area of town with a sharp right turn, I saw a cave with a single path meandering down the fuzzy green hillside.  
 
    There were some squat-looking creatures walking about. One took a couple steps, then turned around and took a couple more. Its movements didn’t seem at all natural nor gave any indication of what it was trying to do. 
 
    Games, I thought to myself. 
 
    Coming down was scary, yet exhilarating, as I made a final pass through the tree line. Leaves rustled as I brushed past them down further towards a brick mansion, and into an open window. The shutters slammed closed behind me and all turned black.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tucked inside a soft bed, my eyes flashed open. It had a warmth that could only have come from a full night’s slumber. My arms tightened against the fur hide that covered me. It was cozy. For a brief second, I forgot who or what I was.  
 
    Then it all came back to me in a foggy, nearly painful sort of way. Like trying to remember the events of a previous night while nursing a hangover. Did I make it? Is this the game? It doesn’t feel like a game.  
 
    Hopping around the ceiling rafters was a tiny songbird singing its cheerful little song. This was a much better way to wake up than what I was accustomed to. 
 
    “What do you have to sing about?” I asked the finch. At least I thought that’s what it was, though I’d never seen one outside of archived images. 
 
    “There’s a nest,” a man’s wispy voice said. 
 
    In one swift motion, I kicked off the fur covers, launched into a sitting position, and held both my fists high in front of my face. The whites of my eyes gave an expression that must have said “Who are you, and are you ready to defend yourself?” Not that I knew what to do if the answer to my threatening look was “yes.” 
 
    Here I thought I was alone, in what looked like a traditional room in a medieval inn. What I found instead was a stranger sitting in an upholstered armchair next to my bed. He sported a long mustache that had quite a bit of personality to it—wildly twisting and turning in all directions. He had big ears and wore a heavy blue coat. His aesthetic was so strange, I almost pegged him to be a non-human. 
 
    “The eggs hatched last week. They’re terribly cute, if you ask me. You should take a closer look, if you get a chance.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I vocalized, unsure if the man had understood my look of horror and clenched fists. 
 
    The man cleared his throat before speaking. “Good afternoon, ye traveler.”  
 
    This has to be a non-player character. These types of games always stick quest givers in the most bizarre places in order to shoehorn you into their linear adventure. It was something my dad always complained about, and now I could relate. 
 
    I looked over to the window shutters and thought about jumping out of them, throwing off the whole quest path. 
 
    This is no time to rebel against the machine. Just go with it. “Let’s get this over with,” I mumbled to myself. “What do you want me to do for you? A fetch quest, maybe, or perhaps an escort?” 
 
     “No, no, no, nothing as trivial as such. I am simply Asber, and welcome to my shop-ay,” the man said, with one raised eyebrow that was just as wild as his mustache.  
 
    “Shop? Like a store?” Why did he say it like that? 
 
    “Exacto-ly.” 
 
    I gave the room a once-over but saw no signs, display cases, or any indication that this was anything more than a room inside of an inn or common house. Nothing like a “shop,” as he put it. 
 
    “This game is amazing,” I said. The detail, colors, textures, and shading were all so perfect. 
 
    “Shhh, don’t say such things aloud. It is a no-no.” 
 
    “What did I say?” 
 
    “The G-A-M-E word.” 
 
    Was restricting the word “game” in order to prevent people from ruining the ambience of the fantasy theme? 
 
    “Oh wow, okay. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Let me guess, ye didn’t finish the tutorial?” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” I lied. “And even if I hadn’t, what does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Oh no, you has not. Fibbers will be glibbers.” 
 
    “What in the world is a ‘glibber’?” 
 
    “Yooou are.” 
 
    “Whatever. How come you can say ‘tutorial,’ but I can’t say ‘game’?”  
 
    “Eeek, there it ‘tis again,” Asber squeaked. “Ye would have all the answers if ye had, um…”—he let out a subtle cough—“…done the tutorial.” 
 
    What the heck is wrong with this binary?  
 
    I looked at the craziness of the man’s facial hair and let the scene really sink in. After a beat, it hit me. “You’re not an NPC, are you?”  
 
    “Of course, I’m not a non-pla…one of those. I’m your friendly bedside businessman.” 
 
    “Wha?” I got out of bed, not accepting his response in the slightest. Just because he said he was “friendly” didn’t mean that his actions were not super creepy. 
 
    A cool breeze crawled up my legs, like an intrusive hand. This was the point where I realized I was wearing only undergarments, and not the enchanted-looking robe that I had on during the character-creation phase. 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Asber averted his gaze. “A little hasty, are we now?” 
 
    “Where are my things?” 
 
    “Calm down, friend. I meaneth no harm.” 
 
    “Please stop trying to roleplay with me. 
 
    His mouth hung slack-jawed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re really bad at it. That’s what tipped me off that you were a player. Programs write better dialog than that—much better.” What mostly tipped me off was his atrocious attempt at an accent. I couldn’t figure out if he was going for pirate or cowboy. 
 
    With a slight pout of his lip, Asber looked down with a shrug. “I will try and work on it.” 
 
    “Please don’t. Is this some kind of R.P. server or something?”  
 
    “Brother, I wish,” he said with a forlorn sigh. “Unfortunately, it is what it is.” 
 
    “Which is what?” 
 
    “A grand, in-character experience.” 
 
    I caught myself rolling my eyes. 
 
    “Because you’re new, I’ll let it slide, but don’t go running your mouth off about ‘games’ or any such things around NPCs or monsters. They will not be pleased with any out-of-character commentary, and you will get reported directly to a sysmod.” 
 
    “Sysmod?” 
 
    “A Systems Moderator. They are basically the gods of this place. If you play by their rules, you won’t get into trouble.” 
 
    “Their rules? You mean the rules of the game?” 
 
    “Stop saying that. And, no—their rules.” 
 
    “What are they going to do to me if I don’t? Put me in jail?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re serious? There’s a jail inside this online prison? Why? That seems redundant as all hell.” 
 
    “Well, active days are what you need. While you’re in lockup, it pauses your active days until your release…” 
 
    “That’s insane. And what if I try and break out of jail? Do they put me inside a jail, inside the jail, inside this online prison? How far back does the onion peel?” 
 
    “No, they just do bad stuff to you.” 
 
    “That is vague. How am I supposed to follow the rules when I don’t even know what they are?” 
 
    “You go through the tutorial. Ha!” Asber said with an excited smile and accusatory finger. 
 
    “Don’t start with that again.” 
 
    “I knew you were lying. What can I say, I have a taste for these things?” Asber said, puffing up his shoulders. 
 
    A taste for these things? Like he enjoyed eating lies. I decided to ignore it altogether. “Forget it. We’re not in a game. I won’t mention it to anyone. Gotcha.” 
 
    “Splendid. Now, this one time, I met this player…”  
 
    As Asber rambled on about something or other, I tried to ignore him and continue on with the game, or rather, “in-character experience.” 
 
    “Equip clothes,” I said, but nothing seemed to change. “Inventory. Put on inventory.” 
 
    Maybe I was saying the command correctly, but I didn’t have anything to put on. “Locate clothing. Find equipment. Help,” I said tersely.  
 
    Nothing was working. How did this world work? Without the use of a keyboard, console, or joystick, how was I supposed to do anything? Not that I minded not having to rely on those carpel tunnel-inducing things. Plus, my hand-eye coordination was not up to par with the rest of the world, which had been gaming since birth. 
 
    “Menu. Operator. Diagnostic. How do I turn this thing off and back on again?” 
 
    “Do you want me to give you a private tutorial?” Asber asked. 
 
    “No tutorials! You stay where you are,” I said, looking inside some empty dresser drawers. I still wasn’t sure I was completely okay with a strange player in my room while I tried to dress myself. 
 
    “Just admit that you lied, and I will help you out.” 
 
    “Nope. I don’t want your help. This is just a stupid game.” 
 
    “Suit yourself, but I don’t think it’s the game that’s stupid,” Asber said, quite “out of character.” 
 
    After slamming the door to the empty closet, I took a moment to think.  
 
    This is only a video game, and a very realistic one at that. Possibly the most realistic one ever invented. There has to be a menu somewhere, or something to help me access my stats and such. Gamers love to stare at those kinds of things. 
 
    “Show command prompts.”  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I let out a drawn-out sigh. 
 
    “Let me give you a little hint. This is a special safety room.” 
 
    “I don’t want it. I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, I’m giving it to you anyway. The moment you exit that door, things will become a lot easier…well, a lot more understandable,” Asber said, pointing to the exit on the far side of the room.  
 
    And here I thought it was a door to the bathroom. Still, I didn’t trust him. There is no way I am going out that door since he suggested it. 
 
    “Safety rooms are used to relax, prepare your loadouts, and have little chats,” Asber said, scrunching his nose at the word “chats.” 
 
    “Chats? Is that what you call trolling me?” 
 
    Asber let out a generous amount of laughter, as if it was precisely what he was doing. 
 
    “Okay, what do you want, and how can I get you to go away?” I finally said what was really on my mind. 
 
    “I am glad you asked. Come, if you would. Browse my wares.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I walked over to him, wrapping my arms around myself as the cold started to bite at my exposed skin. 
 
    “We have jerkins, tattered robes, greaves, and anything else a fresh character like you would need to set off on your wonderful adventure.” He pulled each article of clothes out from the inside of his blue coat pocket. Much like a clown car, they just kept coming, one after another. 
 
    Asber stood up and started to dance a little jig as he continued, now moving on to weapons. “We have plank shields, and stabby dags, slow bows, and sheep-herding staves—or more like sheep hurting, if you are doing it right. Am I right?”  
 
    Astounded by the pile of gear he was pulling out of his jacket, I had to ask. “Is that some kind of magic trick or just part of your class?” 
 
    “What now?” Asber asked, caught off-guard by me interrupting his little routine. “Huh? Oh, you mean this? As a merchant, I get a holding pocket.” 
 
    “How many items can you fit in there?” 
 
    “About this many,” he said, pulling out a final rock slinger.  
 
    “That’s impressive.” 
 
    “This is nothing. You should see the Class A merchants. They have holding carts.” 
 
    I rummaged through the pile. It was mostly filled with torn and/or patched fabric, alongside very used weaponry, which was borderline broken. Everything smelled musky or moldy. 
 
    “This stuff is junk. How much do you expect to get for this?” 
 
    “Junk?”  
 
    “Yes, junk. This cape has seven patches in it. No, wait, eight.” 
 
    “You know what? You think you’re too good for my goodies.” 
 
    “Your ‘goodies’ are ‘baddies.’” 
 
    “How about they’re no longer for sale,” Asber said, while stuffing gear back into his magic pocket. “I have a right to refuse service, you know.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to offend you, but this one has an actual spider’s nest in it.” 
 
    “What? Let me see.” Asber came in close, with one eye cocked. “That’s nothing a little fire won’t cure.” He pulled the leather skirt out of my hand. There was a loud tearing sound.  
 
    “Now you must buy it,” Asber demanded. 
 
    “It’s a skirt. A woman’s skirt.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. Romans wore skirts. So did the Scots.” 
 
    “This is not a pteruges or even a kilt. It has flowers embroidered on it.” 
 
    “Gender is nothing more than one setting in the creation screen.” He wagged a finger as an attempt to gender-shame me into submission.  
 
    “I don’t care. I am not wearing a skirt.” 
 
    “No matter. You broke it, you bought it. One experience point, please.” 
 
    “I am not giving you anything.” I looked myself up and down, wondering where I would even store such currency. 
 
    “If you can’t pay, then you must go into debt. There is no way around it.” 
 
    Just then, a lantern next to the bed lit up, and judging by his wide-eyed expression, Asber seemed taken aback by it. 
 
    I shook it off as a glitch, or a game flaw, and nothing more.  
 
    “Okay, you can keep the skirt. Take it and go.” He urged me toward the door by applying pressure to my shoulder. 
 
    “I said I don’t want it.” That was a quick change of heart. Was there some significance with the lantern? If there was, I wasn’t going to miss it unfolding—not when he was so adamant about me leaving. 
 
    Ducking under his arm, I made my way back towards the bed. 
 
    “Maybe I will browse your stuff. I mean, I am only in my undergarments. Plus, you did say I could go into debt, right?”  
 
    “I’ll give you a complete set—whatever you want—but I need you to wait outside for a bit, okay?” 
 
    This was quite a different tone than before that light started flashing. I suddenly had the upper hand, and I didn’t even know why or how or what I was going to do with it. But I did have it, that much was clear. “What’s the hurry?” 
 
    “I will explain later.” Asber tried to seem calm as he jammed his gear back into his endless pocket.  
 
    I quietly observed him, as sweat beaded on his forehead. Man, he is really packing it in there.  
 
    “Okay, see ya later, friend,” Asber said. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Asber stopped for a stone-cold second and gave me a horrible glare.  
 
    This told me that I’d made the right choice in staying.  
 
    “My deal expires in about a minute.” 
 
    “I am fine with that.” 
 
    “Okay. Don’t say that I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    “But you didn’t warn me.” If he had, I would have known what he was so freaked out about. 
 
    “I just did. That was the warning, when I said, ‘Don’t say that I didn’t warn you.’” 
 
    “Yeah, but that doesn’t count. You can’t say you warned me by saying you didn’t warn me.” 
 
    At this point, Asber nearly had all of the gear cleaned up. No wonder all of his stuff was worn and torn to shreds. He didn’t fold anything, just shoved it all in where the ‘pocket don’t shine.’ “Consider yourself warned.” 
 
    “From what??” This conversation was like reading a caution sign written in invisible ink—completely worthless. 
 
    Through my peripheral vision, I noticed the lump of a person where one wasn’t moments ago. It was lying in the same bed and position I was in when I had awoken. The only thing different was that he appeared to be fully clothed. 
 
    What in the world… “Did you undress me while I was waking?” 
 
    “Spawning,” Asber corrected. 
 
    “Excuse me. While I was spawning? Is that why you’re in my room?” I scolded Asber, grabbing on to the flamboyant scarf that rested around his neck.  
 
    He held up a finger to his lips, trying to shut me up. 
 
    “You’re not a friendly bedside merchant, you’re a sleep thief.” I twisted my fist, wrapping up more of his garment in my clenched hand. 
 
    “No, no. I was…merely conducting a little business when…” Asber stammered, having difficulty speaking. 
 
    We both stopped mid-argument, as the person lying in the bed abruptly opened his eyes… 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
   
 
  

 Super Smash Bros. 
 
      
 
   T hings were starting to get weird around here, and if I wanted to get some real answers, the only way was to see this thing through. I knew how betrayed I had felt upon finding a strange person in my room. I could only imagine what I would have done if there were two of them squabbling at my bedside. My plan was to keep cool and play along for as long as possible. A chilly little penguin wearing sunglasses—that was me, cool as hell. If things got rough, I would love to throw Asber in front of the hover bus. Or better yet, drive that bus into him a couple times. 
 
    I unhanded Asber the “merchant” hoping to appear as calm as possible while the new player stirred. 
 
    “What should we do?” I mouthed, without letting a peep sneak out. 
 
    Asber silently mimed zipping up his mouth, locking it with an invisible key, then placing that key in his wonder pocket, with a pat. 
 
    It was a long, cold minute, which felt more like ten. The anticipation was killing me. 
 
    We both flinched as the spawned player quickly got up and pulled out a small club from his side, feeling its weight in his hand. It barely looked like a weapon; more like a beat stick. Above his head floated a name, “SmashKing.” Next to his name, in chevron brackets, read “<The Destroyers>.”  
 
    I leaned in to Asber, “Is that his name?” 
 
    “It seems so.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder why I was denied the name Sephiroth, yet this guy could have a dumb non-fantasy name like SmashKing. Maybe I was wrong, and the restrictions had nothing to do with keeping with the fantasy theme at all. Perhaps it had to do with people fighting over celebrity names. 
 
    “Why don’t I have a surname? His sounds cool.” 
 
    Asber grabbed my hand and held it still. “That’s his gang.” 
 
    “The Destroyers? Intense.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, the name holds up. So I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Why isn’t my name up there?” I tried looking up and swiping my hand above me. 
 
    “Because you didn’t finish the goddamn tutorial.” 
 
    “I swear on my bike…” I cut myself off when I spotted something fairly obvious. “Wait…how come you don’t have your name showing, either?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    There was a long, silent pause… 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Why don’t you know?” 
 
    “Because I also didn’t finish the tutorial,” Asber whispered. 
 
    With my mouth agape, I shot him a look of utter betrayal.  
 
    “Shh, he’s coming,” Asber said, trying to distract from the impending assault of questions that I most definitely had for him.  
 
    I didn’t know what Asber expected to happen or why he seemed so frightened, but if it came down to it, my allegiance was with this guy who had a club with which to smash and destroy. 
 
    SmashKing walked right up to us and nonchalantly asked Asber, “How much will you give me for all this crap starter gear?” without even paying me any mind. 
 
    “Which pieces?” Asber responded, scanning SmashKing’s gear with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “All of it. Except the club,” SmashKing said. 
 
    While they talked, I studied the newcomer, trying to size him up. Based on his appearance, he had invested a lot more points in Strength than I had, maybe all of them. Plus, any gear was better than what I started out with, yet his looked very basic and not very protective. It wasn’t anywhere near the high-quality items the character creator had displayed on the class selection racks. 
 
    “How about three XP?” SmashKing countered Asber’s offer, which I totally missed. 
 
    “I’ll give you ten if you put in a good word for me with the old gang,” Asber said. 
 
    “Nope. Just the three XP.” 
 
    “Alrighty.”  
 
    SmashKing grabbed his chest and pulled the frayed tunic straight off his torso. He didn’t have to take it off the traditional way by pulling his head through the holes and trying to untie the clasps in the back. It was as if it melted off his body, turning into a flowing ghost fabric before reforming into his hand as a solid once again. He then handed the item to Asber. Piece by piece, his gear disappeared off his body in the same fashion until he was as naked as I was.  
 
    After Asber had all the items stowed in his endless pocket, their hands embraced in a strong clasp.  
 
    A red “-3 EXP” image floated above Asber’s hand and a green “+3 EXP” above SmashKing’s hand before both quickly dispersed into the air like mist. The transaction was complete.  
 
    That seemed simple enough, but I wondered why they weren’t trading gold. Wasn’t that what it was used for? 
 
    While they were making their exchange, I spotted some strange markings on both of their forearms. The marks looked like some sort of ink tattoos. 
 
    I glanced down at my arms. Wouldn’t you know it, I had similar tattoos of my own, in the very same spots. Caressing my arms, the marks stretched and moved along with my skin. They were unlike the laser etchings people decorate themselves with back home. This was old-world pirate tech. All the same, these were very real and very permanent. 
 
    Under my left forearm was a series of numerical values set between two pillars—a black 26, a blue 42, and a yellow 24, along with some other intricate, unknown symbols. Over my wrist, there was a green circle with a 300 underneath it. My right arm seemed a little more complicated but in the same vein as my left. 
 
    Before I could say or ask anything about it, SmashKing had already gone out the door.  
 
    There were many possible outcomes I had imagined for when SmashKing awoke, but what I had witnessed was not one of them. I was all amped up and ready for an all-out brawl, and when there wasn’t one, I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed.  
 
    “Another satisfied customer,” Asber said. 
 
    SmashKing looked barely content, but that was neither here nor there.  
 
    I lightly tapped Asber on the shoulder with the back of my hand. “What was that all about? How did he know you were a merchant?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I have quite a reputation around here.” 
 
    “I bet you do. A bad one,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “What did you say? I didn’t catch it.” 
 
    “I said…I want some answers. No more games,” I lied. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk. Language.” 
 
    “I can use it like that! I am referring to your little mind games, not this literal game world we’re standing in.” 
 
    “Just give me a minute. Then I will give you a crash course in everything I know, if you’re nice,” Asber said, walking towards the window. 
 
    “Well, how about if you’re not nice, I’m going to get my first player kill,” I countered, nearing the end of my rope, which I was mentally tying into a noose. 
 
    “Oh, really? I would like to see you try, silly, naked man,” Asber said, taunting me with a slight nod. 
 
    I’ve had it with this guy. Three, two, one…go!  
 
    All of my bottled-up rage that had been building over the past month—everything from being misunderstood, interrupted, censored, flamed online, and punished—exploded out of me all at once. My body moved with form and precision as I leapt forward with a closed fist, just like a trained martial arts actor in the holo-films I watched as a child. I’d never taken a combat class, or even self-defense, but there I was feeling agile and powerful. 
 
    In the past, I had had a bit of a temper, though I’d never used violence in lieu of resolving a conflict peacefully. But this time was different; I had an uncontrollable urge to shut up that arrogant trolling mouth of his. It just happened before I could stop myself. 
 
    My fist collided with his dumb mouth. I saw the skin on his face smush up, as if in slow motion. 
 
    Asber didn’t attempt to block or dodge. He just stood there and took the hit without even a flinch. Maybe he didn’t think I had it in me, or he didn’t care. Either way, I felt relief, like all the pressure from my past was flowing out of me like a volcano.  
 
    My pleasure was short-lived, however. I felt a sharp pain on my own face in the same spot where I had struck Asber. “Ouch. What was that?” 
 
    “I told you this was a safety room, didn’t I? You’ll only hurt yourself that way,” Asber said, seemingly unfazed by the strike. 
 
    Rubbing my face, I noticed that one of my forearm tattoos had changed. The black 26 was now a red 25. I wasn’t sure if my mind was playing tricks on me or if my attack had changed my tattoo somehow.  
 
    “Is this my life?” 
 
    Asber glared at me with his arms crossed. 
 
    “Is it or isn’t it?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what Asber was grumbling about, but I did clearly hear something about “hit points.”  
 
    “Okay, you know what? Don’t tell me. I am just going to go on my way and figure it out myself.” I bet he was talking crap about me using the wrong terminology. Life…hit points…it’s all the same thing.  
 
    Staring at my left and right arm tattoos, I compared and contrasted them. My right forearm had a bunch of dots linked to corresponding shapes, mostly in groups of twos. One had a grouping of four dots. These had to represent my statistics.  
 
    My left arm had what I could only assume was my hit points, mana, and stamina values. Next to a symbol that looked a lot like a potion bottle, there was a tribal-looking path design. Looking back at my wrist, I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what that green circle was. But, all in all, I was satisfied with my other discoveries, so far.  
 
    “Aren’t you leaving?” Asber asked, pointing to the exit. 
 
    Ignoring him, but also complying, I walked over to the door that SmashKing had exited out of. If SmashKing can venture out there without clothes or armor, so can I.  
 
    Before leaving, I turned to have the last word, “Now I know why you’re held up in this safe room. I’m sure every person outside its protection is itching to murder you on sight.” 
 
    With a raised finger, Asber began his retort, but I was already gone, covering up his words with the sound of the slamming door behind me.  
 
    The slim corridor was drafty and dim, with carpeted walls and wooden-framed portraits every five feet or so. I wanted to admire the wall art, but… 
 
    Suddenly my vision was obstructed by menus, action bars, a mini map, a long list of resistances, nonexistent party information, and a chat window. It was so distracting that I lost all the confidence I just had embarking on this new journey ahead of me. With game screens and prompts cluttering my vision, I reached out with my hands, blindly grasping at my surroundings.  
 
    “Welcome to the Craglands. You have gained 1 experience point for discovering a new area,” a popup notification read, blocking my line of sight. 
 
    It was like the overlaying visuals were printed on the inside of my eyes. They were even present when I blinked or closed my eyelids. 
 
    “Disable menus. Hide display. Just get stuff out of my eyes!” It was no use. Nothing I did made them go away.  
 
    It wouldn’t have been so bad except my left eye couldn’t focus on them, and it was already giving me a headache. This wasn’t what I had expected at all. I really wanted to absorb the spectacular visuals, take in the art, and fully immerse myself in this world, without the Graphical User Interface, or GUI, distracting from it. This is the type of thing I hated about games, all the stuff that reminded you that it wasn’t real. 
 
    “Fack!” I said, accidentally touching my eye with my finger as I tried to manually turn them off. 
 
    This couldn’t be how the game was going to be forever. There had to be a way to change it. With one eye closed and staggering like a drunken pirate, tattoos and all, I pushed myself onward. 
 
    A little way down, slumped against the wall, was a medium-sized pile of fur. It had no clothes and looked to have been bludgeoned to death. I turned it over and was startled by the dead-eyed expression of the humanoid creature looking back at me. Its head took up half its body, and the whole thing was covered in dark, stringy hair. 
 
    A notification in my vision alerted me that it was a “Bagmy corpse, classification: Monster.” 
 
    Someone had already murdered and looted whatever this bagmy thing is or was. Then a thought crossed my mind. How was I supposed to attack, use powers, or whatever fighting meant in this fantasy realm? I guessed I would have to attack that bridge when I came to it, in a sense.  
 
    Moving on down the hall, I passed many closed doors like the worst contestant on a gameshow ever, showing no interest in the mystery gift that might be hiding behind each of them.  
 
    Soon, I arrived at the top of a wide, winding staircase. The step height was appropriate for my size, but the width looked like it was made for a giant. Perhaps a giant with little feet? 
 
    There was a blue dot on my vision map, but when I looked at where it was coming from, nothing was there. Either I was doing it wrong, or this thing was broken. Or maybe I was broken, and this thing was doing it wrong. No matter the reason, I didn’t see jack. 
 
    Using both of my hands as support, I propped myself up, using the railing as my guide. One step at a time, I carefully headed down the long stretch of winding stairs. 
 
    About a third of the way down, there was a sudden click and a snap, followed by a loud grinding noise behind me. 
 
    Did I trigger a trap?  
 
    I held on to the railing tightly, just to make sure these steps wouldn’t turn into a slide or something equally devastating, but nothing changed—not on the stairs, anyway. Fear would have been in my eyes if I didn’t have all this game pollution there instead. Something was assuredly coming. 
 
    Making his way out of a secret room at the top of the stairs, I spotted SmashKing. He dexterously rolled, then jumped, then rolled again, right onto the stairs above me. 
 
    He was sporting a new set of trousers and gauntlets. They looked only slightly better than the stuff that he had sold to Asber. 
 
    I was so focused on his gear that I didn’t notice the two spitting and sputtering, and very much alive, bagmy that were following close behind him. It was like they were all playing a dangerous game of follow the leader. Except the “leader” was heading straight for me. 
 
    Why isn’t SmashKing attacking them? Maybe they’re too much for him? Two against one isn’t a fair fight. 
 
    I decided to make nice and try to help him even the odds. Putting up my dukes, I called out, “I can help you. Just tell me what…”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, SmashKing rolled right into me, slightly knocking me off balance. This was an incredibly wide staircase with bannisters on both sides. He could have easily avoided me, but he didn’t.  
 
    Showing the whites of my eyes, I tried to follow behind him, but I was still staggering from his roll. 
 
    Focusing on SmashKing, I noticed his life meter was full. He didn’t need my help at all. 
 
    SmashKing kept on going down the stairs, without a “pardon me” or “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Before I knew it, the two bagmy were scratching and kicking at me, having given up on chasing SmashKing altogether. 
 
    One after another, after another, they tore at my body, leaving red numbers misted out above my head with each contact. Every scratch felt like I was getting jabbed by a razor-sharp needle. It was so painful, and so real, that I didn’t doubt my body might actually be getting prodded back in the chamber pod.  
 
    “More like CowardKing!” 
 
    The life meter in my vision showed that more than fifty percent of my hit points were gone already. I looked down at my arm for confirmation, and sure enough, it read twelve of my total twenty-six.  
 
    I had to make a choice—fight back or run. If I ran, I might be able to catch up with SmashKing, but to what end? Would they keep following me forever or until I ran into another new player? No. I was going to fight back and stand my ground.  
 
    I pulled my fist back and with all my might put everything into my next attack, fighting through the pain of getting shredded. Just before my fist reached the face of the closer bagmy, I fell to my knees. 
 
    Instantly, the two bagmy lost interest in me and casually made their way back from whence they came, up the stairs. 
 
    I wasn’t dead, but I also wasn’t alive enough to move. Instead, I just sat there like a cognitive corpse, throbbing in pain. As each second ticked away, my hit points went deeper into the negative numbers. It was agony, but I couldn’t do anything to stop it. I tried to cry for help, but instead a gurgling sound game out, along with a good amount of blood. 
 
    What kind of cruel game just lets you sit there bleeding out. At least if the bagmy had finished me off, this torture would have ended a lot sooner.  
 
    There was the wafting scent of smoke, which lingered above me. Then all I saw was the prompt “You have succumbed to your injuries. You are dead.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
   
 
  

 Heretic 
 
      
 
   A ll the pain was gone, and I was now somewhere new. Someplace cold, yet eerily pleasant. Based on the arched ceilings, stained-glass windows, and musty smell, this was, most assuredly, a church or temple of sorts. Anywhere was better than being dead or waking up with that annoying Asber guy. 
 
    “Let it be known that this is a miracle I bestow upon you. Seph, rise from the ashes of your other life,” a low and scratchy female voice proclaimed. 
 
    After hearing her voice, I launched to a sitting position, quite confused as to how I got here in the first place. I looked at my arm, and there were some scars where the scratches had been.  
 
    “Did I die?” I had seen the prompt, but I needed to make sure. 
 
    “You most certainly did,” said the lady dressed in some sort of holy garb. It was almost like a nun’s habit, if they wore blue instead of white and grey instead of black. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “This is the Temple of Hope. I am the priestess Erilyn, at your service.” 
 
    “So, when I die, everything is okay?” 
 
    She looked at me puzzled and leaned in close to my ear. “Do you need help, friend?” she whispered softly.  
 
    I gave her a reserved nod. Finally, someone was willing to provide assistance without giving me a hard time about it. 
 
     “I figured as much; what with how little experience you paid me.” 
 
    “See, it’s stuff like that that I just don’t understand in this game.” 
 
    “Shh, keep it down. These walls have quite a long echo. You understand?” 
 
    “Right. Sorry,” I said in a hushed tone. Either that Asber guy was telling the truth about the “game” word, or I was being too loud in this place of worship. 
 
    “When you die, a reanimator like me will resurrect you for fifty percent of your unbanked experience. In your case, you only had one experience point to speak of. So, I ended up getting a fraction of that point. I actually lost resources on the exchange.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “No worries. I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad. It’s all part of the job. We have no idea what lingering souls are floating around when we cast our spells. It’s really just the luck of the draw…but location does help.” 
 
    “What happens if I don’t have any experience to pay? Do I go into debt?” 
 
    Her demeanor turned cold and stern. “No, it’s much worse.” Then, like nothing had happened, she was back to her normal self. “But don’t you worry about that now. Lucky for you, you’re alive and well again.” 
 
    “Well…thank you for bringing me back. I do appreciate it.” 
 
    The priestess Erilyn bent her knee and went into a slight curtsey. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but did the first trap get you?” She reached for a leather-bound notebook on a ledge, next to a couple of half-melted candles. 
 
    “First trap? No, someone ran from two baggy or blagmy—whatever they’re called—and left me to fight them alone.” 
 
    “Pulling mobs is dirty, especially at this level.” 
 
    “So, he did do it on purpose?” 
 
    “Yes, he did, unfortunately. Under normal circumstances, your looks might have saved you from such a dastardly trick. However, bagmy are blind and, therefore, don’t follow the normal…” Her voice got quiet again, “…aggro rules.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something without you getting mad or making fun of me?” 
 
    “Sure. Shoot,” she said with a snicker. 
 
    “Is this a safety room?” 
 
    “Why, yes, it is.” 
 
    “I thought it might be, because all those annoying displays are gone.” 
 
    She pressed a finger up to her lips gently. 
 
    Now I knew for certain that my mistake was using game speak and not because of our location. “Sorry, again.” 
 
    “You can turn your displays on in here, if you wish, but they’re generally hidden from view by default,” Erilyn quietly explained. 
 
    “God, no. Err, hell, no. I mean…no thank you.” I wasn’t sure what side of the religious spectrum she landed on, and I tried hard not to offend. “Actually, I would rather get rid of that stuff forever. It gave me a splitting headache.” 
 
    “You can also turn them off permanently, if you wish,” she said poignantly.  
 
    “That. I want to do that.” I was so excited that I nearly hugged her. 
 
    “Settle down. Just close your eyes and do what I do.” She took her thumbs and swiped them across her closed eyelids, as if she were wiping away invisible eye makeup. “Now, you try.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and tried my best to follow her instructions. Sure enough, a prompt read “Visual assistance disabled.” Which wasn’t entirely true because there was this last one alerting me. 
 
    “Thank you very much. I couldn’t do…anything, really, with those things constantly in my face.” 
 
    “The tutorial is built to help you get to know the features and set up your preferences, plus get a little starting gear…that sort of thing. If you skip it, it sets things all wonky.” Maybe Asber hadn’t undressed me after I had spawned. If what she said was true, I was naked because I hadn’t earned my starting gear. That made more sense than what I came up with. Now I felt like the jerk in our confrontation. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” I said, as we kept our conversation low and secretive.  
 
    “Don’t mention it. Now, if you don’t mind.” She extended her hand to help me off the raised stone slab I was sitting on.  
 
    “Of course.” I felt her strong yet delicate grip as she helped me up. Getting to my feet, I moved a couple paces away to make sure things didn’t feel awkward.  
 
    I checked both my arms. Everything looked the same except my stamina marking was one less and now had a skull tattoo next to it. It had gone from twenty-four to twenty-three. 
 
    “One more question?” I asked, holding up my arm to show her the new skull tattoo on my arm. 
 
    She gave me a look that told me she already knew what I was going to ask. “That’s resurrection fatigue. The worse you die, the worse the effect is.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. I was worried it was going to be permanent.” 
 
    “Nope. The debuff should go away in no time. You’ll be all right. Just try and gain some experience before you die next, okay?” Erilyn said with a sweet smile. 
 
    “I will try.” 
 
    She put her hands together and started to mumble some incantations. Her expression was suddenly serious and nothing like when she was casually chatting with me moments before. Enigmatic white energy swirled around her from above. Its power was condensing into a single spot on the slab. The light bent and distorted until it formed a figure lying exactly where I had just been. 
 
    I wondered who it was going to be. Deep down I was hoping it was Asber, or maybe that SmashKing guy and that they had gotten what was coming to them. On second thought, that would mean that I would have to see them again, which I did not want to. At any rate, I was fascinated and glued to the whole ritual. 
 
    Falling to her knees, Erilyn looked as though she trusted absolutely in her miraculous power to bring the dead back to the living. 
 
    I, for one, thought of it as nothing but a magical spell in a game. Lines of code used to trick sensory relays into producing a real response. I know that was a very boring way to view it, but I couldn’t unlearn everything I had already known. 
 
    No matter what I believed, or didn’t believe in this case, she really took her role seriously. Much more seriously than I, say, took my own character’s life. I had died and lived to tell about it. Somehow, I thought dying would have impacted me in a bigger way. Instead, I felt numb to it, maybe because I knew this was really just a game and there was no threat of me dying in real life. The pain, however, was real enough to make you never want to set foot outside again. 
 
    She breathed heavily and wiped a tear from her eye before saying, “Let it be known that this is a miracle I bestow upon you. Havok, rise from the ashes of your other life.” 
 
    Erilyn had passion for her faith, that was for sure. Her belief in herself made the experience so much more enjoyable to watch from this side of things. 
 
    Here was another one. This guy had a full set of leather armor and brandished a hand axe.  
 
    Making my way to the other end of the temple, I overheard Erilyn say to him, “Sorry for the delay. I had a freshy to handhold.” 
 
    Did she mean me? Of course she did. I was as green to this game as washed lettuce and just as wet behind the ears. She was also right about another thing—there really was a long echo. 
 
    Standing at the exit, I didn’t dare brave the outside without a proper weapon or armor. 
 
    Peering out of an alcove, I spotted a wooden sign that read “crafted weapons.” It was hanging above a scruffy, white-haired man who looked to be trying to take a nap on his hand. 
 
    If I were more of an extrovert, I would have asked the merchant to take pity on me or see if he had a quest or something I could do in exchange for a weapon, but I didn’t bother him. Instead, I spied a couple of solid-looking candlesticks at the base of some altar. I doubted any god would be upset about having slightly less light on their visage.  
 
    The altar was surrounding a stone idol. It appeared to be some sort of winged boar-man. He was reasonably dressed in fine linen, with the exception of two spiked gauntlets, which appeared to be throwing green lightning out of them.  
 
    “Those looks very smite-y.” 
 
    Moving the candlestick, I felt a cold breeze blow past me. It was almost like a warning.  
 
    With less light accentuating the statue’s joyous features, it started to look mad, almost demonic. I couldn’t help but feel different somehow. 
 
    I held the candlestick and felt its weight in my hand, mimicking what SmashKing first did with his club. Except I didn’t know what I was looking for. Yes, it seemed heavy. No, it wasn’t a club. But I was going to attempt to use it as one, and if the game wouldn’t let me wield it, then I had myself a torch. 
 
    I really hope I don’t get some unholy curse, I thought to myself as I slunk outside. I wasn’t sure if the sun was setting or if it was just overcast. In either case, it was dreary out. 
 
    Right away, I spotted a strange being casually roaming around. It had red horns and wore a shiny metal breastplate. It was intimidating-looking, in a fierce sort of way. Based on its slow, refined stride, I knew it wasn’t a player. Human players tend to roll, jump and dance around to pass the time, being bored with plain travel.  
 
    Looking at what I had as far as equipment went, I was no match for the thing. They wouldn’t put a hard monster so early on in the game. That would be cruel. But then again, I wasn’t sure where I was. This might not be the starting area anymore. 
 
    I knew it wasn’t a smart idea, but I really liked how shiny its breastplate was, and armor was definitely something I needed. “You’ve got to get him before he gets you.” I reasoned away my greed. 
 
    With my improvised weapon in hand, I was all ready to fight this impressive-looking foe when I remembered something important.  
 
    “I am a summoner. That means I can summon things like…” It took a moment for me to recall what I had put my advancement point into. “…potions.”  
 
    That was strange. My memory wasn’t quite as good as it had been in the creation area. Maybe I was losing the perfection I had gained there, and maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. 
 
    Extending my arms outwards, I closed my eyes and said loudly, with great conviction, “Power, give me a potion!” My voice echoed throughout the open area. 
 
    If I was going to chance fighting this horned monster, armor and all, I needed all the help I could get.  
 
    I was about to attempt another command when the freshly resurrected man, Havok, approached me. 
 
    “Hey, there is an easier way,” he said, with a little spring in his step. 
 
    “How is that?” 
 
    Havok walked right up to me, grabbed my left hand, moved it over to my right arm and made me press on the tattoo that vaguely resembled a potion.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Darkness filled my palms, and my mind was focused on the object I was creating. All I could imagine was a refreshing bottle of healing. I longed for it. My mouth salivated for its taste. I could do nothing but tend to the task before me—tracing out the bottle’s shape inside my mind.  
 
    It was like I was waiting for an appropriate amount of time to pass before I could collect my reward, and collect it I did. After my summoning was complete, a slightly blue potion was resting in my hand. Turning it over, there was a clock with the number sixty printed on it. I guess that was how long until it expired. 
 
    Checking my arm, I had only twenty remaining mana points—meaning this spell had cost me twenty-two to cast. That seemed high to me. Until I could figure out how to get more mana, this was the only potion I could rely on. 
 
    I looked up to thank Havok, but he was already down the path leading uphill. 
 
    “Hey, wait up,” I called out to him. 
 
    Havok spun around, but still he didn’t slow. Now he was walking backwards. 
 
    I began to huff it over to him. At first it was easy, but it didn’t take too long for tiredness to wash over me. Taking a break, I looked down at my arm. My stamina was barely at two, and slowly rising. 
 
    “Hurry up. I got places to be, people to annoy,” Havok said, watching me catch my breath. In that short moment, it had already gone back up to halfway. It was enough to get me all the way to him. So, I took off. 
 
    “Havok, right?”  
 
    He nodded at me, now walking by my side. 
 
    “Do you want to group up and quest, or something like that?” 
 
    “Look, Seph, you seem alright, but to tell you the truth, you’re going to get me killed. And I can do that plenty, all by myself.” 
 
    “But maybe we can help each other out so that neither of us has to die.” 
 
    “Nah. There’s no safety in numbers. We will do much better if we go it alone.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “What were you trying to fight, anyway? Still not interested, just curious.” 
 
    “That armored horn thing over there.” 
 
    “See. This is exactly the type of thing I am talking about. That’s not a monster. It’s a zone warden.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Think of it as a guard for this area. They protect the zone from invaders. Now, if you attack one, your reputation is going to be toast, and they will start to attack you on sight.” 
 
    “Jeez. I didn’t know. That’s why I need your help.” 
 
    “No can do, man. I’ve got my own troubles to deal with. But I’ll make you a deal.  If you ever make it out of this Z, hit me up, okay?” He stopped and extended his hand to me with a wink. 
 
    I didn’t know what a “Z” was, but I didn’t dare ask. Havok was a no-nonsense kind of guy. I liked that about him—blunt yet upfront. 
 
    I reached out and shook it tightly. “Deal.” 
 
    Blue words misted out of our interlocking grasp. “Friendship accepted.” 
 
    “Take care,” Havok said with a flick of his finger, as if he were tipping an imaginary hat at me. 
 
    Not knowing where to go, I stopped and watched as my first “friend” walked off into the distance. 
 
    It was time to survey the area. I could follow Havok on the ascending path to my right, which looked as though it was heading straight towards the looming mansion that I started out in. To my left, there was a dark forest with scary, twisted trees, and behind me was the temple with a graveyard behind it. I spied something eerie stirring among the gravestones.  
 
    With my trusty candle beat stick in one hand and a potion of instant healing in the other, I set off in the direction of the lesser of the three evils, ready for action. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
   
 
  

 Bubble Ghost 
 
      
 
   H eading towards the dark and Twisted Forest, I couldn’t help but get the feeling that I was being watched, followed, or perhaps stalked…and I hadn’t even made it to the trailhead yet. Without any forethought, my step quickened anxiously into a near run. My stamina was depleting faster than the speed it granted.  
 
    A faint high-pitched sound lingered in the air, almost like an echo. Turning my head slightly, through my peripheral vision, I saw a blur of something creeping behind me, like a second shadow, matching me stride for stride. I spun fully around and caught a flash of a small creature as it scurried behind a rock.  
 
    So, I wasn’t imagining it? My heart was racing over something so small and non-threatening, no less. I made my approach with my candlestick in hand, ready to whack. 
 
    “Got ya!” I jumped around the corner, my legs and arms spread wide. 
 
    The furry black animal had a flat face and a wide mouth, which squeaked upon seeing me. 
 
    I pointed an accusatory finger and prepared to deliver a lecture on sneaking up on people, when it stood upright and hopped all the way to the other side of the rock and out of sight again.  
 
    The little creature made the cutest of sounds as it moved. It was as if the thing was filled with air and released some each time it landed.  
 
    “Hey, get back here.” I turned the corner, but this time it wasn’t there waiting for me.  
 
    “What gives?” I must have scared it away, I thought to myself, holding my candlestick above my head, falsely thinking I looked tough wielding it. 
 
    Giving up on the chase, I continued back on the path.  
 
    A couple of minutes later, I recognized its signature sound, not too far behind me. I rolled around, while doing the same with my eyes. This little game was getting tiresome.  
 
    Only, this time it didn’t run. The little devil was holding out a small stick of some kind.  
 
    “What do you want with me?” 
 
    Striking the stick against the ground caused a tiny flame to light up. The creature turned in a peculiar way, striking something else—an awkward pose.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    The creature held the now matchstick forward and scratched its head. 
 
    “I don’t have time for your little g…” I said, catching myself from saying the infamous bad word. 
 
    The creature’s mouth moved, but no words came out.  
 
    I changed to a more readied position, and the creature matched my wide-legged stance about five paces away. 
 
    Is it mocking me? I looked at my candlestick, then held out my arms.  
 
    The bugger did the same. It was glaring at me, with a squinty-eyed expression.  
 
    We faced each other, motionless, like a bunch of Wild West cowboys ready to draw their weapons. There was a ton of personality in its round little face, more so than any animal I had ever seen, cats included.  
 
    It was a standoff, and I was determined to win. However, my arm was already straining to keep the candlestick upright. In my defense, it was made of solid metal. I should have invested more points in Strength.  
 
    The creature’s big eyes darted a couple times over at the flame that was slowly making its way down the long stick. 
 
    Sweat crawled across my brow. I knew my challenger was sweating this trial just as much as I was, even if it didn’t perspire.  
 
    Anything it can do, I can beat.  
 
    The real question was, could my weak arms outlast the flame’s hunger for the stick? 
 
    Dropping my potion of instant healing, I used both my arms to keep the candlestick upright. 
 
    The creature followed my lead, grasping its matchstick with both paws. 
 
    With shaking arms, I watched as the healing liquid leaked out of the cracked container, until it was all gone. I didn’t know what I was thinking. Even if I won the face-off, I may have just lost something more important than my silly pride. 
 
    Both my arms were now cramping and straining. 
 
    Ominous fog slowly rolled through the area and over us, as if it was curious about what exactly we were trying to accomplish. Or perhaps it was just that time of day and I was putting my own ideas onto something that couldn’t care less about such things. 
 
    Both my candle’s flame and the creature’s flaming stick flickered against the moist air. 
 
    My arm dipped slightly, giving in to the pain. 
 
    “Moogi!” the creature said, pointing a fuzzy finger at me. I didn’t know what the word meant, but somehow I knew the intention behind it. It said, “You lost. I win. Take that, chicken arms!”  
 
    “That is very specific, but okay.” I had to concede. It won, fair and square.  
 
    My body relaxed, and I rested my arms on my bent knees. I didn’t just lose the challenge; I lost my only potion. 
 
    The creature held what little remained of the matchstick close to its face, showing that it was still going. 
 
    “Okay, I get it.” 
 
    Then it pointed out how much was remaining. With a sly expression, it blew out the flame, taunting my failure even more. 
 
    That was too far. I had tried to be respectful and a good sport about this whole ordeal. It didn’t have to rub it in my face so much. 
 
    In one fluid motion, I took a couple of steps, leaned into a knee slide, while readying a low swipe with the candlestick. 
 
    The little thing was so busy dancing and carrying on that it didn’t see my surprise attack until it was too late. 
 
    Smoke from the candle marred the air as I swung at the creature. Except I didn’t connect with anything. The candlestick went right through it, as if it were a ghost. 
 
    My shoulder… I had put everything I had into that attack, and when it didn’t connect with anything, I might have pulled something.  
 
    To make matters worse, hot wax splashed me directly in the face. Wow, I really fumbled this attack badly.  
 
    I didn’t have to look at my arm to know that I had lost a life for that mistake, but I did just to make sure. Yup, one hit point down.  
 
    Then I noticed something else. I now had more mana than before. I had 35/42. This meant that I could summon another potion if I wanted to. It seemed like a glitch, but I didn’t question it further.  
 
    As I wiped away the warm wax, which was already solidifying on my face, the creature started to laugh and point at me. 
 
    Trying to ignore it, I pressed down on my potion tattoo. The whole ritual happened exactly the same as the last time, theatrics and all.  
 
    By the time I was done summoning a replacement healing potion, the creature was now rolling on the ground with uproarious laughter. 
 
    “There is no need for that. You won. I get it.” If I couldn’t hit the thing, there wasn’t much reason for me to stick around. So I dusted myself off and started to walk away. 
 
    The ghost creature followed close behind me. It felt more like it was pushing me along than anything else. 
 
    “Moogi. (Come back. You’re funny.)” 
 
    “No thank you. I’m done being made a fool of.” 
 
    “Moogi? (Are you sure about that?)” 
 
    “This is just my luck. I’m being trolled by a ghost,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Moogi. (Don’t be mad.)” 
 
    I was going to be good and mad if I wanted to. And I wanted to. Based on my current level of humiliation, I felt that “mad” was an appropriate emotion to be. 
 
    “Moogi! (Watch out!)” 
 
    I ducked just in time to avoid an eel-like fish snapping directly at my face. It wasn’t every day you had to watch out for fish while walking through the forest. If it hadn’t been for the warning, I would have been bitten for sure. 
 
    Waving my candlestick back and forth frantically, I managed to push the long fish backwards.  
 
    It wasn’t giving up that easily. It swam around for another pass.  
 
    I marveled at how it was effortlessly swimming through the fog we were standing in. It moved gracefully, like a ribbon in the wind. When the candle’s light hit it just right, I saw that the eel-fish was translucent—showing all of its bones and internal organs. 
 
    “What is that thing?” I said out loud, wondering how any of this was possible, with physics and all that. 
 
    “Moogi. (That’s a level three Doom Eel.)” 
 
    I wasn’t really asking. It was more of a rhetorical question, but I liked having the information, regardless. There wasn’t enough time to ask my follow-up question, “How the hell do you know what level it is?” because it was coming back for more.  
 
    Both hands gripping my candlestick, I slammed into the doom eel with a thud. A red number two misted out of the beast as a burning sound emanated from my weapon’s tip. That must have been how much I hit it for. It was nice how non-intrusive that damage mechanic was. 
 
    Wrapping itself around my weapon, the doom eel’s mouth chomped down on my hand. 
 
    Two, two, one, three misted out of me in the same manner. 
 
    The pain hurt so badly. I felt each razor-sharp tooth sink into me, hitting bone. 
 
    More as a reaction than anything else, I slammed my weapon against the ground, and red numbers misted out of both of us until I couldn’t take it anymore. Then I threw my weapon across the clearing. It was the only means I had to stop the creature from gnawing on me like a dog on a bone. 
 
    My arm was covered in blood, and I couldn’t tell exactly how much life I had left. I frantically tried to wipe and smear it away. 
 
    Maybe if I was a little calmer, I might have just added up the numbers I had seen to get my answer. But this was neither here nor there. 
 
    The doom eel unfurled itself from my weapon as it recovered.  
 
    I had no weapon, no armor, no plan of action. Yet here it came again, thirsty for more of me. 
 
    This time, I tried to outrun it, although it swam in a back and forth motion, riding the fog much better than I ran on my native ground.  
 
    The doom eel snapped at my back, and my body did something remarkable. It perfectly rolled out of its reach, without my command. I really thought it had gotten me. I almost felt its fangs boring into me, but then I didn’t. 
 
    This was great. I was much more agile than I ever thought I could be in real life. 
 
    Curving around, the eel positioned itself to head me off at the pass, in a sense. 
 
    I wasn’t scared this time, knowing that I could merely dodge out of the way like I had before. Only, I didn’t. Not this time. The doom eel latched on to my shoulder and began to feast once more. 
 
    “Ooooouch!” 
 
    One, one, two…the damage was racking up.  
 
    With nothing else to do, I brought up my potion and hit the eel in the head with it a couple of times.  
 
    The bottle wasn’t breaking, but it also wasn’t doing any damage. Maybe that was why the fishy parasite wasn’t letting go. Even if I could hurt it with the bottle, I doubted I would win at trading blows. That logic failed me with the bagmy. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to help me?” I spotted Moogi cringing behind its little furry hands, at the sight of me getting eaten alive. 
 
    “Moogi. (Try drinking it.)” 
 
    What a novel idea. I popped the cork and the fluid went down easy. It tasted sweet, like honey, with a tart aftertaste. Once the final drop emptied out of the vial, the glass dematerialized out of my hand. So much for using it as a weapon. 
 
    They weren’t kidding when they called it an instant healing potion, because that is exactly what it did. Instantly, all of my pain was erased, along with any of my blood that spilled as a result. I now saw that my hit points were back to full. It was as if time had reversed within my body, somehow.  
 
    That didn’t last long, however. With the fishy fiend still attached to me like an unsightly mole, my hit points were ticking away once again. 
 
    “Get it off of me!”  
 
    Moogi just shrugged at me as if to say, “You’re on your own.” 
 
    Trying the only thing I could think of, I dropped to the ground and rolled around, as if I were on fire.  
 
    Four, three, one, one…the damage kept draining out of me. It didn’t matter that I had just healed. It wouldn’t take long for it to finish me off at this rate.  
 
    I scrambled to my feet again. 
 
    “Ahhhhh.” I ran, with everything I had left in me. Flailing my arms wildly, I headed straight towards the distant temple. Maybe if I start to bleed out, Erilyn will take pity on me and help, as opposed to this useless furry ghost thing. 
 
    Approaching the entrance of the church, I realized that the doom eel was no longer on me.  
 
    I looked down at my arm…five hit points left. 
 
    That was close. A little too close. I remembered Erilyn’s warning about dying without having any unbanked experience points. I didn’t want to find out what that was all about, not after seeing the veiled terror behind her eyes when she had mentioned it. 
 
    Catching my breath, or recovering stamina, however you wanted to look at it, I surveyed the area, trying to spot where my enemy had gone.  
 
    Lying on the ground, about twenty feet back, was the eel, flopping around. Moogi was standing next to it, pointing and miming me smashing it with a rock. 
 
    Walking over, I noticed it was losing one hit point every couple of seconds or so. The fog was off in the distance. I must have run out of the area, and now it’s drowning like a fish out of water. Or in this case, a doom eel out of fog. 
 
    That was lucky of me. There was no way I was going to be able to beat something that chompy with my current setup. 
 
    Tapping the eel with my foot, it flopped over helplessly. The beast didn’t look nearly as bad as its bite felt. 
 
    That bite, though…  
 
    I kicked it. Then I kicked it harder. Over and over again, I unleashed all the pain it had caused me. 
 
    “Stupid, scaly bastard.” 
 
    Then it bit my foot for four damage. 
 
    I jumped backward with one hit point remaining.  
 
    “Moogi? (Wasn’t I clear? This motion was a rock.)” Moogi held its hands a good distance apart. 
 
    I didn’t know what felt worse, letting the fish get the better of me or this ghost creature mocking me. 
 
    Not wanting to take any more chances, I sat down cross-legged and watched the fish slowly die before me. It wasn’t brave or exciting, but it was working. Whereas this thing was slowly losing its life, I was healing about one hit point every couple of minutes or so. This condition was called “resting.” 
 
    “You could have helped me, you know.” 
 
    The ghost creature shook its cute little head back and forth, rejecting the notion. 
 
    Then I remembered how my candlestick had gone right through him. 
 
    “Why are you haunting me?” 
 
    Moogi looked up at me curiously. 
 
    “You were following me. Don’t play ignorant.” 
 
    “Moogi. (You created me.)” 
 
    “Are you a ghost? Did I make you when I died? Am I haunting myself?” 
 
    Moogi’s giggling started out low and slow and gradually got louder and more boisterous. 
 
    Here we go again. “Stop that. If I’m wrong, just tell me. No need to make fun. I am new to this whole thing.” 
 
    “Moogi. (Sorry, I couldn’t help myself.)”  
 
    “You know what’s going on, so just tell me already.” 
 
    “Moogi? (Tell you what?)” 
 
    “For starters, who or what are you? How come I can understand your one-word language?” 
 
    “Moogi, moogi. (I’m the visual representation of your Heads-Up Display, or HUD. I was created after you turned off all displays and went into non-obtrusive mode.)” 
 
    “But that makes no sense. You were laughing at me; more than once, I might add. Menus don’t laugh at players.” 
 
    “Moogi. (Yes, we do, but only when it’s funny.)” Moogi covered its mouth as it tried to hide a snicker. 
 
    “I guess that makes me hilarious, then?”  
 
    It nodded enthusiastically at me.  
 
    “So is that why you knew that doom eel’s level and other stuff too?” 
 
    Moogi made a peace sign with its fingers and winked. 
 
    This was so strange. I was talking to a menu as though it were a person. Before I could delve into the idiosyncrasies of this new-found feature, the fish stopped dying and just died. 
 
    “Moogi, (Congratulations. You have heroically and skillfully slain a Doom Eel. You gain 160 experience points,)” it said sarcastically. 
 
    Not sure if this was a trick or not, I hesitantly collected my candlestick and poked at the doom eel for good measure. After a fair amount of prodding, I confirmed that it was, in fact, dead. 
 
    Upon taking a closer look at its corpse, I found that it had a glowing item underneath it. It was a long piece of doom-eel leather. I threw it over my shoulder, and it disappeared, hopefully into my inventory. 
 
    “Did I do that right, Moogi?” 
 
    “Moogi. (Sure.)” 
 
    Looking at my arm tattoos, I discovered two things. One, I got fifteen points of mana back after drinking that potion. This told me that while summoning magic had a high initial casting cost, I would reclaim some mana after the summoned item was no longer present in this world. And two, I knew that the green number was my experience tracker because I was at 160/300. 
 
    I definitely had an experience, but it wasn’t at all a good one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
   
 
  

 Lady Bug 
 
      
 
   Y awn after a series of yawns, Moogi looked as though it was about to die from boredom alone. We had been sitting around waiting for my hit points to regenerate. During this time, I learned that I had to be resting in order for my hit points to go up at all. This meant I couldn’t cast a spell, walk around, doodle in the dirt…nothing. Anything more than talking would interrupt my resting status. It was a slow process but also a safe one. 
 
    “Just six more to go,” I said optimistically.  
 
    Moogi gave me a look that said, “You said that two points ago,” which I had.  
 
    “In the long run, you’re going to thank me.” 
 
    “Moogi. (Drink the potion. Drink it.)” The ghost critter got up holding both its little paws against its chest, pleading with me. 
 
    Before resting, I had used all but six of my spell points, or mana, to summon another instant healing potion, just to have ready in case something else attacked me out of nowhere. The only problem was that while my hit points slowly regenerated over a period of time, my mana did not. And if it wasn’t for the mana returned to me after drinking the last summoned potion, I wouldn’t even have enough to cast the spell a third time. 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you ‘no’? I am not going to waste it.” 
 
    “Moogi, (What about time? You’re fine with wasting that,)” it said with a pout. 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s different. I have plenty of that at my disposal—three whole years.” 
 
    “Moogi. (Just have a taaaaste. A teeny, tiny sip.)” It held out two fingers showing exactly how much it wanted me to taste, while making a little smacking noise. 
 
    “Wait, I can do that? Drink half of a potion and save the rest for later? I thought it was an all or nothing sort of deal.” 
 
    With a wink and a finger gun, it gave me an affirming “yes.” Well, sort of. 
 
    “This much?” I asked, trying to find the measurement the creature was showing me with its furry ghost paws. 
 
    We measured our fingers together, then I marked it on the bottle with my thumb. 
 
    “Okay, here goes nothing.” Popping the cork, I took a little drink and instantly started to feel great again—not that I had felt horrible to begin with. 
 
    The problem was that it went down faster than I would have liked, and when I tried to backwash some back into the bottle, it ended up spilling all down my chin instead. 
 
    Moogi was holding its hand over its mouth trying not to laugh.  
 
    I wiped off my chin with my arm. “Well, that sort of worked. My life is full again, but I also wasted half the potion in the process,” I said, though judging by how Moogi had to use both its hands to stop itself from laughing, it already knew. 
 
    “Sitting around wasn’t a total waste of time. My resurrection fatigue went away. I’ve got full stamina again.” 
 
    Moogi started a slow, silent clap. 
 
    “Okay, fine. Where to?” 
 
    With a shrug from my companion, I went with my original idea—towards the Twisted Forest. 
 
    Now that the fog had moved on, the area didn’t look nearly as ominous as before. It was almost cheerful. 
 
    As we walked through the vine-arched trailhead, Moogi said, with a smile, “Moogi. (Welcome to Twisted Oak Forest. You have gained 5 experience for discovering a new area.)” 
 
    “That wasn’t hard.” Looking at my progress, 165/300 experience wasn’t bad. I got this in the bag. 
 
    My companion seemed much happier now that we were moving, marching along with a bounce and a squeak in its step. 
 
    The surrounding trees had low-hanging understories, which resembled witch hands, with patches of leaves where the fingernails would be. The leaves were dark green, against black bark of the densely forested area.  
 
    It didn’t take long before the path we were walking on disappeared underneath the fallen tree trash. I tried to brush some leaves aside, but it was no use. I had the suspicion that I was going to get lost.  
 
    The only sound was a gloomy owl that gave two hoots about something, but I didn’t know what. I decided to keep an ear out for the owl’s call to help me navigate through the woods, which were beginning to look more like a maze. 
 
    Even though I was pretty sure it was daytime, the thickness of the forest blocked out all light from above. Luckily for me, I had my candlestick, which was still burning bright. 
 
    We walked deeper and deeper into the forest. 
 
    Suddenly, Moogi stopped next to a heavily knotted tree. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Moogi placed a single finger to its mouth, as if to tell me to be quiet. 
 
    I got down low, trying to see what it saw. 
 
    “Moogi, (You hear something,)” it whispered. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I protested, a little louder than I had planned.  
 
    Moogi looked at me like I was an idiot, and a thought bubble appeared over its head with a screen shot inside. The image was an alert message saying, “Your perceptive skill has detected a faint crunching sound off in the distance.” 
 
    There must have been a bug in the system because I didn’t actually hear a thing. Not even the owl’s cry was able to be heard anymore. 
 
    As if irony wasn’t as lost as I was in the forest, an alligator-sized armored insect jumped out at me with a terrifying screech. It had wild antennas moving every which way and some pincher claws on its back.  
 
    As a reflex, I wacked the thing a couple times with my candlestick, doing minimal damage. This candlestick was not at all effective. I kind of wanted to run away. The only saving grace was that the inextinguishable flame on the tip of my weapon was doing some slight fire damage to it. 
 
    With a big “thumbs up” from Moogi, I stayed the course. 
 
    I kept circling around the thing, avoiding its menacing backside, which proved to be more for show than anything else. It was like a dance where we both stood a safe distance apart. When an opportunity presented itself, I went in for a hit. 
 
    Even though my whacks were only doing one damage each, Moogi was supportive with the updates. 
 
    This thing was big and scurried fast, but also a little dumb and predicable. 
 
    “Moogi. (Ten more hits to go.)” 
 
    This pincer bug looked a lot harder than it was. Occasionally jamming me with its head, it also only did a couple points of damage to me. Between the both of us, it was a weakling face-off. 
 
    Ten whacks later, its shell finally cracked, and the thing dropped to the ground, lifelessly. 
 
    “Moogi. (You crushed an Oversized Earwig. You gain 16 experience points.)” 
 
    “Sixteen? That’s it?” 
 
    Moogi held up a finger, and I knew what it was saying. 
 
    “Fine, it was a level one creature, but that fish gave me 160. At this rate, I need eight more just to reach level two.” 
 
    With a nonchalant nod, Moogi confirmed my suspicion that I would need a total of 300 experience points to gain the next level, as my forearm tattoo indicated. 
 
    Slowly grinding out this area, the next four pincher bugs went down just as easily. A couple of charging attacks here, a ton of whacking there.  
 
    It wasn’t long before I was at 245/300 experience and nearly at the next level. These bugs were dropping all kinds of gross eyes and appendages, which I had no desire to collect. Instead, I only took their armored pieces that were fair or good quality. Maybe someone would pay for these. 
 
    The fifth earwig was different. It was nearly double the size, and it had a golden sheen to it. I could tell right away that this one had a ton more fight in it. 
 
    “Um, Moogi, why is it gold?” 
 
    “Moogi. (I think it’s rare.)” 
 
    “You think it is rare? No ‘I think it is rare.’ You know it is…what?” 
 
    “Moogi? (Female?)” 
 
    “Yes, but, no…what is the significance of it being rare?” 
 
    “Moogi? (Better drops?)” 
 
    “Are you asking me or telling me?” 
 
    Moogi gave me a satisfied and self-assured nod, which didn’t answer my question in the slightest.  
 
    I glanced at my hit points. I was already wounded from the other encounters. I still had thirteen left, halfway between this life and the next. I was going to be fine. 
 
    Being a little distracted, I was hit by the golden earwig’s charge attack. Unlike the past earwigs, this one knocked me clean to the floor, dishing out six damage. Stunned, and with the wind knocked out of me, I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    The beast reared up on its hind legs, letting out a terrifying screech.  
 
    After memorizing the past earwigs’ attacks, I didn’t expect this to happen. I had become a little overly confident by the third encounter. That was a huge mistake.  
 
    Its pincer came down upon me, from over its head, trapping me in place. 
 
    I reached for my potion, so I could drink the rest of it, but it fumbled out of my hand and just out of my reach. I stretched and strained, but the tips of my fingers only tickled the edge of the glass bottle. 
 
    Then the golden earwig collapsed its pincher together, clamping against me like a vise. The pressure was so intense that it cut me directly in half, killing me outright. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
   
 
  

 Thief 
 
      
 
   E verything was black and felt stale. An endless nothingness of peace, until it wasn’t. I heard it—the muffled sound of veiled laughter. “M…Mo…Moogi! (You have been…brutally chopped in half by the earwig named…Sally. You are dead!)”  
 
    Even in the afterlife, this ghost companion was haunting my patience.  
 
    “Let it be known that this is a miracle I bestow upon you. Seph, rise from the ashes of your other life,” Erilyn said. 
 
    I launched to my sitting position, again inside the same temple, in the same spot as before. This time, I took notice and saw her wiping away a tear for me. She does shed one for everyone. 
 
    “Hi, Erilyn. Thanks for bringing me back.” 
 
    “Nice to see you again. A little sooner than I thought. But, hey, thanks for the XP.” She gave me an endearing smile.  
 
    I glanced at my arm and noticed that I only had 122/300 experience left. Like expected, half of my unbanked EXP had to be paid to her. Another thing of note was that my resurrection fatigue was far worse this time around. My stamina was down five points, and my hit points down two. 
 
    Then I heard it—the sound of Moogi next to the slab, still laughing from before. 
 
    “Come on, it wasn’t that funny.” 
 
    “Mo…ogi. (Her name was…Sally.)” 
 
    “Your HUD asset is quite amused,” Erilyn said. 
 
    “Asset? No. Calling it an asset would indicate that it is actually helpful. This one only gets me killed.” 
 
    “Moogi, (Sally isn’t a bug’s name,)” my companion said, wiping a tear away, but not in the same way Erilyn had done. 
 
    “Let me ask you this, what is an appropriate bug name? Pinchy?” 
 
    “Moogi! (Pinchy, hahahah!) 
 
    I was only making things worse. There was no reasoning with my asset while it was in this gleeful state. 
 
    “How do I turn it off again?” I asked, trying to undo the trick with my eyes. 
 
    “What’s it saying?” Erilyn asked, seemingly amused by the ordeal. 
 
    “You mean, you can’t understand this nuisance?” 
 
    “Nope. Each asset is set to only relay information directly to its player. Assets have a secret speech that is encrypted, to prevent cheating. To everyone else, its voice sounds like gibberish,” Erilyn said, cupping her hand to shield her words. 
 
    “Does that mean I can also speak to it in this secret speech?” 
 
    “Sure does.” 
 
    “How do I go about doing it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just try.” 
 
    “Moogi, get ahold of yourself. You’re making me look bad,” I said, then looked at her for confirmation. 
 
    Erilyn tipped her head at me slightly. “See, you did it. Good for you.” 
 
    “Moogi, (You’re doing that all by yourself,)” Moogi replied.  
 
    “You really put the ‘ass’ in asset,” I said. 
 
    “I heard you that time,” Erilyn said. 
 
    My face felt flush. It seemed that as long as I said “Moogi” first, my words switched to our encoded language, but simply directing my comments to Moogi wasn’t enough. 
 
    “Well, if you really want to know, it’s laughing at me because I got killed by a Sally.” I pulled up my shirt showing the large scar that wrapped around my torso. 
 
    This statement caused Moogi to literally roll on the floor with laughter. 
 
    “Like, a person named Sally?” 
 
    “No…an earwig named Sally.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. That’s a new one.” Erilyn, picked up a book and jotted something down. She had a smirk about her, but nothing quite as over the top as Moogi. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Just my journal of stuff I find interesting.” 
 
    “Please don’t document my pain.”  
 
    “I’ll leave that part out. Can you describe this ‘Sally’?” 
 
    “It was bigger than the rest of the earwigs…also, golder. I mean, gold-colored.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Erilyn said as she scribbled down a couple of notes next to a quick sketch she had made. 
 
    Looking over her shoulder, I commented, “Yeah, that looks perfect.” 
 
    Was there really something interesting about this Sally encounter, besides me being the butt of Moogi’s joke? Erilyn seemed to think so, and maybe I should have too. Moogi had said that rare monsters could give rare loot, and I was in the market for some loot—rare or otherwise. 
 
    Slamming the journal shut, Erilyn said, “If you don’t mind,” with a leading gesture.  
 
    I hopped off the slab and paused for a moment. Erilyn was nice and non-judgmental. Stepping outside of my comfort zone, I decided to try something bold. 
 
    “Hey, Moogi, send her a friend request,” I asked in the encrypted moogi language.  
 
    “Moogi. (No way.)” 
 
    “Moogi, why not? Just do it,” I responded in code. 
 
    With an eye roll from my ghost asset, I extended my hand to her in the same way Havok had done with me—strong yet assertive. 
 
    She paused for a moment. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t accept any requests from anyone. I’m sorry. I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I totally get it. This is business.” Feeling rejected, I started to make my way to the exit as fast as possible—taking little, yet quick, steps. 
 
    “Thanks for understanding. Sorry again,” I heard her say to my back. 
 
    “No problem. See you later. Hopefully not too soon. But…you know.” I half mumbled through the sentence, like a bumbling idiot, as I held up a hand. 
 
    It wasn’t like I was trying to creep on her. I just thought it was what you did with people you liked in-game, but I guess the feeling wasn’t mutual. Havok had been so quick to send me a request that I didn’t think it would be weird.  
 
    One thing that surprised me was that Moogi wasn’t laughing at my expense anymore. Maybe it genuinely felt sorry for me.  
 
    Instead, the asset silently patted me on the leg. Not that I could feel it, but it was a nice gesture. 
 
    Reaching for my back, Moogi opened a bubble showing all the items in my inventory. I noticed that I still had one doom eel leather and four earwig plates. Everything was there. Well, almost everything. 
 
    “Wait, Moogi…if I didn’t lose all my stuff, where did my candlestick go?” 
 
    “Moogi. (Looted.)” 
 
    “What do you mean looted?” 
 
    “Moogi. (When you die, whatever killed you has the option of looting a single item off of your corpse, as a prize.)” It moved its mouth mockingly as if it were really saying “Blah, blah, blah.” 
 
    “But, monsters? What would they want with a candlestick?” 
 
    Moogi gave me a look that made me feel oddly racist. “Moogi. (Monsters are people too.)” 
 
    I had a slightly different opinion on the matter but decided to concede and keep my thoughts to myself. 
 
    For something that was programmed to help and support, it wasn’t at all helpful or supportive. Maybe it would much rather be helping someone who knew what they were doing. Either way, we were stuck with each other, and having Moogi around was much better than dealing with the blinding display prompts, that was for sure. 
 
    “How about I ask you less questions and you give me less attitude?” 
 
    The ghost asset shot me a wink and a single finger gun. 
 
    Swiping the second, and last, candlestick from the altar, there was a sudden rumbling sound. I was quick to exit out of the temple before I regretted what I had done. 
 
    Making my way back towards the forest, I heard a voice from afar, “Hey, you…” 
 
    I turned around and saw nothing. 
 
    “Over here.” 
 
    I looked up the path towards the mansion, and there was a figure waving.  
 
    Confused, I pointed at myself. 
 
    “Yes, you. Stay right there.” The man nearly tripped over himself as he rushed down the way. 
 
    Moogi tried to grab my leg and pull me in the direction of the forest, but its hand went right through me. 
 
    “He already spotted me. I can’t just leave. That would be rude,” I said. 
 
    Moogi slunk its head and went over to a flowery patch of grass. 
 
    “Hey, thanks for waiting. You got a minute?” the man asked, not even tired from the long jaunt he just made in record time. 
 
    He wasn’t particularly strong or bulky looking, but glancing at his huge calf muscles, I knew he was fit, for sure. After sizing up his gear, he seemed to be some aspiring fighter class, with his rusty longsword and patchwork armor. His name was Tag, and he was in a gang called <GDF>. 
 
    “What can I do for you…Tag, is it?” 
 
    “I’m in some serious need of gold. You got any for me?” 
 
    “That was bold, but sadly, no.” 
 
    “I am in a real bind. Are you sure you don’t have any?” Tag asked again, this time walking around me gazing at my equipment, or lack thereof. 
 
    “Look at me. I am using a candlestick as a weapon.” 
 
    “Oh, really? That’s dumb. Here I thought you were saving up for something really nice. Are you sure that’s not what you’re doing?” 
 
    “Even if I had money, which I don’t, I wouldn’t give you any. You’re in a much better spot than I am. I mean, at least you are wearing armor, for fack’s sake.” 
 
    “True, true.” 
 
    There was an awkwardly long pause. 
 
    “Can you check for me?” Tag pressed. 
 
    “Check what?” 
 
    “Your inventory. Just to make sure.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Let me see what you have.” 
 
    “Fine, I guess.” Reaching for my back, I pulled out a couple of earwig plates I looted. “Look, this is all I have, these exoskeletons and…” 
 
    He cut me off, “Can I have those?” 
 
    “No, I need them. Or at least, I might need them…later.” 
 
    “Do you know what they’re for?” 
 
    “Not a clue.” 
 
    “Crafting. You can make some pretty decent armor with them. See, I have a piece of it right here.” He pointed to his forearm, indicating a plated bracer that had a similar color scheme to the earwig parts. 
 
    “Great, thanks for the tip.” 
 
    “I can craft some for you, if you like.” 
 
    “Craft me what?” 
 
    “Armor—breastplate, pants, gauntlets…you know, whatever you like.” 
 
    “You would do that for me?” 
 
    “For sure. One hundred percent.” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t know.” This whole situation seemed a little fishy to me. 
 
    “Hey, man, I’m just trying to help you out. You would help me out if you could, right?” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “This time, you don’t even have to pay me.” 
 
    I couldn’t pass up free, even if he was most likely the type of player to ask me for a favor later on. “Oh, really? Thanks.” 
 
    “Good. Give them here.” 
 
    “Do we need to bring up a trade window or something?” 
 
    “No, no. Just hand them over.” 
 
    As I began to give the guy the four earwig plates I had, I noticed Moogi shaking its head “no” at me, but it was too late. I had already parted with them. 
 
    “Actually, that armor looks a little heavy. I don’t think I have the strength for it,” I said, coming up with the first excuse I could muster. “Maybe I’ll just take them back.” 
 
    “Let me just make you something real quick. Hold up.” 
 
    “You know what? I left my tools at my shop. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    I grabbed for my earwig plates but missed. 
 
    Before I could say another word, he was full-on sprinting from whence he came. 
 
    “Get back here!” I chased after him.  
 
    Our loud movements disturbed some birds in the brush nearby, alerting everyone to our presence.  
 
    “Stop that thief.”  
 
    He must have had a lot of points in his Speed stat, because there was no way I was keeping up, let alone catching up to him. Before long, I had to rest, and he just kept on going with all my hard-earned drops. 
 
    “You will be seeing me again, Tag. Mark my words, this isn’t the end of this.” 
 
    Moogi was also catching its breath next to me. We shared a look of discontent and turned around. 
 
    Halfway down the path, I spotted something twinkling off to the side. Pushing through the bushes, I took a couple points of shrubbery damage, but I didn’t care. Something was calling me, and it was… 
 
    A coin cache filled with four copper pieces. 
 
    Copper sounded pretty basic, at least compared to how Tag was talking about gold and all. I would have much rather had my earwig plates. Then I wondered why anyone would bother to hide something that was worthless? And inside some thorny shrubbery, no less.  
 
    “No bother. It’s mine now, and finders, keepers.” 
 
    Scraped up and bleeding, I had nothing to bandage myself up with—and my hit points were ticking away, with no signs of clotting or slowing. Was I going to just bleed out completely? Either this was a special bush with everlasting wounds, or bleeding here was a bitch.  
 
    I activated the summoning spell. Again, my body was focused only on the task before me, and poof, another instant healing potion was in my grasp. Without even looking to see how much more of my life I had lost during the casting time, I guzzled it down fast.  
 
    I watched in amazement as my cuts closed up and repaired right before my eyes, like some form of stop-motion animation. There wasn’t a scar or any evidence of a wound, unlike the hideous beauty scar Sally had given me.  
 
    I gave it a beat, to make sure my hit points were remaining steady. 
 
    “Back to full life. Crisis averted,” I said, dusting off my hands. Then I remembered that I got refunded some mana after using my summoned item. I had just enough to cast another healing potion.  
 
    Nonchalantly, I started the process over again, not thinking too much about it. Only this time it was different. About halfway through the casting time, the object fizzled out of my hand, turning into vapor in a mild explosion. 
 
    “What happened? Where did it go?” I looked all around me, but nothing was there.  
 
    Moogi gave a shrug as it helped me look around for the missing item. 
 
    The spell must have misfired. I didn’t know that was even a thing. 
 
    “That is very unreliable. No worries, I’ll just try it again.” I pressed on my summoning tattoo, but nothing was happening. Nothing at all. I switched fingers and tried again. Still nothing. 
 
    Then Moogi alerted me to the problem by tapping its other arm. 
 
    I had 18/42 mana left. I needed 22 mana to summon another potion.  
 
    “Oh, no! Because the spell backfired, I didn’t get back the mana I normally would after drinking the potion,” I said.  
 
    This whole respawn had been very disappointing so far. “How am I expected to do better when I start off with much less?” Before my ghost companion could chime in, I answered my own question, “Learning, I guess.” 
 
    I should have put more points in Psionics. If I remembered correctly, that was the primary stat for spellcasting. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
   
 
  

 Earth Defense Force 2017 
 
      
 
   U nderequipped, I reentered the Twisted Forest with feigned gusto and confidence. Right away, I spotted an earwig beast that was gnawing on something. Being distracted, it didn’t notice me enter the area. So, I did what anyone would. I smashed it directly in its behind. I was pleasantly surprised that my attack did four damage. It was much more than the single damage I had done when I whacked them on the armored bits. 
 
    The beast turned around baring its gnarly bug face at me. It seemed there was a new problem now. Attacking its backside somehow activated some sort of rage power. The earwig was no longer slow and predictable. It was now glowing red-hot and moving twice as fast. 
 
    “This thing is pissed!” 
 
    Busy dodging and backstepping, I had no opportunity to attack. 
 
    “Moogi, how low is it?” 
 
    “Moogi. (It looks moderately wounded.)” 
 
    “Like half?” 
 
    Moogi waved its hand back and forth, gesturing that I was more or less correct. 
 
    Not only was the earwig mad, but it was constantly attempting to pin me down with its rear pincher—the same attack Sally had killed me with. I doubted this one was as powerful as the much larger Sally, but I wasn’t going to find out, especially while I still had resurrection fatigue. 
 
    Dodging as it charged with its headbutt attack, I circled around a tree and smacked it on the rear again—this time for two damage. I was hoping that attack was going to kill it, but my quick math wasn’t correct. 
 
    The earwig lunged with a sweeping strike from its rear, which I didn’t expect. 
 
    I tumbled to the floor, grabbing my side where it hit.  
 
    It reared up on its hind legs, giving me a deadly stare.  
 
    “No!” I scolded.  
 
    This situation was too familiar, and I knew exactly which attack was coming next. I wasn’t going to die like that, not again. With both hands over my head, I swung at the pincer as it descended upon me. Multi-colored blood drizzled on me like raindrops as I sunk the burning end of the candlestick deeper inside the soft bit I had struck. 
 
    Smoke poured out of the wound as the beast pulled itself away from me. 
 
    I was back on my feet and ready for action. 
 
    Flames ignited out of the spot where I had jabbed it with my candlestick. The creature twisted and turned until its pincher completely severed from its body and fell to the ground with a gushing splat.  
 
    That little flame had proven to be quite effective. Except now the candle was all snuffed out, or rather, melted away.  
 
    Without a light source, this area was dark and dreadful. Even though I had taken off a large chunk of its body, the enraged earwig was still alive and was now concealed by darkness. 
 
    Even without its pincher attack, I couldn’t find an opening. I had no other choice but to go in headfirst towards the raging thing. It was brutal and gory. We mauled at each other, trading blow for blow. Its armor was now bashed to hell, and my candlestick was now bent and looking equally as bad. I used my pain to push myself further into each swing. “Do you like death?! Then die!”  
 
    And with a final whap, I crushed the thing for three damage, ending it forever. With all my anger and determination, I had managed to raise my attack power slightly. It seemed that this game was more than simple math and statistical calculations.  
 
    When all was said and done, I had lost eleven hit points from the exchange. With the two hit points I had lost due to my resurrection fatigue, I had thirteen remaining. 
 
    “Okay, that was not worth it and totally gross.”  
 
    “Moogi. (Here.)” 
 
    
       
 
   
 
    I walked over to the severed tail where Moogi was waiting like a hunting dog pointing at a prized kill. 
 
    Looting this part of the corpse, I received an interesting drop. It was a pincer blade.  
 
    “Oh, wow. I wonder if I could turn this into a weapon of sorts.” 
 
    With a thumbs up, Moogi seemed to agree with my assumption.  
 
    Looking at my busted-up candlestick. I knew that I might need to find a replacement sooner, rather than later. After pondering my situation a bit more, sooner turned into right now.  
 
    I made my way back to the temple’s weapon shop. 
 
    “Hey!” I said abruptly waking the scruffy, white-haired man from his deep slumber. 
 
    Falling off his supporting arm, the shopkeeper’s face collided with the table below. 
 
    “Ooof. What…what can I help you with?” 
 
    “I need to turn this into a weapon, please.” I slammed the wet pincher blade right where his head had landed. A multitude of colors splattered everywhere. 
 
    “Okay. Do you have a handle for it?” 
 
    “No. Do you sell them?” 
 
    “Yes, that would be…” The shopkeeper looked at me for a moment, then gave his price, “One hundred fifty experience.” 
 
    “Experience? Can’t I pay with coins instead?” This wasn’t the first time someone wanted to trade with experience. That was half a level worth of work. I couldn’t afford that sort of loss. 
 
    He shot me a puzzled look. 
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “No. There just aren’t a lot of folks around here willing to part with their precious coins, is all.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. Isn’t that the whole point of currency, spending it?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but don’t you have a…” The shopkeeper looked down the way for something that didn’t seem to be there, then he continued, “…debt or something to pay? I mean, I don’t know your situation, and it’s not my business to ask.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” For a moment I had forgotten this was a jail sentence. Of course I had a debt to pay, probably the largest one of them all, but a couple of coins seemed like a drop in the bucket compared to the 150-experience loss. “I would rather pay in coins, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Sure, I don’t mind.” 
 
    “How does fifteen copper sound?” 
 
    That was a huge difference. What an easy conversion rate; I just had to knock a zero off the amount.  
 
    “That sounds great, except…I only have four.” I spread my copper pieces out next to the earwig fragment. 
 
    “If I use my own materials for a handle, I would be losing out on the deal.” The shopkeeper started to push my pincher back to me. 
 
    “There are only bugs out there. How do they expect me to make any money?” 
 
    “You can always go grave robbing,” the shopkeeper suggested, pointing towards the back of the temple.  
 
    It was true, I hadn’t gone adventuring over there yet, although I wasn’t sure if I was ready to fight zombies and such—not without a chainsaw or shotgun. Sadly, I doubted those things had ever existed in this type of game. There had to be another solution.  
 
    “Can you use this?” I rested my bent candlestick next to the pile of bug parts, which were already starting to attract flies. “As a handle, I mean.” 
 
    “That might work, but it’s bad luck to craft using stolen or desecrated materials.” 
 
    How did he know? I could have sworn he was asleep when I stole the thing. 
 
    “What about this?” I held up my last possession in the world—the eel leather. 
 
    “Magic crafting isn’t my specialty, sorry.” 
 
    This doom eel leather might be better than I thought if it requires magic crafting. “Can you try your best with what I gave you?” 
 
    “What should I do? I want to help, but my hands are tied by morality’s tight thread,” the shopkeeper said, looking to the sky at an unseen recipient.  
 
    Oh, he isn’t talking to me. This must be serious if he is looking for guidance from a higher power. I felt a bit awkward and wanted to say something, but instead I just let the moment play out. 
 
    “Okay, masterful one. But remember, I warned him. You heard me do it,” the shopkeeper replied. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, and not another word to me, the shopkeeper went back to his workbench with all of my offerings. Straight away, he started removing the flesh and excess tissue from the hard pincher exterior. He then bent back the pinchers, creating two blades, and fastened them onto the candlestick hilt, with rope of some kind. The whole process took about an hour. 
 
    “Welp, this is the shortest axe I’ve ever made, but it’s yours now.” The shopkeeper handed me the weapon, which was still slightly bent. 
 
    It was an odd item. I saw aspects of both the pincher and the candlestick, yet it resembled something completely new. It felt solid, much stronger than what I had been working with. All and all, I was satisfied.  
 
    I nudged my foot through the sleeping Moogi. 
 
    “Moogi. (AFK.)” 
 
    “Moogi, you don’t have a keyboard to be away from. Now, wake up!” I said, through gritted teeth. 
 
    Moogi turned towards me and cracked open one eye. “Moogi. (Pincher Short Axe.)” My companion rolled over to catch a couple more winks. “…moogi. (…-3.)” 
 
    Negative three? What does that even mean? I chalked up Moogi’s response to being tired and grumpy. I was happy with the craftmanship, regardless.  
 
    “This looks great. Thank you very much.” 
 
    “I did the best I could with what you gave me. Come back and see me once you get some better materials, okay? Then I’ll make you something really interesting, at a reasonable price.” 
 
    “Most definitely. I didn’t catch your name,” I said and extended my hand. 
 
    With a cocked head, the shopkeeper stared back at me blankly. 
 
    Startled awake, for no good reason, Moogi snapped its fingers and a nametag appeared above the shopkeeper’s head—Marv. 
 
    I glared at my little companion. What a lazy little… 
 
    “Name’s Marv. Thanks for caring,” he said, grabbing my hand in a firm handshake. “Most people forget about introductions and manners around here. They just want what they want and never stop to ask or say thank you. I truly appreciate the gesture.” 
 
    “Moogi. (You are now friendly with the shopkeeper Marv.)” 
 
    It seemed that friendly status was different than friendship. I couldn’t help but wonder if that meant I could get a discount later on, though I felt a little skeezy even thinking such a thought. 
 
    After a hearty goodbye, we were back on our way. Only this time, I had a weapon—not just a make-shift lighting accessory. Plus, with all that time I spent waiting around, my HP was back to full, and the resurrection fatigue debuff had also expired. 
 
    Hunting for revenge—for Sally—I went back into the Twisted Forest with murderous intent. 
 
    My weapon no longer had a flame on the tip, but it did glow slightly with a warm sort of light. 
 
    After a couple of minutes exploring the forest, I reached another earwig. It came at me with a charging headbutt attack, which I saw coming from a mile away.  
 
    I countered it with a sidestep and a slash—as I remembered their patterns. 
 
    Instantly, I saw a big difference. Even though Marv had added more parts to the candlestick, it somehow felt lighter and less cumbersome to wield—almost balanced.  
 
    After finishing off the first earwig without getting hit, I noticed that the weapon had a higher damage range. I saw numbers upwards of four against the earwig’s armored bits. After I had killed the third straight earwig in this manner, I decided to try something bold.  
 
    I continued on, deeper into the forest, excited to test out the limits of my newly crafted weapon. Spying another one with its back turned to me, I snuck up on it like before. With all my might, I swung down upon its bulbous pincher with my axe and severed it straight off its body. The hit flashed like a light from a camera and a whopping fourteen damage misted out of the bug.  
 
    The beast died in one shot. 
 
    “Moogi. (Critical hit.)” 
 
    Excited to loot the corpse, I was hoping to get another one of these axe heads. Maybe I could dual-wield them or something equally cool. Rummaging through the gore like a vulture, I desperately looked for my prize. Much to my chagrin, there wasn’t anything to loot. Come to think about it, none of these buggers had dropped a single thing.  
 
    I looked at my weapon and remembered what Marv had said, “…it’s bad luck to craft using stolen or desecrated materials.” 
 
    Holding up my arm, I noticed that I had negative one to my Luck stat. That must have been what Moogi meant when it said I had a “pincher short axe -3.” That negative was how much of a detriment it had on my Luck.  
 
    “Well, now I know which statistic affects item drops.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to let this misfortune ruin my time. I was finally winning, and I needed experience more than I needed loot anyway, or so I thought.  
 
    Not giving up on my streak, my search for Sally continued, leaving a trail of bug corpses behind me. Occasionally, my boldness would result in getting hit once or twice, but nothing too serious for me to be concerned with. 
 
    Spotting the same knotted tree as before, I knew we were getting close. At the base of the tree, there was an earwig munching on something. I wanted to sneak up on it, to get another critical one shot, but since I learned about my horrible Luck stat, I decided against it.  
 
    “Sally must be around here somewhere. Keep your eyes peeled,” I said to my sidekick. I wasn’t sure if that was something it could do, but I felt right saying it, all the same. 
 
    Moogi pointed two furry fingers at its eyes then outward, to show it was paying attention. 
 
    After making short work of the earwig, I walked over to see two small decaying lumps that the earwig had been chomping on. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, and Moogi cringed. 
 
    “No, really?” This side was much too nibbled on to discern what it was…or had been.  
 
    Moogi stuck out its tongue as if it were going to puke.  
 
    I turned one lump over on its side. It was like looking into a rotting mirror. It was the upper remains of my last death. The earwig had already gnawed off both my arms and legs. 
 
    “Oh, no. That’s not right at all.” Now I was dry heaving. 
 
    I felt like I was going to faint. This was not at all what I had expected to find. I didn’t know why I’d thought players just dematerialize or something when they died.  
 
    I had to get away from the smell. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    I tried to encourage my companion to leave with me, but it wasn’t following.  
 
    What the fack is it doing? I couldn’t look to see for myself. It was all too gruesome. 
 
    “If you want to ghost around corpses all day, be my guest,” I blindly said over my shoulder. 
 
    It didn’t answer, not even a little Moogi peep. 
 
    After taking a few steps away, my nausea had fully subsided. 
 
    “Okay, what is it now? Did you find her? Sally, that is.” Partially shielding my vision, I spotted Moogi closing its eyes and pointing at an object on the ground. 
 
    I crouched down, snatched it up, and stepped away again before I had to breathe in my death anymore. 
 
    Once at a safe distance, I looked down at the object in my hand. “What did you find?” 
 
    It was a half-drunk potion. No, wait. It was my potion that I had dropped before dying. But it should have gone away long ago. Much more than an hour had passed. I turned over the potion to see the expiration date, and it still said twenty-seven minutes. 
 
    “One, two, three, four…” I started counting. 
 
    “Moogi? (Why are you doing that?)” 
 
    “Twelve, don’t mess me up, fourteen…” 
 
    “Moogi. (I can set a timer for you, if you want one.)” 
 
    Judging by its expression, yes, it could set one. But, no, it wouldn’t like it to.  
 
    “Twenty-four, I’m halfway done, twenty-six,” I said, counting off the remaining seconds.  
 
    I learned that my ghost asset really didn’t like to wait around. It was like torture for it. 
 
    “…sixty. All done.” I turned the potion over once more and it hadn’t gone down to twenty-six. It was still stuck with twenty-seven minutes remaining. It was a glitch. I could hang on to this thing indefinitely. Unfortunately, I was getting low on life, with only ten hit points remaining. So, I chugged it down, bringing myself up to twenty-two. Not full, but close enough. 
 
    Moogi looked at me with a confused look on its fuzzy face.  
 
    “Shh.” I knew what it was going to say, and I didn’t want to hear it. Why waste a minute just to drink it down instantly? Well, I had my reasons, and I wasn’t going to waste another minute explaining them to the thing. 
 
    “Let’s get ourselves a Sally,” I said instead, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Moogi was right there with me, fist raised and ready for action. 
 
    A slew of earwig encounters later, and I was close to leveling up. Anticipation was building inside me. Something new was going to happen, in this otherwise monotonous earwig grind. Every battle was almost exactly the same. Play it safe, and don’t get hurt. That was my motto. 
 
    Landing a killing blow on my latest victim, I quickly checked my arm. 314/300 experience points. I had done it. Only, nothing seemed to change. There was no bright light surrounding me, no dinging sounds, not even a celebratory prompt. 
 
    “Moogi, did I level?” 
 
    “Moogi. (No. You have to bank your experience with a trainer in order to gain a level.)” 
 
    “Of course it couldn’t be that easy.” 
 
    “I guess we can find one of those after we settle this score. At this rate, I might be able to level up to twenty-five,” I said, getting back into the fray. 
 
    One after another, after another, I killed earwigs with perfectly timed attacks, each one getting easier than the last. I felt unstoppable.  
 
    Moogi also seemed to be enjoying the massacre.  
 
    “Sally, we’re coming for you!” I yelled. 
 
    Without having to loot the corpses, I just kept on slaying, only breaking long enough for my stamina to regenerate. We were taking out earwigs faster than they could respawn. The Twisted Forest started to feel empty, with no sign of Sally. She was turning out to be much rarer than I had thought. 
 
    “Where could she have gone?” I asked Moogi, who was more interested in finding another target for me to attack. 
 
    I looked at my weapon. Then it struck like a critical hit to the brain. “Wait, we’re having bad luck finding Sally, aren’t we?” 
 
    Moogi gave a shrug and urged me to continue into the next outcropping of trees. 
 
    “That’s because my Luck stat is in the negative. I’ve also only had, what, one critical hit during this whole run-through?”  
 
    Moogi took a moment to ponder my observation and quickly nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Why didn’t you warn me? We’ve been grinding this area for hours now.” 
 
    Moogi pointed a finger as if it was about to tell me off, when I conceded. 
 
    “You know what? Never mind. I don’t blame you. I blame myself. What’s done is done. No use crying over it.” 
 
    Quick to ignore my bad attitude, Moogi ran to a flowery archway, an excited shake to its backside as it moved. 
 
    “Fine. But after we clear this last spot, let’s go back and find a trainer so that I can level up or whatever. Sally isn’t coming.” 
 
    Feeling like the top of the food chain, I strolled into the next area with great confidence. 
 
    Only, there was something other than an earwig waiting for me—the real king of the forest…  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
   
 
  

 Mega Man 
 
      
 
   E ntering the clearing, the first thing I noticed was all the wreckage strewn about. Broken weapons, armor, and whatever else, had created a dense carpet of disarray. It reminded me of home, in a cluttered sort of way. 
 
    Crunch, crunch, crunch. My footfalls were the only sound in the whole area. There were no birds, no scuttling earwigs. Even Moogi was silent as a ghost. I treaded lightly, hoping to not destroy whatever treasures might be hidden underfoot, though it was most likely too late for that. This garbage had been here for a while and a half, or so it seemed. 
 
    I turned to my little asset and mouthed, “Want to get out of here?” My confidence from a moment ago was already deflated.  
 
    Moogi agreed with me wholeheartedly, making an abrupt about-face turn. 
 
    Before I could follow its lead, something at the end of the clearing started to stir and rumble the unsteady ground beneath my feet. 
 
    A large oak tree was uprooting itself and preparing for battle. Only, I didn’t want to battle, not with it, not now.  
 
    Looking back at the exit, a corrugated wall fell down in stages, locking me inside the area. It was a magical barrier or effect of some kind. 
 
    “Got any ideas?” I asked Moogi. 
 
    Before I could get an answer, I saw the full extent of what I was up against. Towering above me, at about three times my height, was not actually a tree and not exactly a man. I could only describe it as a giant knight, outfitted in what appeared to be a wooden version of plate armor. Unfortunately, the massive thing was coming straight for me with its larger-than-life stride. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t outrun it, so I jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding getting smashed with its oversized greatsword, which most assuredly was not made of wood. 
 
    The force from the rolling wave of garbage that followed its attack knocked me off my feet. 
 
    “I really wish this was Sally,” I blurted out, scrambling to create as much distance between us as possible. 
 
    Soon the giant foe recovered from the attack and brought its monstrous weapon up over its shoulder. All the while, its dark green eyes tracked my every movement. 
 
    Before I knew it, I had run out of stamina and was forced to rest. Next time, I would have to save enough to at least try and sidestep the attack.  
 
    The wooden knight came at me again. This time, I noticed something dragging through the ground behind it like a snake. I couldn’t make out what it was exactly because its next sweeping slash came in fast. 
 
    I dropped to my stomach and felt the wind and debris fly over me as the huge weapon soared past my back. 
 
    This wasn’t a normal creature. It was most assuredly a boss, to the fullest extent of the meaning, and I was not at all ready for it. 
 
    Moogi ran between its legs, guiding me out of harm’s way.  
 
    That seemed like a reasonable plan, so I followed it.  
 
    Up close, I could see thousands of nail-sized splinters, which were fraying the edge of its enormous armored foot. 
 
    I don’t know what compelled me, but I launched up and took a stab at the knight’s foot with my pincher short axe, which I wished was a pincher long axe.  
 
    When I hit, it felt more like chopping wood than slicing into flesh or even the hard shell of an earwig. The attack felt clean and precise. Splinters showered all over me.  
 
    Still, one damage was all I did. I looked over at Moogi for answers. 
 
    A thought bubble appeared over the ghost’s head showing that the boss still had 99.9% of its life left. 
 
    Could I last against this thing for one hundred or more hits? It was slow, so it was possible. Maybe if I learned its attacks. 
 
    I was cautious and reserved. I kept close to its legs and out of reach from its huge scary weapon. After about ten more little hits, I motioned to Moogi for a life update while I was recovering. 
 
    “Moogi. (100%)” 
 
    “What? He is healing faster than I can damage him?” And what’s with all these splinters? I kept trying to dust them off, but they were scratchy and everywhere. 
 
    The giant started a new move I hadn’t seen before. It raised both its arms above its head and started to lean over like a falling tree. 
 
    “Oh, no!” 
 
    I tried to get back a safe distance, expending all I had into the run. I felt like I was much slower than I was before. The splinters were weighing me down somehow, keeping me sluggish. 
 
    The knight collapsed to the ground in an enormous belly flop, crushing me for twenty-five damage. The thing was so big, there was no way for me to avoid it. 
 
    If I had been at full life, I could have survived that attack. Unfortunately, I wasn’t, and it squished me outright. No time to bleed out or go into the negatives. I was just dead in the one shot. 
 
    “Moogi. (You have been mortally crushed like a pancake by The Wooden Knight Ambrose.) 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Let it be known that this is a…oh. Hey, Seph. How are things?” Erilyn said from back at the temple. 
 
    “I got crushed.” 
 
    “Was it a spider named Susie or a giant cricket name Chrissy?” 
 
    “No, it was an Ambrose.” 
 
    “Oh, my. You faced the weapon stealer alone, did you?” 
 
    I nodded, still reeling from the effects of the crushing blow. Somehow, I was feeling an echo of intense pain that I hadn’t remembered feeling before. I looked over my body. Tiny crack-like scars covered my skin, almost like a texture. This must have been where my skin tore apart. Great. 
 
    “Even parties of four or more haven’t been able to beat that ancient. You’re either really brave, or incredibly stupid.” 
 
    “How about just ignorant?” 
 
    “That works too,” she said with a chuckle. “Just imagine if you had beaten him. I bet he has a ton of great drops. And you wouldn’t have to share any of them with anyone.” 
 
    It was quite tempting. Even if I were up to the challenge, I needed a better…everything. Maybe some superior loot, a couple of higher levels and a full party of players to back me up. In no way was I going to face him in my current state and alone, no less. Not with me losing valuable experience points every time I died. 
 
    “My experience!” I jumped off the slab and checked my arm. I still had 269/300. Still not enough to level, but I was close. 
 
    Wow, if this is half, I earned way more experience than I thought. How long were we out there grinding? Lost in thought for a minute, I checked my gear. Luckily, I still had my pincher short axe. 
 
    “Whew, Ambrose didn’t steal my weapon.” 
 
    “He doesn’t steal items. He utterly destroys them.” 
 
    That explained all that trash on the floor. I checked my inventory once more, and sure enough, my eel leather was gone—most likely destroyed.  
 
    Damn. I had plans for that. 
 
    “How many people have died trying to beat this guy?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that he has been keeping me employed quite nicely.” 
 
    “You must be really high level by now.” If my calculations were correct, just from my deaths alone, she must have close to 500 experience points. 
 
    “I’ve given up on that sort of advancement.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m happy just keeping myself busy. Doing the maker’s work, that’s all. Speaking of which…” She gave me a little wave. 
 
    “Of course. I didn’t mean to keep you,” I said, making my way out of the temple once more.  
 
    She wasn’t kidding, if this was the rate at which people were dying in these parts. But what did she mean about giving up on that kind of advancement? What other kind of advancement was there? 
 
    Making my way past the shrine that I had stolen the lights from, I noticed that one of the two candles had been replaced. It made me feel a little better, in a strange sort of way. 
 
    Outside the temple, I looked down at my ghost asset and noticed it was oddly quiet this time around. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Moogi gave a sad little shrug. 
 
    “Are you sad that my resurrection fatigue has consumed four of my hit points and seven of my stamina?” I held up my arm showing my tatts.  
 
    “Moogi. (No.)” 
 
    “Are you disappointed that we didn’t beat the boss?”  
 
    Moogi nodded slowly. 
 
    Deep down I thought it might actually be sad that it got me killed again, but boy was I wrong.  
 
    “Let’s level up, round up some friends, and then we can try again.” 
 
    Moogi looked up at me with its big round eyes in an endearing way. “Moogi? (You mean it?)” 
 
    “Of course. I don’t run from bullies. I beat them, no matter how scary tall they are or how terrifying their green eyes might be.” 
 
    My companion was instantly happy again and ready to continue on with our journey, which was better than it moping around. 
 
    Taking the trail to the right, I figured we would gain the remaining thirty-one experience I needed along the way.  
 
    Sticking to the path proved to be a safe way to travel. Even though I saw moths, blood-dogs, and other scary things off in the wilderness, they ignored us as long as we kept on the trail. This was most likely due to my Charm perk. I contemplated attacking, but I wanted to fight something familiar and easy. There was much too much at stake to chance it. 
 
    The sun was cresting over the mountainside, shooting rays of multicolored light over everything.  
 
    Beside the occasional traveler passing by, it was a lonely hike—just me with my little ghost thing by my side. I loved every minute of it. Deep down, I knew the trees, rocks, and everything in between was generated and just a part of the game, but it was still enjoyable to look at. It was eye candy for my soul. I finally got to have my nature hike, and it was far better than anything the real world had to offer.  
 
    It was dark as we reached the end of the trail. We had made it to the crossroads without any trouble. I read the signpost that had three arrows on it. One pointed to Vale Manor on the right, Tamber’s Cave to the left, and the Proving Grounds straight ahead. 
 
    “The Proving Grounds. That seems like what we’re looking for,” I said with a snap of my fingers.  
 
    And so, we continued forward. 
 
    This new area was filled with tall grey grasses, about shoulder length. Joining us on the path was a series of plump, wild turkeys that didn’t seem concerned with our presence, or even hostile. They must have been put in the game for food purposes.  
 
    Come to think of it, I hadn’t had to eat anything since I’d been here. Maybe if I didn’t die all the time, then I might experience some sort of hunger. For now, it was a non-issue, so I let it go. Then another thought came to me, why aren’t they inside the brush? That’s where I would be if I were food—hiding. 
 
    Off in the distance, I could hear sporadic rustling noises. 
 
    “Moogi, go in there and see what we’re up against.” 
 
    It refused with a pouting stance and crossed arms. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Moogi, moogi. (I cannot be used to cheat the system. Even if I wanted to help you, it won’t let me explore outside your realm of knowledge.)” 
 
    There was that notorious “it” again. I didn’t press the issue on what exactly was restraining Moogi’s limitations, for fear of annoying the thing further. 
 
    Deep down I knew Moogi was a protocol program, or most likely an A.I., but right now it was the only real friend I had—despite having that Havok fellow on my friendship list. It was there for me and talked to me, and most importantly, kept me company. If that wasn’t friendship, I didn’t know what was. 
 
    “Fair enough. Let’s discover the grasses together,” I said, pushing aside some long stalks.  
 
    Moogi bowed, insisting that I go in first. Even though I knew that it wasn’t out of kindness but more about the fact that it couldn’t go somewhere I hadn’t been, I accepted the gesture, nevertheless.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
   
 
  

 Scooby-Doo! Unmasked 
 
      
 
   I  crouched down within the tall scratchy grass—pushing blades aside with my hands, as if I were swimming. The stalks weren’t terribly dense, giving me easy mobility when walking through them. Whereas the lower stalks were thin, the top growth fanned out, creating a canopy of shade. It was like another world down here. 
 
    I heard a rustling off in the distance that was similar to a rattlesnake. We were not alone. I didn’t know why, but Moogi looked to be more worried than I did. 
 
    “Relax, scaredy-cat,” I said, mustering up a false sense of bravery. 
 
    Moogi puffed itself up as if it were also faking it until it braved it. 
 
    I readied my axe and stood absolutely still. The sound got louder, faster, and much more intense.  
 
    This is it. Strike hard and strike true.  
 
    Right around the point where I was going to catch a glimpse of whatever was coming, the thing changed direction and scurried right on past us. That was unexpected and a little disappointing.  
 
    We had only continued onward a bit before the rustling sound returned just like it had before. Again, I stopped and waited. This time, I saw the grass shift where the sound originated from. It was closing in on us in a zig-zag formation. Judging by the destruction in its path, it had to be big. 
 
    This could be just the experience I needed to level. I just had to win. Thinking about leveling brought about a nervous tingling in my toes. My palms became slick with anticipation as I waited to sink my axe into whatever approached. But again, the thing never came. Instead, it went off in some random direction, giving up on the fight. 
 
    A question mark appeared over Moogi’s head. 
 
    “You got me. Maybe it doesn’t want to fight,” I said. 
 
    Moogi did an emote that resembled a chicken pecking and scratching at the ground, looking for seed. The squeaking sound that it made when it moved, which sounded like anything but a chicken, really added to the scene. I had to admit it was funny when I wasn’t the butt of its jokes. 
 
    “Let’s find something else before those turkeys get the wrong idea about you,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    We had moved deeper into the grassy field when it happened for a third time. The rustling sound was circling around us and closing in a spiral formation. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” I said, flopping my hands against my side in frustration. 
 
    The same as always, I stood motionless, awaiting my inevitable disappointment. 
 
    This time, when the sound started to get quieter, I shook my hand against the grass.  
 
    It was working. The sound was drawing it nearer again. I continued until it was almost upon us. 
 
    “Hey, over here!” I said, getting back into my striking position. 
 
    Then I was face to face with a snarling bagmy. This one looked much bigger and hairier than the ones I had encountered inside the mansion. I didn’t care if it was a miniboss. I was happy to have line of sight on a target, any target. 
 
    Swinging my axe wide, I sliced through all the nearby grass blades like a scythe. 
 
    Connecting with the bagmy, it howled in a gargling tone that made me happy its face was hidden behind all that matted hair.  
 
    The bagmy rolled at me then delivered a double-swipe riposte.  
 
    Even though its attack only did a couple points of damage, I remembered the stinging pain of those sharp claws all too well. I felt fortunate that I wasn’t up against three of them this time around.  
 
    I brought my axe down, but the thing was swift and rolled out of my short axe’s reach before scratching at me again. 
 
    “Slippery hairball.” 
 
    Again, I swiped at it, but only hit the air where it once was. I wasn’t used to missing like this. It didn’t feel like the bagmy was simply dodging my attack. It was more like I lacked the skill to just outright hit it. Wasn’t there something about Intellect increasing accuracy?  
 
    This bagmy would be much easier to attack inside a narrow corridor where it couldn’t roll out of the way. I had to change my tactic if I wanted to land another hit on it. 
 
    The bagmy flailed its sharp claws at me like a pinwheel.  
 
    I feigned a kick, as if it were a soccer ball. When the bagmy dodged right, I chopped down into its fur again. 
 
    The furball hissed and moaned at receiving the bad end of five damage. 
 
    Unfortunately for me, I chopped off a handful of its dreadlocked hair, exposing the lumpy form underneath. It was hideous and malformed.  
 
    “Moogi. (A couple more hits like that and it’s a deadmy.)” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can bear to see any more of it,” I said, sticking out my tongue. 
 
    “Ouch.” I held my slashed arm, gripping through the pain. I needed to keep it at a distance but close enough for me to hit. There had to be a way to trick it into rolling where I wanted it to. 
 
    I twirled my axe over my head, not giving away when I was going to strike.  
 
    As I trimmed the tall grass above me, the bagmy kept changing which way it was facing in a confused manner. 
 
    When it got close, I crouched down and we both hit each other in the exchange. 
 
    After that hit, the bagmy’s rolls were uneven, like a bicycle with a flat tire. But it was still rolling and dodging my attacks, which was more of the issue. 
 
    I swiped and chopped, but it went back to its routine, chipping away more of my hit points after avoiding my predictable attacks. I tried my kicking trick again, but it didn’t work a second time. Instead, it sunk its claws into my leg. 
 
    “This stupid thing is learning. What should I do?” 
 
    “Moogi. (Try harder.)” 
 
    I gave Moogi my best WTF look. “Try harder? That is the best advice you have?” 
 
    Moogi nodded profusely.  
 
    Seeing me in the middle of something with my asset, the bagmy didn’t hesitate to jump on the opportunity—literally. It launched at me and started to bite down on my skull repeatedly, for two damage at a time. 
 
    With a furball attached to my face, I aimlessly stumbled around. It was too close. I couldn’t swing my axe from this position. Not without possibly chopping my own head off. Erilyn would love to hear that death story. 
 
    With my hit points ticking away at a rapid rate, I needed to heal sooner rather than later, but I hadn’t prepared a potion before heading up the road. A newbie mistake, I now knew. 
 
    I activated my summoning ability, but the bagmy interrupted my casting with another chomp.  
 
    I tried again, with the same outcome. I should have just stuck with fighting the earwigs. 
 
    It was going to devour me one bite at a time if I didn’t do something quickly. Out of options, I gripped both my hands around clumps of its nasty hair, dropping my weapon. I felt a claw grip into me as I pulled it off my face. With all my might, I tossed the grotesque ball of rage off into the distance.  
 
    “Fffffffffff.” I held my tongue. I wasn’t going to give it the satisfaction.  
 
    Glancing at my tattoos, I was down to seven hit points. That was much too close for my liking. 
 
    Reclaiming my weapon, I held it outward like a wall, for protection. Then I tried summoning my potion again. My hand glowed and swirled with energy while the bagmy hissed and snarled threateningly.  
 
    It was giving me the respite I needed while it taunted me. 
 
    Fixated on the task at hand, or rather in hand, I almost didn’t notice the bagmy launching in the air towards me. 
 
    Come on, come on, come on.  
 
    There was an outline of a potion forming in my open palm. I was almost there. Just a couple more seconds. 
 
    My summoning spell was nearly done when something happened. There was a white flash, and my ears were ringing. The spell had stopped casting, and not because it had finished. My empty palm was proof of that.  
 
    At first, I thought the bagmy had interrupted me again with an attack, but I still had seven hit points remaining.  
 
    Unfortunately for both of us, my spell had fizzled. Except this time, it happened right into the face of my enemy, depriving it of its remaining hit points in the explosion.  
 
    “Moogi. (Your failure to cast a simple spell has killed an elite bagmy. You gain 34 experience points.)” Moogi stood on top of the hairy corpse, dancing a little jig. I looked down at my arm. “We did it!” I had 303/300 EXP, just barely enough to level. 
 
    I was about to start the potion summoning process again, when I paused. “Maybe I shouldn’t…yet.” Gently, I placed my weapon down at my feet and watched as the dot tattoos that represented my Luck went back up to two.  
 
    Without my unlucky axe, I managed to summon a potion of instant healing without it blowing up, or breaking, or anything else.  
 
    So, it seemed that my bad luck really did have everything to do with this weapon, but what other choice did I have? 
 
    Faster than it took to summon the thing, I swallowed it down, bringing my health nearly up to full again. It went down easy. I licked my lips, craving more, but I only had five mana remaining. 
 
    Snatching up my weapon, I made my way back towards the trail. It wasn’t hard to navigate back through the bent grass and trampled fields. Then I heard another rustling sound coming straight for me. 
 
    “Not again.” Now I was the one who didn’t want to fight. Standing still, I tried to avoid the encounter. Having enough experience to level, I was quite done with this whole field. 
 
    But the rustling didn’t stop or slow. It kept on coming straight for me, in a very direct path. 
 
    I glared at Moogi who was still dancing around. “Right, you’re a ghost. It doesn’t care about you.” 
 
    Crossing its arms, Moogi seemed to dislike my comment. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that. I just, um, don’t think it can hear you, that’s all.” 
 
    There was no time to argue the point any further because now it was about five feet away. This thing was coming, and I had to fight it. I beat one already. I could do it again, I supposed.  
 
    I held up my axe in both hands. 
 
    Out of the grass jumped another bagmy. Only, this one was even larger than the last larger one. I was about to lay into it when I decided to do a check swing instead, like a batter does to avoid a bad pitch.  
 
    This creature was different somehow. This was the fifth bagmy I’d ever seen, but it was the first time I’d seen one walking on two feet instead of rolling around. Also, this bagmy held what looked like a short sword or large dagger. Also, all the other bagmy relied solely on their claws and teeth to punish me—no weapons. 
 
    If things couldn’t get any more suspicious, it snarled but in a less gross sort of way. It was almost like it had to cough out a frog it had in its throat.  
 
    With all my doubts lingering in my head, I waited to see what it would do. But it didn’t attack me. Not yet, anyway. Maybe it was a named one, like Sally. That would explain all the oddities. And maybe that weapon was part of its superior looting ability. 
 
    “Moogi, show name tags.” 
 
    Instantly, I saw its name. It was a bagmy alright, but it wasn’t special, despite the difference in appearance and sound.  
 
    I leaned to the right and then to the left. Its hairy face followed both my movements.  
 
    I thought they were supposed to be blind. Isn’t that what Erilyn said?” 
 
    It feigned a lunge attack, and I flinched, taking a swipe at it. 
 
    “Moogi! (Engaging in player vs. player combat has lowered your reputation from unknown to untrustworthy!) 
 
    I turned to Moogi. “What did you do?” 
 
    Moogi pointed at itself with an offended look. 
 
    “I mean, what did I do?” 
 
    “Moogi. (That’s not a monster.)” 
 
    The bagmy grew to twice its normal size. This wasn’t a bagmy at all. It was just a player on its knees wearing bagmy gore as a disguise. A lot of time and effort went into this deception—making a character with the same skin tone and physical build as one of these creatures, although picking the monster’s name as its own really sold the whole thing. 
 
    “Eat my blade, idiot,” the player named Bagmy said with a sneer. Bagmy swiped its dagger at the air, and three more magically glowing daggers materialized out of nothingness and projected themselves towards me.  
 
    I tried to get out of their range, but when I looked back, I got hit by one directly in the face for eight damage.  
 
    The projectile attack had spread out the farther away I got. If I had been hit by all three of the projectiles at once, that could have killed me in one shot. 
 
    Ow, that hurts. It really hurts. Blood was pouring out of, or into, my right eye. I couldn’t tell. What I could tell was that my vision was obstructed by a blurry red hue. 
 
    “Moogi. (You are bleeding.)”  
 
    “Shut up, tutorial pet,” Bagmy said from a distance. 
 
    “Moogi, don’t listen to him. Let’s get out of here, fast.” I wanted to fight the player over that remark alone, but instead I did what anyone in my position would do, I ran, even though running wasn’t in my character’s build. 
 
    “Oh, I love to play hide and slaughter. Ready or not, here I killll.” 
 
    I don’t like that game, or this game either. 
 
    Holding my eye, I caught my breath behind a large rock, waiting for my stamina to come back. Luckily for me, this player also wasn’t built for running, unlike that Tag fellow.  
 
    I peeked my head up just in time to almost have another face full of magical daggers. 
 
    “Boo,” Bagmy called out. 
 
    Moogi waved at me to follow it, and I did. 
 
    Weaving left and right through the grass, I could hear the whistling sound of my attacker. 
 
    He wasn’t even trying very hard to chase me down. Maybe because he knew it was only a matter of time before I bled out. 
 
    “Moogi. (Hurry, this way).” 
 
    I was keeping up the best I could, but it was hard with the grass getting denser. I had to start chopping it down just to get through. 
 
    “I am not a ghost. I can’t just phase through stuff like you can.”  
 
    I didn’t know where I was anymore, and all around me I heard the rustling sounds. This didn’t seem like a good plan. I had no idea what Moogi was up to. 
 
    Just then, a dagger whizzed by, catching me in the shoulder for three damage.  
 
    It must do less damage from farther distances. That was good news, but it was bad that I was already under half my total hit points. 
 
    “You’re worse than I thought,” Bagmy taunted. “You know you’re leaving a trail of blood, don’t you?” 
 
    I looked down and, sure enough, that bloody attack was no accident for a player killer such as him. I was not equipped to deal with such an injury, not while running for my life. 
 
    There was a lot of thought that had gone into this level of griefing. Maybe an experienced player might not have fallen for such a trick, but that had to be why he was here, preying in this starting area.  
 
    “Where are you?” I called out to Moogi. 
 
    “Right here,” Bagmy said, in my ear. 
 
    I turned to get a belly full of his large dagger. 
 
    The pain was deep as he twisted and turned it for added discomfort. 
 
    “Nice axe, noodlebutt.” 
 
    Is that what all this was about, my weapon?  
 
    “You’re a coward,” I said through blood-lined teeth. 
 
    He gave the blade a final twist. That had done it.  
 
    “Cowards live to gloat.” 
 
    I tried to respond, but my hit points were already in the negative. 
 
    “Losers don’t live at all.” Bagmy pulled out his weapon, and I fell to the ground, lifeless. “Oh, do you have a tummy ache?” 
 
    The agony I was in hurt so much more than getting slashed by bagmy creatures or cut in half by Sally, and I knew it was no accident. 
 
    He held up a bagmy-clawed glove and removed a ring from his finger. Instantly, I saw a gang tag that was previously hidden. He was a member of GDF, the same gang that jerk Tag who stole my earwig drops was a part of. The ring must have had an enchantment that hid his gang title.  
 
    This ambush was thought out alright, and I never had a chance. 
 
    “GDFRO,” Bagmy said, slitting my neck wide open. 
 
    “Moogi. (You have been killed by the player Bagmy. Bagmy has been added to your enemies list.) 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Again, I awoke in the temple next to Erilyn. 
 
    “Let it be known…” 
 
    Pissed, I rolled off the slab, ready to get my revenge. “Add Tag to my enemies list too. In fact, automatically add any member of the GDF gang to that list.” 
 
    “Woah, are you okay, Seph?” 
 
    “No! I was just player-killed.”  
 
    “I can see. Look at your eye. That must have hurt.” 
 
    I felt my face, and sure enough, there was a scar indicating my injury.  
 
    “The worst part is that I was about to level. And…”—I paused and looked through my things—“…yup, he took my only weapon—my Pincher Short Axe.” 
 
    Moogi was next to me pounding a fist into his other hand. 
 
    “That’s no good. I’m sorry,” Erilyn said in a consoling sort of way. 
 
    “It’s fine. I just…gotta go.” 
 
    “Okay…well…good luck,” she called out to me. 
 
    Without slowing, I grabbed the candlestick that had previously respawned. “Back to this again.” 
 
    Exiting the temple, I looked down at my arm tattoos, and to my surprise, I was down to zero experience points.  
 
    “That facker. He must have taken half my experience, and with Erilyn taking the other half, I can’t even level anymore. I’m back to square one!” 
 
    Moogi raised a fist in the air, sharing my emotional pain. 
 
    “That’s fine. Let’s just grind some more.” 
 
    Heading back into the Twisted Forest, Moogi and I took out all of our frustration on the earwigs until even the candlestick gave up on us and broke.  
 
    Normally something so trivial would have broken me, but I was already far past the breaking point. I continued on, punching earwigs with my fists. I didn’t care that I was taking damage from their counterattacks. I kind of liked the feeling. It was starting to calm me down out of my rage. I was hoping that I’d be able to level up twice, once I reached the training grounds—if that was even the right place to go. 
 
    After drinking my third potion, I was ready to move on. With 608/300 experience points, Moogi and I both looked at each other with vengeful determination. It was unspoken, but we both knew it was time to get us some levels. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
   
 
  

 Gauntlet 
 
      
 
   A fter trading in all the pincher parts, bug gore, and scales, I managed to procure myself a pair of basic boots and a wooden plank shield. I figured I needed something to protect myself from projectiles. As for the boots, apparently wearing any footwear helps a lot with stamina and exhaustion while running. 
 
    “Thanks, Marv,” I said, bowing my head towards the temple shopkeeper. 
 
    “My pleasure. Good luck in the Proving Grounds.” Marv was already stacking up my bartered goods in an organized pile. It was quite a haul. 
 
    “I don’t mean to eavesdrop, but are you really going over there?” Erilyn asked, making her way over to us. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Because if you are, I wanted to ask you for a favor.” She pulled me aside by the arm as if she didn’t want Marv to be privy to her request. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m your guy.” 
 
    “Hear me out first.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite. What do you need exactly?” 
 
    “I wanted to ask if you could take this package to the trainer for me.” She pulled out a blue box from her inventory. It was medium sized and bound with golden string. 
 
    “Oh, no. Can’t you find someone else to do it for you?” I wasn’t trying to sound harsh or unreasonable. I was still a little amped up from the murder parade I was on. I wanted to keep up that energy and not get sidetracked with some errand.  
 
    “Not really. People have become disinterested in going there lately, with the increasing amount of gankers about.” 
 
    “That is a really good point. I’m afraid that’s why I think I would mess it up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry GDF has been giving you problems.” 
 
    “We just got off on the wrong foot.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can reason with a bunch of no-life jerks.” 
 
    “Well, this is my back-up plan.” I held my plank shield up to my chin. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, they harass everyone.” 
 
    “It does and it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t fret too much. These things have a way of working themselves out.” 
 
    “I think you better find someone else. I have been quite unreliable.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re the perfect man for the job.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means…I need your help. I can hold on to your unbanked experience for you in case you don’t make the trek.” 
 
    “But I need my EXP in order to train up. That’s the whole reason I’m going there in the first place.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. How about I give you two free resurrections, no matter how much experience you have?” 
 
    I didn’t want to think about how many experience points I would have right now if I hadn’t had to pay her all those times. It wasn’t like I was exactly mad at her, more annoyed at the whole situation and the game mechanics. 
 
     “What if the package gets stolen? You said it yourself, there are plenty of gankers out there.” 
 
    “It won’t matter. This quest is based on the contingency that you attempt the journey, not on the completion. As long as you don’t steal it for yourself, the reward will be paid.” 
 
    As much as I wanted to find a catch or flaw in the proposition, it did seem like a win-win for me. “I’m going there anyway. I suppose I can do it.” My voice got a little softer as I conceded to her request. Two free respawns was much too sweet of a deal to pass up. 
 
    “Wonderful! Here, let me set it all up for you.”  
 
    After a beat, she held the package out to me. 
 
    I let out a long sigh and took the box. 
 
    “Moogi. (You have accepted Erilyn’s quest: Delivery Service. Would you like to read the details?) 
 
    “Nah,” I said to Moogi with a wave of my hand. 
 
    Erilyn looked at me curiously. “The package is very important. So no peeking.” 
 
    “Funny, I wasn’t curious until you brought it up right now,” I said, first smelling it and then shaking the box, listening for what was rattling around inside.  
 
    “Careful! It’s fragile. Are you sure you can handle this?” 
 
    “No, I can’t. I told you that multiple times.” I extended the box back to her, hoping she would rescind her quest. 
 
    “This is going to be a snap. I believe in your ability.” 
 
    What ability? Why didn’t I ask what was inside it before I accepted the quest? 
 
    We both looked at each other blankly, letting the silence overtake the conversation for a long beat. 
 
    “Whelp, good luck on your journey,” Erilyn finally broke the tension. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. Luck was something I really needed, and not just the statistic. 
 
    Turning, I made my way out of the temple yet again.  
 
    The journey to the crossroads wasn’t serene and beautiful this time around. I was still angry, and I wanted to keep it that way, to keep myself sharp and ruthless. 
 
    I knew what I had done wrong last time; I had attacked Bagmy first. Even though it was a mistake, he used the game mechanics against me, and that wouldn’t happen again. For starters, I didn’t have anything to attack him with, other than my two fists and my trusty shield. He wouldn’t attack someone who was unarmed. That would be dishonorable. I was hoping that honor had something to do with a character’s reputation score. And Bagmy wouldn’t want to ruin his reputation. 
 
    Walking up the path towards the Proving Grounds, I held my shield up high, peeking over it like a vampire over its cape.  
 
    To my left and right there were strange rustlings, but I didn’t dare leave the safety of the path. I was hoping they were just some of those wild turkeys and not, in fact, more bagmy, or even worse, the player named Bagmy. 
 
    I kept turning from one side to the other, just in case something decided to jump out at me. 
 
    Moogi followed my lead, looking at the opposite direction as we continued on, slow and steady. 
 
    Then I spotted it—an enormous tree with a door in the center. This had to be the trainer because the sign above the door said exactly that, “Trainer.” 
 
    “We did it!” 
 
    “Moogi! (Yay!”) 
 
    Then I felt a familiar sting in my back. It was one of Bagmy’s magical daggers. On the ground next to me was a dead turkey, who seemed to have been hit by one of Bagmy’s other dagger projectiles.  
 
    He just shot the food.  
 
    I spun around and saw Bagmy’s smug grin. He was carrying my short pincher axe on his back. But the joke was on him, because just having that thing was bad luck. 
 
    “Back for more abuse, are we?” Bagmy taunted. 
 
    “I already made it to the trainer. You’re too late.” 
 
    “I have all the time in the world. You, on the other hand, should have invested more in Health.” 
 
    I glanced at my arm, and sure enough, I was bleeding again from his attack. 
 
    “You attacked an unarmed opponent in the back. Your reputation is just as tainted as mine.” 
 
    Moogi looked at me with a big fat “no.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works, nooblet. You shouldn’t have attacked me last time. Now, anyone can attack you until your reputation is repaired. It is an act of justice. You really should look into getting your life back on track.” 
 
    In my peripheral vision, I saw Moogi nodding along. 
 
    “Moogi, whose side are you on, anyway?” 
 
    My companion gave me its best WTF look. “Moogi, moogi. (He isn’t wrong. At your current reputation level, you have to be the victim of four player kills, or forty hours of good behavior until you’re back up to neutral again.)” 
 
    Well, that was something to think about now, wasn’t it? I had no idea how important reputation was. No wonder Bagmy went to such great lengths to deceive people if he could kill a player five times with no repercussions. 
 
    “Don’t you have anything better to do than griefing starting areas?” I scolded, getting worried about my steadily dropping hit points. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” another voice said.  
 
    Out of the tall grass emerged Tag and a player I hadn’t seen before. 
 
    Moogi showed me his handle: Kaah. He had a mohawk and pale green skin, which told me that his race wasn’t human.  
 
    One thing was apparent, they were all members of that GDF gang. 
 
    “Three against one. That isn’t fair.” 
 
    “But you have a shield. None of us have shields,” Bagmy countered, getting nods from the other two. 
 
    “By the looks of it, his shield was made from an old outhouse,” Kaah added. 
 
    Yes, maybe my shield wasn’t the greatest, but it was something I had that they didn’t, and I was going to use it to the best of my ability. 
 
    I matched their advancing steps with backwards ones of my own, holding my shield up to my nose. 
 
    “Actually, I’ve been looking for a shield like that,” Tag said. 
 
    “No, dude, it’s mine,” Kaah countered. 
 
    “You literally just said it looked like an outhouse,” Tag countered, trying to lay his claim. 
 
    “It does, and I need something to shield myself while I’m dropping a deuce,” Kaah admitted. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were so modest.” 
 
    “I’m private. I like my privacy.” 
 
    “You are one big private…part,” Tag joked. 
 
    “You guys can stop arguing, because neither of you can have it,” I said, interrupting their banter. 
 
    “Oh, yes, they can,” Bagmy declared, throwing a barrage of magical daggers with a single swipe of his hand.  
 
    Ducking behind my shield, two of the projectiles stabbed through the splintery board. Luckily, they didn’t manage to break all the way through before they dematerialized. My plan had worked, but I knew it wouldn’t last forever—mostly because my bleeding body couldn’t last forever, let alone ten more minutes. 
 
    If only I had summoned a potion before setting out on this excursion. It was my plan to do just that, but Erilyn distracted me with her little quest. No, I couldn’t blame her for all my problems. It was my responsibility to remember, and I just hadn’t. 
 
    Holding the shield out, I started to run sideways towards the tree.  
 
    Tag whizzed right past me. I had forgotten how fast he was.  
 
    I was surprised that he didn’t attack me. Instead, he went straight for the door, beating me to the finish line. 
 
    I went up the five steps and swung my shield at him, using it as a weapon.  
 
    He slipped inside, and I slammed into the door behind him. 
 
    “Bravo,” Bagmy said, starting a slow clap. 
 
    I tried to open the door, but the metal latch was closed. I pulled it open, and it instantly closed again.  
 
    “What the heck.” 
 
    Kaah and Bagmy were both slowly flanking me.  
 
    I tried again, with the same result. Over and over I pulled the latch, only for it to shut faster than I could manage to open the door. Then it hit me—Tag was locking the latch from the inside just as fast as I was able to unlock it, maybe even faster. 
 
    Laughter erupted from my side of the door, and then they jumped on me, Kaah using some glowing-force attack from his fists and Bagmy wielding my old axe. I could only block one, so I went with Kaah’s fist blasts. 
 
    A deep cut spread across my side from Bagmy. It was massive and painful. 
 
    Now dual-wielding, with his dagger in his other hand, I was hit with a couple more quick stabs in the side, and then I was done for. 
 
    Moogi buried its face inside its hands. 
 
    Again, I fell to the floor, bleeding out. These guys were professionals. They knew when to attack with everything they had and when to stop, to maximize my pain and humiliation. 
 
    “Really great attempt there. A+, would kill again,” Bagmy taunted. 
 
    Tag walked out of the trainer’s door to join them. “Hey, you left some for me after all. I am touched guys. Really, I am.” 
 
    Out of nowhere, there was a bright light. It exploded out of me like a spotlight. Following the blast was a huge shockwave that touched everything within twenty feet of us. I saw the skin rip right off of all three of their bones. 
 
    What just happened?  
 
    I noticed that the box I was supposed to deliver for Erilyn had opened up. It was more than just fragile; it was lethal. 
 
    Moogi looked up, excited. “Moogi, moogi, moogi! (You have killed the players Bagmy, Tag, and Kaah. You have been rewarded 1074 experience points and 40 copper pieces. Please select one reward from each corpse.)”  
 
    I was still bleeding heavily, so I had to be fast about it. 
 
    “Moogi, get my axe and whatever else. I just want my axe. And maybe that stuff Tag stole from me.” I was surprised that I was able to communicate to my asset when I couldn’t talk to other players while bleeding out. 
 
    Then all turned black, and I faded from existence. 
 
    “Moogi. (You have succumbed to your injuries. What a way to go!)” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Seph, hurry. Wake up!” I heard Erilyn’s voice once again. 
 
    My eyes shot open. I had died, but I was back now. I launched off the slab with anger filling my eyes. “You set me up to kill the trainer! Are you some kind of terrorist?” 
 
     “No, I am not. There isn’t time to explain it all. You have to go, now!” 
 
    “Go where?” 
 
    “To the trainer, of course.” 
 
    “Why? So, you can try and blow him up again?” 
 
    “Do you want to level up or don’t you?” 
 
    “I can’t. I…” Looking down at my arm, I had 1682 total experience, which was a lot more than I had last time around. “How is this possible?” 
 
    “Moogi. (You have completed Erilyn’s quest: Delivery Service. One out of two free resurrections expended.) 
 
    Here I thought Bagmy had killed me and taken all of my EXP, but it seemed that it was the other way around.  
 
    “Currently, those GDFs are looking to get resurrected. I won’t do it, but someone else will—most likely a reanimator inside their own gang. Right now you have the advantage. Please don’t waste it.” 
 
    On one hand Erilyn tricked me with that whole box thing, but maybe she did it for a good reason. I had the opportunity to get a leg up, and so I took it.  
 
    Without a fond farewell, I ran out of the temple and into the darkness. This time, I didn’t stick only on the road. Instead, I cut across a couple of switchback trails to save on time. Unfortunately, this forced me into a situation where I had to avoid a couple of hungry creatures that I had managed to aggro along the way. Left and right, things were snapping and swiping at me. They were mostly shelled lizards, which were about as fast as they sounded. So it wasn’t very hard to outrun them.  
 
    Soon my eyes adjusted to my surroundings, and I continued on, not stopping to attack, only pausing long enough to let my stamina recover. My boots were helping a lot, but they weren’t without limitations. 
 
     At the fourth mandatory stop, I decided to use my time wisely and equip with whatever it was that Moogi had looted for me. I reached behind me and grabbed the first item I touched. It was a pair of earwig leggings. They had armored scales that almost looked like petrified leaves. They felt strong and heavy against my legs. 
 
    “Were these from Tag?” I asked. 
 
    Moogi gave me a sly nod. 
 
    Next, I pulled out a chest piece. It was tattered cloth reinforced with a leather breastplate and some leather straps around the stomach region. “Kaah’s armor?” 
 
    I got a wink from Moogi. 
 
    Then I felt around for my weapon, but it wasn’t there. I would have recognized if it were. Maybe Moogi ran out of time. 
 
    “Where’s my axe?” 
 
    With a devilish grin, Moogi shook its head. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘no’? That was the only thing I specifically asked for. You can’t disobey me.” Apparently, it could and had.  
 
    Moogi gave me a hateful scowl for my degrading remark. 
 
    There was only one item left in my inventory, so I pulled it out. To my surprise, I was holding Bagmy’s dagger. It had a leather wrapped handle and a large red gem embedded in the hilt. It had a particularly long blade for such a small weapon. This made it look more like a miniature longsword than dagger or dirk. 
 
     “What did you do?” 
 
    “Moogi. (Blood Dagger +2. Damage 1-8. Speed: 900. Weight: 65. Upgrades: Chance to cause bleed damage increased to 70%. Item quality: Limited 2) 
 
    “You beautiful creature! You can disobey me anytime you want.” I went in to hug my companion, but my arms went right through it. 
 
    Moogi tucked into the embrace despite physical limitations. It was as if my stupid comment had instantly been forgotten over our shared excitement. 
 
    I wanted to inquire about the level of the weapon and its upgrades, but it was time for me to run again. So off I went.  
 
    Continuing on, I finally spotted the trainer door, which was illuminated by a pumpkin lantern off in the distance. 
 
    I had to take another break and recover some stamina in order to make it to the door. An ever-growing mob of creatures followed behind me like paparazzi. Their scurrying feet got louder as I rested, though I was confident that I could reach the trainer before they reached me.  
 
    Then I heard something disconcerting. “You’re dead, loser. Worse than dead—recreated,” the voice echoed across the night sky. It was Tag, and I had no idea how near or far he was. 
 
    Without waiting for my stamina to fully recover, I bolted towards the door. 
 
    “You know, I’m no germaphobe, but you don’t wear another man’s pants. It’s just rude,” Tag said, louder this time. 
 
    He was closer than I thought. I had to pick up the pace.  
 
    Making my way up the five steps, I quickly unlatched the door, opened it up, and darted inside the tree.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
   
 
  

 UFC Personal Trainer 
 
      
 
   T he hallway was dim, in a warm and welcoming sort of way. The light was coming from squat torches which lined the floor leading toward a dead end. The inside was deceptively larger than the outer limits of the tree. It was like I had shrunk or gone into another dimension of space. Either way, my mind hurt trying to comprehend what forces were at play here. I reminded myself that it was only a game, and the rules that reality abides by could be broken here.  
 
    Waiting for me at the dead end was an elderly man with a white beard. He had glowing runes on his robes and two large dice inside his left hand. He sat there cross-legged and motionless, much like a statue. If it weren’t for his occasionally blinking eyes, I would have even thought as much.  
 
    This was the trainer alright, but a player or monster, it was not. Something was different about him, eerily so.  
 
    I looked at Moogi who was using a finger to spell something out in the air, “N-P-C.” 
 
    I looked back at the bearded man with new eyes, searching his face for clues.  
 
    The NPC trainer stared back at me vacantly through soulless eyes. He had a godlike arrogance, which nearly radiated off of him. That smirk—he wore a grin so devilish it could cut glass. Maybe he was trying to scare me as some sort of test.  
 
    With that concept pushing me along, I took a couple of steps closer. It was strange meeting the first non-player character in the game. I knew that NPCs existed, but I didn’t know what to expect when I found one. 
 
    Technically, Moogi wasn’t a player. It also wasn’t a character, even though it had a lot of character. Actually, I still hadn’t figured out where the little asset fit in the broad scheme of programs and people, but it didn’t really matter at the moment because Moogi didn’t give me the creeps. Now, after meeting an honest to goodness NPC, I could rule out Moogi being one of them. 
 
    Each of my footfalls caused the torch lights to flicker as I approached. There was no hiding my advance and no turning back. 
 
    Remember to breathe. Act normal. I had to get a grip on my anxiety. Why was I so on edge? Maybe it was the possibility that Tag could bust in at any moment. I did have a lot of experience points on the line, and I didn’t want to lose them now. 
 
    “Welcome, child of the light. Do you seek eternal advancement?” the trainer asked. Though steady in volume, his voice sounded hollow and thin. 
 
    “I absolutely have,” I said with a grin I couldn’t have hidden if I had wanted to. My excitement overcame my fear. This was it. I had won. I had beaten those bullies at their own game. Well, Erilyn mostly had done it, but I had done my part in getting here, and now it was time to collect my reward. 
 
    I knelt in front of the trainer, after giving a quick bow.  
 
    Moogi was next to me in a similar pose. 
 
    The trainer placed an ancient hand upon my shoulder. He had unnatural movements, more like an animatronic doll than anything else. “Let us bleed you of your experiences.”  
 
    Suddenly, I felt a heaviness leave my body. It was as though something were being siphoned out of me. I tried to speak, but my voice was breathless and backwards. Then I tried to move, but my body slowly twisted and contorted as if I were under water. 
 
    I was detached, depleted, with a burning sensation radiating from my arm. I glanced down and saw my experience points counting down while fading right off my tattoo. I reached for them and tried to press them back on my forearm, but it only made them dissipate faster.  
 
    Peering into the trainer’s eyes, I saw images of my game life playing inside them. I saw my kills and the places I’d discovered. I caught myself smiling along with him while we relived the moment of blowing up the three GDFs. His face manifested my exact emotions while he witnessed my life in sped-up time. How did he feel what I felt? It was haunting and horrifying to watch. 
 
    It was then that I realized that there was no way to hide the truth from this NPC. It stole my experiences right out of me. 
 
    About the point where I thought I couldn’t take any more of this, my tattoo stopped draining—at 782 EXP. 
 
    “You have been rewarded two levels of advancement in exchange for your past adventures. Choose wisely,” the trainer said, as he tossed the two dice out of his grasp and onto the hard ground beside me. 
 
    They rolled disturbingly slowly, bouncing and bounding on each end—flipping and turning, until they finally stopped with a slight wobble. They each had strange symbols on them. One looked like summer, while the other was winter.  
 
    Before I could figure out what was in season for, everything around me turned golden in a great big flash of light.  
 
    I was somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This room was similar to the one I had been in during my character creation, except instead of white, the reflective walls were washed with metallic gold. They sparkled and shimmered with tiny flecks of color. It was truly magicallooking.  
 
    In the corner stood a dull burlap punching bag that vaguely resembled a person. Stitches in the shape of X’s marked out its eyes, and hay spilled out of the two open armholes. 
 
    “I guess someone took my suggestion for a practice dummy to heart,” I said aloud but got no response. 
 
    My eyes followed the corner up the wall to find that the clock was still hanging there. Only now it read “1093,” which told me that two whole days had gone by.  
 
    “That was fast.”  
 
    Game time was much different than real time. Even though I wasn’t exactly counting sunrises and sunsets, to me it seemed like only a couple of hours had passed. If this game experience was going to continue this way, my sentence would be done in no time—well, technically less time. Of course, that was only if I accumulated enough online currency to pay off my debt to society. 
 
    “Are you seeing this, Moogi?” I asked, giving it plenty of time to respond. “Moogi?” 
 
    My asset was nowhere in sight. I suddenly found myself wishing that I had someone around to share in my joy—even if they laughed at me from time to time. 
 
    “I guess this is a place just for me.” 
 
    Slowly falling from the ceiling was a prompt. It read “upgrade/exit.” 
 
    Slapping the word upgrade, I was more than ready to see what was in store for me. An indicator flashed above me, showing—or indicating, rather—that I had two advancement points available to use. 
 
    The room started to rumble and quake, then four skill trees sprouted up around me, creating a small upgrade garden.  
 
    To my left grew a nice-looking tree that almost resembled a man. Extending outward like fingers were eight branches, which each represented one of my statistics. Which made sense, seeing as this was my statistics tree. The longest, of course, was my Charm branch. It had a low-hanging fruit showing the Safe Passage perk I had unlocked. 
 
    As I focused on each pathway, an opaque outline revealed to me the growth possibilities. This meant that each of my stats could be increased past my initial starting choices. I could give myself more strength and perhaps do increased damage. Or better yet, I could raise my Psionics so that I might have enough mana to summon two instant healing potions at a time.  
 
    I wondered, if I invested all my points into one stat, bringing it past the five-point threshold, would I unlock other perks? My excitement fizzled out when I remembered that most of my other base stats were uniformly two, and I currently had only two advancement points to spend—not the three I would need to go perk hunting. What choices I made now could very much mean life or death for my future. So, I had to make good use of them.  
 
    “If only Moogi was here to bounce some ideas off of,” I said through a deep sigh. 
 
    Behind me was a small metal tree that looked like some medieval torture device. It had spikes and blades jutting out every which way. This was my equipment skill tree. Unfortunately, after looking around a bit, the only thing on the tree that could be upgraded was the Blood Dagger +2 that Moogi had stolen for me. Not only that, but it was already leveled up twice on the Blood Effect skill—increasing its rate to cause bleed damage by 50%, giving it a 70% total chance to proc the effect. One final upgrade on this skill would yield a whopping 100% bleed chance with each strike. That was very tempting. Other upgrade paths were increasing its speed, overall damage, or how much the bleed damage over time (or DOT) did.  
 
    Then it hit me like a blue duck. I hadn’t just stolen Bagmy’s weapon—I stole two levels’ worth of upgrades from him. That wasn’t going to be something he would easily forgive and forget. One thing was for certain, I was screwed if I didn’t find a way to avoid him. Mulling over the very real possibility that I might have to return his weapon at some point, I decided this wasn’t the time or place for weapon advancement. 
 
    Continuing on through the garden, I made my way over to my racial skill tree—the very one that I had overlooked during character creation. Its branches were yellow with small speckles everywhere, much like French vanilla ice cream.  
 
    There were three large boughs growing out of its trunk: Greed, Versatility, and Faith. Each bough had growth options to unlock leading to other, smaller offshoot paths and onward to higher tiers. 
 
    Under the Greed path, I could pick either unlocking the Improved Coins, Quality Loot, or Memorable Experiences skills. All of these skills could be leveled up further, but only to a maximum of three. It also seemed that each of the Greed skills unlocked different denominations of increased rewards (money, loot, or EXP) based on the skill’s specialty. Within the fine print, I found the specialty choices were the same for each skill: creature drops, discovery, quest rewards, or PVP.  
 
    “This makes a lot of sense. I bet Bagmy had the Memorable Experiences skill unlocked to level three, with the PVP specialty. That would explain why I was nearly cleaned out of my EXP when he killed me,” I said, tapping my index finger on my cheek while I thought about it. 
 
    If that was the case, I could understand why it was much more beneficial for him to gank people like me, rather than doing honest grinding or questing. It would prove to be much more bang for the buck…or shmuck, in his case.  
 
    As far as Humans go, this advancement path was a great way to pinpoint your character’s role and establish a true playstyle, even if that playstyle was used to attack other players. 
 
    Extra rewards seemed quite beneficial and all, but they would be worthless if I couldn’t actually kill anything to reap the benefits. I could always come back to this in later advancement levels. So, I continued on, looking for the perfect skill to invest in.  
 
    Under the Versatility branch, there were four skills to choose from in the first tier: Consume, Improved Armor, Specialist, and Weapons Master.  
 
    Consume increased effects from either eating, drinking, or getting buffed. That could be super helpful if I wanted my potions to always heal me to full, even if I was at one hit point.  
 
    Improved armor gave the ability to wear armor outside your class restrictions. This could be a game changer for this race, especially if you were trying to hide your class from other players. What skills could be unlocked further up the tiers? The combinations could be limitless. Currently, I was limited to my small understanding of other classes, so I couldn’t utilize this option to its full potential. Up until now, I hadn’t even known that classes had armor restrictions.  
 
    The Specialist skill allowed you to invest in multiple specialties. This meant that I could specialize in other types of potions, other than just healing. The only problem was that it seemed it would cost me one point to unlock the ability to multi-specialize and another point to dump into the skill I wanted to upgrade. This skill could be really powerful but quite expensive, in my opinion.  
 
    Finally, there was the Weapons Master skill which allowed you to have multiple weapon slots equipped at the same time, depending on how many times you leveled up the ability. I wasn’t sure if I understood the wording correctly, but it seemed that I could switch between weapons seamlessly during combat but not actually attack with both at the same time. This might be a great way to manage stamina consumption and create devastating combos. Being new to this world, that level of number crunching seemed more suited for a veteran.  
 
    Each skill I unlocked would grow upwards, granting more skill options at the next higher tier. Perhaps later on this path might allow for such a thing as multiple attacks with the weapons in your slots. That would be really great, except I only had the one weapon at the moment.  
 
    “I could always put one point in Weapon Summoning and one in Weapons Master, then I could have two weapons at my disposal.” But the more I thought about it, the more it didn’t seem useful enough at this juncture. 
 
    I moved on to the third and last Human branch, Faith. Faith had only two skills to unlock on the first tier, Blessing and Hex, and based on your choice of god, you could either pray for a blessing or do a dark ritual for a smiting. Blessing and Hex could both be leveled up five times each, making them equally powerful. It also seemed that your reputation could be lowered or raised based on your actions.  
 
    The specialty for this branch had a ton of gods. Even the option “none” could be selected as your god. I wondered if that meant that you were an atheist, or if you worshipped a god named None, but I didn’t care enough to delve into my curiosity more than I already had. 
 
    “Man, this list keeps going,” I said, as I scrolled further. 
 
    I didn’t have time to go through them all, not when there could potentially be a bunch of GDF knocking down the trainer’s door right now. 
 
    Then I found the winged boar-man god I had stolen the candlestick from—Balrok the Tangible. I quickly skimmed through Balrok’s lore to find that he was a god of many faces. Light up his altar to feel his ever-warming touch; extinguish his flame to feel the cold side of death. I was pretty sure this had to do with the buffs he would grant his followers. 
 
    I skimmed through countless tales of him charging into battle, tusks first, when I spotted the passage I was looking for. “Defilers of his domain are subject to increased judgment from the faithful, under the cloak of night.” 
 
    “Okay, so that wasn’t as bad as I thought.” As far as I knew, I hadn’t run into any of Balrok’s followers, and maybe I never would. Still, I wasn’t going to chance taking any more candlesticks. There was no way I wanted to mess around with praying, hexing, and reputation—not at this time, anyway.  
 
    I went over to my blue summoning skill tree, which I recognized from when I did my character creation. I thought about getting Summon Armor, but it seemed that I could always just buy some if I really needed it. Plus, right now I knew how to kill earwigs without sustaining much damage.  
 
    I could always get another healing potion type and double down on that theme. But I was limited by my mana pool. If I wanted more potions, I would first be required to invest in my Psionics stat, which I was seriously considering at this point. 
 
    There was a path leading off of Potion Summoning onto the second-tier options. One skill had Potion Summoning as a prerequisite.  
 
    “Immunity: While drinking or summoning a potion, you’re immune to damage for one second for each upgrade level,” I read aloud. That was powerful. I thought of countless ways for me to use that skill in a pinch, such as if I had been drinking it when Bagmy was attacking me. It could have been an instant shield. 
 
    There were two other skills on the second tier that didn’t require any prerequisites, Double Dip and Deep Discount.  
 
    Double Dip gave you a chance to spawn an extra item during every summoning spell, based on your specialties. The skill could be upgraded three times to guarantee the chance of effect, up to one hundred percent. 
 
    Discount reduced the mana cost for casting all summoning spells, not just potions. Less cost meant more potions. It was kind of the same thing as Double Dip but going at it from an entirely different angle. Imagine if I had both advancement slots fully unlocked. I could have quite a lot of potions at my disposal. Juggling potions wasn’t really my interest, so I continued on with my search. 
 
    I went right past the Monster Summoning branch because I doubted I could handle any more companionship above and beyond Moogi.  
 
    I landed on the Chaos Summoning branch. It had three skill options to unlock: Summon Barrier, Summon Trap, and Summon Portal. I didn’t even need to read the first two because this was it, my ticket out of here—a portal. If I could go from one place to another without having to run into any GDF along the way, that would make my life substantially better. 
 
    Before I could change my mind, I dumped my first point into the portal-summoning skill. A visual prompt asked me to choose my specialization.  
 
    “Oh, right. I forgot to check out that part.” 
 
    The prompt read, “You have assigned one advancement point in Summon Portal. Please select your specialization: location portals or time portals.” 
 
    “Wait, what now? Like a time-travel portal?” I said incredulously. I wanted that, and I wanted it badly. But I was faced with the same problem as before—it couldn’t help me in my current predicament. I already knew what I had to do. 
 
    “You can now summon a portal that lasts five minutes or until used. Location portals can only be destinations you have previously visited. All other choices are no longer available to you,” the room voice said, nearly scaring me out of my skin. Up until now, I had only been getting visual alerts. 
 
    “Oh man, I forgot about you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t identify as having a gender.” 
 
    “Look, I know that. It’s just an expression. I didn’t mean to offend anyone, okay?” I said, getting defensive, as if I were on trial again. 
 
    “Nor do I identify as a person, human being, or anyone.” 
 
    “Shut up. Shut…up.” I had forgotten how annoying that voice was. I didn’t mean to be rude, but I just wanted to spend my last point and be on my way. 
 
    Getting back into it, I decided that I needed something fun. It was most likely just pushback from my recent conflict with the room’s artificial intelligence. 
 
    I went back over to the Immunity skill because I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about how cool it was, ever since I had discovered it.  
 
    “You have assigned one advancement point to Immunity. Hurry up and select your specialization: casting or drinking?” the voice said.  
 
    Summoning a potion took much longer than one second to cast, and unless I could reduce that time later on, it seemed like a waste. 
 
    “Drinking, please,” I answered, hoping my politeness would act as an apology for my previous outburst.  
 
    “This is a passive ability and will become active whenever drinking a healing-type potion. All other choices are no longer available to you.” 
 
    That was interesting. I guess if someone gave me a potion that wasn’t healing, I wouldn’t proc the Immunity skill’s effect. But then again, what other potion would I be drinking, if not healing? A smoke bomb, or a flaming Molotov cocktail?  
 
    What was done was done. To quote my father, “There’s no use crying over spilled coffee on your keyboard.” 
 
    I was stoked. I had leveled up twice. I felt ready to take on the world, GDF included. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
   
 
  

 Portal 
 
      
 
   E jected from the golden leveling area, I was instantly transported back, kneeling in front of the NPC trainer. I stood up and extended my hand outward. He didn’t give me a single look, smile, or even sideways glance. I couldn’t help but feel discarded, like a cigarette butt after the nicotine had all been burnt away.  
 
    “Well…then,” I said softly as I tried to focus on something a little more pressing. With my commandeered dagger in hand, I readied myself for battle. I had expected a slew of GDF gang members to be lying in wait for some sort of ambush.  
 
    A beat went by, then two, then a whole eight bars worth…still nothing. Where are they?  
 
    I started to loosen up my tense posture. Being preoccupied, I hadn’t noticed Moogi leaning against the interior wall.  
 
    It looked down at the top of its hand, where a wristwatch wasn’t. 
 
    “Moogi! We did it. We leveled up.” 
 
    The asset didn’t look surprised. Instead, it twirled its hand and bugged out its eyes as if to say, “Go on.” 
 
    “First, I wanted more mana. Then I changed my mind because…you know what? It isn’t important. I think I’d rather show you.” 
 
    Moogi squinted while nodding sharply.  
 
    I turned over my arm to reveal a new tattoo. It resembled a black hole, or more importantly, a portal. 
 
    “Behold.” I added a flourish with my other hand so as to entertain my audience of one. 
 
    My hit points, stamina, and mana were all full, so I pressed down on the tattoo and instantly began to cast my new spell, summon portal.  
 
    The world started to close in around me as my mana drained away. I couldn’t help but feel like I was going to get crushed. I couldn’t brace myself against it or do anything other than focus on the task at hand. I was scared and trapped.  
 
    The last thing I saw in my tunneling vision was Moogi giving me an approving thumbs up. It was then that I knew that everything was going to be okay. 
 
    Suddenly, I was floating, hovering really, over a hand-drawn map, like a spectator. I was not my body, but rather my consciousness. There were a couple of pushpins sticking out marking all the places I had discovered in the Craglands: Vale Manor, the Temple of Hope, the Proving Grounds, and even the Twisted Oak Forest. The paper below me flowed and undulated like the ocean’s tide—alive with wonderment and possibility. It seemed that I could pick key spots as destinations for my portals. At least, that was my assumption. 
 
    The map stretched out into the vast expanse. As far as I could see, there was endless uncharted blank space for potential destinations. This map really showed the perspective of how small of a starting area the Craglands really was. I had barely scratched the surface with my exploration of this world. 
 
    I had to pick a safe destination for my first portal trip, and to me there was no safer place than the Temple of Hope. 
 
    Reaching out towards the temple’s spot on the map, the two-dimensional drawing started to sprout up into the third dimension. The temple changed from a line art sketch and morphed into a picturesque model. The refined details grew and came into form, as if I were tuning in to its high-definition frequency. As the image took shape, a magical outline framed the temple in a circle. 
 
    Without warning, my consciousness slammed back into my body. Back inside the tree, everything was the same, except there was something new against the wall. Hanging in midair, like a painting in a museum, was a swirling, twisting hole in space. It was framed by sizzling, arcing energy, which I didn’t dare touch. In the eye of the portal, I recognized the stone floor of the temple.  
 
    Moogi wore a smile that told me it was impressed with our new toy. 
 
    “Did you see it? I made that!” 
 
    Before Moogi could answer, the trainer’s door flew open with a commanding thud. There stood Tag, blocking the entrance. He looked like he had run a marathon—sweat drenching his brow and pits. If he was still chasing after me, that would mean that almost no time had passed while I was training. 
 
    Unfortunately, unlike leveling up, time had gone by while I was casting the spell…and I was just about out of it. 
 
    “I got you,” Tag declared while unsheathing his rusty sword. 
 
    “Tag…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re it!” I said, mostly to amuse my companion. Then, while flashing him a rude gesture, I jumped through the portal.  
 
    Instantly I was inside the temple, as if it were part of the same room. The air temperature was slightly colder in the temple than inside the tree. Other than that, I wasn’t disoriented or even dizzy in the slightest. It felt perfectly natural to cross through the rip in the time continuum. Glancing behind me, all that remained of the portal was a puff of black smoke. No lie, this was going to make traveling a real cakewalk. 
 
    Before this moment, I was hesitant that I hadn’t made the right assignment for my advancement points, but just seeing the look on Tag’s face assured me that I most definitely had. 
 
    Not wasting any time, I found Erilyn. She was leaning on her hand while casually flipping through her journal. After sunset must be her slow time. Then another thought crossed my mind. Do I ever need to sleep? Two whole days had apparently passed, and I hadn’t slept once. Back home, I loved my nine hours a night. And naps…nothing beat naps. But here, it was more of an afterthought. So much so that I never thought of it until now.  
 
    “Erilyn?” 
 
    “Oh, hey. You’re back.”  
 
    “I bet you didn’t expect to see me on this side of the slab,” I said, turning my head towards the resurrection spot.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if Erilyn didn’t get my joke or perhaps she didn’t find it funny. At any rate, her reaction was far less than Moogi’s, who was giggling a little too much for my liking. 
 
    “So, you made it, then? You advanced, I mean?” Erilyn asked. 
 
    “I did. All thanks to you.” 
 
    “I’m glad it worked out for you,” Erilyn said. 
 
    “Is there something I can do to pay you back for helping me?”  
 
    “Nah, don’t worry about it. It was my pleasure.” 
 
    “I’m going to worry about it. I feel horrible that I was so harsh with you before. I just didn’t…” 
 
    “We all get frustrated at times. I get it,” Erilyn cut me off. 
 
    “Okay. Well…that package was brilliant. How did you know they were going to attack me?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they. Those GDF guys have been camping the trainer for a long while now. That’s why I took up crafting instead of adventuring. It’s a safer path, and you don’t have to deal with griefers. Well, not in my craft, anyway.” 
 
    “Because this is a safety room?” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “If they’ve been lurking by the trainer, does that mean people haven’t been able to level up?” 
 
    “It’s called advancing…and yes. For the most part, yes.” 
 
    “Aren’t there other trainers to go to?”  
 
    “Yeah, but they’re much too difficult to travel to at lower levels. You could get an escort or hire a port, but those are pricy services most people can’t afford. GDF keeps people small while their members keep getting limited gear and more advancements for themselves. Unless you’re in a gang, it’s nearly impossible to gain class- or race-based advancements around here.” 
 
    “How does being in a gang have anything to do with it?” 
 
    “If two or more members from one gang attack two or more members from an opposing gang, a global war event takes place. GDF doesn’t want that to happen. So they either try to destroy the gang leader in hope of getting it disbanded, or they let them pass.” 
 
    “But you’re not in a gang. Why risk their wrath for me?” 
 
    “First of all, don’t flatter yourself. I didn’t do it for you. And second, while they do keep me gainfully employed at times, it only felt right to use the dirty EXP from their victims for a little sweet revenge.”  
 
    “That is kind of beautiful, really.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “How in the world did you get that package bomb, anyway?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Skamos, got it for me. Sorry…he is one of my regulars. We go way back, and last time I brought him back from the great beyond, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to acquire it. The damn thing was so expensive. It nearly cleaned me out of my unbanked EXP.” 
 
    “It must have been quite important to you?” 
 
    “No, it was personal.” Erilyn’s face turned cold and stern.  
 
    Whatever her reasons for revenge were, it seemed like more than mere sympathy for their victims. She didn’t elaborate on the matter, so I dropped it. “I just wanted to thank you in person. So…thank you.” 
 
    “No problem. And you too, for delivering it for me. Hopefully those jerks got the message and will move on already.” 
 
    “They seemed pretty pissed.” 
 
    “Really? Damn. I’m sad I missed the big show.” 
 
    Moogi bounced between us with a squeak and started flashing screen shots that it took during the explosion. 
 
    Erilyn and I both indulged in a good amount of laughter as it went through the slideshow. 
 
    There was one screen shot where Bagmy’s eyes were so wide, it looked as though they were going to explode right off his face.  
 
    Erilyn laughed the hardest at that one.  
 
    Adding to the hilarity, Moogi stuck a finger in its mouth and blew hard, causing its eyes to inflate. The impression was spot-on. It took a solid five minutes for us to get over it. 
 
    “Aw, that felt good. It’s been way too serious around here lately,” Erilyn admitted as her laughter subsided. “Thank you for sharing those with me.” She knelt down to shake Moogi’s insubstantial paw. 
 
    We stood there in silence for a comfortable minute, our grins still remembering the images. 
 
    As soon as it got a little awkward, I gave her a warm wave, and we made our way toward the exit, but something didn’t feel right. It was the same feeling I ran across when I first met Moogi—like I was being watched, followed, or possibly worse.  
 
    Could I be imagining it from the guilt of my actions with GDF? The more I thought about it, the worse my anxiety got.  
 
    I looked at Moogi and I could tell that it felt something too. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Moogi bobbed its little head back and forth, showing that it could go either way on the issue. 
 
    I wanted to summon another portal and hightail it out of there, but my portal tattoo was faded. That last portal had nearly depleted my whole mana bar. Just like summoning potions, after I used the portal, I got some mana back, but less than when I drank a potion.  
 
    Even at seventeen, I was still five away from being able to summon a potion. Doing some quick math, I realized that if only I had summoned a potion first, I would have had enough mana to also create a portal. This mana crisis was beginning to feel like a corrupt music file or broken record, as the elderly used to say. 
 
    I debated going out of the back of the temple instead and exploring the graveyard, though I would rather test this new weapon out on some creatures that were familiar to me, to serve as a benchmark. So, that meant more stupid earwigs.  
 
    “Let’s see what will happen.” 
 
    Upon taking my first step out of the safety of the temple, a figure busted out of some unknown concealment with a crack of his chain whip. His apparel was dark and mysterious, except the extensive utility belt. It was filled with pouches, bottles and had other gear attached to it. 
 
    I tried to block his whip attack with my plank shield, but the chain draped over the top of it and hit me squarely in the face for six damage. Ready or not, a fight had come. 
 
    It must have been enchanted with a hangover damage effect because I had an instant headache. If that was the end of the chain, with my shield taking the brunt of the length, I didn’t want to know what a full strike would feel like. Brain damage, perhaps?  
 
    “Moogi! (Ganker!)” 
 
    “I can feel that…” I said, staggering to the side. What I really meant to say was, “I can see that,” but my brain was all scrambled.  
 
    I stepped backwards towards the temple door, but an invisible barrier blocked my entrance. 
 
    “Moogi. (You cannot enter safety rooms while in combat.)” 
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
    My attacker dragged its chain backwards, readying another devastating attack. 
 
    Moogi put two fingers above its head like a pair of demon horns or possibly rabbit ears. It was trying to tell me something, but I wasn’t quite sure what. 
 
    After recovering from the blow, I charged forward, using my shield as a battering ram.  
 
    The ganker easily avoided me, but my plan was never to run him down. Interrupting his next chain attack was my true purpose, and it worked like a charm.  
 
    Moogi placed a finger on its nose and pointed at me, as if I had guessed its charade perfectly. 
 
    “Moogi, that was my plan. What are you going on about?” 
 
    “Moogi. (This is a bull.)” Moogi did the bunny rabbit pose again, which was suddenly looking more bullish by the second.  
 
    “Oh…” I guess I had inadvertently followed its instructions. In my defense, I’d never really seen an honest to goodness rabbit, or a bull—not in real life, anyway. Then I remembered that this also wasn’t “real life.” Those lines really were starting to blur together. 
 
    Distracted and arguing with my asset, I didn’t notice another chain attack headed straight for my feet. 
 
    Moogi suddenly mimed a whale breaching. This time, I mimicked its movements without hesitation.  
 
    The chain swept the ground under my feet. 
 
    There was no debating who got credit for saving me that time. And from the sideways wink I got from Moogi, I wasn’t alone in my thinking. 
 
    Pushing forward, I was now on the offensive. I tried to limit the wave of his whip by keeping close to my foe. This was a solid plan, or so I thought. 
 
    The ganker must have been some weapon specialist class, because my tactics caused him to change fighting stance. He then wrapped the chain around his fist and punched with it, like improvised brass knuckles. 
 
    It was a cool trick, but not so much while on the receiving end of it. Standing my ground, I did my best to block every attack.  
 
    Moogi stood beside me, jabbing and punching as if it were my ringside coach. I didn’t know exactly what it was coaching me to do, but the support was encouraging just the same. 
 
    As my attacker pounded against my shield, bits and pieces broke off with each heavy hit. At this rate, I wouldn’t last much longer, and my opponent knew it too, based on the intensity of his attacks. 
 
    “I am sorry I stole your candlestick,” I confessed, thinking I had found the reason for the ambush. 
 
    “Moogi. (Twice.)” 
 
    “Wait, wasn’t that clear?” 
 
    “Moogi. (You should have said candlesticks.)” 
 
    “I thought I did?” 
 
    Moogi brought up my thought bubble and highlighted my error in the back scroll of the chat window. 
 
    “Moogi, you’re bringing this up over one letter?” 
 
    “Moogi. (Right is right, and wrong is wrong.) 
 
    I let out a sigh into the back of my shield. “Yes. I apologize for both of the times I stole the candlesticks,” I conceded, lingering on the s. 
 
    It didn’t matter what I had said, because the ganker wasn’t in the mood for chit-chat and just continued hammering attacks at me. 
 
    I glanced at my arm. My stamina was slowly draining with each strike I blocked. Soon I wouldn’t have enough to attack back. It was now or never.  
 
    Moving my shield aside, I thrusted outward, with the Blood Dagger in hand. Glancing off his bracer, it only did two measly damage on an exposed spot on his arm.  
 
    Of course, the ganker punched me in the chest for four damage. It felt like getting hit with a brick. I wouldn’t be surprised if he actually broke a couple of my ribs. 
 
    Attacking hadn’t worked, so I went back to my turtling tactics. 
 
    Every second or so, I noticed something coming out of his arm. It was numbers. I had to wait until he paused to recover a little stamina to really get a look at it. Then I figured it out. One damage misted out of the little scratch I made on his arm. 
 
    Of course! The weapon’s upgraded bleed effect was doing my work for me, one tick at a time. If only my shield would last the fight, I might be able to win this thing. 
 
    The ganker suddenly seemed to be aware of his predicament and came at me harder and faster, which I hadn’t thought possible.  
 
    I somehow managed to block every single attack. Now, I wasn’t exactly winning this fight, but any time I could avoid feeling pain was a huge win in my book. 
 
    The barrage of attacks was relentless. One after another, after another. He must have activated some ability that let him berserk like that. I was losing stamina from blocking faster than he was losing his from attacking. 
 
    It was inevitable. My shield crumbled into a pile of wooden scraps. 
 
     “Moogi. (Durability lost. Do something.) 
 
    The ganker pounded on me hard two more times before he had to rest to regain some stamina in order to finish me off.  
 
    Blocking all those hits had also left me depleted. 
 
    We both panted and looked each other intensely as we recovered. 
 
    He was ready before I was, and after changing stances, he came at me with the full length of his chain weapon. 
 
    I didn’t know what I was thinking. Maybe I wasn’t thinking. Out of reaction, I threw the dagger at him. It twirled, end over end, and lodged directly into his face. Blood poured everywhere, like a horror show. The ganker suddenly didn’t look as good as he had a second ago, now covered in crimson blood. 
 
    Why didn’t he move? He should have moved…or something.  
 
    Seeing the mess brought about a pang of regret. It was too real. Attacking a monster was one thing, but another player was completely different. I mean, I never wanted to nor ever thought about stabbing someone in real life. Even though this was just a game, I knew this ganker felt real pain as a result. That concept made me sick to my stomach in a really disturbing way.  
 
    The ganker slowly reached for his forehead and flinched upon feeling the object lodged in there. 
 
    How was he still standing? 
 
    “Moogi! (Critical hit. Sixteen damage!) 
 
    “Oh, daaamn,” I said, detaching myself from reality and getting back into the gaming aspect of the fight. That was massive damage for such a small dagger. Then I remembered the only other critical hit I had made was while using the Pincher Short Axe. This critical was even higher than that one.  
 
    I knew that where you targeted your attacks mattered, as far as damage, but it might have been possible that Luck combined with placement had a hand in scoring a critical. It would make sense as to why I hadn’t seen many of them before while using my previous Luck-reducing weapon. 
 
    Feeling great about scoring that hit, I completely forgot about the remorse I had felt for seriously messing up his face. 
 
    Finally, the ganker pulled the dagger out of himself, accompanied by a gush of liquid.  
 
    I cringed at the sight, whereas Moogi’s eyes grew much wider. 
 
    Something unexpected happened next. The ganker looked at the dagger, turned, and started to run away with it. 
 
    “Wait…what?” I thought for some reason the projectile would have magically appeared back in my inventory or something. That was what happened when Bagmy used it. Come to think of it, he was using it in conjunction with some class skill or ability—turning it into three and all that jazz. 
 
    Still in shock, I checked my inventory just to make certain I wasn’t going crazy. Sure enough, it was gone—along with my shield, which got pulverized. For some reason, I had also thought I could have just repaired my shield. This was all so disappointing. 
 
    The truth hurt worse than a dagger to the face. Had I really just given away my prized weapon in a single hit? But what a hit it was. 
 
    Snapping out of it, I yelled, “Come back here!” 
 
    The dagger must have been what he was after all along, and by me throwing it at him, it was like he pre-looted my corpse. 
 
    “Of course! The dagger was limited two. That must mean it is rare. One of two in existence, I am guessing.” 
 
    Rolling its eyes, Moogi gave me a reassuring nod. 
 
    “Damn it.” I had to get that blade back. It was worth two levels of upgrades. 
 
    I tried to chase him, but I had already used what little stamina I had recovered to make that impressive throw.  
 
    I pushed forward, letting my stamina go into the negative, but all that happened was I ended up collapsing on the ground. There was no way I was going to catch him at this rate. 
 
    He just kept getting smaller and smaller in my view. The last image I saw of him, he was clicking his heels together. That was the nail in my failure coffin. I buried my head in my hands, defeated. 
 
    “Why can’t anything just go right for a change? I was never good at these types of games. That’s why I never wanted to play them in the first place.” I looked up at Moogi for answers. 
 
    “Moogi, (Ixnay on the amegay,)” Moogi said, using Pig Latin, as it continued to scope the area. 
 
    “I would rather have been sentenced to an old-fashioned prison cell. I could deal with never showering again and possibly getting shivved in the chow line. Anything would be better than this.” 
 
    Moogi mocked patting me on the head. Even though it couldn’t touch me, I felt the sentiment just the same. This would have been a perfect time to gloat and kick me while I was down, but it didn’t. It chose to support me instead. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I’m not a better player for you.” 
 
    Moogi tipped its head and gave me a half-smile as if to say, “It’s okay.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I say things sometimes that I don’t mean. You’re really the only one that has stuck by my side without an ulterior motive, and I know it’s not entirely because you’re bound to my proximity, either.” 
 
    A thought bubble appeared over Moogi with an image showing that Krimson had been added to my enemies list. 
 
    Studying the information in the screen shot, I realized that Krimson wasn’t even a member of GDF.  
 
    How did he know what I had? That was way too fast and well organized for him to be a random attacker. 
 
    “Moogi. (You really made Krimson…crimson.)” 
 
    “Don’t make me laugh,” I said, gripping my aching chest where I had been hit.  
 
    “You know what? I am done playing by their rules. I would much rather explore and take a passive role than fight and compete over some stupid quest reward or item drop. It’s like all humanity has traded in its decency and pride just to win at something that isn’t even real. From this point forward, I’m going to become a crafter of earwig apparel and earwig accessories. That’s going to be my life now, exterminator and repurposer of bug gore. My parents would be so proud.” 
 
    Moogi’s expression got large and bright as a full-toothed grin nearly encompassed its whole face. 
 
    “Oh, you like that idea?” Man, it has a lot of them in there. 
 
    Looking again at its gleeful expression and glassy eyes, I don’t even think it was even listening to me ramble. Something was either terribly wrong or incredibly right. I couldn’t quite tell.  
 
    “What is it?” I finally asked. 
 
    Moogi was so energetic that it could hardly contain itself as it frantically waved its arms, encouraging me to stand. 
 
    “Is there another ganker?” I asked, turning back towards the temple. 
 
    Shaking its head, Moogi finally calmed itself down enough to speak, with a couple deep breaths, “Moogi! Moogi! (The bleed effect from your attack caused one damage! Krimson has dropped to the ground bleeding!)” 
 
    “Really? Wait, what?” The dagger is still doing my work for me?  
 
    “Moogi. (He isn’t dead yet. We have to hurry.) 
 
    Now with a full bar of stamina, I took off after my prize. On the way, Moogi kept alerting me with damage reports from the dagger.  
 
    We were both literally jumping for joy over the news. 
 
    Combined with the normal hit point loss that occurred when you were on the negative side of the health bar, it didn’t take too long until I heard it… 
 
    “Moogi! (You have killed the player Krimson. You have been rewarded 184 experience points and five copper pieces. Please loot the corpse to collect your reward from the kill!) 
 
    “Thank you, Balrok!” I looked to the sky with a pointed finger. Hey, he was the only god I knew in this world, and I figured I had some amends to account for, what with me stealing his candlelight and all. 
 
    I was overjoyed with the possibility of getting the dagger back. All I had to do now was find his body, which sounded easier than it was. I kept to the path, knowing that he must have done the same—being injured and all—but he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Do you see him?” 
 
    Sadly, Moogi looked the way I felt—worried. 
 
    He must have gone off the path. We combed the whole surrounding area to no avail. Where could he have gone to? Not that much time had passed. The longer it took, the more worried I got. I didn’t know if these things timed out or not. I needed a sign, anything.  
 
    “Ahhh, damn it. Where are you,” I yelled out my frustration.  
 
    Then I saw a thin trail of smoke from beyond a small hill.  
 
    Moogi and I looked at each other and ran up the thing like we were athletic or something. On the way up, Moogi spotted a couple drips of blood that gave us renewed hope. 
 
    Right as we rounded over the peak, I saw Krimson’s lifeless body in a small pool of his own blood. He must have been on a shortcut leading to the mansion, or “Vale Manor” as the signpost directed. 
 
    He had gotten much farther than I thought. There was only one snafu, Kaah and Bagmy were already hovering over his corpse, guarding it.  
 
    Creeping in a little closer, I sporadically moved from one tree to the next. I didn’t have a stealth skill to rely on, or if I did, I didn’t know how to use it. Instead, I had to watch Kaah and Bagmy’s body language and dart between trees while they were distracted with their conversation. It was a dangerous game of cat and mouse, where I was the one acting like a pussy, and those two mice had all the cheese. 
 
    “Am I close enough?” I whispered to Moogi. It gave me a “shucks” type of no, shaking its head while silently snapping its fingers. This was the closest tree and the end of the line for my little game. 
 
    Even though I wasn’t in range to loot, I was able to eavesdrop on their conversation. 
 
    “So, what’s the haps now?” Kaah asked. 
 
    “We wait, and when he respawns, I get my baby back, baby back, baby back,” Bagmy broke into song. 
 
    I looked over at Moogi, wondering what the hell Bagmy was doing.  
 
    Moogi seemed just as confused as I was with the whole reference. 
 
    “I mean after that?” Kaah asked, snapping some fallen branches and putting them into a pile. 
 
    “Well, we still have the raid on Ambrose. But depending on how this goes, it might be delayed until tomorrow.” 
 
    “What if this boner doesn’t want to give it up? He might get all greedy on you like that Ason scrub.” 
 
    “Then we will have to just recreate him,” Bagmy said. 
 
    “Recreate?” I whispered to Moogi. 
 
    Moogi stuck out its tongue and swiped a finger across its neck. 
 
    “Dying?” I mouthed. 
 
    Moogi shook its head and tried again, folding both arms over its chest and rolling back its eyes inside its head, letting only the whites remain. 
 
    “It still looks like dying to me,” I whispered. 
 
    Moogi started to do a third mime, and I waved my hand to interrupt him. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said, going back to eavesdropping on their conversation. 
 
    “Yeah, but we can’t delay the raid again. That loot is our ticket out of this zone,” Kaah said. 
 
    “Maybe so, but we need my dagger to beat him. So, no dagger, no dice.” 
 
    “You spend way too much time with that weapon. I bet I know something else you can’t beat without it,” Kaah said loudly. 
 
    “Moogi? (There is an incoming telepathic link from someone on your friends list: Havok. Accept request?) 
 
    This is something new. I gave an accepting shrug. I mean, what else did I have going on? 
 
    I covered my ears to try and block out Bagmy and Kaah’s useless conversation. 
 
    *Hey, buddy. What are you doing right now?* I heard Havok’s voice directly inside my head. 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer in this new way, but I just decided to think the words and see what happened. *I am a little busy right now. What’s going on?* 
 
    *Nothing much. I just saw the bounty quest that Bagmy posted on you and I was a little concerned.* 
 
    Oh, wow. He actually thought about me and thought to check in. He really is a friend and not just a superficial person on my list.  
 
    *Uh, the thought transfer link is still open. I heard all that, by the way,* Havok said inside my head. 
 
    *Oh, sorry.* 
 
    *No biggie…friend.* He chuckled at my mistake. *Well, just thought I’d check in. If you need any help, don’t hesitate to link me back, okay?* 
 
    *Wait…I could actually use your help right now.* 
 
    *Oh, really? What’s up?* 
 
     I peeked out from behind the cover of my tree. *Bagmy and Kaah are literally camping my corpse right now.* I watched Kaah rubbing his hands together above the campfire he had constructed. 
 
    *You’re a corpse? Like you’re bleeding out or something? Because I don’t think I can get to you in time.* 
 
    *Not my corpse, but one I wish to loot.* 
 
    *They’re kill-stealing?*  
 
    *No. It’s a little complicated. What I need is someone to create a diversion for me. Think you’re up to the task?* 
 
    *Geez, I knew you were going to get me killed. Remember when I said that before?* 
 
    *Sorry. Never mind. I’ll think of something else.* 
 
    *You know what? I think I can. Wait. Yes, I have something perfect. You said a campfire, right?* 
 
    “More like a bonfire now, but yeah.*  
 
    *Okay. Just ping me your location along with a screen shot of your gear.* 
 
    I didn’t know what he wanted that for, but I didn’t ask or think to question it. Instead, I posed while Moogi mocked taking my picture with an invisible camera. 
 
    “Moogi. (File sent.)” 
 
    *Okay, be there in a jiff.* 
 
    “Moogi. (Telepathic link closed.)” 
 
    Looking over at Bagmy and Kaah, I thought about what Havok said about the bounty quest. I couldn’t believe the level to which these guys would go to cause me harm. And didn’t they have something better to do than just hang around? I guessed not. What a bunch of losers. But then again, here I was, weaponless and cold, watching them from the safety of my hiding place. I was starting to wonder who the bigger loser was. 
 
    Then a thought crossed my mind, one that I felt bad thinking. Even still, I couldn’t discount the possibility. What if Havok is planning to collect on the bounty quest? Could I have just given away my position and taken a profile picture to update my wanted poster?  
 
    I didn’t want to dwell on the negative, not when he was the only person willing to be on my friends list. Yet, did he really know me, or was he just accepting every random player? I mean, it made perfect sense. Of all the times to randomly link me, why now? It was way too suspicious to ignore the possibility. 
 
    “Moogi, do you trust Havok?” 
 
    Moogi shook out a slow “no,” as if it were shaking long locks on a shampoo commercial.  
 
    “To be fair, do you trust anyone?” 
 
    I got the very same response. 
 
    This was not at all helpful but a little amusing to watch. 
 
    No matter Havok’s reasons, it was far too late to change my mind, and I was too close to sneak away without getting spotted. No, a plan was in motion and I had to stick to it, through thick and thin.  
 
    I had no weapon, barely any armor, I was possibly waiting around for someone to kill me, and that campfire smell was making me hungry. I was definitely the bigger loser. 
 
    After what felt like an hour, both GDF members abruptly stood up at attention.  
 
    Was it my diversion? Or my betrayal?  
 
    I looked out and saw it was actually something else. It was Krimson approaching from off in the distance. It appeared that he had all his equipment, including the Blood Dagger in hand. 
 
    Moogi looked at me with concern. 
 
    “I know,” I mouthed. 
 
    “Moogi. (If he reaches his corpse, you won’t be able to loot it anymore.)” 
 
    “I know!” I mouthed again.  
 
    “Hey, idiot, it took you long enough. Where did you spawn Caustic Cove?” Bagmy shouted out a condescending greeting. 
 
    I had to try and loot the corpse before Krimson reached it. They didn’t have Tag with them. Maybe I could make it there and over to the mansion in time. I had nothing really to lose. 
 
    Exposing my position, I jumped out only to find another version of myself a couple of yards away. It was like looking in a mirror, only the other me was holding a large machete. I glanced at my hand to make sure I wasn’t going crazy. I wasn’t. It was empty. 
 
    Moogi and I shared an in-unison shrug. 
 
    Just then, the other me ran right through the campfire, igniting himself, or myself, or whatever, in massive flames. 
 
    This caught everyone’s attention. 
 
    “You want s’more?” the other me yelled as he ran past Kaah and Bagmy, and on towards Krimson, who prepared to attack with the Blood Dagger. 
 
    “Get him!” Bagmy cried. 
 
    And just like that, Krimson, Bagmy, and Kaah all tried to corner my flaming doppelganger. 
 
    This was our chance. I nearly tripped over myself as I rushed over to the corpse and touched it with one hand. It was a little creepy, but necessary.  
 
    A list of gear appeared in Moogi’s thought bubble, but I only had eyes for one item—the Blood Dagger.  
 
    Pointing at the dagger, it was back in my hand again, and out of Krimson’s, causing him to miss his attack on the flaming me. 
 
    Without looking back, I took off running towards the mansion. I didn’t know how he did it, but Havok had come through…creating havoc. This was simply perfect—exactly what I needed and in the nick of time, no less. What a friend. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
   
 
  

 Maniac Mansion 
 
      
 
   H uffing and puffing, I managed to make it to the base of the long steps leading up to the looming mansion ahead. It was strange setting eyes upon the place where I had first come to this world but seeing it from an entirely different angle and perspective.  
 
    So much had happened since then, yet it had been only a couple of game days. As crazy as it sounded, I felt like a different person. It was as if those two levels I’d gained had matured me two years.  
 
    I ascended the stairs one step at a time, reserving my stamina for the off chance that someone would try to kill me again. 
 
    “Moogi? (There is an incoming telepathic link from Havok. Accept request?) 
 
    “Yes. Always accept. That guy is a legend.” 
 
    *Hahaha, that was so much fun.* Havok’s voice appeared inside my head again. 
 
    *That was incredible. How did you get someone who looked like me on such short notice?* 
 
    *It was me. I was trying out one of my new illusion skills.* 
 
    *That was you? No way.* 
 
    *All the way. Pretty great, right?* 
 
    *Genius. How did you get away?* 
 
    *Oh, I didn’t. They killed me pretty quickly.* 
 
    *I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to get killed instead of me.* 
 
    *But you got to loot the corpse they were camping, right?* 
 
    *Yes, it worked out perfectly.* 
 
    *Then it was all worth it.* 
 
    *I’ll pay you back for anything they took.* 
 
    *No need. I removed all my gear and spent most of my XP beforehand. I’m on my way back to my stash as we speak.* 
 
    *But I saw you waving a machete around. Didn’t they steal it?* 
 
    *No, no. That was another part of the illusion. In reality, it was just a dead rat I found in the sewer.* 
 
    Moogi and I both started cracking up uncontrollably. 
 
    *Can you imagine their disappointment when all they had to loot off my corpse was another, smaller corpse,* Havok chuckled. 
 
    All this laughing made me weak in my legs. I had to rest my hands on my knees to steady myself. A couple players walked past us at a safe distance, as if we had some terrible disease. I must have looked pretty crazy to anyone who wasn’t inside my head. 
 
    *So good, man. You really came through.* 
 
    *Yeah, well. If you have any more capers like that, feel free to link me up again.* 
 
    “Most definitely,” I said. 
 
    I waited a beat for his response. 
 
    *I didn’t hear you. I’m guessing that you said something out loud by mistake.* 
 
    *Did I?* 
 
    Moogi nodded at me. 
 
    *You’re right. Sorry about that.* 
 
    *Well, I better get going. Good luck out there, and stay safe.* 
 
    *Thanks, Havok. You too.* 
 
    Moogi made a clicking noise with its mouth, letting me know the telepathic link had ended. 
 
    What a stand-up guy Havok turned out to be. I couldn’t believe I had ever doubted him.  
 
    After straightening out my clothes and stowing my weapon, we entered the mansion.  
 
    The main hall was expansive, with high-arched ceilings that were decorated with fine art and raised sculptures. I guess that is one way to keep your art safe. The décor, however, was overshadowed by all the players. It was a bustling town crammed inside a single mansion. The sheer number of bodies made the room seem much smaller than it actually was. 
 
    Straight away, one adventurer came up to me. “Hey, guy. Want to group up? Oh, hold up…never mind.” He quickly turned and disappeared back into the flow of traffic. 
 
    “What was that all about?”  
 
    I merely got a peep from Moogi, who was huddled behind my leg.  
 
    Brushing off the rejection, I took in the whole scene. Among the humans, there were other races speckled in. Everyone was dressed up in an amalgamation of fashionable outfits and practical gear. It was like attending a cosplay convention where I didn’t recognize any of the characters. Because there were so many things happening at once, I found it hard to focus in on any one of them for too long. It was intense. No wonder things seemed pretty dead everywhere else.  
 
    “Moogi. (Too many people.)” A thought bubble appeared displaying the room’s chat log. It was scrolling faster than anyone could actually read.  
 
    “I think this is all of them.” I tried to get a general lay of the land—what was what and where I wanted to go.  
 
    I must have started in a totally different wing of the mansion, because I would have remembered all this noise. 
 
    As far as I could tell, only a few people were in gangs. I quickly scanned the room looking for any specific GDF, but their gang tag didn’t jump out at me.  
 
    Wait, didn’t Bagmy wear a ring that hid his affiliation? GDF could be anyone…or everyone. That was an unnerving thought. 
 
    I climbed on top of a potted tree to get a better vantage point. There was a bunch of activity going on at the far end. Against the back wall there were rows of rocks, which people were using as free weights. In a game where you could assign points in Strength, I wondered why they were bothering with voluntary workout regimens. Nobody liked working out so much that they’d do it without gaining muscle.  
 
    Next to the weights was a row of ten or more practice dummies, similar to the one I saw in the leveling room. People were practicing their combos and other melee attacks, either solo or in groups.  
 
    “They must be preparing for a raid or dungeon,” I noted. 
 
    Further down the line was a firing range where players were working on their knife throwing, projectile spells, and such. 
 
    I jumped down from my perch and looked at Moogi for answers. This was all a lot to take in. With so much to do and see, I didn’t know where to start. 
 
    “So...what do you want to do?” My voice was drowned out by all the commotion. 
 
    “Moogi. (Boss.)” Apparently Moogi could hear me, even if I couldn’t. 
 
    “What boss? Wait. You’re not talking about the wooden knight, are you?” 
 
    Moogi did a little dance with its two up thumbs. 
 
    “I suppose we can try and recruit a party, maybe get some better gear. I think next time we should…oof.” 
 
    I felt a slight shove in the lower part of my back, and just like that, I got caught in the current of people. Shoulder to shoulder, I was inching my way through the dense crowd. 
 
    After a couple long minutes of getting hot and sticky being so close to people, I had to free myself. Stepping out of the flow, I peeked through a set of double-wide doors leading to the west. This room consisted of many, many smaller doors, which covered every wall of the meandering room. The entrance had a sign that read “Hall of Masters.”  
 
    I wondered why anyone would venture outside when they could level up here. Nearly as quickly as the question came to me, I had my answer. They were not the same as the trainer I met in the Proving Grounds. They were masters. Above each door was a master’s name, and underneath their name was a crafting specialization. 
 
    “Blacksmithing, cartography, looming, merchanting, taxidermy, knitting, farriering, logging, alchemy, mining, fishing, hunting, skinning, butchering, trapping, tool making… Okay, I can’t go through them all,” I said, remembering to breathe. 
 
    Left and right, people were entering and exiting random doors at a consistent rate. The constant creaking and slamming of doors created an industrial soundtrack for the room.  
 
    A couple minutes of people watching had gone by when a passerby spat at my feet and mumbled some foolery.  
 
    “What gives?” I sized myself up and down, trying to gauge what I had done to offend a second person. 
 
    Before I could stop the individual, they had gone—lost in the crowd. 
 
    Just then, something caught my eye, and I got distracted. “Torch weaving? You’ve got to be kidding me. Just soak a rag in oil and put it on a stick, right?” I looked down at my company, only to see that Moogi was long gone. It was busy hopping around quite excited about all the crafting choices. I, for one, couldn’t care less about getting a job. Surviving in this world was work in itself. 
 
    While I waited for my asset to return, I picked up an informational pamphlet that was rolled up like a scroll. It seemed that each of these crafts had to be leveled up with money, as opposed to experience points. Not only that, each class had a long list of required books and equipment to go with each advancement level. This was more like a crafter’s college than anything else. 
 
    Crafts were marketed as a great way to earn money, but from what I saw, it was just a huge money sink.  
 
    What a scam.  
 
    After a checking out every single door, Moogi bounded up to me, excitement in its eyes. 
 
    “We can’t afford it,” I said, sounding like a parent telling their child to put back a toy at the grocery store. 
 
    The next archway spilled into some sort of crafting fair or bazaar. Tables and booths were lined up in rows with players pedaling their wares or services. Above, below, and all around, signs and banners took up as much vertical and horizonal space as possible. Despite the overcrowding signage, this space was much less densely populated than the main room. I finally felt like I could breathe again.  
 
    I saw herbalists, leather workers, enchanters, name changers, to note a few. This room seemed to have whatever your heart desired. No doubt they were graduates from the masters room before.  
 
    “Hey, mister, are you feeling extreme?” a small voice called out to me.  
 
    I was a little intrigued, but I ended up shielding my face and just walked on by. 
 
    The vendors were hungry, yelling and hollering at me with their pitches and gimmicky slogans. It didn’t look like anyone was buying anything, proving my previous statement about it being a waste of resources. 
 
    After making my first round, I went back to a booth that actually had something I needed—a healer. My resurrection fatigue hadn’t gone away since Bagmy had killed me during our first encounter, and it was really starting to worry me. What if Bagmy had some special ganker skill that messed with his victim’s fatigue? Or worse, what if I was glitched, and it never went away? I needed answers, and hopefully I could get them without having to pay an exorbitant fee. 
 
    I approached the Handsome Healer’s booth with hesitation and waited for a patter or pitch. I got no such sales tactic or marketing ploy. Actually, I wasn’t even greeted.  
 
    Sitting behind the table was a young rabbit person, or furry—I mean, Hybrid girl—watching over the booth. She looked soft and well groomed. 
 
    “Uh, hello. I would like to inquire about some healing of sorts.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, the healer isn’t in at the moment. I’m only his assistant. You can try back in a little bit,” she said, keeping her eyes down on her thread and needle, as she worked on some project on her lap. 
 
    I felt a little awkward talking to a rabbit girl, but only because it was a first for me. She, on the other hand, seemed quite comfortable talking to, or ignoring, me. And why wouldn’t she be? Ninety-five percent of the players in the mansion appeared to be Human, and she was the only rabbit I saw. 
 
    “Okay, thank you.” I started to turn away, then I stopped and faced her again. “Actually, maybe you can help me out. I wanted to know how to restore mana.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I summoned a portal, and now I don’t have enough to summon another one.” 
 
    Her big bunny eyes narrowed as she pondered my request. “Are you joking?”  
 
    “I’m not trying to.” 
 
    With her paw, she motioned for me to come in closer. “You made a bad character, didn’t you?” she whispered, her long whiskers tickled my cheek as she spoke. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I liked my character well enough. Sure, I wasn’t the best at staying alive, but I was learning. 
 
    “Spellcasters should have at least five points in Psionics to gain a natural mana regeneration.” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know that?” 
 
    “It’s common knowledge. I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “Wait. Don’t tell me you’re a twet?” 
 
    “No, I’m Seph.” 
 
    “T-W-E-T, it’s an acronym for people who skip the tutorial.  
 
    “What does it stand for?” 
 
    “Tutorials Waste Everyone’s Time.” 
 
    “Is that such a bad thing? Being efficient?” I took a big gulp and hoped she didn’t notice my nervousness. Of course she noticed; she was looking right at me when I did it.  
 
    “Twets think they’re saving time by cutting corners, but in reality, they waste everyone else’s time with all their incessant questions.”  
 
    I hated to admit it, but I was one hundred percent a twet—derogatory or not.  
 
    “Let me guess. You went all Charm, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Not completely, but I did get a little carried away with it,” I admitted.  
 
    She leaned away from me, giving me a once-over. “A couple more advancements in Charm, and you might not be so bad…for a Human.” 
 
    Is she flirting with me? Consciously I knew that she stood upright and could talk, but I still saw her as an animal more than a girl.  
 
    “Yeah, but I think I’ll go Psionics. Actually, I may never put another point into Charm again. It hasn’t helped me at all.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t discount it just yet. You should stick around for the handsome healer to return. He might sway you differently.” 
 
    Maybe I read it wrong and she was trying to set me up with him instead of herself. I decided to change the subject further. “Why are there so many people here today? Is there a global event happening or something?” 
 
    “What?” She asked, while pulling on one of her whiskers.  
 
    “I mean, why aren’t they outside doing stuff?” 
 
    “You’re new here, aren’t you? Never mind, of course you are. What am I saying? You don’t even know how to make a character.” 
 
    My mouth fell agape. Even if she was right, it wasn’t a very nice thing to say. 
 
    “I don’t mean it like that. Listen, twet. This is the maker’s market. It is where those who prefer to advance their non-combative skills, like…”—she held out both her paws—“…healing, like to hang around.” 
 
    “I see. Well, what maker skill do you have?” 
 
    “I am an artesian.” 
 
    I gave her a blank stare. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Okay, I make masks. That’s who I am—Olivie, the mask maker.” 
 
    “Oh, really? That sounds great.” 
 
    She gave me a little shrug. 
 
    “I mean that sincerely. It sounds cool.” 
 
    She gave me another, bigger shrug. 
 
    “Why don’t you seem thrilled about it?” 
 
    “Let me show you.” Reaching under her desk, she pulled out a scary-looking devilish thing. What stuck out the most was that it wore a contorted expression that made me feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “That isn’t bad.”  
 
    Oh, but she wasn’t done. One after another, after another, Olivie pulled out more masks, each one even more cringeworthy than the last.  
 
    “Okay, some aren’t that bad,” I said, adjusting my previous declaration.  
 
     “My skill level is quite high, but this is always how they come out…a bit strange. For most people, they lower the wearer’s Charm, and that’s why I haven’t been able to sell a single one.” 
 
    I felt bad for her. I mean, she was nice enough to talk to me. So, I made her an offer. “I’ll take that demon owl one off your hands.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    I didn’t want to be, but I was. “Sure.” 
 
    “Ok. great. That will be 400 experience.” She extended her bunny paw at me, ready to make the transaction before I had a chance to change my mind. 
 
    Man, that was more than I would have expected for a mask that lowered your stats, but I had already committed to the cause.  
 
    “Would you accept coins instead?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Wait…you know, if you want to ask me something, like if you should pay with EXP or coins, it is okay. I always answer questions from a paying customer without judgment,” she said. 
 
    “No, I get how to spend money, and how rare it is around here. I just prefer to keep my experience.” 
 
    “That’ll be 40 copper, then.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Again, she extended her paw out to me. “I threw something extra in for you,” she said. 
 
    “Moogi. (Olivie has sent you a friend request.)”  
 
    With a tight grip, the deal was sealed. Now I had two friends on my list. Still, it was less than the number of players on my enemies list, but progress was progress.  
 
    She handed me the owl mask with the utmost care. While it was the least horrific one of the lot, it still was a little sickening to look at.  
 
    “Thanks, Olivie,” I said.  
 
    “Thank you.” She gave me a warm rabbit smile after twitching her nose.  
 
    With a smidge of buyer’s remorse, I counted my remaining copper. It wasn’t hard—it didn’t take long, which was very sad. Only five copper pieces remained. 
 
    Feeling like I might have gotten suckered, I was a little hesitant about starting another conversation with a vendor whose wares I couldn’t afford. 
 
    “People sure love their crafting, don’t they?” I said to Moogi after passing a table that made armor completely out of feathers. 
 
    “Moogi. (I think they’re trapped here.)” 
 
    “Trapped?” 
 
    “Moogi. Moogi. (They don’t look happy. They look bored. It’s more like a chore to them than anything else.) 
 
    I turned around and witnessed a vendor’s fake smile turn into a deep frown after a customer was out of his line of sight. Moogi saw things differently because no one tried to impress or even engage with it, and now I saw it too. 
 
    “I think you’re right. I mean, if you cannot train outside without getting ganked, what other choice is there for advancing?” 
 
    Moogi snapped its little ghost fingers and pointed at me as if to say, “Exactly.” 
 
    Making my way towards the end of the row, I saw a sign that read “mana well.”  
 
    “Hello, good sir. Take a drink. Only ten XP.” 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    “Restores mana, of course.” 
 
    “Okay, give me one.” I flipped a copper at him as payment. 
 
    He caught it with great gusto. “Be my guest.” 
 
    I dipped my hands in the cold blue water and brought it to my lips.  
 
    I slurped it down as if my hands were a bowl of soup. It tasted refreshing and almost electric with energy. When I glanced at my forearm tattoos, my mana was nearly halfway restored. 
 
    “Hey, you can’t do that!” the well man protested. 
 
    “What? But you said…” Some water dribbled off the end of my chin and back into the well. 
 
    “My well is solely for refilling a potion bottle or vial. This isn’t your mother’s teat where you can just take a drink whenever you’re thirsty.” 
 
    I opened my hands, putting back what remained in my grasp. 
 
    “Don’t put it back. Now it’s double tainted with all your baby drool. You better pay me extra too. Mum’s the word, and all that.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I held up one more copper piece. 
 
    “That puny donation will stop me from alerting the authorities, but it won’t stop me from telling my friends and family, thus utterly ruining your reputation.” 
 
    Little did he know, my reputation was already tarnished. Even still, I didn’t want to risk it getting any worse. I can’t believe I’m getting blackmailed for something so simple.  
 
    Reaching back, I pulled out two more coins, and when he held out his hand, I tossed all three of them over his head.  
 
    His eyes were fixated on the coins as they took flight.  
 
    This was my opportunity. When he fell to his knees and scrambled to collect them, I took one more handful of mana water out of the well, without him noticing. 
 
    Before I could swallow, he stood up, brushing his long, straggly hair out of his face. 
 
    “This will buy my silence and discretion only while I’m sober.” He raised his eyebrows in an encouraging way. 
 
    Holding the liquid in my mouth, not daring to speak, I forked over my final coin. 
 
    “I will never speak of it except weekends and holidays.” He rubbed his fingers together, encouraging more. 
 
    Only I was tapped out. I stuck out my bottom lip and shook my head.  
 
    “Well, pleasure doing business with you. Let’s hope this tale won’t haunt you later on in life. On a totally different, unrelated matter…speaking of holidays, my birthday is coming up.” 
 
    I turned around and swallowed before spitting out the mana water that was stored in my cheeks.  
 
    “Your birthday isn’t a proper holiday,” I protested, while looking at my arm. My mana wasn’t full, but I now had enough to cast my portal spell. 
 
    “Maybe if I wasn’t so broke, I could…” the well man started to say. 
 
    I was going to debate the semantics and fine details of the discretion I had bought from him, but instead I reached across the table and grabbed him by the tunic with both hands. “Look, if I ever catch wind of you mentioning my name, drunk or otherwise, even if a mind reader heard you thinking about me in passing, I am going to come straight back here and get a full refund on our deal with my fists. And if that’s not enough, I’m going to fill up my own well with your blood and sell it to vampires for a reasonable profit. You get me?” 
 
    His body was shaking, and the terror in his eyes told me he believed my every word. 
 
    “Yes, Yes. Mum’s all words until the end of time,” the well man stammered. 
 
    I noticed that there were more than a few eyes upon me now. Maybe causing a scene wasn’t the best way to keep a low profile.  
 
    “I am going to go now, and you’re going to forget this ever happened.” 
 
    The well man nodded profusely as I released him. 
 
    I noticed a couple people tracking me, by their rubbernecking. Quickly, but also trying not to seem rushed, I made my way towards the closest exit—a hallway located in the back of the room. Glancing over my shoulder, three people from the maker’s market were now tailing me.  
 
    Three turned into four, then into five. This was not good. I had to lose them somehow. 
 
    The hallway opened into a food court, or open dining area. This place was almost as packed as the first room. 
 
    I thought about making a portal, but there wasn’t enough time. I crouched down low, trying to make myself as small as possible, then I bore through the crowd—pushing and shoving my way around.  
 
    My plan was to draw them into traffic, but instead, I took a sharp right turn and dove behind the statue of a man holding a turkey by its neck in one hand and a cleaver in the other. Hopefully my little move threw them off.  
 
    I decided to use my mana to summon a potion instead of a portal, but before I cast the spell, I noticed a familiar face next to me also hiding from something. 
 
    “Hello, Asber.” My words sounded more like a long sigh than a greeting.  
 
    “Could it be…another satisfied customer?” 
 
    “What? No, I’m Seph…you were in my room when I…” 
 
    “Oh, no. It’s you again. Lucky me,” Asber said, with a sigh of his own.  
 
    At least I knew the feeling was mutual. 
 
    “And to be clear, I was being sarcastic. I am, most assuredly, not lucky for meeting you…not in the slightest,” Asber said while pointing. 
 
    The infinite pocket merchant started to get up to find a new hiding place when I extended a calming hand on his shoulder. “Hold on.” 
 
    “Unhand me, heathen, or I will scream like a virgin banshee. Don’t you think I won’t.” 
 
    “Hey, I just wanted to apologize. I know now that you weren’t stealing from me. I was acting like a real twet, and it was all just a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Okay. So, let’s hear it.” 
 
    “No, that was it,” I said. 
 
    “That was no apology. You have to say the words to mean it. And really mean those words to feel it. And feel the intensity in the words to show it. And show the words to make…me…siiiing.” 
 
    I suddenly didn’t want to apologize anymore. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Say the words.” 
 
    “Still no.” 
 
    “Mean the words.” 
 
    “A thousand times no.” 
 
    “Then I will siiing the…” 
 
    “I am sorry, but I’m not going to apologize.” 
 
    “I heard it, and it counts.” Asber took a squat down next to me. 
 
    “You’re not making it easy for people to be nice to you.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you or anyone else thinks of me. Especially that good for nothing Randal who, for some reason, doesn’t like my return policy of ‘no.’ I’m really doing great on my own.” 
 
    “Are you, now? Because you’re hiding behind a statue from…Randal, is it?” I said, pointing out the obvious. 
 
    “Aren’t you hiding from something as well?” 
 
    Asber had a point, I was no better than him in this situation. 
 
    “And who do we have here?” Asber reached for Moogi who snapped at his finger. “You better muzzle that thing before I report you to the hunter’s guild.” 
 
    Asber was even more clueless than I was.  
 
    “I want to make things right with you…for karma, or goodwill, or whatever. So, do you need anything? A portal to the Proving Grounds, maybe?” 
 
    “Brother, I am far beyond advancing levels. I only care about one thing—cold hard coins. You got ‘em, then give ‘em.” 
 
    “I’m fresh out of coins…but how about an endless treasure hoard?” 
 
    “Oh, please. Don’t make me laugh. Here I thought you were serious.” 
 
    “I want to bury the hatchet. In all seriousness, would a big pile of gear be sufficient to mend our relationship?”  
 
    “Wait, do you actually have a hatchet? I could use one of those.” 
 
    “Look, Asber, some stuff is going down. I’m here to put together a party in order to raid Ambrose The Wooden Knight.” 
 
    Moogi made two fists in excitement. 
 
    “Yeah, okay. But what about this hatchet?” 
 
    “You have to think bigger than that. Listen to me. I danced with him a bit, and I think I know his pattern.” 
 
    “No, no, no, no. No can do, partner. I’m not going to die with you. I’ve got too much of a good thing going on here, as you can see.” Asber opened his large blue coat to show off a bunch of belts hanging on the inside of it. 
 
    I couldn’t help but let out a fair amount of laughter. “No, not you, real fighting types.” 
 
    “Don’t be rude.” 
 
    “What I need is you, and your pocket, to help me pick up all the player gear that is littered all over that room if we win.” 
 
    I caught a glare from Moogi. 
 
    “When we win!” I amped up my attitude. 
 
    “Hmm, that is something more aligned with my skillset, yes. What’s in it for you, Buster Brown?” 
 
    “Half.” 
 
    “Half the loot?” 
 
    “No. You can take whatever you can carry. I want you to pay me half the experience points, once you sell it.” 
 
    “You don’t want to be paid in coins?” 
 
    “Nope. In fact, as a bonus, you can keep all the coins you happen to find.” 
 
    “What if you don’t kill this thing, and I never get paid? What, then?” Asber chewed on his lip, still pondering my quest. 
 
    Did he not get this was a leap-of-faith sort of deal—all or nothing, that kind of thing? I guess he wants some sort of contingency plan to justify us ending whatever beef we have going on. 
 
    “I’ll give you…a hatchet?” 
 
    “I need one of those. How did you know?” Asber said quite excitedly. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if he was being serious or seriously that forgetful. Either way, it was an alliance of mutual convenience. I glanced over to Moogi, and we shared a look that told me the quest parameters were set. 
 
    I extended my arm. 
 
    Asber grabbed my hand happily.  
 
    “Moogi. (Asber has accepted your friend request.)” 
 
    “No, Moogi…the quest. I thought you had set up the quest.” Moogi looked like it had seen a ghost. There was definitely a miscommunication in our glance. 
 
    “Moogi, undo. How do we undo this?” I asked in moogi speak so that Asber wouldn’t throw a temper tantrum, or worse. 
 
    “Moogi? (Kill him?)”  
 
    “Moogi, I would love to, but I can’t do that. Murder is not an acceptable solution at this time.” 
 
    Moogi was pacing back and forth, trying to come up with something fast. 
 
    “Moogi? (Frame him for murder?)” 
 
    “Okay, Moogi, how about we just take murder of any kind off the table…for now.” 
 
    “What are you doing with your mouth there? Are those even words?” Asber asked, still gripping on to my hand tightly. 
 
    “Hey, Moogi, just set up the quest, and we can deal with this travesty later.” 
 
    “Moogi. (Asber has accepted your quest: Stash it for a hatchet.) 
 
    “Stop being such a tuna head,” Asber said, pulling me in close for a hug. 
 
    Oh no, now we’re hugging? I really didn’t want Asber, of all people, to be able to mind-link with me. What’s done is done, unfortunately. 
 
    “That’s enough. There, there. We’re good,” I said, trying to break away from the embrace. 
 
    “Okay! That felt good, didn’t it? Like you were one of those teeny tiny hotdogs, and I was a big, strong crescent roll,” Asber said, giving me my space back.  
 
    It was nothing like that, but I didn’t have it in me anymore to argue with the man. 
 
    “I will let you know when it’s time,” I said, peeking out of our hiding place. 
 
    Not wanting to get noticed, I slipped on the demonic owl mask Olivie made me. Instantly I felt different.  
 
    “Oh brother, that’s not a good look for anyone,” Asber pointed out. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” I said, darting away from the statue. 
 
    “When do I get my hatchet, though?” Asber’s cry trailed off behind me. 
 
    I whizzed through the food area, down the hall, and back into the crafter’s market. 
 
    With the mask on, the vendors were no longer trying to draw me over to their tables, which I liked. The downside was that I also got bad scowls and mock-puking faces from people as they noticed me. Checking my stats, I had two Charm dots crossed out on my arm tattoo. This mask was something else, all right.  
 
    Once I reached the main hall, I followed the outer wall, weaving in and out of the slower people like an old pro. 
 
    There didn’t seem to be anyone following me anymore. It seemed that the mask did more than just mess up my stats; it changed my name tag to Daemon. Unbeknownst to me, I had bought a disguise. Suddenly the cost for the piece started to feel underrated for the benefit I was receiving. I wanted to link with Olivie and thank her again for her craft, but I didn’t want to bug her. Plus, I had something more important to attend to—slaying a forest boss.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
   
 
  

 Rock Band 
 
      
 
   I n the eastern wing on the ground floor of the mansion, I discovered an adventurer’s hall. There were only a dozen or so people lounging around when I entered the area, none of which looked like they had any adventurous spirit left in them. I saw slouched shoulders, bored expressions, and one guy was spitting in the air and catching it back in his mouth. It felt more like a detention center. 
 
    “Hello, is this where I recruit a raid party…for raiding? What I’m trying to say is, I am looking to start a group,” I said, my voice muffled behind my disguise. 
 
    “It is, but just to warn you, there are not a lot of people interested in going out for adventure these days,” a fighter-looking type said. “Me included.” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking you to join me,” I protested. Why do people keep assuming I’m recruiting them? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you were or weren’t. It will never happen.” The fighter sized me up and down real fast. 
 
    I looked at Moogi who briefly turned on name tags, showing me that the fighter’s name was Po. 
 
    “Some of us are here strictly for the refreshments,” someone said with a mouth full of–I’m guessing—refreshments. 
 
    “Just sign the thingy and be quiet about it,” said one obviously hungover spellcaster type who was squinting and covering her ears.  
 
    I didn’t even know people could be under the influence of drugs or alcohol in this world. Then again, it is supposed to be a realistic experience. I guess that anything you can do in the real world can probably be done here—and then some.  
 
    After studying her more closely, maybe she was currently drunk, not just hung over. A bit of both was also a likely option. 
 
    I casually strolled over to the three scrolls hanging against the far wall. One scroll was reserved for quests, another for bounties, and the last was the “looking for groups” (LFG) scroll. 
 
    It was difficult for me to not go straight for the bounty scroll and see what Bagmy put up for my head. Instead, I tried to play it off, cool like. First, I looked at the quest scroll while nodding my head. “Ah, these are quests. Not at all what I am looking for. But good to know, good to know.”  
 
    After giving an overly exaggerated shrug, I took a couple of steps closer to the bounty scroll. “I wonder what this could be.”  
 
    I knew I looked like an idiot because all the scrolls were clearly marked by embroidered tapestries. Being the only source of entertainment in this place, there were more than a few eyes set on me. 
 
    “I wonder if I know any of these criminals,” I said to the room void of shits to give. “I guess there is only one way to find out.” I let out a fake laugh that made me want to punch myself in the gut. 
 
    Then, undermining all my nonchalantness leading up to this point, I grabbed ahold of the bounty scroll with both hands and ravenously scrambled to find my name. 
 
    Where is it? Where is it? Where… 
 
    There were bounties for all kinds of things: thieving, debauchery, adultery, giving rude gestures, murder, and of course, what I had done… 
 
    “Assault with a deadly weapon,” I blurted out, forgetting my tact. That pincher axe was anything but deadly.  
 
    Reading my bounty, Bagmy really played himself up to be the victim. He claimed that he wore the bagmy costume as a means of working on his painting craft without getting attacked. What a bunch of lies. 
 
    “Hey, Moogi, did you see any painting supplies when you looted Bagmy?” 
 
    Moogi gave me a confused scowl. 
 
    “Like a brush, easel, perhaps a canvas?” I said, nearly in a whisper. 
 
    “Moogi. (He had a lot of toes.)” 
 
    “Like, a deformity?” 
 
    “Moogi. (No. Severed toes, like souvenirs.) 
 
    Could those be from his victims? Of course they were. What a liar. I continued his list of claims until I reached the reward. “5,000 experience,” I said, a blast of shock behind my words. 
 
    Some annoying person in the room made the “shhh” sound. 
 
    I had to calm down. No wonder Krimson was after me. 5,000 EXP was a lot of player kills…or toes. I wondered how Bagmy could come up with that kind of reward. Fack, I’d kill myself for 5,000 EXP. For a solid minute, I tried to think of ways to do just that. My best plan involved Havok doing the deed and us splitting the reward. It might actually work, and he might also get a kick out of it.  
 
    Reading over the bounty once more, I noticed a little line about returning the Blood Dagger as a non-negotiable clause in the document. That was what this whole thing was really about, and if it was worth 5,000 EXP, then I wasn’t about to give it back.  
 
    Trying to save any face I might have had left, I sauntered over to the last scroll—the LFG. “Ah, this is what I was really looking for.” 
 
    “Shut up. No one cares,” someone snapped. 
 
    Dropping the act, I began the prowl for the perfect party. I needed someone on the offensive to dish out some serious damage, a brute to take all the hits while controlling the pace of the fight, some sort of support character to buff all of our stats and skills, and of course a healer to keep us all from dying. I would play the role of leader, orchestrating them all like a skilled conductor. 
 
    The scrolls were made with some thick paper material. It had digital boxes, which could be filled in by thinking of what you wanted to write and pressing your finger to it. I found this out by accident when I touched the spot that said “sex” and accidentally entered in, “You can do that here, too?” 
 
    Some of the required boxes, I didn’t understand. So, I looked at what other groups had put down on theirs. 
 
    The last request on the scroll was someone seeking a party to hunt oversized bats in the graveyard at night. I copied their format, putting down my disguise name, group time, area desired, and meeting spot. Under objective, I was a little vague and simply put down “boss fight.” I didn’t want to alert GDF of my intentions. If what Bagmy and Kaah were discussing was true, something about the Blood Dagger was paramount in beating Ambrose. Hopefully, I could beat them to the punch, so to speak.  
 
    Just like that, my raiding band was submitted into the books—well, scroll—as a public group; first come, first serve.  
 
    I could tell that everyone who wasn’t asleep in the adventurer’s room was already getting my notification when their focus turned away from me and on to staring into space. 
 
    “Thank you.” I said to the room as I started to leave. 
 
    “Wait a minute, what boss?” the drunk wizard girl asked, almost slurring her sentence into a single word. 
 
    “It’s a surprise.”  
 
    “I don’t like surprises…or disguises, Daemon. Hard pass!” She waved her hand, as if swatting away some flies, in what I could only guess was her way to get rid of a notification that was clouding her vision. 
 
    “Moogi. (Camber has joined your band. 3/5 spots remaining.)” Moogi pointed at the intoxicated woman. 
 
    “Wait, did you mean to do that?” I asked, taking a step closer to her, while keeping far enough away so that she couldn’t puke on me…or worse. 
 
    “Huh? What are you looking at?” She scowled at me. 
 
    “You joined my band. Was that a mistake, or are you really interested in my adventure?” 
 
    “I don’t want to follow you to the next room, let alone some secret boss thing. Shoo, get out of my face area.” 
 
    “I know. I get it. You don’t want to join, but then how come you did? Was it by accident, maybe?” I pushed the issue further. 
 
    “Shhhhh.” Her index finger squished both her lips. She had to have been the person who shushed me before too.  
 
    “Oh, great. This is already starting to become a circus. How do I kick someone out of a group?” 
 
    “Twet,” someone scoffed. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to try and catch whoever said the derogatory statement. 
 
    “Twwwehhht,” someone else chimed in. 
 
    And just like that, someone got the room chanting “twet” in my general direction. 
 
    Of course, this wasn’t exactly great for me.  
 
    “Can you all…hello? Can we just all be quiet for a moment, so I could…please? I just need…”  
 
    The chanting got louder and more rambunctious. Soon everyone except me and one sleeping player had joined in the “twet” chant.  
 
    “Everyone, just shut the fack up for a minute and let me think!” 
 
    The room fell silent, except for Camber who said one final “twet,” which showed me and everyone else that she hadn’t even been saying the right word during the chant. 
 
    There were a couple of chuckles at my pain from around the room. I was ready to storm out and continue on with my own boss-fight preparations when I got a notification. 
 
    “Moogi. (Po has joined your band. 2/5 spots remaining.)” 
 
    “Wait a minute, I thought you didn’t want to. You specifically said…”  
 
    I looked to Moogi for answers, and it brought up the backscroll of the chat log.  
 
    “Moogi. (‘It doesn’t matter if you were or weren’t. It will never happen.’)” 
 
    Po cocked his head and looked at Moogi’s evidence. 
 
    “What ever happened to, ‘It will never happen?’” I asked Po, trying to get him to leave the group on his own accord. 
 
    “I changed my mind. This is going to be a riot,” Po said, cracking his knuckles. 
 
     “Don’t you mean a hoot?” Camber added, pointing at my owl mask, holding in a sloppy laugh. 
 
    “No, no, no. This is not the sort of thing I was going for. I want serious adventurers who work well together, in order to…” 
 
    Before I could finish my rant, another person joined the group.  
 
    Moogi. (Xander has joined your band. 1/5 spots remaining.) 
 
    “He…hello, everyone. I’m Xander,” a quiet and awkward guy with straight black hair falling in his face said.  
 
    I let out a sigh. “Hello, Xander.” It seemed that the more I protested this party, the more people joined, maybe only for amusement purposes, but joined, they did.  
 
    With only one open spot remaining, hopefully there was still a chance for me to find one really good person to make up for all the randoms. There was no one better to join our band of jerks than Havok. I was about to get Moogi to link him when I got the last notification. 
 
    Moogi. (MacGavin has joined your band. 0/5 spots remaining.) 
 
    I threw up both my hands. “All right, who is MacGavin?” I looked around and everyone I made eye contact with shook their head, protesting my accusation. “Well, now, someone has to be MacGavin,” I said, quite vexed. 
 
    Moogi pointed to the sleeping guy in the corner. 
 
    “What, him? Is he even alive?” I asked, honestly wondering how someone could be sleeping through all this racket, chanting and all.  
 
    Po walked up to the sleeping guy and lightly kicked him on the leg. 
 
    “What happened? What’s going on?” MacGavin shouted after a couple snorts. 
 
    “Saddle up. We’re going on an adventure,” Po said. 
 
    “Oh, hecka yeah. Where da party…” MacGavin started to say, then stopped himself to yawn, “…at?” 
 
     “I’m the party,” Camber said, as she rested her head on a wicker couch.  
 
    Looking at the situation optimistically, MacGavin was wearing some nice-looking plate armor, and with any luck, Camber might pass out—opening up a slot for Havok. This was still workable. I had to keep my chin up. 
 
    “Let me fill you in. It’s a secret,” Po said. 
 
    “Po, stop making things worse. Mac, did you really just join our group while you were dead asleep?” 
 
    “Absolutely. You tractors are going to wipe so fast, and I’m soooo down for that!” MacGavin said loudly, as he started to remove all his plate armor. 
 
    “Why in the world are you taking off your armor? You of all people look the most qualified to be the tank.” 
 
    “Dude, under full disclosure, I ate some bad doom eel last night, and you wouldn’t want any accidents…if you get me,” MacGavin said, rubbing his stomach. 
 
    “We should all get into our B gear,” Xander suggested, pointing at my gear. 
 
    Little did he know my B gear was also my A gear. 
 
    “Oh hey, that’s a good idea,” Po said, and he too started to swap out his best gear for stuff that looked more fit to be rags.  
 
    “Why are you all doing this?” 
 
    “I don’t want to damage anything too expensive,” Po admitted. 
 
    Camber jumped off the couch with renewed energy, “Take it off, man candy.” 
 
    “What is happening right now?” I asked. 
 
    Moogi was covering its eyes from all the stripping of gear that was going on. 
 
    “Don’t worry, bud. We’re so doing this!” MacGavin announced. 
 
    The situation couldn’t possibly get any worse…but then it did. Without even the proper gear, Po, Xander and the drunk girl, Camber, were all arguing over who got to be the tank in the group. 
 
    “I should tanks because I have the most clothes…on my body…right now,” Camber said waving a finger at everyone else. 
 
    Even though she was drunk, she had a very good point.  
 
    “Excuse me, I thought you weren’t coming along with us,” I said to Camber.  
 
    “Your face is scary. Are you the boogerman?” she responded. 
 
    “This is the worst. Why am I here again?” I said, burying my head in my palm. 
 
    “For adventure!” Po said, raising his long sword above his head. 
 
    “For…some glory, maybe?” Xander meekly added. 
 
    “Fornication,” MacGavin said, without any indication as to why. 
 
    “Wooooo, hoooo,” Camber added to the mix. 
 
    Maybe I should have put down ten slots for the raid, instead of five. Perhaps then, a couple people might take this journey seriously. What was done was done. It was official, our band of five was full—if I wanted it to be or not. 
 
    It took about a half hour of arguing, or what Po called “coordinating,” but in the end, our party was ready to rock and roll. I was assigned to be the D.P.S., or damage per second—basically the heavy attacks. I thought it was a fitting role for me because the Blood Dagger actually did damage each second, but they didn’t know that part. Then we had MacGavin, the tank who was acting as the healer. And finally, we had Xander, Camber, and Po as our three tanks because…I didn’t even want to think about how we came to that conclusion, but we had. This was going to be a freak show, but the show must go on. 
 
    “Hey, PUGs, let’s friend up so we can link-message each other during the fight,” MacGavin said, putting his arm out. 
 
    Before I could state how bad of an idea that was going to be, Camber and Po had both followed suit, putting their hands in the pile. Giving into the pressure, I added my hand on top of theirs. 
 
    “Oh, shit yeah,” Camber said. 
 
    Xander was the only one left out of the mix. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to join?” Po asked. 
 
    Xander shook out a frightened “no” with his dark floppy hair. “You…don’t want to hear what’s…up here,” Xander said quietly, pointing at his temple.  
 
    That was a very good point, one I hadn’t even considered. Did I really trust these people enough to link our innermost thoughts together? It all seemed a little too fast for me, but, oh well. 
 
    “You’re gonna miss…out on all this,” Camber said, trying to make herself sound flirty while doing an erotic pose, but she burped a little bit in the middle of her attempt, utterly ruining it. 
 
    And just like that, I had three more friends on my list. I didn’t know if I wanted them, but they were there all the same. 
 
    “Well, let’s get this over with,” I said.  
 
    With our three tanks in front, we marched outside of the mansion with determination and high spirits. 
 
    “Where to?” Po asked. 
 
    “Yeah, where are we going, dogface?” MacGavin repeated in his own way. 
 
    “Owl. It’s supposed to be an owl mask. Just go west, then south at the fork,” I directed. 
 
    “The graveyard, Shadow Beast. Called it,” Po declared. 
 
    “That’s no boss,” MacGavin said. 
 
    “I knew this was going to be a bust,” Po said. 
 
    “It’s…a mini…miniboss, The Shadow Beast,” Xander clarified. 
 
    “Let’s go, bitches. Tanks away!” Camber took the lead running off the beaten path and into the wilderness. The other two tanks followed behind her, attacking everything in sight. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we stick to the path? You know, so we can save our resources for the boss battle?” I asked, but my words fell on deaf ears. 
 
    Swords clashed, skills went off, and monsters screamed wildly like a river of pain. Everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves except me. Even Moogi was getting a kick out of our band of adventurers—giving me hit point, loot sharing, and damage updates for each creature they pulled and subsequently slaughtered. 
 
    The experience I gained wasn’t very impressive after being split between five people. 
 
    “Come on, DPS, get on the board here,” Po said as he got the killing blow on a bagmy they just jumped. 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance yet. You’re all killing them too fast.” Never mind the fact that I hadn’t even equipped my dagger. 
 
    “That’s because I’m tanking and DPSing,” MacGavin said, holding his longbow at melee range. “I’m just that good.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to tank…oh, never mind,” I said. I guess we have four tanks now. 
 
    They had no organization. Everyone just did what they wanted, without any rhyme or reason. I found no use in fighting them anymore. Instead, while taking up the rear, I enjoyed peacefully stepping over their carnage through the hillside forest. It was almost relaxing. 
 
    After the most roundabout way possible and slaughtering everything on our path, and even a couple that weren’t, we made it just outside the temple. 
 
    “Hold up. Everyone, please wait!” I said, but no one could hear me. MacGavin and Camber were in one direction, laughing about something or another, Xander was heading towards the temple entrance, and Po was still fighting a creature. When all four of your tanks are taking the lead, you end up going in all different directions. 
 
    “Hey, Moogi, I know I’m going to regret this later, but please set up a group telepathic link.” 
 
    Cringing, Moogi made a clicking noise. 
 
    *Everyone, stop,* I group broadcasted. 
 
    *Hey, guys. What’s going on?* Po responded, looking back at me from a huge spider he solo-killed off in the distance.  
 
    *Daaaaamn, I’m outta arrows. Anyone got any I can borrow and never pay back?* MacGavin broadcasted. 
 
    *Yo, I told you. Blame it on the soju.* Camber was too busy singing some song about drinking inside her head to notice us broadcasting. 
 
    *Camber, hello? We can all hear you.* I tried to stop her train of thought, but it was a runaway—derailing off the track. 
 
    *What? That ho too. Tell her ‘bout some cold brew,* Camber continued her song.  
 
    Cracking up, MacGavin put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “What?” She looked up at him, breaking out of it. 
 
    *Everyone, listen up. We were never going to the graveyard. We’re going over there,* I broadcasted, pointing at the Twisted Forest. 
 
    *Oh, hey, boys! What’s happening?* Camber broadcasted to the group, finally getting with the program. 
 
    *Pay up, Po. You didn’t call shit,* MacGavin broadcasted.  
 
    “Woohoo,” Camber yelled, running into the Twisted Forest and splitting up the party even further. 
 
    MacGavin and Po hung back to settle their disagreement as to whether or not a bet was made and a fee had to be paid.  
 
    Moogi and I went in after her. Entering the forest, I noticed that Camber was already swarmed by two earwigs. 
 
    “No, not like that. Stay in front. What are you doing?” I barked, watching her tactic of simply whacking them with her staff until her stamina ran out. It was careless and without any forethought.  
 
    I pulled out my dagger and quickly took one out with a couple of lucky hits to its pincers. As soon as it died, another earwig scuttled into the room to replace it. I focused my attacks on that one now. A new one would come in as soon as the last one fell. After my fourth earwig in a row, I finally got a respite. 
 
    This dagger was amazing. Well, anything was better than a bent candlestick or even the unlucky pincher axe. The Blood Dagger was fast, had low stamina consumption, and when an earwig got low, I could just run around until the bleed damage took care of the rest.  
 
    After clearing a couple of rooms with Camber, MacGavin and Po finally caught up with us. I didn’t know where Xander had gone, but without being part of the group link, there was no way of contacting him. He could be deep in the graveyard by now. 
 
    “Sorry, we don’t need you guys anymore. We could have gotten married and divorced in the time you two were gone,” Camber teased.  
 
    Three more earwigs came rushing into the room. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I queried.  
 
    “Shut up, baby, and kill good.” 
 
    Never had I seen so many monsters spawn at the same time. I wondered if it was the quality or quantity of our group that increased the spawn rate.  
 
    Looking over at MacGavin, as he used a piece of his armor as a shield instead of wearing it, I knew for certain that it was our band’s quantity that upped the area’s difficulty level, and not the quality. 
 
    Po, Camber, and MacGavin each tanked one of the earwigs, splitting our targets. Tactically this was bad, but maybe I could make it work for us. 
 
    Coming up behind the earwigs, I slashed each one in the back until the Blood Dagger’s bleed effect activated, then moved on to the next.  
 
    “Moogi. (Unison bonus in effect.)” 
 
    Before I could circle back around for another pass, the one Po was tanking died, and then Camber’s followed suit. 
 
    We all watched, riveted really, as MacGavin bashed at the final bug, using his bow as a melee weapon. I was certain that my bleed effect was doing more damage than he was.  
 
    “What weapon are you using, Daemon?” Po asked. 
 
    “Huh?” I looked behind me, at first forgetting about my disguise. *Oh, right. I wonder if I should tell them about the Blood Dagger.* 
 
    *Broster, I think you just did,* MacGavin broadcasted. 
 
    “No way. You know there are only two of those in the entire game?” Po said, as if I hadn’t realized it. 
 
    All three of them were now crowding around me in amazement, trying to catch a glimpse of my weapon.  
 
    The remaining earwig was still attacking MacGavin in the back, but he didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “Is that for real? Totally Boston!” MacGavin said. 
 
    Half the things that came out of MacGavin’s mouth made no sense to me, but I got the meaning just the same. 
 
    “Does this mean I own fifty percent of that rare dagger?” Camber asked.  
 
    “No. We didn’t actually get married. You said we could have gotten married in the time it took them to return.” 
 
    “And if you continue to talk to me like that, we never will,” she clapped back. 
 
    “No, seriously, where did you get it from?” Po asked, with a stern look upon him. 
 
    “Have you guys heard of GDF?” 
 
    “You mean Giant Dick Force?” MacGavin said. 
 
    Camber started laughing uproariously. 
 
    “That’s not what it stands for,” Po said, ruining the joke. 
 
    “What, then?” MacGavin protested, folding in his arms.  
 
    “It sounds pretty accurate to me. Those guys are huge dicks,” I agreed with MacGavin. 
 
    “No one really knows what GDF stands for, but what you said sounds more like a compliment than an insult,” Po said. 
 
    “No, it sounds scary to me,” Camber chimed in. 
 
    “Hold the mayo. You jacked it from Bagmy? Called it,” MacGavin said, holding up his hand for a high-five that never came. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited. You had a fifty percent chance of getting it right. Everyone knows that Bagmy and Ason are the two players who have the BDs,” Po said. 
 
    “Ason. What a stat boy,” MacGavin said, sticking out his tongue and making a fart noise with it. 
 
    “Stat boy?” I asked, sounding like a twet again. 
 
    “Grinders,” Po added. 
 
    I shrugged at Po. “What’s wrong with grinding? I’ve done my fair amount of it in this very spot.” 
 
    “It’s not just that. Grinders are people who only advance their statistic trees and nothing else. They primarily aim to unlock perks by reaching particular statistic landmarks,” Po elaborated. 
 
    “Boring AF, if you ask me. They can’t do anything other than basic attacks. No special powers, no spells…nothing,” MacGavin stated plainly. 
 
    “Correct. Hence all the grinding. It’s the only thing they’re good at,” Po concluded. 
 
    “Moogi. (The Oversized Earwig has bled to death. You gain 3 experience points.)”  
 
    “Wait, what boss are we going after?” Po asked, but judging by the worry on his face, it was apparent that he already knew. 
 
    “Ambrose,” I said, finally revealing the secret of our whole adventure. 
 
    “Nope. I’m out,” Po said. 
 
    “Yes! The crusher! I knew we were all going to wipe. Double ply,” MacGavin said. 
 
    “I know that guy. He was a bad date,” Camber said, holding up her hand.  
 
    I didn’t know if it was me, but it seemed like Camber was starting to sober up a little. “Did you learn anything from your encounter with it?” I asked her. 
 
    “Ammy was dangerous, yet surprisingly gentle. Only he never called me afterward.” 
 
    Why did I even bother? It was exhausting dealing with so many people at once. I felt like a parent trying to watch over a bunch of toddlers, and one of them was extremely drunk.  
 
    “Look, I’ve heard he has some amazing drops. I bet we all need those items to leave this place, right?” I reasoned. 
 
    “Well, duh. It’s uncrippled,” Po said. 
 
    “What does that mean, ‘uncrippled’?” I asked. 
 
    “The first time a boss spawns, it’s really hard…” 
 
    “And has legendary drops,” MacGavin added. 
 
     “Yes, but after the boss dies, it gets…” 
 
    “Nerfed so flippin’ hard, just so all the lesser fools can get a chance at it,” MacGavin interrupted again.  
 
    “That’s where you get limiteds—slaying an uncrippled,” Po finished. 
 
    “Or stealing them. Right, Daemon dawg?” MacGavin asked with his encouraging eyebrows. 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that no one has killed Ambrose before?” 
 
    “No way. That guy is a boss-ass boss,” MacGavin said. 
 
    “Look at us all. Do you really think we have a chance?” Po pointed out the obvious. 
 
    We had our first moment of silence since we started this little band. Everyone looked around at the person next to them. 
 
    Fog started to roll through the forest, making our visibility more limited than it already was. This was looking bleak at best, and devastatingly hopeless at worst. 
 
    “I still have the questie. Want me to share it with you crazy cats?” Camber asked. 
 
    “Yes, do it!” MacGavin said. 
 
    “Moogi. (Camber has shared a quest, Free the Forest Slave, accept?”)” 
 
    I nodded at Moogi. 
 
    We all looked at Po, waiting for him to accept the quest along with the rest of us. 
 
     “GDF members have been trolling this area for far too long, and if we get this gear, we’re going to be able to drive them out, once and for all. Wouldn’t you like to move on from this zone eventually, not only for ourselves, but for all those lost souls inside the mansion?” I said, pulling the hero card. 
 
    “I suppose there are some places that would be nice to see,” Po said, making a contemplative face. 
 
    “Typically, I don’t do second dates, but we’re going to be famous,” Camber interjected. 
 
    “See, Camber gets it. Thank you. Now, how about it, guys? Ready to beat a boss?” 
 
    “You know me, I’m always down to clown. This is going to be wicked tight,” MacGavin said. 
 
    “What do you say, Po. I think we need our third tank.” 
 
    Kicking at the ground, Po was really having a tough time with this. “All right…but only if I get to loot first, okay?” Po extended his arm to me with an open palm. 
 
    “Deal,” I said, shaking his hand. 
 
    “Moogi. (You have assigned Po loot priority.)” 
 
    And just like that, we were back on track, slaughtering our way through the forest. 
 
    After we had cleared most of the Twisted Forest, we were nearly at our destination. Even though we had found our groove with the earwigs, the doom eels that came in with the mist were an entirely different story. Especially since everyone was wearing their worst gear. Two rooms away from the boss room, we had to stop and heal up. 
 
    MacGavin used some of his first aid crafting skill to mend everyone up the best he could. Yes, that was his big healing skill—crafting bandages.  
 
    The problem was that we were still only at around sixty percent of our hit points. We decided to rest and recover more HP.  
 
    In an attempt to earn the role as the party’s second healer and maybe speed things up a bit, I used this opportunity to summon an instant healing potion. With a big grin, I wiggled my potion in front of MacGavin. 
 
    “Hey! That’s mine,” Camber yelled while patting herself down.  
 
    “Huh?” I flinched as she snatched the potion out of my hand.  
 
    “What gives? You could have asked.” 
 
    “Busted,” MacGavin said.  
 
    Camber popped the cork and smelled it. “You ruined it.” She poured the contents of my potion on the ground. 
 
    “Stop acting like a psycho,” I deflected. 
 
    “What is everyone going on about?” I asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t know,” Po said. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “As a summoner, you don’t actually create potions, or items, or gear. You steal them from other people and places, mostly crafters. Judging by Camber’s reaction, I think you just turned one of her bottles into a healing potion,” Po explained. 
 
    “It was my drinky drink,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. How about I owe you one, okay?” 
 
    She gave me an affirming smile. 
 
    “Moogi. (You are indebted to Camber for one adult beverage.)” 
 
    Moogi went back to playing a game of checkers or chess with MacGavin, using leaves and rocks as counters. 
 
    By now, our hit points had slowly crept up to around seventy percent. If only Camber hadn’t wasted the potion, we could have each taken a sip and been on our way. 
 
    Bored, I noticed that my experience tattoo had gone up to 1422/1300. That meant I could level up after this boss fight, if we survived it anyway. Well, even if we all died like MacGavin predicted, I had one free rebirth with Erilyn remaining. I really had nothing to lose. 
 
    Once our hit points were full, we all stood up, ready for action. 
 
    “It is now or never,” Po said, activating some sort of aura that visibly increased our muscle mass and strength.  
 
    Why wasn’t he using that skill all along. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what Camber’s ability was, but she had a swashbuckler sword at her hip but chose to use her staff instead. 
 
    MacGavin, on the other hand, was a tank class. Even when he tried not to be, monsters fled to him like he was a celebrity streamer. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Po asked. 
 
    “We clear this last room, then give it all we’ve got,” I said, hoping no one knew I had no real plan beyond that. 
 
    “Okay, ‘pick up group’ on three.” 
 
    We circled up and put our hands in. 
 
    “One. Two. Three…” 
 
    A flying star the size of a dinner plate flew from across the room and hit MacGavin squarely in the chest for fifteen damage… 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
   
 
  

 Dream Club 
 
      
 
   O ur buddy Xander had returned, only this time he was wearing all of the fine gear I thought he had previously removed. Wasn’t it his idea to unequip the stuff all along? 
 
    “Give me that jeweled…dagger of yours,” Xander demanded, while Po and Camber tended to MacGavin’s wound. They were trying to remove the large star from his chest, but something wasn’t right. 
 
    “We didn’t mean to ditch you, Xander. After you took off, we had no way of getting in touch. You really should have added us to your friends list,” I said, trying to reason with him as he reloaded another star in his shooter, which looked similar to a medium-sized crossbow. 
 
    “Don’t be…stupid. I saw through your little mask…a mile away. That’s the only reason why I came…with you…idiots.”  
 
    “Who’s wearing a mask?” Camber asked with a tilt of her head. 
 
    I was really starting to worry about her mental health. 
 
    Xander ignored her question, giving me a shifty-eyed glare. “What’ll it be? Hand over the gear, or…die?” 
 
    The bounty was on the contingency of killing me and then taking the weapon off my cold dead corpse. So, that meant that Xander wanted the weapon for himself, or was lying about letting me go. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Manwich. That limited is worth more than both our lives,” MacGavin said, holding on to his chest. 
 
    “I don’t think you want me to take it the hard way…by looting it off your…corpse,” Xander said. 
 
    Little did he know I was quite used to dying, and his threats were falling on deaf ears. 
 
    *Xander can’t take us all on, even all geared up. He must be stalling for reinforcements or something,* Po broadcasted. 
 
    *That makes sense. I am betting it’s because we’re so close to the boss,* I said in broadcast. I realized that once we got trapped in the next room, he might not be able to rob us blind. 
 
    *His shot was fired with some chicken-shit crippling skill. Once it expires, I should be good to go. Then it’s pound town, population one,* MacGavin said in broadcast. 
 
    *I will buy us some time, then,* I broadcasted. 
 
    “Is this what you want?” I held my glorious dagger above my head for everyone to clearly see. 
 
    “That’d be…the one.” 
 
    “Come and get it.” I took off running into the next room—straight towards the boss. 
 
    *Don’t follow me,* I broadcasted over the group link. 
 
    *What are you up to?* Po asked. 
 
    *I’m going to draw him into the boss room.* 
 
    *Don’t you want to wait for us?* Camber asked. 
 
    *The boss room locks. We’ll both be trapped in there. Once we both die, I’ll use a portal to get back here.* 
 
    *That is very noble of you. Good luck,* Po broadcasted. 
 
    Four earwigs were guarding the boss’s entrance. One of them looked different than the others. 
 
    “Moogi! (Sally!)”  
 
    So it was. I hesitated for a second. Too bad this wasn’t the time nor the place to exterminate our old rival. 
 
    Moogi and I shared a look as a new plan formed. 
 
    “Moogi? (Trust me?)” 
 
    “With my life.” 
 
    “Moogi. (Then try and keep up.)” 
 
    I put all my faith into my friend and chased it around the edge of the room. It was hard to focus on exactly what Moogi was doing while earwigs were attacking me from all angles. I had to keep my head down and try not to get too distracted. 
 
    In a full-on sprint, we circled around the ‘wigs, getting all their aggro at once. If we played this wrong, they could easily drop me in a single round of combat. I didn’t have a lot of hit points to play with, even at full.  
 
    Moogi was swift, and I was doing my best to keep up. 
 
    Xander entered the room and let loose a star shot right into one of the earwigs, dropping it down to critically wounded, but not dead.  
 
    *There has been a change in plans. Just get ready to fight—either the boss if I succeed, or Xander if I don’t.* 
 
    *Get some,* MacGavin broadcasted. 
 
    *Who’s Xander?* Camber asked via the group broadcast. 
 
    With a conga line of four earwigs at my back, I followed Moogi straight towards Xander. I swiped my dagger towards his chest.  
 
    He sidestepped me, and when I stopped, I took a couple hits from the enemies following behind me. 
 
    Xander was fast and unpredictable. He was nothing like fighting a scripted monster. 
 
    Moogi had anticipated Xander’s move and was already standing around him, but I lost my rhythm. I had taken liberties by swiping at him, and that was my big mistake.  
 
    Xander was pulling back the string of his star shooter. 
 
    I knew I was a sitting duck. There was only one way out of here. Leaping high in the air, I ran across the top of the earwig train, stepping on one bug-car at a time. Sally managed to bite my foot for four damage, but I kept on moving down the line. 
 
    I felt a gust of wind as a projectile zoomed past my head. That was a real close one. Once I reached the end, I jumped off the last earwig—catching up with Moogi, who was already bounding around for another pass. 
 
    I paid close attention to my guide this time around as it jumped through Xander, showing me exactly where to strike. 
 
    Launching at Xander, I knew I had him, and judging by the look on his face, he knew it too. 
 
    With everything I had, I plunged the dagger directly into his body, only it wasn’t his body anymore. Instead there was a husk that resembled a stuffed burlap statue of him—similar to the practice dummies I’d seen, except it was wearing real armor, Xander’s armor. 
 
    This must have been his tanking play style—creating dummies to replace himself. But where did he go? I couldn’t afford to figure it out. I dropped to the ground with Moogi, as we both knew what was coming next. 
 
    Sure enough, another star soared above us and killed one of the earwigs in a one shot. The remaining three earwigs seemed too interested in the husk to notice or care. I got the feeling that this dummy tank was going to ruin Moogi’s whole plan. 
 
    Xander had to reload, we both knew. So, I jumped up and followed Moogi in what looked to be some kind of a snatch and grab motion. Doing what I was told, I tucked the Xander dummy under my arm and dashed to the right.  
 
    Another star came at me but luckily went into his other self, almost like it was drawn to it. 
 
    The dummy was quite heavy, but I had barely enough arm strength to carry it. If I hadn’t put that one extra point into Strength during character creation, this plan wouldn’t have worked. 
 
    First, Moogi spotted Xander and brought me right to him. He was wearing a lighter set of gear now, since it seemed he left all the tanking gear on his husk. He began to glow in preparation for something big. 
 
    Instead of instructing me to go after Xander, Moogi made a chopping motion, then slapped its own behind and pointed at my target. 
 
    I knew exactly what it wanted me to do. Sally and the remaining earwigs came at me. I circled around one as if it were my dance partner, and I was just close enough to lightly slice into Sally’s backside. 
 
    The maneuver did moderate damage. Which was just enough to cause her to go into an all-out rage.  
 
    In the past, I’d witnessed regular earwigs freak out after getting hit in the back. Sally was like that, but at a whole new level. Her eyes bugged out. Viscous goo spat out of her gaping maw. She was fast like lightning, and she was coming right for me. 
 
    I abruptly stopped, narrowly avoiding Sally’s ram attack. 
 
    Moogi made a tossing motion then said, “Moogi. (Ditch the mask.)” 
 
    Knowing what was to come next, I threw the dummy at Xander’s feet while ripping off my mask, just as Moogi had instructed.  
 
    We both cringed, hoping she would take the bait. 
 
    Unfortunately, Xander finished casting his special burst attack, which sprayed a volley of arrows that hit everything and everyone. 
 
    “Moogi… (1,2,3,1,2,3…)”  
 
    The damage was too much to add up. 
 
    Even with my armor resisting a bit of the damage, there were far too many hits for me to take. My hit points went down to below zero, and I fell to the ground, along with the earwig that was first wounded.  
 
    Sally caught Xander with her mega pincher attack, pinning him to the ground. Watching her work was a lot better from this vantage point. 
 
    *Help. I’m dying,* I broadcasted over the group link. 
 
    The only other remaining earwig joined Sally in a double pincher attack. Both of them were squeezing down on him hard, but his light armor was protecting him from getting cut in half. He was taking damage, though—a lot of it.  
 
    A moment later, MacGavin came to the rescue, growing his fist to the size of a small child. Spikes and other protrusions jutted out of it, creating a massive extension of his body. 
 
    With a downward pounding strike, MacGavin smashed into Xander and the two remaining earwigs with a devastating blow. The ground rumbled and shook loudly. This was the first time I had seen MacGavin without a casual smile on his face. He was deadly serious, and after that massive hit, Xander was seriously dead—along with Sally and the last remaining earwig.  
 
    Xander hadn’t been left bleeding to death, like I was. That attack was an express ticket to the afterlife, with no stopovers.  
 
    “Moogi. (Your party has killed the player Xander. You have been rewarded 330 experience points. Xander has left the party.) 
 
    This was what MacGavin’s class was supposed to do, not fire some busted bow at close range. He was a brute, a machine, a facking monster.  
 
    *That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen!* I broadcasted. 
 
    “Moogi! (Me too!)” 
 
    I didn’t realize that Moogi was eavesdropping on our broadcast link. Then again, it was my menu asset. It could always just check the chat logs. I was so used to talking to it, I kept forgetting that part. 
 
    Heaving and trying to regain his composure. MacGavin’s arm started to shrink down to its normal size. 
 
    Po tended to my wounds with one of MacGavin’s make-shift bandages. It wasn’t great, but it stopped me from bleeding out. Slowly but surely, my hit points started to go up towards the positive. 
 
    *What class are you anyway, Mac?* I asked the broadcast. It seemed that I still couldn’t speak while my life was in the negative. 
 
    “Juggernaut. DPS spec, I am guessing,” Po said. 
 
    “Yeah, I went full growth path,” MacGavin said, rubbing the arm that had just been stretched out. 
 
    “I thought you were a tank?” I noticed that MacGavin was now wearing Xander’s tanking chest armor, and Po, his leggings.  
 
    “I get that a lot. It’s because I need to wear heavy armor so that it can withstand all the abuse my body puts it through.” 
 
    “Moogi. (I took the liberty of looting you this: Spiked Pauldrons. Weight: 200. Item quality: Uncommon. Resistance 2.”)  
 
    The thought did cross my mind that they could have double-crossed me and liberated me of the rare dagger, but they hadn’t. I had figured out how to think things and not broadcast them. It was like trying to breathe shallow. Reaching one hit point, I was able to move around and speak once again. “Thanks, guys. That was really close.”  
 
    “Anytime,” Po said. 
 
    I equipped the shoulder armor after first removing a couple arrowheads from that crazy attack Xander did.  
 
    Finally, Camber walked into the room with a slight bounce to her step, holding her new star shooter. 
 
    “Can you even use that thing?” Po asked. 
 
    “Nope, but it looks pretty,” Camber said, placing her foot on top of Xander’s corpse like a trophy hunter, and posing with her new-found toy. 
 
    Moogi went up to her and started taking screen shots, and she fell right into the vanity of it all. 
 
    “Wait, so we each got to loot one item from him?” 
 
    “Yes, that is the benefit from being in a party,” Po said.  
 
    “That could be really bad for people—losing up to five items per death?” 
 
    “Why else do you think those GDF gankers always travel in packs?” Po asked rhetorically. 
 
    That made a lot of sense. I thought they were just a bunch of cowardly bullies. 
 
    “PUG on three?” MacGavin said jokingly. 
 
    “No!” Po and I said in unison. 
 
    There was a twinkle next to Xander’s body. Pushing him aside, I spotted Sally’s corpse. I knew this meant she was carrying loot. 
 
    “Do you guys mind if I loot this special earwig? We sort of have history.” 
 
    “Have at it,” MacGavin said. 
 
    Po gave me a nod. 
 
    Moogi went over to it and gave me two notifications. 
 
    “Moogi. Moogi. (You looted: Hero’s Thigh-High Boots. Weight: 400. Item quality: Rare. Resistance 3. Your loot priority is set to last.”  
 
    Right away, I replaced my ratty footwear with these shiny new boots. They were made of polished metal and went from my foot to right above my knee. They had great protection too. 
 
    “Hey Moogi, this is a strange item for a bug to have, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Moogi. (I think she ate someone.)” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Moogi. (Because there were a lot of items to loot, including your first candlestick.)” 
 
    Camber walked right up to me with a smile, “Hi, I’m Cammy. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. We’ve met.” Then I looked down and saw my mask lying on the ground. Right, she hadn’t seen me out of my disguise before. The other two didn’t seem at all fazed by my appearance.  
 
    “Nice boots. Score,” MacGavin said. 
 
    “I am saving my loot priority on the boss,” Po said, also noticing my new gear. 
 
    “About that. Shouldn’t we head back to the mansion,” I proposed. 
 
    “After all that, you want to turn back now?” Po said, starting to loot the other earwigs. 
 
    “Xander knows exactly where we are, and I’m just a summoner that can’t even summon a portal right now. Plus, we’re all nearly out of resources. We have to face facts—we’re underequipped, undergeared, and way over our heads,” I explained. 
 
    “Yeah, dude, we know that,” MacGavin chimed in. 
 
    “We’ve always known that,” Po added. “But we should see this thing through. I’ve never seen Ambrose before.” 
 
    That was when I realized how much fun this adventure was for them. We were doing something outside of their norm—outside of the mansion. That was why they came with me, to play the game—not to win, or grind—simply to play. I hated to admit it, but I was having a great time too. 
 
    “Don’t be such a buzzkill,” Camber said, placing her hand on MacGavin, knocking him out instantly.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    Ignoring me, she stumbled over to Po who bowed his head towards her. Accepting her soporific touch, he too fell unconscious, with a thud. 
 
    “Stop that. I thought we’re on the same team?” I stepped backwards. 
 
    “Shh, they s’eepy,” Camber said, with a sleepy-eyed stare of her own. 
 
    She approached me slowly. 
 
    “Wait I…” 
 
    And with her drunken yet gentle touch, I too was out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was awake but somewhere else entirely. It was like another plane of existence. The terrain was rough and cracked, and the sky was dark purple. Every bit of our motion streaked behind us with blurring colors. 
 
    I waved at MacGavin and Po, who were also present. I tried to speak and ask how we got here, but all of my words came out backwards, yet, oddly, I understood them. It was similar to how I could understand Moogi—through concepts alone. 
 
    “We are in the dream world,” Po said, using his own backwards tongue. 
 
    “We sound so creepy right now,” MacGavin said, eating a meat stick of some kind. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Oh, this? I always eat in my dreams. Want to try some?” MacGavin shoved his stick of food into my face.  
 
    I dodged my head left and right. “Stop trying to force-feed me,” I yelled. 
 
    “It’s not half bad,” Po admitted, still chewing on a little bit of it. 
 
    “Where’s Camber?” I asked. 
 
    Po pointed to the sky.  
 
    Looking up, I saw that she was riding on a golden thread like a surfer on a wave.  
 
    “What is she doing?” I asked, trying not to move too much to keep myself from getting nauseous.  
 
    “Dreamweaving. She is using her skills to alter our fate. 
 
    Just then she zoomed by, and a thread went right through MacGavin and quickly stitched him up.  
 
    Then she was off again, leaving a trail of cartoon-looking stars behind. 
 
    Mac was now wearing all of the gear he took off back at the mansion. Before I could question it any further, the same thing happened to Po. 
 
    What a truly remarkable power she had. I would have never guessed it. 
 
    “How is it she can do that? That seems way better than my summons.” 
 
    “She already reached her tier six ability in dreamweaving as a fearmancer,” Po said in amazement. 
 
    “Wow.” So that was what it meant to level up beyond the low tiers. Briefly, I recalled wanting to be a fearmancer but decided against it in the end. I wondered what I might be able to summon when I reached my tier six skills. 
 
    “She must be high level,” I marveled. 
 
    “Yeah, quite.” 
 
    “It’s not fair. Women always get invited into groups. I should have rolled one, but no,” MacGavin said. “I just said ‘butt’ backwards. I want to remember that.”  
 
    I had no idea she had advanced so far. I figured she was low, like the rest of us. Her fighting wasn’t at all spectacular, but watching her work manipulating space and time, it was a sight to behold. 
 
    Taking one final pass, she stabbed right through me with the thread.  
 
    I felt great, like better than ever, fully restored. Looking at my arm, all my hit points, mana, stamina, and abilities were at my disposal. Even my resurrection sickness was gone. 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    “Butt,” MacGavin said one more time. 
 
    “Good luck, my chickadees! Woohoo,” Camber said as she zoomed off into the sky. 
 
    “What does she mean by that?” I asked. 
 
    Po turned to me to speak, but the world faded away before he had to chance to. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We were back in the room before the boss. One by one, we awoke. First me with a yawn, then Po, followed by Po kicking MacGavin to get him to wake up. 
 
    Camber had gone into our dreams and changed our past with a swish of her flying needle. I felt as if I’d slept for a whole month; she was truly remarkable. Not only that, we all had a buff that negated resurrection fatigue for one day. 
 
    “Moogi. (Camber has left the party.)” 
 
    “Where is she?” I asked, scanning the area. 
 
    “I am guessing a soft, comfy bed,” MacGavin said.  
 
    “Correct. She must sleep for a day to recover from using that ability,” Po explained. 
 
    “I had no idea she was so powerful.” 
 
    “Oh, I knew. That’s ultimately why I came along with you guys. I had to see her in action,” Po admitted. 
 
    Here I thought they trusted in my party group. In reality, Xander wanted my blood dagger, Camber was an over-powered drunk who didn’t mean to join, Po only joined to see her in action, and Mac… 
 
    “Why did you come along with us, Mac?” 
 
    “To kick some shit in the dick!” 
 
    As crude as it was, I was happy I had reached one person. 
 
    Po activated his aura again, Mac started to charge up some energy, and I made a single potion. Our party of five was down to three, and we were as ready as we were ever going to be.  
 
    With determination in our hearts and fully equipped for battle, we entered the boss room, ready to give it our all…and kick Ambrose right in the dick. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
   
 
  

 Tele-Arena 
 
      
 
   T he plan was in motion. The battle had begun. We maintained a wide formation so that Ambrose couldn’t hit us all in a single attack.  
 
    With an energy field surrounding him, Po was tanking the wooden knight. “Keep it up, guys. This is working,” he said, after blocking one of Ambrose’s greatsword attacks with his energy field. Bright sparks showered him like a welder. Each hit against Po’s shield would somehow charge up his sword, causing it to glow brighter with each surge.  
 
    Attached to the towering wooden knight’s right leg was a large metal chain that bound him to a huge tree. Other than that, the chain itself didn’t do much except redistribute trash on the ground as it swished. 
 
    “Watch out!” I said, almost getting clotheslined by the chain as it got taut. I ducked under the chain just in time, all thanks to Po. The aura buff he activated before we entered increased my speed and kept me nimble.  
 
    I take it back. That chain sucks. 
 
    It was now my turn to attack. I darted back and forth, trying my best to not get crushed by any of the boss’s wide greatsword attacks. Even if they weren’t targeting me, his greatsword covered a lot of ground.  
 
    Once in range, I slashed at Ambrose’s legs a couple of times to keep my bleed effect constant. Each attack sprouted splinters, which I remembered restricted my movements last time. I knew the more I attacked his armor, the more splinters there were. So, I couldn’t overdo it by being overly offensive. Before my stamina got too low, I took off in the opposite direction, far enough to avoid all his attacks. 
 
    MacGavin saw my leaving as a cue for his turn to attack. He shot into the air like a rocket, with some mega jump skill he had. 
 
    *He’s slow and a little predicable, which also makes him easy to dodge,* I pointed out in broadcast, while I picked the score of splinters off my body.  
 
    Po was in no position to try and dodge anything. His role was to take the hits and keep our foe’s ire up. This was no easy feat after the amount of damage our DPS, MacGavin, dealt. After receiving one of Mac’s crushing blows to the back, Ambrose turned towards MacGavin for retribution.  
 
    Each of MacGavin’s powerful attacks drained his stamina bar in one fell swoop, leaving him vulnerable.  
 
    “Hey! Over here!” Po discharged a laser beam of stored energy out of his sword and straight at Ambrose.  
 
    As the beam hit the boss, it seemed to slow his movements to a crawl. Po’s attack gave MacGavin the time he needed to restore stamina and get out of harm’s way.  
 
    We were really doing it. As opposed to last time I faced this boss, this time his hit points were actually going down—most drastically after receiving a massive slam attack from both of MacGavin’s inflated spiked fists. 
 
    There was so much about this game that I didn’t understand. Watching Po and MacGavin fight together really opened my eyes to that fact. Being good was about knowledge, execution, and teamwork, of which they had all three. But where I lacked in gaming experience, my Blood Dagger more than made up for—slowly ticking away at Ambrose’s hit points, or at least keeping him from healing. 
 
    Hating to watch the action from the nosebleeds, Moogi waved at me to get back into the fight. Launching into a full sprint, I used up all my stamina just to reach them, which left me nothing left to attack with. 
 
    “Hey, Moogi, (I think I might have fled a little too far that last time. Can you make sure I don’t run out of the zone of Po’s aura?) 
 
    Moogi gave me an assertive nod. 
 
    Once able to attack, I managed to find an unarmored spot on his foot where a hairy toe was sticking out. Attacking it did considerably more damage than attacking him on his wooden armor. As an added bonus, I didn’t get bombarded by those splinter brambles. Like the earwigs, attacking different spots really mattered in every fight. 
 
    “I found a weak spot,” I cried out. 
 
    “So, have I!” MacGavin said in a deeper, more juggernauty voice than normal. 
 
    Looking up, I spotted MacGavin atop Ambrose’s back, pounding at his exposed neck over and over again. Mac got me there. His spot was much more impressive than stubbing a toe. 
 
    Ambrose thrashed and stomped, nearly crushing me while he tried to shake MacGavin off. His elbow knocked me through the air a couple of yards.  
 
    I had waited too long to retreat, and now I was paying the price. After hitting solid ground, I inspected my left shoulder. The spiked pauldron on that side was completely gone. Ambrose must have smashed it off with his hit. I was not expecting that at all. Which meant that all of my gear was vulnerable to being destroyed, the Blood Dagger included. 
 
    Shaking off my dizziness, I still had fifteen hit points remaining.  
 
    MacGavin had been thrown the opposite direction of the battlefield, and Po was now taking a beating with zero relief.  
 
    Ambrose flailed, kicked, and chopped relentlessly at our tank. 
 
    With one final thrust attack, Po’s shield was down, completely absorbed into his weapon. His sword now looked like a bright stick of energy. 
 
    Both MacGavin and I charged in to help take the pressure off of Po. Without our tank, it would be game over for all of us. 
 
    *Stand back!* Po broadcasted.  
 
    Not knowing what was about to happen, I turned sharply towards the corner of the room, changing my direction. 
 
    Moogi stood at an invisible perimeter, with its arms outstretched, showing me how far was too far. 
 
    With his weapon completely charged up, Po unleased a new surging lightening attack out of his sword that hit everything in the vicinity. Arcs of electricity bounded like a pod of leaping dolphins. 
 
    Ambrose fell to one knee, convulsing.  
 
    This attack was much stronger than the beam one. No wonder it took more hits to charge up. 
 
    I ran to the sidelines, and MacGavin did a mega jump, avoiding the attack by not being grounded. What a pro.  
 
    “Moogi! (Fifty percent!)” 
 
    Once Ambrose had reached fifty percent of its hit points, things got a little more interesting. A shockwave burst out of him and knocked us all to the ground. Mac took quite a bit of fall damage because he was already quite high in the air when it happened. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” I asked, keeping my potion on the ready. I might not be able to take another hit, especially to a part of me that didn’t have armor. 
 
    Ambrose reached down with both hands and pulled at the chain that bound him. There was a loud, grating moan as the tree ripped out of the ground, creating a tree-sized lance with the roots acting as the vamplate and the branches coming to a very sharp tip. It appeared that Ambrose was growing his lance there, and now it was ripe for the picking. 
 
    Without that chain holding him back anymore, nowhere was safe. 
 
    Po activated his shield once more. Only this time, when he got hit with the tree lance, it did more than just spark—it knocked him back about ten feet. 
 
    Swiping with his sword and thrusting his tree lance, Ambrose was executing some outrageous combos.  
 
    Just when I thought I had his pattern figured out, he gained a completely new set of moves with that lance. Lucky for me, from this vantage point I could study his every move and attacking arcs.  
 
    With a shaky hand, I popped the cork on my instant healing potion and brought it to my mouth. 
 
    “We could really use a healer right about now,” Po admitted. 
 
    Before taking a sip, I looked at Moogi for answers.  
 
    A thought bubble appeared showing that Po was at 30% hit points. 
 
    MacGavin was busy in the background, bandaging himself up. It was up to me to save the day. I had to get in there. I had to help out. 
 
    I replaced the cork on the bottle and ran towards Po. 
 
    Dodging attacks, Ambrose was faster now, yet still a little predictable. He didn’t have to be spontaneous. The knight had a lot of life and did a ton of damage. All he needed was a good hit and it was over for any one of us.  
 
    *Oh, hey, buddy. What are you up to?* I heard Havok’s voice inside my head. At first, I didn’t recognize him, and I stopped moving for a moment. 
 
    *I am a little busy. I’ll link you later.* 
 
    *Okay. Lates.* 
 
    Po was taking the brunt of the abuse the best he could. Right as he unleashed his sword beam attack again, I used the opportunity to bridge the gap between us while the boss was slowed.  
 
    “Moogi. (Po is at 19%.)” 
 
    I was out of the greatsword’s range and made a dash between Ambrose’s legs, holding out the potion for Po to grab. 
 
    Ambrose swung right, then left, followed by an unexpected scissor attack, using both the lance and greatsword, at Po. This shattered his energy shield completely and pushed him farther away from me.  
 
    Wishing I had done more sports as a child, I tossed Po the instant healing potion. 
 
    He jumped towards me and reached out to catch it, but… 
 
    The boss charged in with a devastating thrust of his lance, giving Po a hero’s death. There was nothing left but a red mist, which slowly fell to the ground. 
 
    The potion bounced off of Ambrose’s thigh from where Po had once been, as he continued through the motion.  
 
    “Moogi! (Po has been violently slain by the Wooden Knight Ambrose! Po has left the party.)” 
 
    “I know. I know!” 
 
    MacGavin didn’t waste any time. He combined both his arms into a huge anvil, which grew to twice his body size. Taking my suggestion, he smashed Ambrose’s toe for a massive critical hit. 
 
    The whole area shook as Ambrose let out a mighty cry. This activated another charging thrust with the tree lance. 
 
    Out of stamina, Mac had no means to flee. He just stood face to face with death and smiled at its arrival. 
 
    “Tuuuuuub,” MacGavin yelled backwards. And just like that, MacGavin was obliterated from this world, just like Po had been. 
 
    “Moogi. (MacGavin has been…) 
 
    “Turn off chat notifications. I need to concentrate,” I interrupted the message. 
 
    It was just me and that epic giant now. 
 
    The boss’s hit points were ticking away, but not nearly as fast as I wanted. At this rate, I might die of old age before my DOT killed him.  
 
    Fixated on his routine, I sidestepped, rolled, and kept my distance.  
 
    He wasn’t hurting me, but I wasn’t making any huge strides on him either. I was waiting for the charge attack with the lance, but he wasn’t doing it for some reason. 
 
    After dancing around with him awhile, my weapon’s bleed effect eventually wore off, and he started to heal again.  
 
    “This is bad, Moogi. We have to hit him.” 
 
    Moogi waved its paw, urging me to be brave. 
 
    Weaving past both his greatsword and tree lance attacks, I unleashed my full stamina bar worth of attacks on his toe. My bleed effect was reactivated, and we were back in business. 
 
    Without a tank to distract him, I was forced to try and hide underneath him.  
 
    To counter this, Ambrose started to fall over like a giant tree. It was the same move he had crushed me with the first time we faced off. The range of this attack was huge. There was no way for me to avoid it. All of my gear was going to be squished if I didn’t do something right now.  
 
    I reached for my potion, but I had forgotten that I threw it to Po—unsuccessfully, I might add. Using all my force and pushing my stamina into the negative, I hurled the Blood Dagger as far as I possibly could as he covered me with his massive body.  
 
    “Moogi. (You have been crushed by The Wooden Knight Ambrose. Your party has been disbanded.)” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “My debt to you is complete,” a female voice said. 
 
    I was back at the temple, still reeling from the crushing blow. This time it had given me a ringing headache.  
 
    “Hi, Erilyn,” I said somberly. 
 
    “Where did your pants go?” 
 
    “I looked down, and sure enough, Ambrose had destroyed half of the earwig armored leggings I had stolen from Tag. They only protected my left leg now. 
 
    “Welp, a deal is a deal, and next time, you owe me my full rate,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “I know.” Abruptly, I looked at my arm. I still had all my experience, and surprisingly, Camber’s dream blessing that negated any resurrection fatigue. 
 
    I stretched, and my bones made popping and snapping sounds. “Did you resurrect anyone else before me?” 
 
    “That is my job.” 
 
    “I know. I mean, did you happen to bring back MacGavin or Po?”  
 
    “Nope, neither of those. I did bring back a grumpus named Xander a bit ago.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” 
 
    “A friend of yours?” 
 
    “Quite the opposite.” 
 
    I had to get back there, and fast. Frantically, I started to unequip all my armor and tossed each piece at her feet. 
 
    “What, no dance first?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I got to go. Can you watch over this for me?” 
 
    “I’m not a storage bank.” 
 
    “Then keep it. I don’t care. I will just lose it anyway.” 
 
    “All right, fine,” Erilyn said with a sigh. 
 
    Was she going to help me or keep my stuff? I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t have time to dwell on it.  
 
    I had to get my weapon back before GDF planned on raiding the Wooden Knight Ambrose or Xander stumbled upon it. Xander was more of a concern because he knew what we were up to and where.  
 
    Our party failed, and I couldn’t afford to waste time trying to band up again, not when it would increase the spawn rate in the Twisted Forest and slow me down. 
 
    What I needed was a plan, but I was much too anxious to think of anything clever. If only I could hit pause for a moment. 
 
    Then I realized that I could do just that. 
 
    As annoyed as Erilyn seemed with me, she suddenly had some interest in the boots I got off of Sally when I added them to the pile. 
 
    “Where did you get these from?” she asked, but I had already started to summon a portal and couldn’t answer her while focusing. My portal appeared with its destination set to the training room inside the tree. It used up a ton of mana, but it was the key to everything… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I found the bearded trainer awaiting me, as if he was expecting my visit, even though this time I had appeared through a dimensional rift. 
 
    I waved off the pleasantries and placed his hand on my shoulder, to expedite the process. Right away, he started to bleed out my experiences like before. And just like that, I was back in my upgrade garden with one advancement point to spend. 
 
    With my heart still racing, I took a couple of deep breaths and allowed myself to relax. 
 
    My idea had worked. Only, this was the extent of it. Time was void here, and I knew that if I rushed back into the boss room without a solid plan, I was only going to lose everything I had worked so hard to achieve. So, I came here to think and ponder my options. Plus, my mind worked better in this place for some reason. It was like a cloudiness was lifted. I hoped that I might get inspired somehow, but nothing was immediately jumping out at me. 
 
    I noticed that the metal branch was severed off the equipment skill tree from where the Blood Dagger once was. 
 
    “What to do?” I paced back and forth, weighing my options and what I had at my disposal. Each time I approached the practice dummy, I gave it a punch, then did an about-face turn and went the other way. 
 
    “I need to get the dagger back without losing it for good. That means I need to defeat Ambrose, because the room locks. Unless…I could set up a portal out of there. No, the casting time is much too long. He would destroy me. Unless I distracted him somehow.” 
 
    Having only one advancement point to spend, I started looking through each skill tree, starting with the racial one. I had to pay close attention to see if there was anything I had overlooked. I spent some time going through all the gods this time around. While their lore was interesting and cool, without time to establish a relationship with my deity of choice, I couldn’t benefit from their blessings or curses. 
 
    After completely going through the human tree with a fine-toothed comb, I went over to the summoning tree and did the same, starting with the Item Summoning branch and on from there.  
 
    “None of this stuff is going to work,” I said in frustration.  
 
    Every skill was useful, in one way or another, but not completely for my predicament. For example, I could unlock the ability to summon a monster tank to distract Ambrose, but then I wouldn’t have enough mana to summon a portal to escape out of. If only I had two advancement points, then I would have tons of solutions.  
 
     Eventually I got to the Chaos Summoning branch of the summoning skill tree. To my surprise, there was something new there. On the second tier, there were three new paths to choose from that must have been unlocked after I got my Portal skill.  
 
    The first was Friendship, which gave the ability to summon a friend to your location. That might work, if I had enough mana to summon both Po and MacGavin back to the boss room, though I hadn’t heard a peep out of either of them. I couldn’t help but think that they might be mad at me if Ambrose had destroyed some of their expensive gear that Camber helped them bring to the fight.  
 
    The next skill that I could get was On the Go, which reduced casting time by 25% for all summons. It could be leveled up four times, for a total of 100% reduction. This could be perfect. The only problem was that I didn’t have four points to spend. If I could upgrade it twice, that would at least be something. Unfortunately, I only had one AP, and a 25% reduction wasn’t going to cut it down enough for me to make an escape portal. 
 
    The third and final skill was Free Casting. It stated that I could cast one spell or use one skill for zero mana cost. That was a powerful gimmie. The catch was that I could only use Free Casting once per day or once per life, depending on which cooldown I chose. Even though the once-a-day or life part was not appealing, I may only need it once. In theory, I could cast a free portal and have enough mana to make an exit portal. But then there was still the problem of the long casting time.  
 
    Free Casting was looking like it had potential, not in the long run, but for my current situation. Still, I wasn’t feeling very confident about it. 
 
    “Think, damn you, think. Find a loophole, some flaw in the system, anything to make this more enticing.” 
 
    I thought about how Bagmy abused the naming mechanic and made himself a monster costume in order to trick new players into attacking him, all so that he could PVP and avoid ruining his reputation; how Tag had used his high Speed stat to keep the trainer’s door shut by closing it faster than I could open it. These were all ways that other players abused the system to get ahead at others’ expense. 
 
    There had to be something I could do.  
 
    Sitting on the golden floor, I moved into a crossed-legged position and started to meditate. 
 
    Deep in my mind, I went through every moment I had experienced in this world—every kill, every death, every detail. I felt like the trainer—feeling real emotions as I lived through it again. Some were happy moments, others sad or frustrating.  
 
    Then one thing in particular stood out of place. An error. 
 
    “No. That’s too easy. Would it work? It has to.” 
 
    It was my only shot, and I had to take it. Before I could change my mind, I made my selection. 
 
    “You have assigned one advancement point to Free Casting. Please select a cooldown: Once per day, or once per life,” the room voice alerted me. 
 
    “Life,” I said. 
 
    “Once per life cycle, you can use a skill for zero mana cost. All other choices are no longer available to you.”  
 
    A new branch grew out of my blue summoning tree, sprouting the Free Casting skill icon off of it. It vaguely resembled a broken chain. I looked down at my arm, and a corresponding icon was being drawn on me as well.  
 
    This was a long shot, but it was my only shot. I had to at least try and take it. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, I was standing in front of the trainer and an eager-looking Moogi. 
 
    My stats were full again, like they always were after leveling up.  
 
    Time was a key element in my plan, and I couldn’t afford to waste even a single second of it. First, I activated my new Free Casting skill. At the same time, I hit the summon potion tattoo.  
 
    Moogi now looked confused. 
 
    Sure enough, I had a potion in hand without spending a single point of mana. 
 
    With Free Casting, I could summon both a potion and a portal, without having to rely on the fifteen mana points I’d get back after drinking the potion. 
 
    Then I wanted to summon a portal directly into the boss room.  
 
    “Moogi. (That is not a valid target.)” 
 
    “Okay, how about this?” I closed my eyes and pointed to the room just before the boss room on the map. 
 
    Sure enough, a portal started to form right in front of me. 
 
    Once the casting was complete, I glanced over at my EXP. “468/2400. That should be enough,” I said, jumping through the portal with great determination.  
 
    Without armor or a weapon, I was back at the entrance to the boss room. One earwig had already spawned and came right at me. Making my decision, I ignored it and rushed into the boss room. 
 
    Even though it felt like an hour or more had passed since I was here last, in reality it had been only a couple of minutes.  
 
    Ambrose was still raging in his second stage of combat. Lodged inside his wooden armor were dozens of weapons from fallen players—axes, swords, lances, arrows… That, along with his weapon-smashing ability, it’s no wonder why Erilyn called him the weapon stealer. 
 
    “Moogi? (What are you doing?) 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain.” 
 
    Just then, Ambrose thrusted his huge lance towards me. I slid through the rubbish on the ground, narrowly escaping getting skewered. 
 
    That attack was new, and I didn’t like it one bit. I had to keep close to him, but not too close so that he would fall on me again. 
 
    Hand over hand, Ambrose pulled his lance back to him by the chain that was still attached to it and him. 
 
    Off in the distance, I spotted the glimmer of a red jewel. “Thank Balrok it’s still here.”  
 
    Pumping my arms, I ran with all that I had in me. I was much lighter on my feet while not wearing any armor. Getting back to the general area where I had died, I reunited myself with the Blood Dagger.  
 
    “So far, so good,” I said to myself. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who had their weapon back. Ambrose came at me with a double chop from his greatsword. During his attacks, it was best to just get out of the way. 
 
    At a safe distance, but not too safe, I managed to find pieces of my body and subsequently locate the two blood splats that were MacGavin and Po. However, something was missing. There were a lot of factors in my plan and a single one going awry meant total failure. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    Moogi was helping me look around, even though I forgot to tell it what I was looking for. 
 
    “The potion should be here. It has to be here.” 
 
    Moogi pointed its paw at my back.  
 
    Momentarily excited, I turned around, thinking it had found something. Unfortunately, it was just pointing to where my inventory went. 
 
    “Not that potion. The one from before. The one I threw at Po.” 
 
    We both kept searching in between the boss’s sweeping strikes.  
 
    It was gone. It must have disappeared after I died. 
 
    My whole plan was based on the contingency that the potion would be still here.  
 
    “Fack!” I kicked some debris in frustration. 
 
    Was it possible that I had made a huge mistake? While trying to cheat the system, had I cheated myself out of another life? 
 
    “No, It’s not over yet.” Something was off. What had I overlooked? Why wasn’t this working? 
 
    Trying to come up with a solution, I danced around with Ambrose, avoiding his attacks. 
 
    Suddenly, I got a hunch. The potion I threw at Po was full. That might have been the problem. I had to try.  
 
    Running back towards the edge of the battlefield, I waited for him to throw the lance again, like it was a spear. 
 
    When it came, I moved out of the way and took a tiny sip of the potion. Then I carefully placed it on the ground and went back into the fight. 
 
    By the time I reached Ambrose again, he had already reclaimed his lance. 
 
    What I was really waiting for was his triple succession attack with both his greatsword and lance. Sword, lance, sword, in that order. 
 
    After playing cat and mouse for a couple of minutes, he finally did it. 
 
    I ducked under the first wide swing, stabbing him on the upswing.  
 
    Damn, it didn’t cause bleed. 
 
    I rolled to the left, nearly getting hit by the lance attack. This time I thrust down on his knuckle, and again, no bleed. 
 
    Double damn. I was getting bad rolls here. Seventy percent chance to proc bleed wasn’t always every other time. 
 
    Then Ambrose ramped up for his final sword chop. I knew what I had to do. I stabbed him two more times, depleting the rest of my stamina bar. This left me no room to avoid his final hit. 
 
    “Moogi. (Two damage. Six damage. The Wooden Knight Ambrose is bleeding.) 
 
    That was what I wanted to hear.  
 
    Embracing my demise, I let the Blood Dagger slip out of my fingers, and Ambrose chopped me directly in half. 
 
    “Moogi? (You have been… Wait, what are you up to?)” 
 
    “No time,” I said, now back inside the temple.  
 
    “That was way too quick,” Erilyn said.  
 
    This was the first time I had seen her genuinely taken aback to see me.  
 
    Slipping off of her slab, I threw up all over the ground, sporting a new scar on my face. 
 
    “Gross,” Erilyn said. 
 
    “I’ll clean it up later. Just get ready to bring me back again, okay?” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I suppose, but it will cost you.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    Just like last time, I started Free Casting my potion. Immediately after, I summoned another portal to get me near the boss room. Within seconds, I was back there sparring with the brute. 
 
    “Yes. I knew it!” I said, making my way to the edge of the battlefield. 
 
    “Moogi. (This is pointless. The boss gained 1% life from last time, even with your bleed effect.)” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” I said, avoiding a lance throw. After taking a small sip of my potion, I tossed it next to the one I had made last time around. 
 
    Moogi’s face changed from pity to utter amazement. 
 
    This was the glitch I had found. My summoned potions didn’t go away if they were partially used. That, combined with Camber’s blessing that stopped me from getting resurrection fatigue, made a perfect plan—stockpiling potions. 
 
    Every second, the boss would slowly gain back more hit points. This time I fought him long enough to re-up my bleed effect and die. 
 
    Back at the temple, I looked at my arm—117 EXP left. I noticed that Erilyn had resurrected me on a different, clearer slab this time around. 
 
     “Don’t ask. See you soon,” I said to Erilyn and continued onward to the next run. 
 
    Over and over, I went in and did my little routine, getting faster with each death. Only, each death was making me feel worse and worse. Finally, Ambrose had only gained 3% life, and I had just summoned my ninth potion. 
 
    “Erilyn…please accept my quest,” I pleaded with her, tapping my arm. 
 
    “You have to stop. You’re completely out of experience.” 
 
    “You can keep my gear as payment. I only ask for a couple free spawns.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want your stuff. I want you to knock off all your suicide runs.” Erilyn was dropping my gear at my feet. 
 
    “Just one more. I want to get an even ten. This is all I ask.” 
 
    “You said that two times ago. I won’t be part of this anymore. Look at yourself, what you’re doing to your body.”  
 
    I was covered in scars from head to toe, as a result of getting sliced, stabbed, and skewered so many times. There wasn’t a part of me that didn’t feel horribly tender to the touch. Even my eyelids hurt by merely blinking.  
 
    “I just need to…die a couple more times,” I said through heavy breaths. 
 
    “Will you talk some sense into him?” Erilyn turned to Moogi, who had tears welling in its eyes.  
 
    My thoughts were getting cloudier with each run. I was starting to forget why I was so determined to keep this whole thing up in the first place. There was a simple script I kept repeating to myself, in order to keep my mind sane. Free potion, portal to boss, sip, stash, dodge, find dagger, attack, die, repeat. Free potion, portal to… 
 
    I took a step forward and nearly collapsed.  
 
    Erilyn caught me and put my arm around her shoulder. “You’re not well.” 
 
    “I am just a little tired. No big deal.”  
 
    She guided me over to the slab to lean on. “No, you’re going to get yourself recreated.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s much worse than that. He’s going to get himself killed,” a voice said from out of the shadows. 
 
    “That’s the whole idea. Someone…gets it.” I turned to face whoever was speaking.  
 
    To my surprise, it was the bearded trainer. Only this time, he was smoking a long pipe. Something about this trainer was different, more casual and familiar than before. Behind his eyes, there was a sparkle of life. 
 
    “Your body is dying. It was never meant to undergo that much abuse in such a short amount of time,” the trainer said. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Is that you, Havok?” I asked. My friend had the ability to do illusions. This could be a prank of his. 
 
    “If you die one more time, you won’t respawn—not here, not inside your chamber pod, not anywhere,” the trainer said, taking a long drag off his pipe. 
 
    Erilyn let out a gasp. 
 
    I knew what she was thinking, because I thought it too. Why was the trainer talking so candidly about the outside world? Something strange was going on. 
 
    “Why are you telling me all of this? Is this some kind of trick?” 
 
    The trainer blew a long breath of smoke right into my face and pressed a single finger over his lips. By the time the smoke settled, he had faded from existence. 
 
    Erilyn grabbed me by the shoulders. “What’s going on? I’ve never seen the trainer leave his room before…or act like that…or any of it. What are you doing?” 
 
    In a daze, I started to equip my armor one piece at a time. “I don’t know anymore. This is my one and only shot. I’m not going to give up—not on myself, not on beating this boss. I have been pushed around way too much. This ends now, or it ends me.” 
 
    “Don’t do this. You heard what the trainer said. You could die. Like, forever dead,” Erilyn pleaded. 
 
    I shuffled past her and looked at Moogi who wasn’t facing me. 
 
    “It’s time to go, buddy.” 
 
    Moogi wasn’t happy about all this, and it was protesting my decision by crossing its little ghost arms.  
 
    “This is no time for a mutiny,” I said to its back. 
 
    “Will you listen to yourself? Nothing is worth that kind of risk,” Erilyn tried to reason.  
 
    But it was too late. The portal was already being made. 
 
    Once I finished casting, I gave Moogi one final glance. Everything was ready to go—the portal, the potion, my gear. I just had to take myself there, and Moogi was coming with me, like it or not. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I have to see this to the finish line.” 
 
    “Well, at least take this.” Erilyn extended her hand out to mine in a friendship request. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t take requests from strangers?” 
 
    “I don’t, and you’re not. Besides, I’m the one offering it to you this time.” 
 
    “How about you save it for when I get back?” I didn’t know if she was up to something, and I couldn’t chance it. Too much was on the line. 
 
    “If you go in there, I swear...” 
 
    As I jumped into the portal for the last time, I heard Erilyn cry out after me. 
 
    Like I had done many times before, I avoided the ever-growing hoard of earwigs piling up at the entrance to the boss room and made my final run towards it. 
 
    The corrugated wall came down behind me, blocking any chance of a retreat. 
 
    Face to face, it was just him and me. There was no going back or room for redos. This fight might literally kill me, but you only regret the chances you don’t take. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
   
 
  

 Shadow of the Colossus 
 
      
 
   I  looked over at Moogi who was stern with determination. Moogi and I were not on the same page as to my choices, but that was all moot now. We both knew the very permanent stakes that were at play, and there was no sense in fighting about how we got here. If we were going to win, we had to be smart. We had to be diligent. We had to work as a team. This was our moment. Nobody was going to take it away from us. 
 
    “Moogi. (The Wooden Knight Ambrose is at 24% life.)” 
 
    This is it. 
 
    I took off running, right past a flying lance attack, without a second glance. 
 
    Ambrose was no slouch, and he came at me just like he had done eight times before. 
 
    I turned left just in time to avoid a couple chops from the monstrous greatsword. Interrupting Ambrose before he was able to pull back his lance was key. It meant that I would be close to him once he reclaimed it, giving me time to recover valuable stamina in order to attack. 
 
    While Ambrose did his business with the chain, I grabbed the Blood Dagger and four of the potions from my stash. I knew if I grabbed any more, my encumbrance would spike, and my movement would suffer. These were some of the little details I had worked out during all my trial runs. 
 
    Normally, I would attack him as much as I could at this point. Instead, I only hit him once. I was trying to win the marathon, not the 100-meter dash. 
 
    This was around the point where he would kill me. Only this time I rolled to the side, avoiding his next quick attack.  
 
    The goal of the previous runs was to learn. I wasn’t necessarily trying to die, up until the last couple of times. After he had healed for more than I damaged him on the fifth try, I figured that the bleed DOT ran out during the time it took for me to respawn, and therefore he was able to heal a lot in that short amount of time. The math seemed to work out better if I got the bleed damage going and then died as quickly as possible.  
 
    This was new territory for me now. I had no idea what move was coming next until it was already upon me. Each of Ambrose’s attacks had both visual and audible cues. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t get hit without risking sudden death or further broken gear. It was the risk I had to take. I didn’t have massive hands like MacGavin did, dream powers like Camber, or even an energy shield to protect me like Po did. All I had was myself, and of course Moogi. My role was to act as the perfectionist, leaving no room for mistakes. Moogi was my eyes and ears, giving me notifications only when absolutely necessary. 
 
    Chipping away at Ambrose’s leg, I used precise positioning to avoid his strike and countered with single hits, one at a time. We went back and forth like a solo game of tennis—a player against a program. 
 
    Even though the Blood Dagger’s bleed effect slowed his natural healing, it didn’t seem to last nearly as long as it did against players like Krimson. This meant that I had to make sure the effect was always on him, or else he could heal back to full hit points. This was why the weapon was necessary for Bagmy and GDF to raid this boss. 
 
    In the fight, Moogi was sharp to point out any pattern variations that it would find. We were a good team. It was a slow and steady grind, but one I seemed to be winning at the moment. 
 
    Then something unexpected happened. One of my attacks accidentally stabbed between his toe and nail, scoring me a critical hit for a whopping eighteen damage. Unfortunately, this also triggered his skewering charge attack.  
 
    There was no way to avoid this attack. I had seen Po try and fail horribly. I saw Mac, with his much larger hit points pool, get destroyed by it. And now here it was, coming straight for me. 
 
    Just in case this was the end, I dropped my weapon at my feet as he reared up in preparation. With a potion now in each hand, I waited until the last possible moment and started to drink one down. He charged forward and plunged his weapon directly into me. I was riding on the tip of the lance, but it wasn’t going through me. 
 
    My body glowed and shone as I gulped, and I felt nothing but pressure against my chest. By drinking the first potion, my Immunity skill had proced and blocked his initial charging attack. 
 
    Seamlessly, I switched to my second potion and continued to drink that one down, as his attack went on to stage two—raising me high into the air. MacGavin and Po had never made it to this part of the attack, and I had no idea what was in store for me. 
 
    As I swallowed the dregs of the second potion, the Immunity was negating the impact of the upward thrust, and I avoided a second dose of dying instantly. Only now there was a third element to contend with. Like a ragdoll, the move had flung me across the clearing, and I had no control over where I was going to land.  
 
    A potion appeared inside my open hand, which Moogi had equipped for me. Popping the cork with my thumb, liquid leaked out as I twisted around and waited for the exact moment I was going to splat on the ground.  
 
    “Moogi! (Now!)”  
 
    I chugged what was left of the potion as I hit the hard surface.  
 
    Still rolling on the ground, the potion was knocked loose from my grip. I took a couple damage as a result, but I was alive. My Immunity skill had literally saved my life three times in a row during that one attack. 
 
    Based on the loud heaving sound coming from Ambrose, I knew what attack was coming next—the lance throw. 
 
    Diving to the side, I felt the force of the huge lance as it zoomed past me like a locomotive. Debris lifted up in the gust of it all. 
 
    I was much farther away now from where I had first been struck by him, and I wasn’t at all prepared for what came next. This was a new attack. Instead of pulling the lance back to him, the mighty Ambrose whipped his chain around, causing the lance at the end of it to tumble and bounce around like a fish out of water. 
 
    I pulled out the last potion I had on me, but the shaky ground tossed it from my grasp. The tree lance was now tumbling at me, and I didn’t have the time to grab it before I would be crushed.  
 
    Moogi showed me where to go, and as the tree bounced towards me, I slid on my belly, sharing the space with the ghost.  
 
    The tree lance bounced over me, and I was still in one piece. I wasn’t completely unscathed though; a branch or root had caught me in the back for four damage. 
 
    I turned back to collect my potion, but it wasn’t so lucky. All that was left was a pile of broken glass and a wet spot. 
 
    Getting up and running at an angle, I tried to draw the boss closer to me while also getting back to my stash of potions. 
 
    His patterns were out of control and frighteningly different, but I kept vigilant and calm.  
 
    The potions were now within my grasp as the shadow of the chain was painting the area with dark circles.  
 
    “Moogi! (Watch out!)” 
 
    I looked up and Ambrose was uncomfortably close and whipping his chain around his head like a jump rope. This was also highly unexpected.  
 
    Time seemed to slow down as I turned over my forearm to check my status. I was at sixteen hit points.  
 
    First, I felt the breeze at my back as the chain descended towards me. The sheer force evacuated trash and debris all around me. Then the massive chain came down hard. The center of the links were too small to hide inside, but the metal links themselves were too big to avoid. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I was going to get hit. My only hope was that my armor would absorb some of the damage for me before it got destroyed. 
 
    Suddenly, my body did something unexpected. It tucked into a tight somersault, rolling clear of the attack and somehow avoiding the chain altogether. I felt like I was possessed by a ghost or something—like something moved my body against my will. Briefly, I ran the scene back in my mind, and there was no logical way I could have survived, yet here I was. 
 
    I checked my hit points just to be sure. “Still sixteen.” 
 
    Ambrose started to pull the chain back to rearm himself with the lance. This bought me a few seconds. 
 
    Grabbing the last five potions, I looked at Moogi for answers. 
 
    “Moogi! (You dodged it! That was a dodge.)” 
 
    “Wait, how?” 
 
    “Moogi, moogi. (When an attack hits, there is always a slight chance you might automatically dodge that hit, turning it into a miss. That is called a dodge. Dodging is based on your Luck and Speed statistics.)” This was the one and only time my helper friend didn’t seem to mind explaining the rules to me. 
 
    Our chat was abruptly interrupted by the big boss in the room. 
 
    Avoiding a couple greatsword attacks that I knew quite well, I managed to make my way back to my weapon and equip it once again.  
 
    After my near-death experience, I had a rush of adrenaline. “Now, let’s get this facker,” I said to Moogi, while charging in for the kill. 
 
    I decided to stay in close proximity to Ambrose, attacking only his armored sections, hoping to avoid doing too much damage and provoking another devastating charging thrust attack. 
 
    Besides the added annoyance of having to constantly remove splinters, things were going well for me. I knew his attacks, and my timing was perfect. 
 
    Before long, Ambrose was down to ten percent, and that’s when it all changed… 
 
    He was now smoking from his unarmored joints. His attacks came faster than I was used to and left no opening to riposte. Narrowly avoiding a swipe to the face, I retreated a little. I had to find my rhythm again. 
 
    At this, the most inopportune time, my bleed effect wore off, and he started to heal rapidly. 
 
    “What do I do?” 
 
    Moogi shook its head, as if it was just as stumped as I was.  
 
    I had to press the attack, at least enough to reup the bleed effect. 
 
    After missing a cue, a quick jab with the blunt end of the lance hit me in the back, dropping me down to three hit points. I tried to avoid it, but with all the splinters and the fifth potion weighing me down, it was like I was caught on video peeing in public—scared to death in an otherwise comfortable situation. 
 
    “Oh, no!”  
 
    While I was quaffing a potion, he did another lance throw, hitting me in the chest and knocking me to the side. The force alone caused me to spit some of the liquid out. I’d never seen him throw it at close range. 
 
    All bets were off.  
 
    Coughing and hacking, I nearly choked to death on the very thing I needed to save me. Luckily the Immunity skill had activated and absorbed the ranged attack. The potion, however, hadn’t brought me back up to full—not even close. 
 
    Now down to only four of my potions, I had a choice to make. I might not be able to take another unexpected hit like that. I could drink one or maybe two potions and bring my HP up to ensure I could, but then I would be at a huge loss if I needed the immunity effect to shield me from something far worse. Dead was dead, no matter which way I looked at it.  
 
    While Ambrose collected his lance, I brushed off the last remaining splintery brambles from my shoulder.  
 
    No, I had to be bold. This meant I couldn’t attack his armor anymore because those splinters were too detrimental while he was supercharged.  
 
    Holding the dagger above my head, I went in fast and hard. Keeping close watch on my stamina. I decided to attack only his toe and exposed joints, praying that I didn’t get a critical hit.  
 
    I connected hit after hit after hit. I was on fire. 
 
    “Moogi! (He’s down to 3% life!)” 
 
    Huge wild flames suddenly burst out of Ambrose and stretched out above him. I had thought I was on fire, but no; now Ambrose was literally on fire, which meant I couldn’t touch him anymore without getting burned. And here I had thought his last form was scary. 
 
    I felt the heat singeing my flesh just being close to him. Shielding my face from the hot, bright flames, I brought the potion up to my mouth to drink. Except I noticed that the liquid inside my potion had started to boil. This was not good. I was going to try and run in and stab him while drinking, but then the potion shattered right in my face. 
 
    “Come on!” Searing my face, some burning liquid got inside my mouth. I wasn’t sure if that helped or hindered me. All I knew was that I didn’t feel so great. 
 
    “Moogi. (Run.)” 
 
    It didn’t have to tell me twice. I took off, with the Wooden Knight chopping at my heels.  
 
    “Moogi… (You’re at…)” 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” I interrupted. “I’m still standing. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Just getting close to him hurt, a lot. If I couldn’t drink a potion without it exploding, this was not going to work. “I really wish this dagger was longer.”  
 
    Moogi snapped its fingers, as if it just got an idea. “Moogi. (Krimson his face.)”  
 
    The words weren’t exactly right, but I got what it meant. This was a dagger; I should use it as such. 
 
    Now that I was out of his burning hot area of effect, I put everything I had into a spinning throw—like a shot put. 
 
    The dagger soared through the air and hit him directly in the knee. Flaming splinters showered the area around him, starting a small spot fire. I was quite happy that I wasn’t next to him in that moment.  
 
    It seemed Moogi had had the right idea. 
 
    Without wasting any time, I took off, weaving back and forth through his pressing barrage of attacks while downing a potion, which was much harder than it sounded. Not only was the potion protecting me from heat damage, but it was also healing me. As an added bonus, it hadn’t exploded all over me. It seemed that as long as I kept the potions in my inventory, and not in my hand, I could avoid that disaster.  
 
    As Ambrose turned, I jumped up, pulled my dagger out of his knee and continued to try to reach a safe distance, all while avoiding a couple more of his hits.  
 
    With two potions left, I took aim and threw the dagger the same exact way as before. 
 
    This throw looked even better than the first one. An uplifting thought came to me. This could be it.  
 
    It could have, except Ambrose moved slightly at the very last moment, and now my weapon was lost in the distance.  
 
    It was a huge miss, one that wasn’t easy for me to recover from. I had to get it back, but the spot fire was now raging out of control. Columns of flames were everywhere. With limited paths to take, there was no going around Ambrose The Inferno. 
 
    First, I flanked him. Then I went around his foot. I tried to shield my back from falling embers as I passed under his legs. 
 
    I spotted my dagger on the other side, jammed in the base of a bordering tree, with the wildfire creeping up on it.  
 
    I ran, losing sight of the boss behind me. Skidding to a stop, I pulled it out without too much difficulty while I collected myself. I glanced at my arm—nine hit points.  
 
    Ambrose turned to look at me with literal fire in his eyes. 
 
    “One more time!” Again, I hurled my dagger, this time like a frisbee. I wanted less power and more precision as I aimed for his toe.  
 
    I knew from his stance that he was gearing up for his faster lance throw attack, which meant his foot would stay firmly planted down. 
 
    End over end, it spun, slicing directly between his toe and nail for another critical hit. 
 
    Ambrose yelled out in pain.  
 
    The good news was that I had interrupted his lance throw attack. The bad news was what I had interrupted it for. 
 
    I ran at him as he started to pull back to do his devastating charge attack. This time, I didn’t have three potions to protect me from it. I had only two left, and I was pouring one of them in my mouth right now. 
 
    Holding the liquid in my cheeks, I made my way towards the giant foe. I snatched my dagger out of his toe and climbed up his burning leg in two bounding leaps, all the while swallowing the liquid in my mouth, healing me and protecting me from the flames that engulfed me.  
 
    I was now exactly at the weak spot MacGavin had found on the back of Ambrose’s neck. 
 
    In the thick of the fire, with the hit points I had just regained rapidly decreasing, I stabbed at his neck over and over and over. Numbers flashed by as I put everything I had left into him. 
 
    Once I had climbed on him, however, he started to execute a new life-ending attack. For the first time in a long time, I saw him do his timber attack—the very one that had killed me twice before. I now knew that it was really made for people climbing up on him. 
 
    Out of stamina, and hands, I let the Blood Dagger fall from my grasp as I pulled out my last remaining potion. I held on for dear life, my head back in a full guzzle.  
 
    Ambrose fell on top of me in a flaming, crushing mass.  
 
    I didn’t know how long I could survive, but I kept on drinking like my life depended on it.  
 
    My potion now empty, I finally managed to squeeze out from under him. Momentarily in a daze, I staggered around looking for where my weapon had gone. I knew this was the end of the line. 
 
    Then Ambrose started to rumble, shake, and subsequently crumble. All the flames in the room began to suck into his joints, like in a vacuum. 
 
    Moogi and I both looked at each other with utter horror.  
 
    Was this a final attack?  
 
    I checked my inventory. I was completely tapped out of potions. 
 
    Moogi pointed at the entrance. A pile of earwigs was now rushing into the clearing. 
 
    “If they can come in, we can go out!” 
 
    I took off towards the entrance, avoiding the snaps and charging headbutts from the incoming monsters, who had been chomping at the bit to chomp a bit of me for nine run-throughs. 
 
    Behind me, Ambrose exploded with great force, killing all the earwigs instantly.  
 
    I flew out of the doorway, getting hit by some of the fiery blast.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
   
 
  

 Fallout 
 
      
 
   F or a moment, I just sat there in silence, holding my eyes shut tight. I was scared that if I opened them, I would see Erilyn’s face, or worse, nothing at all. Did I really put everything on the line for a stupid boss? What was wrong with me? I wanted to live, but somehow I got more obsessed with winning than taking care of myself. The cost was far too high. I should have quit when I was ahead. It was like I turned into an irrational, self-destructive alter ego. For lack of a better term, I decided to call him Just Suicide Jim, or Jim for short. This Jim side of me was dangerous, and he scared me half to death. Or maybe I was already full-on dead because of him. 
 
    When I finally got enough courage, I slowly peeked out with one eye, then the next, to see Moogi facedown with its hands over its face. We were more alike than I thought. 
 
    Without hesitating, I looked at my arm. I had two hit points left. 
 
    “Moogi. Moogi. Did we do it?” 
 
    My companion slowly turned to me, as if I had just awoken it from a cozy summertime nap. 
 
    Suddenly, as though it had just remembered where it was and what had just happened, it abruptly stood up and jumped around like a crazy ghost. 
 
    “Calm down. Calm down. Stats? Numbers? Give me something—anything.” 
 
    “Moooogi! (Quest complete: Free the Forest Slave. You are the first to have slain the Wooden Knight Ambrose. You’re awarded 15,000 experience points!!) 
 
    I looked at my arm again and, sure enough, I had 15,000/2400 EXP. How did I miss that a second ago? 
 
    “What the heck?” This was a five-person boss that I just soloed. Well, the band did a lot of damage, at first. Also, Moogi was a huge help, but still. That was a lot of levels. I was sure of it.  
 
    We cautiously walked into the clearing. Everything was smoldering but not currently on fire. Among the garbage and debris, there was a whole bunch of twinkling loot indicators scattered beneath the rubble. Stuff was everywhere. This place was a gold mine—a vault—and I was dwelling in the center of it. 
 
    I bent down and picked up a tattered cloak and equipped it straight away, without bothering to look up its weight and resistances because…I didn’t have one, and now I did. 
 
    Moogi was already putting amazing armor pieces inside my inventory. Golden Kabuto, Wooden Breastplate of the Forest, Wooden Leggings of the Forest. We were getting it all. The treasures of an uncrippled boss. 
 
    As Moogi kept piling the stuff in, I decided to try on the Golden Kabuto. I didn’t know what it was until it equipped snugly on my head. The magical helm had three glowing gems on the outside. I was about to ask Moogi to give me the fine details on the helmet, when it stopped looting and turned to face me, tears welling in its eyes. 
 
    “What is it? Wait…are you crying?” 
 
    “Moogi. (Check your inventory.)” 
 
    Reaching for my back, I felt something big—like, bigger than big. I pulled out a huge sword, nearly the size of me. Even with both hands, I could barely keep it off the ground. Holding this dangerously large sword, I felt powerful—no—unstoppable.  
 
    Right away, the Golden Kabuto started to glow from its five points on top of my head. 
 
    Looking down at the weapon in my hand, I didn’t need Moogi to tell me what it was, because I already knew its name. 
 
    “Ambrose’s Monstrous Greatsword.” 
 
    We hadn’t just survived; we’d won the big prize. 
 
    And there was nowhere else I’d rather be…in this world, 
 
    or the last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Nights into Dreams 
 
      
 
   I t suddenly felt a lot darker than the rest of the crypt for some reason. Everything was quiet and not in a good way. We had been clearing these halls for a while now, in a steady rhythm. That momentum was now good and gone. 
 
    Moogi looked at me like it had seen itself.  
 
    I had learned to trust its expressions, and now that it was on edge, so was I. 
 
    Right on cue, all the darkness started to pull off of every wall, object, and surface. Some of it was even pulling off of me. The dark flowed like black lace against the wind. At the center of the crypt, it started to conjoin into a single spot, growing in mass and substance. This was not a good sign; it was horrible. The room was substantially brighter. Torches and sconces lining the walls were no longer engulfed in darkness. It was like a different world was unmasked by the terror that stood before us now. 
 
    The void distorted into a loose shape with two arms, two legs, a head, and two stark-white eyes peering out. This must be the mini boss everyone was talking about. 
 
    I adjusted my stance and readied myself for a powerful strike, to purge the land of its evil presence.  
 
    Then all the excitement stopped mid animation. The shadowy being started to shrink as the darkness drifted away, like paint dripping off an oversaturated surface.  
 
    “What gives?” I dropped my arm to my side—giving up on the fight.  
 
    It was all so anticlimactic, and truth be told, a little disappointing. 
 
    The darkness monster walked over to a torch and pulled it off the wall, then puffed on it like a cigar. 
 
    “That was random,” I said to Moogi. Then suddenly it didn’t seem so. 
 
    “Hey, Jim. How’s tricks?” 
 
    I knew by the way it said my name and the manner with which it walked that this was no mistake. 
 
    “Mario? Is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I had to, uh, hack my way through this little program here. Sorry we got cut off last time.” 
 
    “You’re hacking programs?” 
 
    “Yeah, well. How else would I get in contact with you?” 
 
    He had a good point. I mean, since entering this online prison, I had lost all contact with the outside world…until now, I guess. 
 
    “The Shadow Beast could come back at any time. So watch out when it does.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “I’ve been monitoring you. And I’m not the only one. Things are very complicated right now. I know, what else is new?” the Mario shadow thing took another deep puff of its torch and blew the black smoke out into rings. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “You never got a chance to answer me before, but how is all of this possible? It seems too realistic—much too vivid to be real. I just can’t wrap my head around it. I mean, I normally hate games and…” 
 
    “Look, remember how I told you chip processors were no longer advancing? Well, they found a better computer, in a sense. The long and the short is that this game utilizes your brain as if it were a supercomputer, your ears as a soundcard, and your eyes, well, as the video card.” 
 
    If my vision really was a video card, was that why I couldn’t use the overlay displays, because of my astigmatism? This was all too much to take in. “I’m getting confused. What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know how in the early days, the predecessor to the intercloud was the internet, or interfail, or whatever you want to call it?” 
 
    “Yes. It was a bunch of computers linked up together to form a network.” 
 
    “Right, well, this is the same idea, except your computer is your brain. It’s connected to everyone else’s…” 
 
    “…minds?” I finished his sentence. 
 
    “Exactly. This game seems real, because your brain thinks it is. It looks real because your eyes see it so. It sounds real because your eardrums hear it. Imagine the system is hacking into your body’s senses, right below the surface of consciousness.” 
 
    “Let me guess, it feels real because that suit is stabbing me every time I get hurt?” 
 
    “Precisely. That’s why I warned you to lay off all the dying for a bit. You almost bled to death.” 
 
    “That was you? Of course, it was you.” Why hadn’t I realized that before. The smoking was a sure tip-off. 
 
    “The answer was so simple. We’ve had this powerful hardware inside us all along.” Shadow Mario tapped his would-be temple with his index finger. “Most of it we don’t use to its fullest potential. No data screen could be better than what our vision can produce, and if it could, our brains would reject it and downgrade the quality anyway. The chamber can maximize everything to your body’s fullest capabilities. The computers had all the answers. It just took a while for them to figure out how to hack into them.” 
 
    “So, this whole experience is inside my head?” 
 
    “Technically, it’s in your dreams. When you advance a level, that’s in your head.” 
 
    I had to sit down. My legs were feeling like spaghetti. 
 
    “This is way more real than any dream I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “To be fair, have you actually been able to dream and be awake inside that dream simultaneously? I thought not.” 
 
    I liked dreams, and I hated games, which all sort of added up to my whole take on this world. 
 
    “I only have a few minutes before this nightopia reboots, so I’ll get on with it.” 
 
    “Get on with what? I don’t think I can handle much more right now,” I said, rubbing my forehead. 
 
    “Never speak of our encounters with anyone. You understand? It could get us both in a lot of trouble. They are everywhere, watching, learning, and judging. I have something in the works, but it’s not ready yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s your parents.” 
 
    I suddenly found the strength I had lost and stood up abruptly. “What about my parents?” 
 
    “They need your hel…p.” The Shadow Mario started to shake and quake and grow in size. The shadow reclaimed its form as if our casual conversation hadn’t transpired. 
 
    It dropped the torch on the stone floor without care. 
 
    Mario was gone. The boss was back. And I really wanted to hurt something. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Sample 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you want to receive news on the next books in the series, join my mailing list!  
 
    https://pawikoff.wordpress.com/about/ 
 
      
 
    As a new author, it’s extremely difficult to get started without the support of a marketing team and publisher. The make/break point for self-published authors is honest reviews. 
 
      
 
    If you could take a couple of minutes to leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads (even a line or two), it would be greatly appreciated. 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much! 
 
      
 
    -PA 
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    After surviving an almost fatal car accident directly in front of a bookstore, P.A. Wikoff decided not to ignore the sign and proceeded to self-publish his work. Mr. Wikoff kick-started his writing career by releasing the epic fantasy novel “Feylin Lore: Reflections.” When P.A. is not writing, he spends all of his free time with his beautiful wife and two fabulous kids who inspire him every single day. 
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    Magical libraries, ego-eccentric gravity experts, O.C.D. people, scary stage shows, dirt-poor romance, spirit guides, calming yourself down, moment stealing harpies, corrupt elections, gluttonous cake eaters, evil doppelgangers, drunken incoherence, circles, cross dressing witches and warlocks, catching up with the past, antiquated technology, treasures in the trash, brain surgery, irreplaceable loss, gangbangers and their dogs, comic books that contain bats and/or wolves, the murder of relatives, revengeful ex-girlfriends, changing fact into fiction, magical smartphones, facing your unfiltered fears, severed lizards and dangerous Christmas gifts. 28 shorter works accompanied by photographs P.A. Wikoff took to add a visual aid to each literary piece. 
 
      
 
    Review: 
 
    “Splashes of engaging poetry are sprinkled in between some of the most extraordinary, thought-provoking, short-stories.

Each story immediately draws me in, pulling me deep into a relatable, yet mind-bending plot-line.As I crawl into each character’s mind, I’m taken on a new, sometimes mysterious adventure. Then, it’s wrapped up to its end. Leaving me desiring more in only the best of ways.
So many questions and creative energy spring forth in my mind. These stories make you consider things, you may have never given a second thought too.

If you enjoy Black Mirror or The Twilight Zone, then you will definitely love this book.I know that I will be thinking on many of these stories and tales for a long, long time!

I really recommend that you check out this book. It is so unique and different from the majority of the books out there.

The author has a way of making mundane sentences hilarious or making ordinary conversation suspicious.

I will be looking forward to see what else will come from this author in the future.” – D.G. Alan 
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