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CHAPTER ONE




Aiden Cobb looked into the forbidding darkness of the sewer and sucked in a deep breath; he wouldn’t be breathing out again until he made it the twenty yards to the end of it.

“Don’t come back without—”

Before the scrawny, dirty-faced young man crouching in the bush next to him could finish, Aiden sprinted forward, immediately being swallowed by the shadows. Cobwebs brushed his face, and warm liquids of an unknown origin slid down the exposed parts of his neck from the circular tunnel’s ceiling.

Others had told him the sewer led to a world of riches beyond imagination, but that wasn’t what he was straining every sinew and muscle for. He was entering this hell to find something called a Cyron 3000. He had no idea what one was, but powerful people in the Forgotten Zones needed them, and his friend Joel said, ‘I can get a shitload of your grandma’s insulin for one of those.’

As he ran forward, the corrosive substances which oozed from the walls and floor of the sewer started to eat away at his boots, and even though his pants were tied with cabling around his ankles, he could feel his skin starting to burn.

He crashed through a metal gate and into an area which had some semblance of light emanating from above. He let out his single breath and immediately pinched his nose as the cloth across it wasn’t stopping the noxious fumes from invading his senses.

He looked up at the concave roof and the fans which circulated air. They were as expected, as Joel had laid out the route and challenges to him before he took off, but still they were rotating faster than his eyes could follow. Taking the cabling from his ankles, he flexed it a few times trying to judge how much effort he needed to put in to throwing it upwards. Too hard and it might just fly straight through, too soft and it will just be batted away.

He shook his head. Even though he was away from the tunnel the vapor was still finding its way into his nose and ears. Swinging his arm back, he threw the cable up about ten feet above his head. The clump of plastic wires hit the steel blades, being tossed against the wall, then dropped to the floor. He quickly walked over and grabbed them, shaking the detritus off that had taken over a hundred years to collect down there, and looked up again. This time. Putting a bit more power into it he threw it upwards. The wires immediately tangled in the blades and brought them to a halt.

Joel said if he managed that, he would have about twenty minutes before a drone was sent out to inspect the problem, and a ‘helper’ would be a further thirty minutes behind. Being there when either arrived wasn’t an option if he didn’t want to spend his birthday in a detention center. Grandma Sarah was down to just a few injections, so he had to find this thing and get back.

He took a running jump at the vines that stretched across the concrete walls and was soon climbing the twenty feet to the fan. As climbs went it was a simple one, easy compared to the climb to the top of the many ruins that inhabited the Forgotten Zones. He grabbed the fan and pulled himself up and through.

Fan, service tunnel, grating, turbine room. Get to the upper floors. Find device that looks like a star-shaped box, get the hell out.

Aiden played it through his mind like he had been told but as he thought about the second part of the plan, Joel hadn’t told him the service tunnel would be three feet wide and high.

He pushed himself into the small gap then kept wiggling forward. A humming sound grew in volume the further along he got, and it wasn’t too long before a grid of lights could be seen on the roof of the tunnel in front of him. Picking up his pace, he was soon looking down at machinery of a kind he had only ever seen in his collection of torn and scuffed books. Carbon polymer tubes, twisted and flowed into huge circular rings, which spun on multiple axes. Around them, smaller cuboid devices pulsed, while all contained channels of neon streaks of light.

If only he had an imaging device. His memory was never going to do it justice when telling Joel.

He pulled his multitool from his pocket and set about pulling the grating from its holding then slid it to one side.

Ducking his head into the hole, he looked at the devices pulsing and spinning, all supposedly serving a purpose for the millions which lived inside the walls.

No helpers.

That was good. The Digits’ lives revolved around six-foot-tall humanoid machines for all manual labor, including security and many an older Log had stories of meeting them which gave him nightmares when he was a kid.

Sliding his legs through the gap, he lowered himself down, then fell the ten feet to the floor, landing harder than he had planned. He immediately bent down and rubbed his ankle then regretted it when some of the substance from the first tunnel touched his hands and immediately started to burn.

He rubbed his fingers on his top, which only subdued the sensation a little. Swearing to himself, he started searching for the star-shaped device.

Nothing here.

Not that it was a surprise as whatever ‘it’ was, was meant to be sixteen floors higher up.

He ran further into the room of constantly churning machine parts and past devices which were infused with kinetic energy. A cool breeze brushed past his face, and his sweat-covered neck. He knew what it meant, it meant the door in front of him led upwards, out of the bowels where the machines lived, to where the Digits called home. To paradise.

Only a few Logs had ever seen beyond the walls and his grandmother was one of them. She was even born there, as were his parents, but many a night by the homemade fire was made that much better by tales of the opulence the Digits lived in.

He walked slowly towards the door and sighed. He had hoped the functional chambers, such as he was standing in, wouldn’t need security doors, but the innocuous-looking dark box on the wall meant no one born a Log would ever be leaving the room as they scanned the embedded chips inside all Digits, and he didn’t have one. 

Turning away, disappointed, he took a step forward then felt a rush of air on his arm. He pivoted slowly, then froze. A helper stood facing him. His grandmother’s stories didn’t do the machine justice, for standing just a few feet away was an idealistic depiction of humanity, rendered in carbon polymer. It was without clothes, but they were not needed, for it was also without sexual organs. Blazoned on its silver chest was a triskelion; three linked spirals stenciled in black.

He had seen this symbol in books. It represented the single authority of the Digits, the Prima Corporation, or as everyone called them ‘PrimaCorp.’

 He couldn’t get back to the hole in the ceiling before the humanoid machine would catch him, and he sure as hell couldn’t beat it in a fight. It was over.

As he waited for the helper to grab him, his grandmother’s face loomed in his mind. It had been sixteen years since his parents died, and she had been there for him every day since. She deserved better.

The synthetic helper seemed to look straight at him with its featureless face, then it walked past.

Uh?

He couldn’t explain it, but before his brain had a chance to question the robot’s reaction, he sprang forward and through the door.

How am I going to get back?

It was a question he avoided answering as he ran forward, but this was a once in a lifetime opportunity, and what better birthday present than to see what lay behind the walls for the first time in his life?

He looked both ways along the corridor. It was empty. He wasn’t going to chance his luck for round two with a helper, so he licked his finger and held it up.

Right is cooler.

Sprinting along the confined space, he got to a junction with a door opposite, one with no sign or indication of where it led to, but one that had a slight draft beneath it.

Pulling it open revealed a stairwell which he clambered up. His limbs were beginning to weigh on him, but the thrill of getting this far kept him going, moving around and around as the stairs ascended. Eventually, with his lungs feeling like they wanted to escape his chest, he arrived on the sixteenth and top floor. His destination. A single door looked back at him. He had hoped at least one exit in this facility wouldn’t have a chip scanner, but he was wrong, because a small black box sat on the wall.

He looked upwards at the small, but big enough, skylight.

Up, out, and down.

So far, everything was as Joel told him. The walls around him were pretty smooth apart from that scanning box. Unlike when he was in the claustrophobic tunnel, his just over five-ten frame was now useful. He reached up and grabbed the top rim of the door, then hoisted himself up and precariously balanced on one foot on top of the box. He then reached up for the skylight, which on closer inspection was open an inch.

His excitement grew as he grabbed the inner rim of the window and pulled himself up and through it. Despite the danger he was in for even being where he was, the chance to see inside a Digits’ building, and where they lived was something he had dreamed about since he first laid eyes on the wall. His grandma’s lodge wasn’t that far from it, and it was almost the first thing he would see from his bed when he awoke in the morning. Her stories and the stained pages of the books he had salvaged over the years flowed into his mind. Palaces that reached into the heavens, full of light, and integrated with the nature around them. Peoples’ homes which nestled amongst gardens of trees and plants. A perfect blend of humankind’s greatest achievements with the organic world.

Gray.

“What…”

He was perched on a light gray surface on the top of the wall, looking out over endless mirror images of buildings. Nondescript warehouses of identical dimension and design stretched in all directions. There were no trees, no green of any sort, and no palaces of light. Just functional uniformity disappearing into the morning mist.

Where am I?

He secured his footing then stood, to try to see a little further. At various distances, helpers transferred between the structures with their monotonous walking style. He strained to see if there were people anywhere on the ground around him but couldn’t see any.

On remembering where he came from, he whipped around. The forests and hills he loved spread out for miles, with the roofs of homes just visible, dotted between the trees. Further afield, the vertical shapes of the ruins standing even higher than the wall he was on, were just visible.

He almost didn’t want to turn back to what was behind him, but he did, to confirm it wasn’t all a dream.

No one’s going to believe this. I’ll just find this thing and hope I can still get back.

Looking along the top of the wall he noticed another skylight. He walked quickly but a little unsteadily across the slightly sloping metal panels until the glowing window was below him.

What the hell?

Inside was a scene even stranger than the one outside. Under dim lighting, people of all ages and races sat like statues, in row after row. What looked like clear pipes ran from their arms and other places. But that, nor the height he was at, was what made him feel queasy. It was their eyes. Wide, white, and open. One of his old books had pictures of what were called ‘zombies’ and the images inside it were not dissimilar to what he was looking upon now.

He reached up and felt the back of his head for a bump. There was none. Helpers walked in the channels between the people, and—

Is that one of those things?

Sitting innocently in the back of the seats the zombie people were sitting in, was the five-pointed, star-shaped device with glowing edges that Joel had described.

Two helpers walked along the aisles inspecting the people, then moving on. There was no way they wouldn’t see him if he suddenly dropped in on them, but maybe that was OK after what happened ten minutes earlier.

He took a deep breath. He would be risking everything on a hunch. He looked around the edge of the window, until he found some bolts he thought his tool could handle.

After making short work of them, he carefully lifted the three-foot-square panel to the side and waited for some reaction below. None came.

OK then.

He dangled feet first, dropped lower, hung for a few seconds, then let go. This was a better landing. The cool air was the first thing he noticed in the large room. It was far colder than outside, and his breath immediately started forming small clouds in front of him.

While he was absorbing the scene around him, a helper had turned, and was making its way towards him.

He saw it out of the corner of his eye and turned.

Now or never.

The robot walked on by.

He immediately set about sliding the star-shaped box from its position on the back of the seat. As he pulled it up he noticed a cable coming from it and seemingly entering the back of the person it was close to.

He gripped and pulled the cable which produced a pop and then screaming. The man in the seat was wailing, with his arms floundering around him.

Shit, shit.

Aiden moved around to the front trying to calm the man. “Hey it’s OK! You’re—”

The rhythmic clang of metal on the tiled floor could only mean the imminent arrival of one of the helpers. Aiden jumped back just as the robot ran to the side of the seat and started examining the area were the Cyron 3000 used to be.

He was beginning to feel he had died and was now a ghost watching his previous life as the machine still didn’t see him.

He placed the box into his backpack and looked back up at the skylight.

Too high.

One of the helper’s fingers extended while thinning until it looked like a needle. It then plunged it into the neck of the panicking man who promptly slumped into his chair.

Aiden looked for the closest exit and ran.







*****

It was lighter in the sewer tunnel on the return trip. Aiden splashed through the foul-smelling sticky liquids that were burning his ankles and collapsed onto the muddy bank just outside the entrance.

For most of the journey back through the facility and then the tunnels he was convinced he would be captured, but somehow the helpers always managed to be looking the other way when he appeared in front of them, or they just passed him by.

Definitely something wrong with them. Must have been my lucky day.

He sniggered. “Well, it is my birthday,” he said to himself.

Birds had already started chirping in the trees, heralding the morning ahead. He picked himself up and staggered up the bank, then waited for Joel to appear. “Joel?” he shouted with increasing volume. Only the constant sounds of the forest replied.

He’s never going to believe what it’s like beyond the wall.

He walked forward across the path, then between the ancient trunks, and into the woods. “Where the hell are you?” he shouted again.

We pull off the most dangerous mission I’ve ever been on and he runs off. Great. What am I meant to do with this Digit tech?

The shadows still lingered amongst the undergrowth, but Aiden could have trekked the path back to the lodge blindfold. He had been traveling along it since he was old enough to walk.

After twenty minutes, he staggered, exhausted, over the mud and up to the two-story wooden construction that had been the only home he had ever known. Something was wrong. There was no smoke coming from the chimney, and no familiar sound of his grandmother making breakfast. He walked up onto the deck and went to slide his key into the door when he realized it was already ajar.

He pushed it open. “Grandma?” Before he took another step, his world erupted in noise.

“Surprise!” screamed everyone as they stood. Joel was also there standing at the back of about twelve people, all of which he knew.

Grandma Sarah was at the front with a big grin on her face. “Joel told us you would be on one of your forages in the ruins, and this would be a good time to get everyone together!”

Aiden’s eyes shifted from one smiling face to another, finally resting back on his grandmother’s face which was redder than usual. “Umm, thank you…”

“Come in, get your jacket and pack off, the surprise is not over yet, we made you a present!”

He placed his bag carefully on the floor, trying to direct Joel’s eyes to it, then pulled his coat off, laid it over the back of the sofa, then walked around to the middle of the room.

A slightly scruffy girl, who had been his other best friend for as long as he could remember, appeared from the kitchen with something soft and organic. In its middle was a single burning candle.

Is that a cake?

He had heard of such edible delights from others and seen some pictures of them, but never had his senses encountered the actual thing itself.

Everyone started singing ‘Happy Birthday.’

Aiden glanced at the sticky mound of baked flour, eggs, and sugar, and the smiling face of his grandmother, and felt a combination of guilt and excitement.

“Happy eighteenth birthday, Aiden!” said Sarah Cobb. “I had to barter a few things for the ingredients, but hopefully it tastes as good as the old picture in the book looks.”

He hugged the sixty-eight-year-old woman who had looked after him for most of his life. He then looked around the two-bedroom building which was their home. “I hope the things you bartered weren’t too…”

She briefly raised her hand. “Oh, they were just things we didn’t need.”

The answer made him feel even more guilty as there wasn’t anything you didn’t need in the ‘Forgotten Zones.’ 

Gail laid the cake down on the small central table. “You’re meant to blow the candle out idiot.”

“My bees made the candle!” shouted an elderly man that Aiden recognized as Jack Decker.

Aiden bent over and extinguished the flame with one breath. Everyone cheered.

His eyes became moist, but he tried to pretend they weren’t. He moved closer to Sarah. “I’m going to be able to get some of the medicine you need. I found something valuable in the ruins.”

She smiled and put her hand around his shoulder. “Think about that later, right now we have some cake to eat!”


CHAPTER TWO




The morning quickly passed with laughter and the older Log’s telling stories to the youngsters. By late afternoon, bellies were full, and every visitor but Gail and Joel had gone.

Sarah rolled back in her favourite chair. “I’m beat.”

“You rest, I’ll take care of the mess,” said Gail.

Sarah smiled then looked at Aiden who had his eyes closed. “Looks like Aiden’s asleep. Did he have any of Jacob’s ale?” she whispered.

“Umm…”

“Ha, it’s OK, it’s his birthday. Must have been a tiring trek into the ruins.”

Gail smiled then picked up some plastic cups and dishes and took them into the modest kitchen where Joel was examining the star-shaped box from Aiden’s pack. 

“What is that? Where’d you get it?” she said.

“Quieten your horses, Aiden got it this morning. I was trying to figure out how it works.”

Gail put the plates and cups down and snatched the box from him. “Let me look; you know I got a better brain for this stuff then you!” She turned it over a few times, but no sounds or lights came from it. “Looks dead, whatever it is. You say he found this in the ruins?” She looked confused.

“Err…yeah…”

The athletically-framed girl frowned, looking up at Joel with stern eyes. “Joel Winnamaker, you tell me where he got it from?”

“I can’t…I…”

Her brow tightened.

Joel turned away. “You don’t understand; I can’t tell you. The man made me swear on my pap’s life.”

Gail looked confused. “What are—”

The kitchen door opened, and a tired-looking Aiden appeared. He immediately noticed the tech in Gail’s hands. “You won’t believe what I had to go through to get that thing, but you’ll have to wait for some other time for me to tell you. It sure took it out of me.”

“You shouldn’t go into the ruins…”

“Ruins? Oh…yeah, well I know that place like I know this house.” Gail went to speak again when he turned to Joel. “So, we all good? You’re going to get the medicine, right?”

Joel nodded. “Tomorrow. You hold onto whatever that thing is tonight. I’ll come back tomorrow and pick it up.”

“Why can’t you just take it with you now?”

“There’s been talk of bandits within the village perimeter lately, don’t want to risk getting it taken.”

Aiden took it from Gail, shrugging his shoulders. “OK.”

“It will be dark soon, I better be getting back,” said Gail.

“Me too,” said Joel. There was something off about him, but Aiden couldn’t put his finger on it.

Why doesn’t he want to know about what I saw beyond the wall?

“OK, well thanks for coming.”

Gail punched his shoulder, making him flinch a little. “You’re a man now. You need to do manly things…whatever that is.” She smiled, as did Aiden.

She and Joel left by the back door which was already bathed in orange and pink hues from the setting sun.

He watched them walk through the rear garden, past the Dogwood and Magnolias, and out of the gate at the bottom giving them a brief wave.

He sighed. Sure has been a weird day.

A noise behind him made him turn. Sarah was standing there with a small reflective box in her hand.

“I wanted to wait until they left to give you this.” She placed the small box on the kitchen table then reached into one of her pants’ pockets and produced a small silver key. “Your father gave me this box just before he died and told me that I had to hold onto it for when you reached eighteen. He was very specific about that.”

Aiden closed the kitchen door and walked forward, picking up the box. It was pale blue in color with an almost indiscernible lid, and a small hole for the key. He turned it over a few times in his hand but nothing could be heard rattling inside. He recognized it for what it was, Digit tech. “Do you know what’s in it?”

“I have no idea.”

The sights and sounds he witnessed earlier wanted to jump from his mind into speech, but he wasn’t sure how she would take knowing where he had been. He nodded.

She handed him the key and smiled. “I’ll go in the other room, whatever is inside this box is just for you.” She left, closing the door behind her.

Aiden took a deep breath and took one further close-up look at the smooth sides to this four-inch-square casket, then slid the key in and turned it. Even though the box and key were older than he was, whatever mechanism existed inside worked perfectly, and the lid sprung open.

Inside was another small box set inside a sponge-like material to hold it in place. Resting on top was a folded piece of paper which he opened.




My dear boy. 

I’ve given you this in case something may happen to me and your mother. Your grandmother should be safe as we have sent her on ahead, so it is her that I have entrusted it to until you reach your eighteenth year. I do not know how digit tech would have advanced over sixteen years, but the biochip in the case should still be compatible with the game. You’re also going to need a gaming unit, but that I’m afraid I cannot provide as they are highly secured. Hopefully you will be able to find one yourself. Life will not be easy in the Forgotten Zones, and if you are reading this it means myself and Zoe have not been able to be there for you. For that I am eternally sorry. Hopefully my mother has been though, and I’m sure the young man reading this is a fine one that me and Zoe would be proud of. 

If you can find a gaming unit then there are extraordinary adventures ahead of you but be warned that once you enter the game your every move is monitored by the top players and the games masters. We were lied to Aiden. All of us. Unfortunately, I allowed this to happen and now the whole world has to pay for my mistake. I’ve tried to correct my mistake, but so far, I’ve failed. Stay true to yourself and perhaps you can finish what I started. I have masked your true identity in the game, and you will be known as Aiden Forlan. The chip is also not traceable, so you can enter and leave the game without it showing up in their systems. Be brave son.

Until we meet again, 

love 

Dad and Mom.




He felt behind him for a chair and sat heavily. For the past few moments, a man who had only ever been part of his imagination, came alive to him. As a noise came from beyond the kitchen, he wiped his moist eyes.

Sarah appeared. “Is it something good?”

“Err…yeah. I think. It’s something called a bio—”

“A biochip!” She moved forward closing the lid on the box. “Ah! Why did he give that thing to you!”

“What’s wrong?”

Her eyes darted around the kitchen walls. “They might be coming, Aiden, we should—”

“No, it’s OK, he said it can’t be tracked.”

She looked confused. He handed her the letter, which she looked at intently. She then sat on one of the kitchen chairs. About halfway through, she put her hand to her mouth, and by the end had shook her head a few times.

She looked up at Aiden who had been watching her the entire time. “You need to get rid of it.”

“The biochip?”

“Yes! He says that you won’t be found if you use it, but why take the risk? Just to play the game?”

“What is the ‘game?’”

She looked away. “I don’t know much. Zoe told me Jordan was working on something for the corporation that will change—” She waved her arms around. “—everything.”

“A game?” He couldn't hide his skepticism. The only games he had played were the ones with wooden pieces in the other room, and others that used old display devices that, even after four hundred years, were still working. Sarah had told him of the ‘Virtual reality games’ she played when she was younger, and how it felt like you had been transported into another reality, but the idea was so insane he never paid such ideas any due.

Sarah leaned forward in her seat. “You're a man now. I can't tell you what to do, Aiden, but what's in that box and things like it are what got your parents killed.”

He looked back at the innocent looking box. “But he wanted me to have it. There must be a reason for that?”

“Maybe he wanted you to live in paradise like the Digits do beyond the walls—” Aiden wanted to explain that he saw nothing of the sort on his adventure but held his tongue. “And be one of them! I don’t know, your father, I loved my boy more than life itself, but I can’t deny the years before he died, he had changed, became someone I felt I didn’t know.”

Over the eighteen years he had known his grandmother this was the most she had talked about his father, and he was beginning to understand why.

He leaned over the table picking up the letter and the box. “If you think it’s best I get rid of it then I will. Maybe we can get some good stuff for it at the market in Downwater.”

Her expression grew even more serious. “No, Aiden, you must get rid of it, no one must know you have it. Take it to the ruins and drop it down one of those bottomless pits.”

He nodded. “OK. Tomorrow…at least I have this.” He held up the letter.

She smiled and leaned across the table and held his hand. He pretended not to notice hers was shaking.


CHAPTER THREE




Aiden lay in his bed looking up at the arched ceiling above him with its multitudes of pieces of frayed paper stuck to it. Even in the modest light from the moon, images of rockets, monsters, and far off places which looked too crazy to possibly exist, looked back at him.

None of it is real…it never was.

He lifted his head slightly, puffed his pillow and dumped his head back down upon it. He couldn’t sleep, and his mind wasn’t letting go anytime soon.

‘If you can find a gaming unit then there are extraordinary adventures ahead of you…’

Adventure was his thing. And from when he was first able to climb over the gates to the ruins, he loved the thrill of discovering what was beyond what could be seen. The concrete wilderness known as the ‘ruins’ with its gray blocks that reached into the skies and its dark recesses that delved even deeper into the earth were his playground, much to the horror of his grandma who forbade him from going there, until she gave up and just hoped he would come back in one piece. He did more than that though and the items he found there became the household’s main source of income, along with his grandma’s surplus fruit and vegetables.

But after years of exploring most of the ruins, there was nothing left there to discover, and he only went there now for the solitude as everyone else was afraid of the place.

“Extraordinary adventures…” he said under his breath. But where am I going to get a ‘gaming unit?’

There was no way he would go back under the wall. Even he wasn’t going to push his luck that far.

He turned over, reached down, and pulled his bedside table drawer open. Fumbling around in the darkness, he pulled the box out, sat up against the backboard, and placed it in his lap. He then reached into the drawer again and grabbed the key.

Taking a deep breath, he slid the key into the hole, and as before, the lid sprang open. Opening it again felt like he was reaching back into the past and connecting with a man he never knew; his father.

He looked at his bedroom door, half expecting his grandma to come barging in, but the house was silent.

He slid his fingers over the smooth outer casing of the smaller box. Pulling it out, he could feel a small recess on one side, and as he pressed it, the top half of the box slid backwards, revealing a jet-black square, inlaid against white. He held it close to his face trying to see, but it was too dark in the room. He didn’t want to light a candle in case the light might seep beneath the door and be spotted, but he needed to see what this thing looked like properly.

Battery operated devices were only used on special occasions, but he figured this was one of them. Getting out of bed and keeping to the non-creaking areas of the floorboards, he moved to a chest of drawers, opened the lowest drawer and pulled out one of the small flashlights he kept there. He then climbed back into bed, pointed the light at the smaller box and switched it on.

Hmm…

The small black square was still just that. The only thing that impressed about it was how little it reflected the flashlight’s beam. Putting the light down on the sheet so it still pointed upwards, he carefully picked up the small dark square from its case. It felt cool to the touch, and slightly slippery.

Putting the box down he—

The black square’s structure broke down and it flowed like water across the top of his fingers. Aiden tried grabbing it with his other hand but couldn’t grip it. As it continued sliding over the back of his hand, he violently waved it back and forth, trying to throw it off, but it stuck rigidly to his skin.

Just as he was about to shout for help, the plain-looking substance reached just above his wrist and disappeared. He froze for a second, then threw the sheets off and sprang out of bed. He then grabbed the flashlight and drew it up and down his arm trying to see any sign of the insect-like thing, that for some reason his father thought he should have.

He shifted the light’s beam across the bed. Not there. Then he got on his knees and looked under the bed. Only old books and forgotten boxes looked back at him.

Where the hell did it go…keep it together, Aiden, it must be here somewhere.

As he knelt, he noticed a glow was coming from his backpack.

He went to stand when an eternity of darkness filled his vision. He froze with only his eyes searching for any sign of his room.

Have I passed out? No, couldn’t have, I wouldn’t be thinking this.

As he turned his head, desperate for a way out of the black abyss, specks of light crystallized into letters and words which hung in the air just in front of him.

“T-Link established…” said a monotone voice. “Initiating new player… Choose your deity…”

“What? What is this?”

He spun around on the spot, seemingly floating in a void. He would have thought he was in space, except there were no stars. He looked down at his arms and legs, they were all where they should be, along with his clothes, but there was nothing else beyond that.

“Let me out of this place!” he shouted. His speech echoed.

The neon words drifted through the ether until they were squarely positioned in front of him again.

“Please choose your deity…”

“Deity? Who are you!” he shouted at the words. Turning, he started walking, and even though his arms and legs were moving as they should, there was no detail around him for him to know he was going anywhere. He stopped and turned back. The words were exactly where they were before as if they had been following him, or he had not moved anywhere.

“Please choose your—”

“Yes, yes! Fine!”

Maybe I’m dreaming, or I hit my head? Or that burning stuff from the tunnel? Messing with my mind? Yeah, that’s got to be it.

Several options were listed. Most he knew about from the schooling his grandmother had given him, but one stood out to him. He had always been a fan of the Greek Gods and stories, so he reached out into the black and tapped ‘Zeus.’

An intense light filled his view, which then took on the shape of a white-haired, bearded old man, the type of which he had seen in old stories. He seemed to glitter and glow amongst the darkness around them.

The man and Aiden stood opposite each other, just a few yards apart.

“Welcome, Aiden Forlan to ‘Reality Gate,’” said the old man in a booming voice.

“What? Where am I? What is this?”

The man’s glow dulled somewhat, and he looked confused. “What do you mean what is this?” he said in a more familiar human voice. “Of the forty-five million or so who chose me, you are the first of my minions to ask that! But if I have to answer. Your RP is currently in standby mode, so therefore you are seeing a virtual representation of yourself, but of course it is not in any sense really you, it just makes more sense than seeing yourself as a black box! Your RP is awaiting its initial destination. Before we set sail, as it were, there are some important details you should know.” The old man stood to one side while opening his hand, ignoring the complete confusion on Aiden’s face. “Due to your rather lowly status in the game—”

“Game? What game? This is the game?”

“Of course.”

“This is crazy. How did I get here? I don’t want to play, I want to leave.”

“Once you have signed on to play, a citizen of Agornia cannot leave until they have completed at least one task.”

Agornia?

“Yes, Agornia, the state which you live within—”

Aiden took a step back. “You can read my thoughts?”

“Your mind is entirely integrated with the game. So yes, I can read your thoughts. I’m also, you know…a God.” 

A list of numbers appeared.

“Pay close attention, I will not repeat this. I have far more important things to do!”

There are two types of statistics in this game. Real and virtual. The real relate to your RP—” Zeus’s brow tightened. “What is it now?”

“RP?”

“Reality printer! Did they not instruct you in anything in your previous realm?”

“Err…”

“Anyway.” He pointed to the first number. “The real stats are regarding your RP, so we have the following…”

—————————————————————————————————

Power Level (PL): 85%

Power output (PO): 25%

Structural integrity (SI): 88%

Creative Efficiency (CE): 80%

Absorption Level (AL): 1

—————————————————————————————————

“Some are self-explanatory, but the others I will explain when I need to. You then have virtual stats which are awarded to you by the game. These are…”

—————————————————————————————————

Credits (CR): 0

Experience (XP): 5

Luck (L): 5

—————————————————————————————————

“Credits is usually the stat that minions obsess over, which—” he sighed. “—Is usually their undoing, anyway, at the end of each day the XP you gained during your last day’s play session is copied into credits by PrimaCorp and paid into your account—”

Aiden’s eyes flicked between the stats being displayed and the old man. “I’m getting paid? Per day? Five credits?”

He knew that ‘credits’ were the currency the Digits used but had never seen any in real life.

“What? No, you get paid whatever experience you gained, and then copied into credits, within the last twenty-four hours of you playing. Do you have trouble hearing?” He looked down, shaking his head. “Why do I always get the defective ones? So, if you have not done anything useful with your time, and you still have only five experience at the end of the day, then yes, that is what you will be paid.”

“And all I have to do is play this stupid game?” Aiden said these words without being sure any of what was happening was real, how could he be in the game? He had no gaming unit.

“Well, I don’t know if I’d call it stupid. The game and its players are vital to PrimaCorp and therefore to the economy of millions of citizens that live in Agornia and beyond. But yes, the better you do, or rather the more experience you gain, the more credits you earn.” Zeus looked pensive. “My minions always seem to not do as well as the other gods’ players.” He looked hopefully at Aiden. “But maybe with you it will be different!”

“Really?”

“Probably not. But I feel I should say that.”

“How do I umm spend the credits?”

“You can transfer them into your PrimaCorp account, and then do with them as you wish.”

“And err…what if you don’t have a PrimaCorp account?”

“Ha! If you did not have an account, you would not be playing this game right now! You are amusing, Aiden Forlan, it is a quality that most overlook in their quest for riches.”

I’ll figure out how to access the credits at some other time.

“OK, how do I play? What is the game exactly?”

A web of glowing white lines, with small circles at each node appeared, once again floating in front of him.

“Behold your first systems!”

“Systems?”

Zeus threw his arms up in the air. “Do you not know anything? Yes, star systems. Your RP has enough power to navigate to one of them. If you tap on the nodes it will display more information.”

Aiden stepped forward and tapped on the first node, and more words appeared.

“Star System 554401a:

Sun like star.

Two gas giants.

Four rocky planets, three of which contain water and vegetation, one of which contain habitats not hospitable to the RP.”

Aiden went to tap on the third planet.

“Ah, are you sure that is where you want to go? There is more information available if you wish to view it.”

“Let’s get this over with.”

“Perhaps the second planet will be more—”

“No, third planet. So how do I get to—”

The scene around him suddenly filled with texture and points of light and Zeus was gone. Aiden was floating in space. The fidelity was hyper-realistic, so much so that he was convinced he actually was floating in space, and instinctively grabbed his throat as he thought he felt it tightening. He then realized he was breathing as normal.

Suddenly, the stars were rushing towards him, a few of which were expanding quicker than the others. He felt like he was strapped to the end of a rocket as the points of light increased in size to small discs and then globes with the texture of marbles, each being lit by the central star. One of the marbles he was heading straight towards.

The red-blue sphere accelerated towards him. “Whoa…Planet! Planet!”

Words appeared once again just in front of him.

—————————————————————————————————

Shielding constructed. CE -4%

SI + 10%

Entering atmosphere…

—————————————————————————————————

An orange-yellow glow filled the space around him, together with small sparks which fizzled off into space. He started to feel warm.

Am I really warm? Or is this just in my head?

Suddenly the glow subsided, and a misty, blue sky was all around. The air smelt fresh but was hard to take into his lungs as it buffeted his face. Gray-blue mountains sat beneath him, which he was hurtling towards.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 6% AND INCREASING…

—————————————————————————————————

“SI? What the hell’s S—”

“SI refers to ‘Structural Integrity’ Do pay attention!” said Zeus in Aiden’s ear. “I suggest you pick a good landing site. The side of the mountain which is your current destination is not going to go well for you.”

“Yes! But how do I control where—”

“Just look and concentrate on where you want to land.”

Aiden scoured the peaks that he was approaching fast. A plateau stood out. He concentrated on that spot.

—————————————————————————————————

LANDING SITE FIXED. STARTING LANDING PROCEDURE. LANDING STRUCTS CONSTRUCTED.

PO + 5%

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden looked at the ground approaching and closed his eyes. After a few seconds he felt a pressure build below him, and then his feet touched something. Immediately, he opened his eyes. He was standing on a rocky surface. A light wind brushed past his face, and a sweet smell he couldn’t quite fathom made him sniff at the air.

—————————————————————————————————

LANDING ACCOMPLISHED + 10 XP.

NEW PLANET CATALOGUED + 1 XP.




NOVICE ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 1 AWARDED.

BASIC ENVIRONMENTAL STATS NOW AVAILABLE VIA HUD.

—————————————————————————————————

Words and numbers now appeared in front of his eyes, and unlike the other messages that would disappear after a few seconds or once he tapped them away, these new ones now stayed firmly in his view no matter where he looked. He swiped his hand at them, but they stayed in front of him.

“How do I get rid of these numbers.”

“Just say ‘HUD off,’ but…before you do, you might want to pay attention to what these new words and numbers are telling you.”

Aiden looked at the small lettering.

‘Altitude: 1860 ft. Lt: 44.264300 Lg: -109.786953, Orientation: North Northwest’

“Umm…”

“Wow, they really are letting anyone into the game these days aren’t they.”

Aiden sneered into the air around him.

“They tell you where you are.”

“Yeah, I knew that.” It was only a partial lie as he always prided himself on being able to navigate by his small compass. He went to check his pocket for it then stopped himself.

“Do you still want to turn the HUD off?”

Aiden spun around, looking at the blue-gray and slightly damp rocks around him. The orientation stat changed before settling on a south heading. “No, leave it on…”

“OK, well congratulations you have landed on your first planet! Although it doesn’t really seem much of a place. I doubt there’s anything here of any value to PrimaCorp.”

Aiden tentatively walked forward towards a cliff edge. As he neared it, the valley, hundreds of feet below, appeared in all its glory. The rock face became increasingly covered in twenty-foot high dark-green reeds and smaller vegetation as the elevation decreased until what look liked skyscraper-sized trees made an appearance in the basin. A waterfall descended from a higher point than he was standing, plunging down into a deeper part of the valley which became an expansive river. He stood in awe of the grand vista in front of him. The Forgotten Zones had pockets of beauty, but they fought for room amongst all the concrete and ruins of the old world. What lay all around him was pure unadulterated nature.

“For just a game, it sure looks real…This must be what my grandmother talked about…So what…”

The ground around him started to rumble. He started taking steps back from the edge of the ravine.

“Usually in these types of situations, I advise my minion to… run!”

“Run?” Aiden spread his arms about himself trying to gain his balance. The rumbling started to die down. “I think I just experienced my first earth—”

Before he could finish, rocks and mud burst from the ground, followed by spindly arms and legs, with small hairs protruding from them.

Aiden backed off, knowing he should run but not being able to tear his eyes from what was crawling from the now widening hole in the ground.

“If you’re not going to run, then at least create something which you can use to defend your RP!”

None of what Zeus said made any sense to Aiden.

Create?

“Yes! Create a machine or a weapon, or something you can fight this creature with! Your RP doesn’t have many resources at its disposal, but perhaps enough to fight off this foe!”

The creature with its eight legs, claws, and a myriad of eyes, stood pointing at Aiden, then charged forward.

He staggered backwards. “How?!”

“Yes, good! At least that will give you a fighting chance.”

“Uh?”

—————————————————————————————————

AVATAR CONSTRUCTED. CE -55%

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden didn’t understand what Zeus was talking about, but he suddenly felt his arms start to feel heavy. Looking down, metal plates started forming across his forearms. They were inlaid with gold and silver in spiraling designs. The same metal armor formed across his thighs and shins. He recognized the designs from his old books back in the ‘real’ world.

The multi-limbed leviathan was almost upon him and the ground shook as it scuttled forward, creating a dust plume in its wake.

Aiden looked around for a rock big enough to be of any use as a weapon, when a rod shape formed in his right hand and started extending. He recognized it as a lance as used in ancient Rome.

The razor-tipped front leg of the creature scythed through the air, causing him to duck, with the now impressive spear in his hand. He immediately kept his momentum going and rolled across the ground beneath the creature swiping the blade across the underside of the monster, which squealed in pain. As he jabbed, it scrambled to get to him.

Needle-pointed legs crashed down again and again where Aiden was, but each time he neatly rolled to the side or shifted his weight to avoid being pierced. Finally, he dived free of the creature, then turned to face it again when one of its legs smashed into him sending him spiraling through the air and crashing back to the ground.

—————————————————————————————————

SI: - 15%

—————————————————————————————————

Pain pulsed through Aiden’s arms and ribs. Why does this hurt so much, none of it’s real.

He suddenly became doused in shadow, and wearily looked up at the insect-like creature, rearing up on its back legs, with the clear intent to slam them down onto him.

Need to move.

He tried to pull his arms and legs together to push himself clear, but as the lancelike legs of the creature came towards him, he knew his time in the game was about to come to an end.

A screeching noise rang out, almost hurting his ears. The creature stopped in mid-attack and repositioned its legs to jump away when the sky grew pitch-black, and a gust of wind caught Aiden, pushing him back against the ground. He watched as a bright orange bird seemingly larger than the house he grew up in, beat its wings and took to the air with the creature in its huge talons.

Aiden lay, out of breath, watching the feathered beast become smaller and smaller in the sky. “The planet in this game has giant birds?”

“Well done!” expounded Zeus making Aiden jump. “Only forty-six percent of my minions survive their first encounter with alien life forms.”

—————————————————————————————————

TWO ALIEN LIFEFORMS CATALOGUED.

 + 2 XP.




SURVIVED FIGHT WITH ALIEN

CREATURE +5 XP.




ABSORPTION OF MATERIALS IN

PROGRESS…




NOVICE AVATAR CREATION SKILL ACQUIRED LEVEL 1. AVATAR DESIGNS WILL NOW BE HELD IN DATABASE FOR QUICKER CONSTRUCTION.

————————————————————————————————

Aiden looked on as the armor on his arms and legs melted away into his skin. He felt tired but didn’t fancy being the giant bird’s next meal. He climbed back to his feet and looked around for a way off the plateau. As he moved forward, screeching bounced off the rock walls around him.

Not again…

He ducked while simultaneously looking to the skies. Realizing he was no longer holding the weapon, he looked for a place to shelter. A small cave beckoned thirty or so yards away and he started running. He only made it ten feet when the sky darkened, and a gust blew him off his feet.

The giant bird landed nearby and looked inquisitively at him.

Why does this planet have giant birds? Aiden knew Zeus could hear him so why bother speaking and garnering even more attention from the feathered beast.

“I’m not sure I would call it ‘giant.’”

It’s as big as a house!

“Well, maybe a dolls house, perhaps.”

“Uh?”

A thought started to form in Aiden’s mind, and he looked at his arms and legs.

How big am I?

“That’s kind of a personal question, minion.”

The bird looked left and right, and then zeroed in again on Aiden.

Ha, ha, very funny. What is my height?

“Your avatar was approximately four inches high.”


CHAPTER FOUR




“Why didn’t you tell me I was so small…and…and what’s the point of making me four inches tall in this game?” Aiden paced back and forth in the cave, just far enough inside for the light to still reach him.

“Firstly, you never asked, and secondly, all avatars start at a similar size, it is all the RP can do with the materials it has,” said Zeus.

Aiden threw his arms up in the air. “So, I just fought for my life…I mean game life with a bug?”

“That is correct, but you defended yourself against the arthropod quite adequately.”

Aiden sat on a rock. Questions starting to form in his mind. “This RP, or reality printer. Where is it? I don’t see it.”

“You are the RP and the RP is you. Plato would have found it quite fascinating.” Aiden looked confused. “In the game, the RP is your main character so to speak, but it can create or become whatever you want it to create, based on the materials it has at its disposal. When the RP is in its natural state, and you look at yourself, you see a virtual projection of how you look in your reality, but when the RP creates an avatar, it is that which you then see as yourself.”

“Which is four inches tall…”

“Yes! I knew you were not as stupid as you look.”

Aiden still wasn’t sure any of it made sense and went to ask another question when he suddenly felt sick. “Err…I don’t feel…”

—————————————————————————————————

DISCONNECTION FROM GAME

IN PROGRESS…

—————————————————————————————————

The game world dissolved in front of Aiden, and was replaced with a wall of black, which didn’t help his building nausea. His heart beat in his ears, then suddenly the familiar view of his room flooded back into his vision along with the cool temperature which pervaded the lodge.

He collapsed back into Sarah’s arms.

“What were you thinking?” she exclaimed, while wiping away the sweat from his forehead.

The room around him started to slow its spinning. He shook his head until it stopped completely. “Am…am I back?” she looked at him confused and he continued before she could respond. “I…don’t know. It was an accident.”

“I came in to check on you, and you were just sitting frozen at the side of the bed, your eyes were…” She swallowed.

Aiden smiled up at her and grabbed her hand. “I’m fine.”

“You didn’t look fine! Were you in the game? Is that what that thing is, over there?” She pointed to his backpack from which a blue glow was still emanating.

“I found it in the ruins…” He still wasn’t ready to tell her the truth. He lifted his head and looked at the glowing pack on the chair. The wall behind it was bathed in morning sunshine. “It’s morning already?” He started to sit up.

“Yes! How long have you been attached to that thing?”

He leaned against the bed, then pulled himself up to sit on it. “I don’t know, it felt like maybe an hour?” If it was morning, he knew that couldn’t be right, but he was going with what it felt like, and it felt like about sixty minutes. He suddenly felt an urge. “Umm, I need to go to the bathroom…” Getting up, he ran from the room and to the building’s only bathroom.

After relieving himself in the toilet of the ten feet by ten feet space, which also housed a makeshift shower cubicle, he stood looking at the newly crowned ‘adult’ in the small, cracked mirror, his mind racing at what had happened.

Was that the game my father mentioned?

Images of space, mountains, giant insects and birds, and the illuminated old man piled through his consciousness with an unstoppable force that made him reach for the edge of the sink to steady himself.

It felt so real…

A knock came against the bathroom door bringing him back to the present.

“You OK in there?”

He turned on the single faucet and splashed water on his face. “I’m fine, don’t worry.”







*****

Aiden sat at the kitchen table, his left hand over the wrist of his right, covering the slight red rash that had started forming there.

Sarah had her back to him and was making him some fried eggs to go with the toast that had already been prepared.

Four hours had passed since he disconnected from the game, and he managed to fit in sleep for three of them. He didn’t want to. He wanted to grab the gaming box device and take it straight to Joel’s, but his body had felt so fatigued that he had no choice but to get some rest.

The smell of eggs made it into his nostrils and his stomach rumbled in response. “Boy, I’m hungry.” Sarah didn’t respond. She had hardly said two words to him since he came down from his sleep. “I’m going to get rid of it, the glowing star-shaped box.”

She scooped the eggs onto the browned bread and placed the plate in front of him. She then leaned back against the sink. “That box, wherever you got it, is dangerous Aiden. Your father said the biochip cannot be tracked to us here, but I bet on my analogue head—” She briefly touched her forehead. “—They will be looking to retrieve that thing you have upstairs.”

Aiden knew ‘they’ meant the Digits. He tucked into the eggs and toast. “As soon as I have got this down me, I’ll take it away from here and get rid of it. You’ll never see it again.”

“Good.” She turned around and started to wash some dishes.

“I’m also going to get you more insulin. Joel said he can get some.”

She remained silent, then put down the wet plate in her hand. “I’m too old to run again, Aiden. Promise me you will get rid of that thing.” She remained with her back to him.

“I’ll get rid of it.” He started to devour the breakfast quicker.

It wasn’t long before Aiden was leaving the lodge and running across the garden to the rear gate. He had told his grandmother he would be a few hours, and briefly hugged her before leaving. She forced a smile for him.

As he bustled along the path through the forest, the trees around him were alive with sounds of birds and critters, and earthy scents drifted up from the damp barks and mosses.

This is what ‘real’ feels like.

He needed to keep reminding himself as the sights and sounds of the game world kept mixing with his own memories.

Is the planet in the game still there? Is Zeus waiting for me to return? Does it all exist just for me? 

He shook his head. He was determined to get rid of the box in his backpack regardless of how he was seduced by it the first time.

As the path’s inclination steepened, he looked out across the valley to the other homes nearby. His was a fairly typical village for the Forgotten Zone which spanned a few hundred miles that he was aware of. Most had ample land to grow crops and raise farm animals, and as long as you didn’t wander too far from the village boundaries it was a safe place to live. He had often crossed those boundaries to get to the closest ruins, but he knew how to avoid the main routes between villages which were where you were most likely to get set upon by bandits.

Higher and higher he rose until he could now clearly see the wall a few miles away. It was still a few hundred feet higher than where he was standing, but he didn’t need to wonder what was on the other side anymore, he knew, and it was bleak.

Need to tell Joel and Gail.

Each of his two friends had their own ideas of what lay beyond the walls. Joel was convinced there were palaces where fruit and something called ‘processed food’ flowed down chutes to where it could be eaten for free. He had a stack of faded magazines in his single-story lodge with pictures of all the food that the Digits used to make hundreds of years earlier, along with their prices. “Only one dollar!” was one of Joel’s favourite phrases growing up, even if none of them knew what a ‘dollar’ was.

Gail’s take on the great beyond, behind the stone-colored panels which dissected the landscape, was completely different, or at least it seemed to be from the little Aiden could ever get from her. “I don’t like to think about what’s on the other side, it gives me nightmares,” she said to him once, without expounding any further.

But now he knew, and he would tell them both. Gail was closer to the truth.

Slightly out of breath he stood at the top of the hill, and then started down the other side. Joel’s home was just visible through the trees on the opposite hillside and was on fire.


CHAPTER FIVE




The acrid smoke was filling Aiden’s lungs even as he reached the front gate of the Winnamaker’s homestead.

The roar of the fire was accompanied with collapsing timbers and popping noises, although he couldn’t see what the source was.

His eyes skittered across the flames and smoke billowing from every hole in the timbers it could, for any sign of Joel or Joel’s father. He then heard snapping of branches, and the sound of a thud against wood coming from his right. Pushing past the gate he ran to the side of the house trying to avoid the plumes which were making him cough.

Old man Brooks and the Torres brothers were throwing their backs into axe swings, trying to fell the nearby trees.

Aiden ran to them. “Where are Joel and his pa?”

Brooks stopped and let the axe head drop to the ground. “Not—inside,” he said, out of breath.

“Where the hell are they?”

The older of the Torres brothers, Austin paused his axe swing. “They’re not inside, we checked like three times, we don’t know where they are, but if we don’t create a fire break, this fire could spread to the whole village.”

Aiden nodded, placed his backpack down in a safe patch of dirt, then set about helping.

An exhausting hour and forty minutes later, five trees had been felled and they had created a small ditch around the property. Three others from nearby properties had also joined them bringing water from the nearby stream, but it was quickly realized the house was beyond saving. Aiden made sure to keep his backpack close and kept peeking inside to make sure it wasn’t going to alert those around him to its presence, that wouldn’t be good for anyone.

Word would have probably got back to Sarah about the fire, but he couldn’t return with the thing not disposed of.

The flames were less in ferocity now that most of their fuel had been consumed. Aiden looked into the now exposed floor beams and felt sick. He had spent a lot of his childhood playing in the rooms which were now smoldering charred shells. Pieces of burnt paper and fabric fluttered down from above, and everyone was blackened by the soot in the air.

Aiden’s plan for the morning had gone the same way as the Winnamaker's house. He would take the device to Joel, and then Joel would sell it to his buyer and get the insulin.

Joel and his Pap must be alive still…but what do I do with the thing on my back?

There was no other choice, he was going to have to go pay a visit to the Ryborns. They were the most powerful family in the village and handled most trade with other communities. If anyone would pay him for the device, it would be them. Problem was, they hated him, and the feeling was mutual. That’s why Joel handled all the merchandise which he found in the ruins.

He scratched his head, wondering how everything had got to this point. He wasn’t liking his first full day as an adult.

A slight hand came down on his shoulder making him turn around. As he did, Gail hugged him, then quickly let go. Her eyes looked red.

“He definitely wasn’t inside, right?”

Aiden shook his head. “Nope.”

She looked at the trees around them. “Where could they be? Maybe visiting another village?”

“It’s possible.”

Gail started talking again, but her words started to decrease in volume, as did all other noises around him.

Uh?

He opened and closed his jaw and stuck his finger in his ear trying to dislodge whatever was causing his hearing loss, but then the world went black.

—————————————————————————————————

AUTO CONNECTING TO GAME, PLEASE STANDBY.

—————————————————————————————————

No, no, no!

Aiden flicked his head around, trying to shake the game from his mind. “Disconnect! I want out of the game! Let me—”

—————————————————————————————————

DISCONNECTING FROM THE GAME.

CR - 2.

PLEASE BE AWARE THAT SUSTAINED TIME AWAY FROM THE GAME

WILL RESULT IN MORE PENALTIES.

—————————————————————————————————

The world of forests and smoke burst back into Aiden’s vision, along with a wide-eyed Gail. She quickly moved forward and shook him.

“Are you OK? Your eyes—”

Aiden stepped back. “Ah, yeah, I’m OK, must be the smoke got into them or something, hey I gotta go…I’ll come by your place later.”

Gail looked anxiously around at the others that were watching the remains of the Winnamaker's house collapse into blackened parts. She then looked back at Aiden. “I’m coming with you, we need to find Joel.”







*****

With the rancid smell of burnt wood and plastic receding into the distance behind them, Aiden and Gail walked along the muddy country lane which dissected the small community.

“I need to stop at the Ryborn’s…” said Aiden, waiting for the inevitable enquiry.

Gail stopped and looked at him. “What? They hate you, you hate them, why you going—” Her expression changed. “This have anything to do with that Digit tech you found in the ruins?” Her eyes switched to his backpack. “Hey, you got it in there?” She reached forward, and he stepped back slightly, then started walking again.

The idea the devastation at Joel’s home and what he stole from the Digits being connected was one that had been shouting at him from the distant recesses of his mind but until now ignored.

“No…of course not. I’m just going to sell it to them. You coming?”

She walked alongside him.

After passing the Decker and McCarrion homesteads, they were once again climbing a path through the forests towards the large old house that stood on the side of Millers hill. Folks said that the house had been in the Ryborn’s family since before the walls were constructed and that Blake Ryborn was once a wealthy, well-connected member of Digit society but there was a scandal and he moved his wealth out here. He and his children basically built the village around the house over the following hundred years.

They arrived at some black, iron gates. Even though the house was a mile off, its Victorian spires could still be seen through the tree tops.

A bearded man with too many layers of clothing emerged from a small shed. A rifle was over his shoulder. “What business you got here?”

“I got something the Ryborn’s are going to want to buy.”

The man sneered. “No Ryborn’s are going to want to buy anything from you, boy.”

“It’s D—”

Before Aiden could finish Gail pushed him slightly to the side. “Tell Daryl, Gail Newson is here, and she’s got something he’s going to want to see.”

“Daryl’s got better things to do then waste his time with pretty little things like you,” he said, smiling. Gail could feel her skin start to crawl and her stomach lurch but resisted looking away.

“Aiden, show the man what’s in your bag.”

Aiden hesitated, then unzipped it and pulled the star-shaped device halfway out.

The man’s eyes widened. “That…that looks like Digit—”

“Sure does, and we are here to barter for stuff, but if you don’t think Daryl will be—”

“No, wait here. I’ll go get him.” The man started jogging up the gravel path, which disappeared between the sixty-foot high cedar trunks.

Once he was out of earshot, Aiden turned to Gail. “You know Daryl?”

She looked away. “Just a while.”

“I see…”

A noise came from the forest, and the bearded man together with a tall, sandy-haired young man appeared. He strode forward confidently, stopping on the other side of the gate.

“You got something to show me?” he said, looking between them both, but mostly at Gail.

Aiden repeated the same procedure as a few minutes before. Daryl’s reaction was the same as the first man’s, but then he looked confused.

“Where you get it?” he said to Aiden.

“Found it in the ruins.”

“Oh, right, yeah, you always did like that place. What do you want for it?”

“I need insulin, as much as you got.”

Daryl shook his head. “We got some, but I don’t know if it’s worth bartering for—”

A humming noise filled the air, causing what nearby birds there were to take to the skies.

Everyone looked at each other, then upwards. The noise grew louder.

“What is that?” said Gail.

Aiden knew what it was. A few times, when deep into the ruins, he had spent most of the day climbing to the top of one of the towers there, he would hear the same humming noise. The first time he heard it he thought the world was coming to an end, but then as he peered out through broken glass panels of one of the many windows of the structure, he would see it. A sky ship of some kind, angular and dark in color but with flashing lights, that were bright even during the day. They would fly overhead accompanied with the humming. Aiden presumed they were the Digits flying between their regions. “It’s a Digit sky ship.”

“What?” said Gail.

A look of panic flashed across Daryl’s face. He started backing away, while he pointed at Aiden. “You! You have brought them here. It’s the thing you found. Get out of here!”

Aiden hesitated. “But I need the insulin!”

“Go!” Daryl turned and with the man, they both ran back into the forest.

The air was now thick with the constant droning.

“We can’t stay here! We need to find cover in the—”

As Gail was talking, Aiden was watching over her shoulder at the people falling from the sky.


CHAPTER SIX




Leaves and twigs scratched along Aiden’s face as he and Gail ran through the forest, trying to keep from falling.

Ten minutes prior to running through the woods, Aiden couldn’t understand what he was seeing as humanoid figures dressed all in black, with helmets where their heads should have been, descended from the clouds and slammed into the ground. He just knew there were no good reasons why they were there. He grabbed Gail and they dived into the nearest group of trees they could see.

They both stopped, out of breath.

“Did you see them?” said Aiden.

“I saw something, people, all in black?”

The sound of branches breaking echoed from where they had come from.

“We need to keep going.”

“Who are they? And how do you know they are even chasing you?” All color then drained from her face. “Daryl was right, the Digits want their tech back!” She went to grab his backpack.

He pulled it away. “No! I can get medicine for my grandmother with this.”

Her anger softened. “We’ll find another way. She wouldn’t want you being taken away, or worse, over it.”

The cracking sound repeated, this time louder. They both went to run forward when another noise came from ahead of them.

“We’re surrounded,” said Gail, her eyes darting between the undergrowth.

Aiden grabbed her arm and pulled her to their right, charging between the myriad of trees. They could hear the thudding of feet around them together with snapping and splintering of wood as they desperately pushed their legs and arms to escape.

A solid metal rodlike appendage flicked into Aiden’s chest, sending him flying backwards. The pain from a bruised rib began before he hit the ground.

Gail screamed. It was an odd sound and not something he had heard before. He rolled to his side and looked upon her, tussling with a dark metallic humanoid machine, that was pulling his backpack from her. It was similar to the ‘helpers’ he had seen within the wall, but these beings seemed to contain even less resemblance to humanity. He immediately felt behind his back for his backpack even though he could see it being fought over in front of him.

The robot thrust out another arm and Gail yelled and fell back to the forest ground, rubbing her shoulder. The machine quickly looked inside the bag, then without reaction, started to move away. Aiden struggled to get back to his feet, but the throbbing bone in his chest sent pulses of excruciating pain across his torso, making any attempt to chase after the robot useless.

Gail scrambled across to him. “Come on, we need to get out of here, they just wanted the star box, and I’m not waiting to see if they come back.”

Aiden agreed, but felt as if his destiny was receding into the undergrowth with the machine. As he tried to get back up, black and silver flashes of inhuman robots moved back into view. They were surrounded by them. One of them raised an arm, which seemed to contain part hand and part weapon, and pointed it at them both while they huddled together.

Aiden looked at the machine with fierce eyes and waited for the weapon to discharge when a loud humming came from above. A being, similar to the robots, but with heavier set limbs, landed in the middle of the clearing, and started firing a weapon at the machines, which started firing back.

Bright streaks streamed through the air, back and forth between the stranger and the machines, which were falling to the ground limp, one after another. After a few seconds, which felt like hours, only the newcomer was left, and several branches and smaller trees were laying on the ground.

It turned to Aiden and Gail who were cowering. “You’re safe, but we have to go,” it said in a human male voice.

“Who are you?” shouted Gail.

Aiden was scouring the trees around them for more machines and a way to escape, when he realized the stranger had mentioned something that was relevant to him. “What?” he said to the armored figure.

“I knew Zoe Cobb. Now, we have to go!” The man then held both hands out. He looked at Aiden. "Are you able to grab onto me?"

Aiden wasn't sure what he meant but moved forward with Gail and they both grabbed onto the man’s arms who wrapped around them both.

"Hold on tight."

"Where are you taking us?" said Aiden.

"To the ruins."







*****

Aiden had often thought about what it must be like to be in the sky, with the birds and clouds. His old books contained images of tubular like craft, with large protrusions, which were called 'aeroplanes.' He thought that one day he would like to build one.

He looked down upon the village he had spent the last sixteen years in, and the thick woods which smothered the area and thought about the people that were down there, living in a whole different world than the one he was now part of.

He turned back around in his seat to face Gail who was sitting opposite. Instead of taking advantage of seeing a view of the village that few Logs had ever had the chance to see, she was sitting with her head down, and her knees together.

Looking to his right he could see the back of the man that had saved them. He was sitting in position in front of various displays, each one alive with color and kinetic energy. The helmet which shielded his head before was now retracted and his graying hair was visible. The man tapped and swiped across the smooth surfaces, and the sky ship they were in would tilt to the left or right subtly then return to level.

He uttered something when they first boarded that he was masking their signature, so they would not be followed, but Aiden could tell this man was fearful of those that had already tried to take the device.

The man tapped once again, then briefly turned towards the small cabin that Gail and Aiden were seated within.

“This must be all very strange to you both. We don’t like meddling in the affairs of the people beyond the walls, but—” He briefly looked at Aiden. “—I had no choice.”

“Who are you?” said Aiden, his eyes flicking to Gail to see if she was showing any interest in the conversation. She wasn’t.

The man paused before answering. “You can call me Cypher, and I mean you no harm.”

“Why are you taking us to the ruins?” continued Aiden.

“There’s a place there, far beneath the surface where you will be safe from my comrades.”

A jolt of tension flowed through Aiden’s body. “No, I can’t go there, I need to find some medicine and—”

“Your grandmother is already in the bunker.”

Aiden stood up from his seat. “What?”

Gail looked up at Cypher.

“She was in danger where she was. The council had already traced you back here and would have taken her if I had not intervened. I thought it was what you would have wanted.”

Aiden went to reply again when Gail beat him to it. “Why are you doing this?”

“That, young lady, is a long story. Like I said, I knew Aiden’s mother, before he was born.” He walked back to the cockpit. “We’re coming up on the ruins.”

Aiden turned around again to look through the small circular windows, and this time Gail joined him peering through her own. Splintered slabs of gray blocks and rusting steel ascended from asphalt and concrete which had stubbornly resisted being reclaimed by nature.

They both looked at what was once a huge sprawling city where millions had lived hundreds of years before but was now a forgotten decaying wasteland.

Aiden had climbed most of its once proud buildings which reached into the skies, but had never seen the place from this height, never realized just how magnificent the city must have been back when people lived there.

The sky ship stopped suddenly causing Aiden and Gail to slightly fall to their side. It then quickly descended, causing them both to lift in their seats. Aiden watched the ruins flow past the small windows of the craft, until the sky was eclipsed by dark, damp walls.

“Where we are going to, was an installation in a time when there used to be many governments across the earth. This particular one belonged to the American government,” said Cypher.

Aiden knew that his village, and the zone it was within, was situated in what was once called Massachusetts, and that was just one of many ‘states’ of a country called ‘America.’ He learned about it, and other empires that once inhabited the earth, from a volume of books he also found in the ruins.

Deeper and deeper the craft dropped into the dark pit.

Both Gail and Aiden felt pressure build in their ears and set about moving their jaws to try and regain their hearing.

A sudden jolt heralded them landing.

“We’re here,” said Cypher, tapping his screen again, then getting up from his seat. He walked into the cabin. “Make sure you stay close. The structural integrity of this place is failing in many areas.”

A hissing noise was followed by the rear door of the craft opening and lowering to the ground. Cool air immediately rushed into the cabin, followed by fumes. Cypher walked along the central aisle and down the slope. Aiden and Gail looked at each other, and both got up and followed him out.

The lights from the craft illuminated dark gray walls, partly covered in vines all around them.

Aiden arched his head back as far as it could go and looked up at the small circle of light high above them.

Cypher touched the chest area on his suit, and two strong lights lit the wall in front of them. Aiden thought he could make out etched letters on the faded stone walls.

“US...C” he said under his breath.

Cypher walked towards what at first appeared to be a mass of roots and leaves, but then pushed them away to reveal a door. “Follow me,” he said, pulling it open.

They passed damp walls with leaking pipes, walking along corridors with only Cypher’s lights allowing them to see. Aiden tried to keep track of the number of direction changes they had taken, but even he was losing count of the exact number of twists and turns they had made. After about ten minutes of walking, including descending even further via a narrow staircase, they came to another door. Aiden noticed this one looked cleaner and less decayed than the others they had just passed by or through.

Cypher walked up to it, lifting a large latch which stretched across the middle of the door, and pushed it open. Warm air rushed out, bathing them all.


CHAPTER SEVEN




Aiden and Gail stood looking at Joel and his father, who were looking back at them. Gail rushed forward, pushing past Cypher, and hugged Joel. Aiden stepped over the solid-looking door’s threshold and was immediately drawn to the left of the room, where an elderly woman lay on one of several single beds. It was Sarah.

Dropping his backpack to the ground, he ran over and knelt next to her. “Grandmother?”

Her eyes opened, and she smiled. “Is that you Aiden… I’m having trouble seeing.”

He held her hand. “It’s me, Grandmother, can you see me?”

She looked in his general direction. “I knew you’d make it.”

His throat was tightening, but he was determined not to let her know that he was upset.

I should have got the insulin…

He tried to not let the sentence keep repeating in his mind. “I’m going to find the insulin. I promise.”

She smiled then closed her eyes. “I know you will. I’m just going to rest some now.”

He gently let go of her hand. “Yes, get some rest and when you wake I’ll have the medicine.”

He sighed, then realized the room behind him was deathly silent. Turning, he saw everyone looking at him. Gail had her hand over her face. Aiden got up and walked straight over to Cypher who was twenty feet away on the other side of the room, examining the star-shaped box that he had already taken from Aiden’s backpack.

“I need to get her medicine, so unless you got some, I’m leaving,” said Aiden.

Cypher had rested the black device on a metal crate and was waving his hand over it, then tapping away at a small display that was showing numbers and lines on the back of his wrist. “What did you think of your time in the game?” he said without turning around.

“So that really was the ‘game’ then? I thought maybe I was going crazy.”

“And what did you think?”

“I don’t know, it was strange. Fine, I guess. What does that—”

“Because by playing the game, you can help your grandmother.”

“How?”

Cypher reached down and detached a small three-inch-square box from his belt, then placed it down next to the star box on the crate. “With this.”

Aiden leaned in closer trying to see any distinguishing features on the featureless tiny box. “What is that?”

Gail and Joel walked closer.

“It’s a reality printer, latest generation. It will be able to take what it needs from around here and create the insulin your grandmother needs, but it won’t do it, unless you pay it via the credits you earn in the game.”

“Game?” said Gail.

Aiden looked wide-eyed at the small box, then at Cypher, ignoring Gail’s question. “That makes no sense. Reality printers only exist in the game. They’re not real…”

Cypher looked bemused. “What are you ta—ohh.”

“What?” said Aiden.

“I can see how you would think that it’s not real, what with the game being called, an umm ‘game.’”

“Err, yeah it’s not real, because it’s a game! Space world or something, and I have to fight monsters and—”

Cypher laughed to himself, then placed his other hand on Aiden’s shoulder. “Perhaps you should sit down.” He looked at the others. “You all should.”

Aiden could feel the anger building inside him. His grandmother was dying, just tens of feet away from him because she didn’t have insulin, and this Digit wanted to tell him a story. “How’s this going to help my grandmother!”

Cypher’s expression hardened. “Sit down.”

Aiden shook his head, then looked around him, grabbed a small wooden crate and sat on it. The others had already done the same. 

Cypher leaned back against one of the many large metal containers which filled the room. “About twenty years ago, just as PrimaCorp—” Everyone but Aiden looked confused. “PrimaCorp is in charge of everything in the Digits’ world. Anyway, they had become the main governmental authority for most, but not all, of the planet. Some remaining territories were holding out. They were holding onto the idea of being their own nations. PrimaCorp had tried everything, trade wars, and even the occasional actual war to persuade them to join the other regions controlled by them, but nothing was working. Anthony Graves, the great grandson of the original founder of PrimaCorp, was ready to pull the trigger and wipe the holdouts from the planet, but your father, Jordan Cobb, who was the head scientist of R&D at the time argued against the approach. Instead, he told Graves that he had created a new technology that would not only change the world but would allow humankind to explore the stars in ways that up until then was not possible.”

Cypher stopped for a moment to walk to a long table against the wall, which was covered in wooden boxes. He pulled out a plastic container then took a drink from it. He noticed that Joel and Aiden were whispering to each other. “I know all of this probably doesn’t mean much to you Logs, but there’s a reason I’m telling you this. So up until then, we had explored most of the solar system, but going beyond that was proving to be problematic. Faster than—”

“So, it’s real…” said Aiden, his words fading to silence.

Cypher smiled. “Now he’s getting it. As I was saying…”

Aiden’s head begun to spin a little.

“So, our best scientists couldn’t make faster-than-light travel work for organic beings. We were chained to this solar system. Your father, Aiden came up with a novel work around. We’d had Reality Printers for a few hundred years, they take care of most of Digits daily lives, they create our clothes, food, everything. Your father found a way of shrinking the RPs to such a small size, and with some extra technology they could be engineered to bend space just enough to travel to multiples of the speed of light.”

Joel’s pap Travis leaned close to his son. “Any of this making any sense to you?” Joel shook his head.

“Around eighteen years ago, hundreds of thousands of these new generation RPs were sent out into the cosmos in all directions. But that wasn’t the really clever bit.”

“They turned it into a game…” said Aiden, his eyes transfixed on the small black box resting on the metal container.

“Exactly! PrimaCorp needed these countless RPs to be controlled daily. An AI wouldn’t be enough. Wouldn’t be nuanced enough to face whatever was out there. So, Jordan came up with ‘Reality Gate.’ A game which would allow citizens to control and explore the universe through the ‘eyes’ so to speak of the RPs. That way PrimaCorp could explore the universe via the players. If they did well, the game would reward them with credits.”

“So, I was really in space?”

“Virtually, through the RP, yes.”

“Can’t you just make that box of tricks, make the medicine?” said Gail.

“Nothing can be constructed with an RP unless credits are paid.”

Aiden looked at the glow emanating from the gaming device, while Gail moved closer to Cypher.

“Then you pay the credits! If you’re some high and mighty Digit!”

“All transactions are transparent, if I paid, it would create a trail that would lead right back here, and that won’t go well for anyone.”

“How many credits do I need?” Aiden was standing next to the crate, looking down at the star-shaped box that could transport his consciousness across the emptiness of space.

Cypher looked at the display on his wrist. “The system is showing that an Aiden Forlan has already logged some time in the game. You earned some XP, which means credits, which is good, but, unfortunately, you have almost lost all of them with penalties due to your time away from the game—”

“How many…”

“Twelve thousand.”

“And how long have I got…” The words stuck in his throat. “Before—”

“Her organs will start to fail within twenty-four hours.”

Gail threw her arms up in the air. “This is crazy.”

Aiden turned to her. “I’m going to go back into the game, or whatever that is, and do what I have to, to get the credits.”

“Usually, a player would use a game pod…a chair-like device, which would take care of their bodily needs, food, bathroom breaks, etc., without that, you will be limited in how much time you can spend connected,” said Cypher.

“Yeah, I get it. So how do I earn the credits once I’m out there?”

“You should have a guide, usually it’s a deity that will show you the kinds of tasks or quests PrimaCorp wants you to perform. You have to remember PrimaCorp wants to increase its power and influence over the galaxy. Find ways to do that, and the game will reward you. I have also set up a PrimaCorp account under your fake name, so you have somewhere for your credits to be stored.”

Aiden sat on the floor with his back against the container. “So, let’s get this going. How do I get back in?”

“Just say ‘connect to the game,’ but, Aiden, there is something you need to know. I understand your father gave you a biochip to allow you to play, and has masked your true identity, but that will only work for your current RP. If it is destroyed, who you are will become known to PrimaCorp. So, you only have one chance to do well in the game.”

Aiden nodded, then took one last look at the others in the room, until finally he looked across to his grandmother, then closed his eyes.

“Connect to the game…”


CHAPTER EIGHT




—————————————————————————————————

CONNECTING TO GAME, PLEASE

STANDBY.

—————————————————————————————————

Howling consumed the air around Aiden as he opened his eyes to almost complete darkness.

“Zeus? You out there?”

A dim light suddenly emanated outward from where he was, illuminating dust and torrential rain flying past outside the cave. It was the same one that he was in when he disconnected hours earlier.

He looked at his arms and legs. He was wearing the same clothes that he had on when he was in the bunker moments before. Now, though, he realized none of it was real, and was just the game projecting himself into the alien world. In reality, only the RP was in the cave. He brought his hand close to his face and examined the virtual dirt and grime that stuck to his skin in awe.

He sniffed the air. It smelt wet and slightly metallic.

He slowly stood and looked around him at the weathered tunnel, trying to absorb as much of its detail as possible.

“I’m really on an alien planet…” He started to feel a little light-headed and fell backwards against the cave wall.

He shook his head.

Get a grip Aiden I need to get this done.

He remembered his stats. “Show me my stats.”

—————————————————————————————————

RP STATS

Power Level (PL): 65%

Power output (PO): 15%

Structural integrity (SI): 80%

Creative Efficiency (CE): 51%




PLAYER STATS

CREDITS (C): -10

EXPERIENCE (XP): 23

LUCK (L): 5

—————————————————————————————————

“So only 12010 Credits to go then. No problem…” He stood back up. “Zeus!”

“Yes, yes, I hear you, minion!”

“Where were you? I just asked—”

“I am a God!” His voice boomed out, almost making Aiden want to cover his ears. “I do not come at your every beck and call!” His voice quietened. “Anyway, you abandoned the game! Where were you! For ten hours thirty-four minutes and twenty-seven seconds? During that time, you were fined ten credits! All the good work you put into your first play session you squandered!”

“SI and CE are better than I thought they would be?”

“The RP repairs itself from available local materials over time.”

“Good to know.” He edged closer to the cave entrance and started to feel the force of the wind tearing up the ground just yards away. “I was busy. HUD on.” His directions and elevation appeared in front of his vision. “I take it I’m still four inches tall?”

“No. Right now your RP is in standby mode, so you are just an inch in height. Do you wish to create another avatar to explore your surroundings better?”

Aiden turned away from the storm outside and looked back into the intense dark of the cave, which the light he was the source of, was not doing much to penetrate.

“Sure, recreate the avatar I used with the life-and-death battle with the…bug. And display the amount of time that has passed since I have arrived in the game in my HUD.”

’12: 34s’ Appeared alongside the other information in his head up display.

“Done and you have just enough resources to create such an avatar. If it was not clear earlier, when this happens your RP becomes the Avatar. It is not separate from you. The RP will be contained within the actual avatar.”

“Sure, let’s do—”

Before Aiden finished, plates of ancient Greek style armor formed over his legs and arms, and this time he noticed there was one over his chest. “No helmet?”

“Insufficient resources to create such an item. However, if you search, you may find the correct materials to construct one.”

Aiden looked into the cave. “OK, I’m going to go deeper in and see what I can find…”







*****

Aiden watched as the rock with the green veins running through it dissolved in his hand.

—————————————————————————————————

IRON ORE ABSORBED.

XP +1

—————————————————————————————————

He sat down on the various rock forms protruding from the cave tunnel floor, frustrated. His HUD gameplay duration displayed over two hours.

“How am I meant to get twelve thousand credits like this!” His words bounced off the craggy rock walls.

“Is that a question for me? Or are you talking to yourself?” said Zeus.

“Yes!” Images of Sarah lying on the grubby mattress in the equally dirty underground dwelling flashed through his mind, and he pushed them away just as quickly.

“Calm down, minion. Being angry at your deity will not help your situation. If you continue with your current strategy of finding elements to absorb, it will take you approximately thirty-five years to accumulate the required XP for the credits you want.”

“I’m in a game I don’t even know how to play!” Aiden kicked a rock across the ground. “Cypher said PrimaCorp wants to increase its power. So, how do I give them that?”

“Here are a number of strategies for accruing XP and therefore increasing your credits. Cataloging alien planets, and the flora and fauna within them, worth anywhere from 5 to 500 XP, especially if the aliens are sentient. Discovering new materials, worth between 1 and 1000 XP. Discovering alien customs, philosophies, and history worth 1000 to 10,000 XP, and alien technology 10,000 to 1,000,000 XP. Your own behavior and interactions are also graded and can be very valuable.”

Aiden looked at the sand-colored walls around him and sighed. “I need to be able to move quicker, I can’t cover enough ground being tiny and on foot.”

“You are able to move faster than you have been, but it will expend more of your RPs power, which is currently at only 58%.”

“I need to get back to the cave entrance.” He turned and looked to the way he just came from. “Pretty sure it was this way.” He then jogged forward, skipping over loose rocks, and ducking down the corridor he recognized. He ran faster and faster until his legs were pumping far quicker than he had ever been able to push them with his real body. Walls hewn from rock flashed by until he skidded to a stop on top of a cliff inside a large chamber, that he had spent twenty minutes climbing earlier. Taking a few steps back he sprinted forward and leapt off the precipice.

—————————————————————————————————

(PO) + 15%.

—————————————————————————————————

“Yeah!” he shouted into the shadow infested cavern as he sailed through the air and landed, without slowing, on the floor. Junctions came and went and within twenty minutes he was back to the cave entrance. The wind and rain had vanished. Outside the sun was just rising.

—————————————————————————————————

(PL) - 10%.

ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 2 ACQUIRED.

YOU WILL NOW HAVE MAPPING ABILITY.

XP +5

—————————————————————————————————

“Mapping ability?”

“A record of where you have been is now logged. So, if you so wish you can see where you have been before in a two- or three-dimensional map.”

“Show me that.”

A two-dimensional map showing haphazard lines appeared on his HUD. Across the top of it was a faded grid, to show distances. A red line followed one of the paths, fading in and out.

“The red line shows where I’ve just come from?”

“Correct.”

“OK, turn the map off for now.”

The map disappeared.

Stepping outside, his feet immediately splashed into what looked like a small lake, but he knew must have just been a large puddle. Looking down, he caught his reflection and froze. The figure looking back at him was not what he saw when he looked at his own arms and legs, for instead of a human being reflected in the ripples of the pool of water, there was a robotic looking face, with arms and legs covered in the ancient Greek armor.

“So that’s what I look like on this planet? A robot?”

“Yes, unless you purposely create your avatar to look more human, but that would take substantially more resources than your RP can currently process.”

“Why don’t I see that when I look at my own limbs?”

“When the game was originally created it was found that players play better if they see themselves projected into the game world rather than the actual physical avatar. However, it was decided to leave a player’s view of a reflection as it should be, so they can see how they really look if they want.”

“Right…” Aiden looked up over the expanse of water, and at the clouds that were drifting slowly across the clear sky. He then started running, splashing through the water, moving towards the ravine’s edge. He skidded to a stop and looked down at the valley.

“I’ve got an idea.”

In his mind he pictured an image from one of his old books. It was from an inventor called Leonardo da Vinci, from over a thousand years before, who created amazing sketches of flying machines. One particular invention was a flying device, which looked like the wings of a large bat.

“What I’m thinking of, have I got the resources to construct that?”

“I believe you have. Hold out your arms.”

Aiden did as he was asked, and straps started to form across his arms, and from them what looked like wooden struts sprung outwards until a frame was formed three times his arm length on both sides. Finally, a thin film of material formed between the wooden beams until his medieval wings were complete.

Even though the wings were huge they were as light as a feather. He lowered and raised his arms slightly and could already feel the updraft from the breeze.

“OK, I might destroy the RP doing this, but I need to cover more ground—” He glanced at the time played, it was now approaching three hours. “— and this is the best way I can think of, being so small.”

He walked backwards, five or six steps and stopped, leant forward then ran forward, leaping as he reached the edge of the ravine.

“Sheeeeet…” The glider dropped like a stone off the side of the cliff. The wind buffeting his arms was so strong that he felt they would break off, but he gritted his teeth and with more effort than he thought he had in him, brought the wings forward. As he did his descent started to slow, but the ground was still approaching at an alarming rate.

“You’re going to crash.”

“I know!”

Grunting into the air around him, he managed to bring his arms level and the nose of the glider immediately lifted, and he skimmed the ground and surged back up into the sky.

“Yahoo!” he shouted as he used his arms, with the large fabric and wooden wings attached, to bob and weave between giant reeds then move over another ledge, this one allowing an even greater view of the valley below. The surface of the river glistened in the morning sun seemingly hundreds of feet below.

Tilting his arms, the glider started to turn, and Aiden could feel the warm air from below bathe him, and he rose even higher.

A squawk came from his left, making him jump and causing the glider to dive slightly until he corrected it. Looking to the sight of the sound, he saw a bright orange-gold birdlike creature, flying alongside. Its wings were slightly wider than his own artificial ones, and it also had a long tail which twitched and turned as it soared with him. Aiden smiled and ignored the stat message telling him another creature had been catalogued.

Turning his attention back to the river below, beings with tusks and blue fur drank from the water, while something dark and long slithered through the rushing river. More stat messages flashed up and were gone.

A honking noise came from the river. Aiden looked down. The thirsty creatures were now standing on two legs looking up at him and pointing.

“OK, this is not good.”

Another stat message flashed across his vision, although this time he noticed that it contained. ‘LOW LEVEL SENTIENT HUMANOID +100 XP’

“Well done, Aiden, you have discovered your first semi-intelligent being!” said Zeus in his ear. “Some minions go weeks without finding such beings!”

The creature’s sounds started to transform into roars, which were loud even from the height he was above them.

He leaned to the northwest, taking the glider away from the river when something slammed into his right wing tearing it from his arm and sending him into a spiral towards the turbulent waters.

—————————————————————————————————

(SI) - 34%.

(L) - 1%.

—————————————————————————————————


CHAPTER NINE




A giant, blue-gray callused hand grabbed both sides of Aiden’s torso and lifted him free of the bubbles and froth of the river. He decided to immediately freeze any movement. Warm air from a snout washed over him making him want to vomit, but he kept his imaginary contents in his virtual stomach.

The creature brought the four-inch-high metallic figure which had a kind of winged apparatus attached to it closer to its large eye to examine it.

“I strongly suggest you don’t move,” said Zeus.

What do you think I’m doing!

The creature shook Aiden’s avatar up and down, not understanding how it was just airborne. Aiden’s head spun.

I’m not feeling so good…

He tried to focus on the alien being that was shaking him like a toy. The head of this creature was humanoid but had the features of a boar with accompanying small tusks on both sides of a large bottom jaw.

Without moving his head, Aiden examined the body and features of this pig-man. Its skin was a pale blue, with a hide of fur covering its back and up and over the top of its head. It wore various rags and leathers, and where its skin was exposed he could see some tattoos. Around its waist was a number of sharp looking bones, and small skulls. He figured it must have been about five-foot four in height, but to him looked as big as one of the towers in the ruins.

The one holding him honked and grunted to two more standing nearby, both of which looked uninterested in whatever he was saying.

A jumble of disconnected words sprung into Aiden’s ear, followed by a stats message.

—————————————————————————————————

ATTEMPTING TO TRANSLATE PHONEMES. PLEASE STAND BY…

PARTIAL TRANSLATION NOW POSSIBLE.

NEW SKILL ACQUIRED: COMMUNICATION LEVEL 1. YOU WILL NOW BE ABLE TO HAVE PARTIAL UNDERSTANDING OF SOME ALIEN’S COMMUNICATIONS.

XP + 25.

—————————————————————————————————

The pig-man moved Aiden’s right arm up and down, which he allowed the creature to do. The beast grunted, then wrapped some string around the middle of Aiden’s avatar tying him to its hip. The others started to walk away. Aiden’s pig-man followed.

Looks like we’re going for a ride. He glanced at the play duration, it now showed three hours and twenty-two minutes.

How long can I stay connected to the game?

“As long as you wish, although some players find staying connected to the game for longer than sixteen hours can prove taxing.”

Aiden went to reply, when he remembered all the lifeless people seated in row after row inside the room within the wall. All their bodily functions were being taken care of for them, there was never any need for them to detach from the game world. He, however, couldn’t do that and would need to break away at some point. He figured around six hours would be the time to do that, so he still had a few hours left.

What’s my XP? Actually, just keep my XP in my HUD all the time.

As ordered “XP: 153” appeared on the HUD.

The pig-men remained largely silent as they trekked down the side of the mountainside, passing winged, blue insects that were almost as large as Aiden’s avatar, while occasionally stopping and digging up some plants that looked like potatoes to Aiden, but had strange pink-ish spikes protruding from them. The pig-men slung them into a sack and continued. After thirty minutes, even without Aiden being able to see ahead as he was tied to the rear of the beast-man, he could feel warmer air and with it came the scent of habitation. Rotting vegetables mixed with odors which were animallike in their stench. With the smells came the noise of many pig-men then suddenly a horn bellowed out into the morning air.

The sound of something heavy sliding was followed by the creaking of wood, and the three beast-men walked through an opening, framed by wooden posts which towered into the bright blue sky. Aiden watched, not daring to make any movement because of all the new eyes that were now upon him.

Smaller pig-people ran past, and then started hitting each other over the head with what looked like a large vegetable.

The sentence “Give me…” fed into Aiden’s ear and he realized it must have been coming from one of the pig-children.

Aiden wanted to laugh but resisted. Instead, he watched as the large wooden gate was closed behind them, and the creature carrying him slowly turned around allowing him a full vista of the pig-people’s encampment. It reminded Aiden of early North American forts, with a large wooden spiked wall running around the perimeter. Inside, were smaller wooden box-shaped shacks, some of which had smoke drifting upwards from within.

Suddenly, a giant hand pulled at him, and he was being held aloft in the middle of a group of these beings, which were all looking at him then at each other.

“Treasure fell from sky!” said the beast holding Aiden.

“What is it?” said another of the curious onlookers.

Suddenly, they all parted, and an obviously older pig-man approached, while the others fell silent. His fur down the back of his head was largely gray, and he walked with the help of a long wooden staff.

Aiden’s carrier handed him to the older pig-man, who examined him in silence then, with a snort, turned and walked back from where he came, into a wooden shack that was larger than the rest.

I think he’s some kind of leader, or chief.

—————————————————————————————————

NEW SKILL ACQUIRED: ALIEN CULTURES LEVEL 1. THE CUSTOMS AND SOCIETAL STRUCTURES OF ALIEN RACES WILL NOW BE MORE APPARENT TO YOU. 

XP + 45.

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden was glad to see the messages flash across his vision, but acutely aware of how little the extra XP was compared to what he needed.

The room they entered was much larger than it appeared. Across most of the planked walls were shelves with various items.

The elder pig-man placed Aiden’s avatar on one of the shelves leaning him up against a brown jug and close to a scary looking skull which looked like a miniature dragon’s head.

As Aiden looked at the artifacts that were scattered around, graphics of lines and circles zoomed in on them, together with notifications that the items were being logged to the PrimaCorp database and increases in XP, which was now up to 224.

Some of these old things must be worth quite a lot if I can get closer to them.

“Is that a question or a statement,” said Zeus.

Err both?

“Yes, they might well be, especially if they lead to other more important items.”

Aiden noticed that on a shelve opposite to his, about ten feet away was a scroll, rolled up. Even from the distance he was, with the low light conditions inside the shack, the scroll looked old. Frayed, yellowed string was tied around it. Despite some of the more attractive-looking items around him, maybe the scroll held important information. A new message appeared dominating his vision.

—————————————————————————————————

LEVEL ONE QUEST LOGGED. CAPTURE SCROLL.

—————————————————————————————————

That’s new.

“If the game senses your motivations, it will turn that into a quest for you to achieve, and award you accordingly if you succeed.”

How much XP do I get if I get the scroll?

“All level one quests give a flat amount of one hundred XP if achieved.”

Great. Now I just need the pig-king or whatever he is to leave.

The elderly pig-man was seated in an ornate wooden chair, adorned with skulls and flowers. Close by was a flat area, with various other items, small pieces of carved wood, small pots, pieces of string, none of which seemed to have any collective use to Aiden as he watched the old pig-man look over them.

Aiden glanced at the time played, it was nearing four hours. He sighed. All he had to do to go back to his own body was say “Disconnect from game.” But what was the point unless he managed to get the credits the RP back in the bunker needed to do its job.

How are we doing with SI? That projectile tore the wing off.

“Some SI has been recreated but it is still only 44%”

He looked over at the chief who was studying some of the pottery.

He could be there all day.







*****

The fifteen- by twelve-foot shack stood empty. After what seemed like hours, but had just been a matter of minutes, the chief had rushed outside when another pig-man burst open the door and grunted something which the translation converted to the word “Lizard.”

The horn which had heralded the pig-men’s return was sounding once again. 

Aiden looked at the one half of the flying wing that was left attached to his arm. “Any chance of constructing the other half?”

“Not without acquiring more materials,” said Zeus.

“Fine, absorb the other parts of the wing then.”

The fabric and wooden struts dissolved into Aiden’s arm, until he was left with his original armor from before.

He stepped forward and peered over the edge of the shelf. The grunts outside were increasing in volume. “That’s a long way down. If I jump will I break or something?”

“Unless you constructed some form of chute to slow your descent, yes.”

“OK, let’s construct—”

“But you don’t have the—”

“Materials, yes I get it.”

Aiden looked to the wooden post to his right. It had a number of knots and grooves in the wood. Tentatively he reached around the post until his fingers felt an indent large enough to grab hold of. He then got a good grip with his other hand and swung his leg across, gripping the wood as well. Ignoring the temptation to look below, he started to climb down.

The horn sound outside suddenly stopped.

“Wonder what was causing—”

The world around him exploded into a fury of wooden splinters and noise. He lost his grip and fell. As he did, large pieces of the shack’s walls and roof headed to the ground. Hitting the floor, he realized a block of wood more than heavy enough to completely squish his avatar was about to land on him and he rolled to one side. As he did, other bits crashed down all around, causing him to duck and run left and right. The other shelf seemed intact, so he leapt forward, skipping and climbing over the refuse that was once part of the ceiling until he made it to the safety of the bottom shelf. It was then he realized the floor was bathed in sunlight and the sound of battle rang out, just outside.

“What the hell’s happening?”

“If I was to hazard a guess I would say that the pig-people are involved in an altercation of some kind. Which, looking at the destruction to this structure, they might well be losing.”

“Maybe I can help them?”

“And how are you going to do that? You are four inches tall. Getting involved with alien species’ conflicts never usually works out well for players. You are better off just getting the scroll and using this situation to escape.”

The Greek god could be right; I can grab what I can and make a run for it. But what if I could help?

The room was suddenly drenched in darkness, and looking upwards, Aiden just caught a long scaly tail fly past overhead.

“What was that?”

“Another alien indigenous to this planet I presume,” said Zeus.

Squeals echoed around the courtyard outside.

“I need to do something.”

—————————————————————————————————

LEVEL FIVE QUEST LOGGED. SAVE INDIGENOUS HUMANOIDS VILLAGE.

—————————————————————————————————

“When you get eaten, don’t say I didn’t warn you!”

Aiden stepped out into the sun and looked up at the gaping hole in the wooden roof which seemed miles above his head. “I need to get up to the roof. Can I jump that high?”

“You can, but the exertion would take most of your power. You wouldn’t be able to do much once you were up there, certainly not alter your form, or create new forms until you recharged.”

“How quickly would my power return?”

“Fairly quickly if you were in direct sunlight.”

“OK, let’s do it.”

Aiden ran forward and clambered on some wooden beams that had fallen.

—————————————————————————————————

PREPARING FOR POWER INCREASE. PLEASE STANDBY…

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden stood waiting.

“When’s this—”

His avatar automatically crouched, then burst upwards. “—Whoa!”

—————————————————————————————————

(PO) +90%

—————————————————————————————————

 Shooting through the air with an exploding force, he was soon at the same level as the hole in the roof. He just as quickly realized that he may be too far away from the nearby splintered wood to be able to stay up there. Panicking, he flailed at the sharp, wooden ends, his grasp slipping off one, until his feet hit something, which enabled him to grab hold of another piece.

Swinging left and right, he lifted his feet then knees up onto a more level plank and pulled himself up. The sound of battle, squeals, and roars was now all around him. Making sure to stay in the sunlight, he pulled himself up to the final and highest piece of remaining plank and stood up on the roof.

He sauntered forward, trying to take in all that was happening around him. Lizard-men on flying Lizard-beasts swooped and smashed into the other parts of the encampment, causing any buildings that lay in their path to crash to the ground in a heap, while the pig-people ran for their lives. Others that belonged to the village which Aiden presumed were the warriors, threw spears and fired arrows at their attackers, but that just served to make them targets for the other Lizard-men to fly down, grabbing them within their creatures’ giant talons, and rising back into the air as the pig men squealed in pain.

“If you’re going to save this village, I suggest you do it quickly while there’s a village left to save,” said Zeus.

“Yes! I’m thinking! What’s my PL?”

“Power Level is 35%. But the solar energy is increasing the power level quickly.”

 I can’t become any kind of weapon to stop these things, I need to think of something else…

“Sun…that’s it.”

“What is?”

“The villages back home use powerful mirrors to reflect the sun and communicate over miles. And I always carry a small glass lens with me to start fires. That’s it! How big a lens do I need to create, to be able to reflect the sunlight above us into a beam hot enough to burn the attackers?”

“At least four feet should be enough.”

“A lens by itself won’t be enough, I won’t be able—” He ducked as one of the flying lizards swooped low down overhead. Getting back to his feet, he looked out over the devastation that was playing out around him. “—I need a mirror, something to reflect the light…”

He scoured the village, walking forward when something caught his eye. A large silver metallic bowl was glistening amongst the other wreckage. “There! It’s a large cooking bowl, that might work. Here goes nothing.”

He skipped off the edge of the roof onto one of the many broken beams that were sticking out of the destroyed side of the shack and slid all the way to the muddy ground. Just as he arrived there a pig-man fell backwards, landing just a few feet to his left and almost crushing him when its arm and sword fell to its side. Blood partially covered Aiden who tried brushing it off as he kept on running.

Clubs made from bone and iron flashed over Aiden’s head as pig-men warriors battled left and right with some of the lizard-people who had disembarked their flying beasts.

Some of those involved in fights to the death noticed him running between their legs and stopped, lost in confusion as to what they were seeing, but then continued fighting.

He momentarily crouched up to his waist in stagnant water, in one of the many puddles which now lay scattered across the ground amongst the ruins of shacks. He then pulled himself over the top and ran, dodging left and right as the skyscraper-sized beasts fought around him. Finally, he made it to the silver bowl, which even in its state, lying on the ground was almost too blinding to look at due to the sun beaming off it.

He grabbed its side and went to move it but couldn’t budge it. “I need to boost my PO!”

A message flashed across the screen, showing an extra 10% was now being used, and he pulled the silver dish, that was three times as big as him, up and leant it on a clump of wooden planks and stones. A clear bright circle now appeared on the wooden posts across the other side of the village.

“OK, now the tricky part. I need to create a lens big enough, and I also need to be able to steer it where I need too. Have I got enough juice left to do—”

He ducked just in time for the metal-tipped spear to slide through the air above his head and hammer into the ground, a few inches to his right.

“Just about. You will have to reabsorb your armor. Get ready,” said Zeus.

Aiden had no idea what he needed to do to make the lens appear but stood upright and held his arms out. As the armor on his legs and arms started to dissolve away, a small disc started to form between his hands. When it got too big for him to hold, he placed it on the ground in front of him and material continued to flow from his body to the disc. Within a few seconds it had become a four-foot wide lens laying on the ground.

This is very weird.

He leaned down and with some effort lifted it, causing his power output to surge. A nearby lizard-man looked bemused at this strange object, seeming to move by itself and went to walk forward to investigate when he was slammed into by a large club.

OK, let’s see if this crazy idea is going to work.

He looked at the intense beam of light emanating from the silver dish, then stood, bringing the lens closer to it. Instantly the light was focused and started burning a hole in the side of a nearby shack.

It’s working!

He looked around the scene of battle in front of him, tilting left and right, and burning the lizard-men, who yelped, then were instantly clubbed, or stabbed by one of the defenders nearby.

One of the scaly, armor-covered beasts turned, roared, and started towards him. Aiden shifted the lens towards the onrushing lizard-man, but the two-legged, upright crocodile creature thrust a shield in front of it and continued charging forward regardless.

“Oh no…”

The attacker’s shield burst into flames, but still the creature sprinted forward, then started to raise its spiked club when it was within a few feet of Aiden and his lens.

Just as Aiden was about to drop the lens, a larger than the other pig-men charged the lizard-man, and then both tumbled to the ground. Aiden took his opportunity and aimed the beam of light at the creature’s eyes as it tried to struggle with the pig-warrior on top of it. Momentarily blinded, the large pig-warrior brought its sword down on the other creature’s skull rendering it dead instantly. The pig-man then looked back at Aiden, grunted then charged back into the maelstrom.

With the Lizard-men on the ground being pushed back, Aiden pointed the lens into the sky looking for the large flying lizards, but the sky was clear.

Loud grunts and snorting drew his attention back to the village square, which now had a lot fewer shacks in it than when he first arrived and was littered with bodies of pig- and lizard-men alike. But that wasn’t what had Aiden frozen, afraid to move, his tiny avatar still holding the large lens in place.

All the pig-people were looking at him.

Umm…maybe now is a good time to leave.

He gently laid the lens on the ground and started to step backwards, when the elder pig-man that he had seen in the shack earlier emerged from a branch covered hole in the ground and walked towards him. It was obvious all these creatures could now see him and could tell he was not a mere statue after all.

Should I run?

“Oh, now you want to take my advice?” said Zeus.

Before Aiden could answer, the chief pig-man raised his staff high into the air, shouting “Sky man! Sky man!” All the pig-people then dropped to the ground with their arms splayed out in front of them. The chief did the same.

Shit.


CHAPTER TEN




—————————————————————————————————

LEVEL FIVE QUEST ACHIEVED. INDIGENOUS HUMANOIDS VILLAGE SAVED.

10,000 + XP.

INDIGENOUS HUMANOID CUSTOMS STORED 200 +XP.




LUCK + 20.




ABSORPTION LEVEL +1.

—————————————————————————————————

“Ten thousand?” said Aiden. The pig-man chief looked at him, trying to understand. Aiden noticed the attention he was getting and smiled.

“Yes, level five quests pay well.”

Aiden looked at the XP stat in his HUD, it read “10353”.

“I’m still roughly seventeen-hundred credits short.”

“Short of what?” said Zeus.

“Doesn’t matter. Can you translate what I say into the language of these beings?”

“If you keep it simple, yes.”

“Good, translate the following…and make it loud enough for them to hear.” Aiden climbed up on a nearby piece of wood.

“That’s going to take some power.”

 “Just do it. OK, translate this…I have come here to help save you from your attackers!”

The elderly pig-man looked at the pig-person next to him, as did others.

You sure you translated it rig—

What sounded like joyful grunts and snorts rang out around the crowd, so Aiden continued.

“But there are things you can also do for me!”

The noise quieted down, and the pig-man chief sauntered forward. “What we do for Sky Man?”

Aiden tried to remember what options gave the most credits, but then gave up. “I want to learn about you, and your planet. Tell me about your food, your technology, your history, everything…and bring me stuff.”

The chief snorted then looked at the closest pig-person and said something to them in their language. The pig-person nodded then turned to others, who fanned out in all directions. Other pig-people in the village started to pick items off the lizard people, while others hauled the dead away.

While all of this was happening, Aiden suddenly remembered that he must have been in the game for some time. “Show me the play duration.”

“Five hours twenty-four minutes, twelve seconds,” was displayed.

“I can’t be here for much longer.”

Different groups of pig-people emerged from the shacks that were left, with pots and bowls, while others appeared with what looked like rolled-up scrolls, heaps of them. They all laid them at the feet of Aiden’s avatar under the direction of the chief.

Aiden looked at the chief. “I need the scrolls to be unraveled. Rolled out.” Aiden made a gesture with his arm.

Soon, hundreds of items were on the ground around him, and the HUD display in Aiden’s vision was cataloging them all. Circles and lines focused on one strange substance, plant, or manuscript after the other. Increases in experience points flashed past so fast he couldn’t keep up.

After twenty or so minutes of walking around the accumulated wealth of the village Aiden looked at his XP number.

“11896.”

“Argh!” he shouted into the air, making the nearby pig-people duck slightly. He immediately turned to them. “No, no, it’s OK, you have done well.” He turned to the other villagers who were looking at him. “Thank you to all. You can return all of this now.”

They looked confused, but then the chief said something, and they all set about picking the items up.

I’ve stored everything about these people. Their customs, their technology, everything, how can it not be enough?

“There are over eighteen hundred and fifty low-level humanoid species that have been catalogued already similar to these. They do not have much to offer to PrimaCorp,” said Zeus.

The old pig-man shuffled over to Aiden. “We have displeased you?”

Aiden shook his head. “No. What you have shown me is great, amazing. You are clever people. But I need more…” He looked around the muddy potholed space at the center of the village, until his eyes stopped on the small mound of dead lizard-people. An idea formed in his mind. He looked up at the chief. “How far is the lizard-people’s village?”

The chief baulked and snorted. “You are our Sky Man! You are here to help us!”

“I am! I have! I don’t want to help them, I just need to study them. How far?”

“Maybe two hours’ journey. They travel with their beasts, but we do not have such creatures.”

Aiden sighed. I’m so close. He looked at the play duration.

“Five hours fifty-eight minutes, thirty-four seconds,” was displayed.

“If I can make a suggestion…” said Zeus.

“Yes!”

“You can perhaps get to the other village quicker than these humanoids.”

“But do I have the power?”

“PL is 80%, but more importantly, your AL is now two, meaning you can create larger and more complex items and avatars.”

“AL?”

“Absorption level.”

“I wondered what that meant?”

“It determines how much material you can absorb and create with. The higher the level, the larger and more complex items you can create or become.”

“So, now I can create a machine to move faster?”

“If you could imagine its construction, yes. If not, you could make your avatar larger.”

“How much larger?”

“Closer to your actual human height. Then you could—”

“Cover the distance far quicker.”

Aiden looked up at the chief. “I need a map to the other village.”







*****

As Aiden skipped and jumped over small rocks and bushes it felt strange to be seeing the world from above, rather than from below. As soon as he was out of sight of the village, he used 50 percent of his RP’s power and enlarged his avatar to around five feet ten. The same height he was back in the real world. He watched as materials from around him, from rocks, and plants were dissolved and sucked inwards, building up his size. He wondered just how big he could grow. When the process was finished, he looked at how long he had been playing, his HUD displayed “6 hours 34 mins.”

He had been given one of the scrolls, which clearly marked some nearby mountains and the location of the lizard people’s village. He had thanked the chief and told him he could keep the lens to use next time the lizard people attacked.

He had been running for forty minutes straight and still wasn’t tired. He figured he was about two-thirds of the way to the enemy village. As he ran between cactus-like plants which even with his new height towered over him, he couldn’t help but think about his grandmother, and how she was doing back in the bunker?

If she died they would pull me out of the game I’m sure of it…

Faster and faster he pushed his avatar’s arms and legs to a speed he could never match back on earth.

—————————————————————————————————

(PO) 80% AND RISING. RP RUNNING AT DANGEROUSLY LOW POWER LEVELS.

—————————————————————————————————

“If you wish to do anything other than just collapse and have to wait to recharge once you arrive at your destination I suggest you slow up somewhat,” said Zeus.

Aiden pushed the negative thoughts and images of his grandmother from his mind and slowed, but only a small amount. He was still covering the desert at a speed reserved only for the large cats that once existed on earth.

The sun was now on its downward slide to the horizon, and the tall spiked plants which littered the landscape were casting increasingly long shadows over the sandy ground. Pillars of rock which Aiden judged to be hundreds of feet high sat on both sides of a thin path which wound between them. He skidded to a stop, then looked down at the map. The teethlike rocky protrusions were clearly marked and were supposedly only a few miles from the lizard-peoples’ village.

He went to take a step forward into the shadows which the rocky towers were creating over the path but stopped. Something felt off. Instead, he stepped backwards slowly. A few small rocks tumbled down from a height above him, making him jump backwards.

Something doesn’t feel right.

He looked at the map again for an alternative route, but the way ahead of him was the only one he could see that didn’t involve climbing.

He looked up at the craggy cliffs high above, looking for any sign of movement but couldn’t see any.

If I go into that path, and something up there starts throwing boulders at me, the RP will be destroyed. Need to find another way.

He looked again at the rock wall just a few yards from him and plotted a path up the side of it. He had grown up climbing the towers in the ruins, but never had climbed actual rock faces.

How different can it be?

He went to place his avatar’s foot in the first planned hole then stopped. “Can I add some spikes to the bottom of my feet?”

“Yes, creating now.”

His feet suddenly felt slightly heavier. Looking down he could see rows of small metallic spikes sticking from the bottom of his boots. He then continued his initial action and placed his left foot in a secure foothold, lifting himself up, doing the same with his right, slightly higher up and grabbing a small indent in the rock with his right hand. It wasn’t long before he was twenty feet from the desert surface. He waited and allowed himself a quick glance outward. He was already high enough to see some smoke rising from the pig-people’s village some miles back.

He took a deep breath and reached up for the next hand-sized gap in the rock, pulling himself higher. As he climbed he tried not to be distracted by the overwhelming feeling of how insane the last day had been and instead focused on each possible handhold and foothold, plotting them out above him as he rose.

The sun was hovering just over the horizon when he made it to a large ledge near the top of the rock pillar. Above him stars were beginning to twinkle, and a cool wind gently brushed across him. He also noticed for the first time the large moon, easily three times the size of the earth’s and slightly orange in color above him. He looked at the play duration, it was now just over seven hours. He wondered what was happening to his physical self, back in the bunker, but then looked again at the number of XP he had accrued, and how short he still was. Just as he went to walk forward a message appeared in front of him.

—————————————————————————————————

ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 3 ACQUIRED.

YOU WILL NOW HAVE GREATER AGILITY. THIS WILL ENABLE YOU TO COVER DIFFICULT TERRAIN QUICKER.

XP +5

—————————————————————————————————

Ninety-nine XP away.

He moved quickly up the sloped rock surface, gaining elevation, until he was at the highest point and then moved across it. The sound of the lizard-people’s base was evident immediately, even if it was not obvious to spot. Unlike the previous aliens’ village, these creatures’ home was a series of honeycomb-like caves, interwoven with wooden platforms linking it all together. The huge beasts which they attacked the pig-people with were in equally large cages, and smoke and flames could be seen through tiny circular windows in the various domed, rock-covered homes.

A message describing alien habitation followed and “XP + 10” flashed past his vision.

Eighty-nine.

“What kind of things would give me another eighty-nine XP?”

Before Zeus could answer, Aiden realized that some of the rocks on the opposite side of the valley were more carved than the rest. “What’s that in the side of that cliff?”

“It appears to be some kind of ancient temple. I doubt these lesser beings created it.”

“I think that’s where I need to go.” He looked at his arms. “Can I construct another large wing to glide across?”

“You do not have sufficient power or creative efficiency to do that. However, remember that you do not need to keep your current form or size, if you were—”

“Smaller! Yes, shrink me to whatever size I need to be to create the wings so I can make it across there.”

“Be aware the smaller you are, the greater the chance your RP can be damaged or destroyed.”

“Just do it.”

“As you wish.”

Aiden immediately felt his perspective change, and soon he was half the height he was before. While he was decreasing in size, the same struts and fabric started forming over his arms until one large wing was attached across his shoulders.

The small windows of the podlike homes of the lizard people were ablaze with a red hue as their fires burned bright in the gloom of the coming night.

Aiden backed up as far as he could, then charged forward. This time he angled the wing correctly and was immediately held aloft by the updraft from the rocks. The temple entrance was roughly the same height as he was, so decreasing altitude wasn’t an option.

He tilted the wing slightly to the left, by shifting his weight, to aim at the ledge which sat at the bottom of what looked like a large, carved face from the rock.

Looking down hundreds of feet below a few lizard people walked between the buildings, not bothering to look up.

The wind buffeted the wing, causing him to veer off course, but he quickly compensated by changing his weight once more until he was on a direct line to the ledge.

Almost there.

He prepared to land on the ledge by bringing his legs down when a loud roar echoed around the rock faces below him. Another roar soon followed. Aiden looked down and saw the winged beasts looking up at him and snapping at the iron bars of the cages that were holding them. Lizard people started running from their abodes and looked up as well.

“We better make this quick.” He landed heavily on the ledge but managed to keep his footing and ran forward. “Absorb the wing.”

The large airfoil immediately shrunk and disappeared back into Aiden’s avatar.

He stood in front of a huge cave which was a gaping, open mouth carved into the rock. The face around it was more humanoid and definitely not lizard in its form.

Suddenly, he felt a waft of wind on his back and turned just in time to see one of the large, winged beasts rise just a few yards from the ledge. It was making its way down to land.

Aiden looked back at the cave and ran forward into it, immediately enveloped by the darkness.

“Lights on!” he shouted as he sprinted along the corridor, which was hewn from the rock around it.

“Do you have any idea what you’re looking for?” said Zeus.

“No, but I’ll know it when I see it.” He came sliding to a halt at a large, wooden, arched door which was three times his height. Roars drifted on the dry air along the corridor behind him.

There seemed no obvious handle to open the door, but roughly halfway up was a key-shaped hole.

Aiden slammed his shoulder into the door, but it didn’t even shudder. “How much power do you think I’ll need to break this open?”

“More than you have.”

He looked back at the keyhole. “Just how small can I go?”

“You cannot go smaller than the RP, which is one inch.”

He placed his finger in the keyhole. “Shrink me into this hole then.”

Aiden’s avatar dissolved down, the excess material falling away until a perfectly formed one-inch version of himself remained standing in the keyhole- shaped cave.

Brushing away cobwebs, he moved forward, ducking under the pins, until he made it to the other side.

He stood for a moment, ignoring the sounds behind him, agog at the huge cavern, and altar which stood in the center. Four huge pillars sat opposite each other around the altar, which was bathed in light from torches on them. Even before Aiden had a chance to speak, a graphic of a circle appeared in his HUD and focused on the item on the alter, together with numbers which were running past so fast he couldn’t take them in.

—————————————————————————————————

UNKNOWN ALIEN TECHNOLOGY DISCOVERED. XP +50

—————————————————————————————————

“What is that thing?”

“It would appear to be some form of technology of an amalgam of compounds which are not in the database.”

“So, it’s worth more—”

“Than thirty-nine XP? Oh yes, but from this distance it’s not worth anything to you. You need to be much closer, then its entire atomic structure can be scanned and stored in the database and you will be awarded the—”

An earthquake shook the ground around Aiden, knocking him out of the keyhole on the cavern side. He quickly grabbed at a small plate of metal that was raised below the hole and dangled there looking at the ground which appeared a hundred feet below him. As he tried to pull himself up the door shuddered again, then swung open. His body pressed against the metal plate of the keyhole as he and it flew towards the rock face behind it. Aiden looked down and prepared to let go, when the door stopped just short of the wall, with a tiny gap between them. Aiden sighed in relief.

The sound of feet with nails that scratched away at the smooth floor entered the large space. Sounds of more than one lizard-person filled the air. A message flashed up on Aiden’s HUD, and then the lizard-peoples’ words began to make sense.

“He entered here.”

“But he is not! Find him!”

Aiden looked down at the gap between door and wall, and started to climb down, using both sides to help support him as he lowered himself. If they opened the door now, even being his small size they would spot him, then it would all be over.

He quickly got to the bottom and landed as quietly as he could on the rocky surface.

There were more footsteps, then the door swung away, leaving him standing there exposed. He froze, then sighed in relief when he realized that the lizard-man had closed the door behind him.

He toyed with the idea of staying the same size, but the football pitch distance to the altar wasn’t worth the attempt in case they came back. So instead he thought about his larger size and instantly his viewpoint rose, as it did he looked down and realized a burnt hole was appearing where he was standing which he figured was the RP’s doing, needing to absorb more material.

Now he was back to five-ten he smiled at the cavern being just a moderately sized cave and walked forward and placed his hand near the top of the spherical item.

—————————————————————————————————

ALIEN TECHNOLOGY ACQUIRED AND STORED. XP + 150,000.

————————————————————————————————

“Disconnect from the game.”

“No! You can’t just leave your RP here, something—”

The world faded to black in front of Aiden’s eyes.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Cool air covered Aiden’s face, together with a strong smell of ammonia. He realized he must have relieved himself some time ago as his pants felt damp. He went to spring to his feet, but instead only got halfway and collapsed back to his knees.

“He’s awake!” said Gail, running across to him.

He looked across to his grandmother, she was still in the exact same position as when he entered the game, and his heart sank. He tried once again to get to his feet. “I have the credits, we can get the insulin, help me get up!”

Gail’s eyes looked red and her face told of something she did not want to say.

“What?” shouted Aiden.

She helped him to his feet, and he scrambled over to Sarah’s bed. He looked down at the face of his grandmother and wanted to ask the obvious question but couldn’t get the words from his throat.

“She’s past the point of insulin, Aiden…” said Cypher from somewhere in the shadows nearby.

Aiden knelt and grabbed his grandmother’s hand. It felt clammy. “She’s still alive, so there’s hope.”

Cypher walked up behind him, then uncovered the sheet from his grandmother’s feet. “There’s already serious nerve damage in at least one of her limbs. Her organs are failing, so unless you have one hundred thousand credits, then there’s no way to construct—”

Aiden sprung upright. “I have them! The credits!”

Cypher looked confused. “There’s no way you could have gotten—”

Aiden threw his wrist in front of Cyphers face. “Check for yourself! I found some kind of alien thing, it was worth one hundred and fifty thousand credits!”

Cypher raised his own wrist, then tapped away, it wasn’t long before he was looking with astonishment at Aiden. His stony expression then returned. “Looking at your stats there are still three hours before you get your credits….”

“What?! She’ll be dead before then!”

Cypher looked pensive and stroked his chin. “Every player has the option to loan credits based upon what their current XP is, then those credits are automatically deducted at the end of the twenty-four-hour period.”

“Yes, can I do that?”

“Yes. In that case we need to get started.” He looked at Joel. “Bring me the RP from over there.” Joel looked confused. “The small black box on the container, quickly!”

Joel jumped to his feet and ran the short distance, grabbed the box, and returned, handing it to Cypher who handed it to Aiden.

“Repeat these words. ‘Display account.’”

Aiden wasn’t sure what that would do but said the words. A heads up display similar to the one that he would see in the game world appeared in front of his eyes. He stepped back shaking his head. “What…”

“The biochip is interfaced with your brain and your senses.”

“But this is what I see in the game.”

“The chip is displaying information through your eyes. You should see the amount of XP you have.”

Aiden looked at the words and numbers in front of his vision, most of which he did not understand, but one clearly stated that he had almost one hundred and sixty-two thousand XP. “I see it.”

“Good, now say. ‘Request loan for full amount of XP.’”

Aiden did so and almost instantly a message flashed in his vision, saying the XP has been converted and credited to his account. “It’s done, I’ve got the credits.”

“Now say, ‘Interface with RP.’”

Aiden did so.

“You should see some indication that has happened.”

Aiden nodded, for in his vision the words, “Interface established” was flashing.

“Now place the RP on your grandmother’s stomach.”

Gail pulled back Sarah’s clothes exposing her bare skin, and Aiden placed the tiny black box on his grandmother just above her belly button.

“Now, say ‘Diabetes diagnosed, treatment required.’”

Gail and Aiden exchanged a brief worried look, then Aiden repeated as ordered.

The black box shuddered then a message appeared in Aiden’s vision. 

“Procedure will require one hundred and fifty thousand credits. Do you wish to proceed?”

“Yes!” said Aiden and the RP promptly dissolved, disappearing into Sarah’s skin.

Gail placed her hand over her mouth.

“This is crazy,” said the senior Winnamaker.

Sarah’s head twitched left and right.

“What’s happening? Is she in pain?” said Aiden.

“No, she will soon be anaesthetized. The nanites will fix what they can.” On cue, Sarah’s head movement stopped, and her breathing deepened.

“This might take a while, you’d best take a seat and I suggest get some liquid and food inside you,” said Cypher.

Aiden stepped back and sat on the floor just a few feet away with his back against a large battered container. “I’m fine.” It was a lie, his whole body felt as though he had done all the things his avatar had done in the game, except in the game he hadn’t felt any exhaustion at all. He looked at the details displayed in his vision but was too tired to try to understand what he was seeing. “HUD off.” The graphics disappeared.

Joel and Travis glanced at Aiden then retreated to their side of the room. Gail moved away too, but soon returned with a backpack. She sat down next to Aiden, then pulled out some pieces of bread with some cheese.

She offered them to him, and he gladly took them, eating enthusiastically. He didn’t realize until that point how hungry he was.

“Thanks,” he said, giving her a quick smile.

“What was it like in there? When you umm—”

“Peed my pants?”

She smiled. “Yeah, we kind of freaked. But Cypher said usually that kind of thing would be taken care of by some chair or something you would be sitting in, but you don’t have that, so your body will just do what it needs to do.”

Aiden continued devouring the slightly crusty but good-tasting pieces. “I wanted to get back sooner, but I needed to get the credits.”

“How did you do that? Cypher told us to not expect you to get what was needed, he said first time players usually take months to get that kind of money.” She looked down. “I kind of went off at him. Tried to get him to help.”

Aiden went to reply, then realized that Cypher was looking at him intently from just a few yards away. He leaned in to Gail to talk, but fatigue washed through him and he leaned back, closing his eyes. “We’ll talk later…” He murmured.







*****

Sarah’s voice moved through his mind. “Grandmother?” He opened his eyes, blinking to try and focus them better. She was sitting up in her bed, smiling at him. Gail was sitting on the bed and the innocent looking one-inch-square box sat on the floor nearby. “You’re awake!” He scrambled forward and hugged her.

“Easy, I’m still sore in all kinds of strange places.”

He pulled back, examining her. “How’d you feel?”

“All things considered, pretty good. Mr. Cypher told me my diabetes has also gone,” she said with a beaming smile. Aiden hugged her again.

Her expression hardened. “Me and Gail have been talking about how we all ended up here, and what’s happening in the village. Joel and Travis’s home destroyed, maybe ours, maybe others. We can’t stay down here forever.”

“We won’t, but for now we need to until things calm down,” said Aiden.

“We’re getting pretty low on food and water,” said Gail.

“I’ll do a supply run back into the village.”

“We’ll go with you,” said Joel and Travis.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” said Cypher, leaning on a nearby wall. Everyone looked at him. “Your village has gone.”

Shock flowed around the room. Aiden stood and walked up to the slightly taller man. “What do you mean, ‘gone?’”

“The commander responsible for this zone had it destroyed when they lost, and then couldn’t find, the gaming device. They cannot allow such tech to be in the hands of a Log. So, they leveled the village.”

Aiden went to move towards the door.

“Where are you going?”

“I need to see for myself.”

“Even once you scaled the thirty floors back to the surface, you are still over ten miles from your village, and once you get there, trust me you will find nothing but a smoldering crater…”

“But what about all the people that were there?” said Sarah, trying to do her best not to let emotion break up her words.

“Most were captured and relocated to another village miles from here.”

She looked at Gail and held her hand. “I’m sure your mother was one of them. You will see her again.”

Gail solemnly nodded.

“There’s nothing back there for you,” said Cypher.

Aiden paced back and forth. “Than what do we do! Just live down here for the rest of our lives!”

“What will we do for food and water?” said Travis.

“You have an RP. It can provide everything you need, if you have the credits.”

Everyone looked at Aiden.

“Yeah…I can get more credits.”

“Actually. You and I need to talk…in private.” Cypher walked towards the door and opened it, looking back at Aiden who sighed then walked outside into the gloomy corridor. Cypher followed, closing the secure door behind them, then walked to the end of the corridor. “I did something for you, now you need to do something for me.”

“OK? What?”

“I need you to go back into the game. Play and rise in the rankings.”

“There’s rankings?”

“Turn your HUD back on.”

Aiden did so, and the plethora of stats were in his vision just as before.

“You should see two letters ‘PR’ with a number next to it.”

“Yeah, I see.”

“What’s the number?”

“89,593,303.”

“That’s good…remarkable even—”

“What does it mean?”

“It means you’re going to be getting a lot of attention, and that will be a problem. I was hoping to keep you hidden for at least the next cull.”

“Cull?”

“That’s not your concern. So, you’ll go back in?”

Aiden looked back at the closed door. “I don’t see what choice I have, if I want to eat and drink.” He looked confused back at Cypher. “Why do you care if I’m in the game?”

“I told you, I knew—”

“Yeah you knew my mother, but that was a long time ago, why’re you helping me now?” Aiden could tell there was a truth behind Cypher’s eyes that he wasn’t aware of yet.

“All I can say for now is that you are needed in the game.” He began to walk away.

“You’re leaving?”

“I’ve already been away for too long. One more thing. You can contact me through your HUD when you are here. But never, and I mean never, try to contact me from within the game. You clear on that?”

Aiden nodded.

“Good. Now get back into it and do well. I’ll be back when I can.”


CHAPTER TWELVE




Only a dim light provided any light for Aiden after reentering the game. He turned around and realized he was in a cave of some kind. The entrance was nearby and showed a well-lit stone floor just outside.

“Show me my stats, and HUD on.”

—————————————————————————————————

RP STATS

POWER LEVEL (PL): 95%

POWER OUTPUT (PO): 15%

STRUCTURAL INTEGRITY (SI): 90%

CREATIVE EFFICIENCY (CE): 91%




ABSORPTION LEVEL 2




PLAYER STATS

CREDITS (C): 1961

EXPERIENCE (XP): 161961

LUCK (L): 24




ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 3

CREATION SKILL LEVEL 2

ALIEN CUSTOMS SKILL LEVEL 2




CURRENT PLAY DURATION: 56 seconds.

—————————————————————————————————

“Zeus? Where am I.”

“Oh, so now you are concerned where you are then?”

“I had to leave, but now I’m back. Where am I?”

“The RP reverted to its base state, and found a small crack to hide in. You’re lucky hardly any of those creatures come in here.”

“I need to get out of here and explore the rest of the planet.”

“You were fortunate finding the alien technology, I doubt there’s anything else of value on this dust bowl.”

“Yeah, well I’m going to look and find out for myself.”

“Such a petulant young man. Hercules was the same.”

Aiden walked forward into the light and looked up at the altar which was more like a mountain next to him.

“Can I return to my human height?”

“Yes, I am converting you to your original avatar now.”

The RP changed form into Aiden’s robotic-looking avatar and then grew in size until it was a similar height to his human body. He felt the heat from the torches on the pillars and looked around the circular chamber. He went to walk away to the door when he stopped. The first time he was near the alien artifact he was only concerned about cataloging it and returning to his world, but now he saw it for what it really was. A robotic head sat on a pedestal. It was more impressive than any of the machines he had seen inside the wall or even on the robots that chased him and Gail a day before. This artificial head had lines and grooves carved in an elaborate manner all over, combining with its silver and gold inlaid strips.

“It’s a robotic head.”

“It would appear to be so, yes.”

He reached forward to touch it. “What is it—”

He was standing in a large room, but not the cave with the pillars. This was a room of opulent comfort, with drapes of varied colors hanging from high in the ceiling. The air was thick with the smell of incense, and Aiden realized he was sitting on a large ornate chair. He looked down amazed at the interwoven gold, silver, and gemstones all glittering amongst a watery setting sun which was just visible through the glass of a tiny slit of a window amongst huge stones which made up the wall. 

Hasn’t the sun already set?

There was no response from Zeus.

“Zeus?”

Still no response. He went to stand up, when he felt a wave of vertigo wash over him, and he was back in the cave.

“Are you there, Aiden Forlan?” said Zeus.

Aiden held on to the pedestal to stop himself from falling. “Yeah, what the hell just happened.”

“It would appear that the head was in fact part of an RP. When you touched it, your own RP was confused and connected to what the head used to be part of. It took some work, but I managed to cut the link. Do not touch the head again!”

Aiden looked back at the silver and gold object. “No…I won’t…do you know where it was that I was connected to?”

“For the link to be established in this fashion, it would not have been too far away, definitely on this planet or within the star system.”

“But if this is part of an RP, and another RP is in this system, then why was I sent here in the game? I thought new players were used to explore undiscovered parts of the galaxy?”

There was only silence.

“Hello?”

“What you describe is not within the rules of the game, and therefore cannot be possible. The game core keeps track of all players, and new players are not placed within interstellar jump distances from other players.”

“I’m looking at a part of an RP!”

“Yes, that is most puzzling.”

“Could you trace the exact location to the rest of this RP?”

“Place your hand closer to the item, but do not touch it. I will try to follow the link back to its source.”

Aiden moved his hand tentatively towards the head.

“OK, stay there.” A few seconds passed. “I have established the source of the link is in the northern hemisphere of the second planet rotating around the sun of this system.”

“And how do I get there?”

“All RPs have the capability to leave any planet they are on, by the use of antigravitics. You merely have to be out in the open, and say, ‘Leave planet’ and your RP will then form an antigravity field around you. It will then fly to the lowest orbit it can and await further instructions.”

“So, it can blast off into space, but I need to come up with a large wooden wing to fly somewhere?”

“I do not make the rules of the game, Aiden.”

He sighed and walked to the doorway and listened to it. There was no sound from the other side. He pulled the smoothly polished black iron handle down, and cogs could be heard turning and falling into place. The door then opened with a creak.

A rush of cold air hit him making him pause, then he closed the door behind him quietly and walked along the tunnel. He could see before reaching the end that it was still dark outside, but the large moon provided more than enough light for him to see the ledge. He tentatively walked onto it, and then peered over at the lizard people’s buildings hundreds of feet below. He made sure to not lean over too much to be spotted by the large creatures they rode on again.

Stepping back, he looked up into the night sky. A myriad of points of light twinkled back at him and amongst them two small discs, one a light blue and green, the other a dark forbidding gray color.

I’m guessing the green and blue disc up there is the second planet orbiting the sun?

“Correct.”

“Then that’s where I need to go. Do your thing.”

“You mean leave the planet?”

“Yeah that.”

“Prepare for transformation.”

Aiden didn’t have to wait long. His perspective immediately started to rapidly shrink, until he was sure he was just a few inches high again.

When does—

Before he could finish his thought, a blue glow filled his vision. He looked down and saw the glow was covering his entire body, he then shot into the sky.

“Whoa!”

“Just breathe, Aiden Forlan. You will be in low planetary orbit within fifteen seconds.”

Aiden watched as the villages he had seen and the landscape he had ran over disappeared into the larger vista of the planet’s geography, and then became lost as he entered cloud cover. A few seconds after that he was higher, looking down at the curvature of the horizon and the mass of clouds below. He looked up at the infinity of stars which were now becoming sharp points of light and at the other planets which he could now see some of the surface of.

—————————————————————————————————

(PL) - 30%.

ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 4 ACQUIRED.

YOU WILL NOW HAVE THE ABILITY TO USE ANTIGRAVITICS.




XP +15.

—————————————————————————————————

“Antigravitics?”

“Yes, your RP now has the ability to use antigravitics to allow you to travel quicker.”

“I can fly?”

“With sufficient power yes.”

“I’ll miss the large wooden wing.”

Swiveling on the spot, he could now see the two gas giants, one milky blue and the other a swirl of green hues. They were slightly smaller than the two nearby planets, so he presumed they must be much further away.

He slowly turned back towards his destination and allowed himself to just float there taking in the grandeur.

I’m in space.

“How are we for PL and PO?”

“PL is down to 70% but still sufficient to get you to nearby planets.”

“OK, get me to that planet, and aim me at the northern hemisphere.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




As Aiden descended through the atmosphere, passing through thick cloud cover, it was obvious there was a fairly advanced culture on the surface. Even in the dwindling light, jagged lines cut through hundreds of miles of snow-covered forests connecting areas which contained hundreds of buildings. He didn’t want to be seen, however unlikely that would be at his small size, by anyone in the cities, so he locked in a landing site on a clear patch in the forests far from any cities.

At about four-thousand feet, flickers of snow drifted past him and the structures became slightly clearer. It reminded him of paintings of the medieval European cultures back on earth. Wood and stone angular buildings with towers dominated the numerous small dwellings around them and all sat within large walls. He couldn’t see much in the way of technology though. No signs of vehicles or sky ships.

He passed over one of the cities, dropping quickly over mile after mile of thick forest, heading for the large open area which sat at the base of some mountains.

As he drew closer to it, he noticed a small structure, with smoke coming from its roof.

“We need to land somewhere else, there’s a house over there!”

“Your landing spot is locked in, your RP does not have the power to change the location now,” said Zeus.

“Damn it. Maybe they won’t notice.”

“Won’t notice a glowing blue fire ball landing a mile from their homestead?”

“Maybe they are looking the other way!”

—————————————————————————————————

STARTING LANDING PROCEDURE. LANDING STRUTS CONSTRUCTED. LANDING IN 5…4…3…

—————————————————————————————————

The RP slowed its descent to a crawl, but still hit the snow with a thump and promptly disappeared a few feet into it. All Aiden could see was a wall of white ice in front of him.

“Make me my proper height.”

The RP immediately took on a humanoid robotic form and grew to Aiden’s human height.

He was standing three-feet deep in the middle of a snow-covered field. All around the edge were what looked to Aiden like evergreen trees, completely covered in a thick layer of snow.

To his north-west, smoke, drifting upwards into the darkening gray-white sky, was visible from the house.

The sound of voices floated on the light wind through the trees.

“They saw me! Quick, cover me with something. Armor, umm a helmet and a cloak.”

“That will take sixty-percent of your CE to create.”

“Just do it.”

As the voices grew louder, accompanied with the flicker of flames visible deep in the forest, pieces of silver armor spread across his avatar’s limbs and torso. Then a helmet formed across his robotic head, partially obscuring his view and finally as Aiden crouched down, fabric sprung forth covering his head and back. He grabbed it and wrapped it around him further.

When the process was complete the snow around him had been carved out, and he was standing in a ten-foot wide crater, making him even more obvious amongst his surroundings. He started to stomp forward across the field when growling sounds made him freeze in his tracks.

Unrecognizable words came from behind him.

—————————————————————————————————

ATTEMPTING TO TRANSLATE. PLEASE STANDBY.

—————————————————————————————————

He slowly turned to face a large, bearded man, holding onto an animal which was an amalgam of teeth and fur. An eye patch covered the man’s left eye and his right was just visible under a thick hairy brow.

“You out ‘ere looking for the thing that fell from the sky?” grumbled the man.

“Err…what thing?” responded Aiden, his eyes flicking between the beast, pulling at its leash, and the gruff-looking individual who was at least a foot taller than him.

The man eyed Aiden up and down suspiciously. “Where’s the rest of your friends? There’s always more than one of you.”

“I’m here alone. But I got lost in the storm and ended up here.”

“Where’s your horse then? And your sword?”

“It ran off and…took my sword with it.”

The man scoffed. “Someone pissed off the gods, by the looks of it.”

“Yeah…”

“You better come back with me then. If not, you’ll be dead an hour after that suns gone down.”

Aiden turned and looked into the shadows that were already covering most of the woods around him. Who knows what’s in those trees. But if I go back, I might get discovered.

“You coming?”

“Sure. Thank you.” Aiden followed the man and creature, both of whom were finding it easier to travel across the ice-encrusted ground than he was.

“What’s your name?” said the man.

“Aiden.”

“I’m Egown.”

They got to the end of the field, and Aiden was thankful to see a well-trodden path winding its way through the bark and pines.

“We got hot stew made by my oldest, Flori. And if you don’t mind sleeping with the animals, there’s a place to lay your head until the sun’s up again.” The beast, which looked like something Aiden had seen in books of what used to be a species called ‘Dog’ kept throwing a low growl in his direction.

The man smirked “Don’t mind Carion, he has never been a lover of the king’s soldiers.”

“It’s fine.”

They arrived at the end of the path which had been slowly rising and looked out across another cleared area beyond a boundary fence and gate. The man’s house sat on a small hill in the middle of it. The roof looked like it was covered in a mixture of wood, fabric, and leaves of some kind and to one side a small chimney was billowing out smoke into the evening sky. It had two, square, ground-floor windows and one on a second floor, all of which were ablaze with an orange glow. To one side sat a small structure, which had a front that was open to the elements. Aiden thought that must be where the man thinks he was going to be sleeping.

They traipsed up the slope and through a small open gate, then across some dug out areas which looked like attempts to grow things. The door to the house sprung open, releasing a delicious smell and heat into the night air.

“Who’s this?” said a spritely young woman.

“Just one of the king’s men who’s lost his way. I said he could stay with us for the night. Get a bowl of the stew ready.”

The girl frowned, but Aiden still had trouble taking his eyes from her.

They both walked inside, and the large man pointed to the girl. “This is Flori, and upstairs sleeping, or better be sleeping is Syno.”

Aiden briefly shook Egown’s hand, ignoring the confused look on the older man’s face when Aiden’s gauntleted fingers touched his own.

“Quite a grip you got there for a small man.”

“Thanks.”

The girl with flowing dark hair, put a wooden bowl down on a large wooden table. Steam curled upwards from the ochre-colored liquid, which was also slightly bubbling. 

A wave of realization flowed through Aiden’s mind. How am I going to eat with this helmet on! Actually…what happens if I eat?

“Ha-ha, that’s a very good question,” said Zeus. “To your first point. Maybe they have straws on this world, secondly, your RP can ingest various compounds and molecules. It will merely use them for energy production.”

He slowly sat on the wooden bench near the stew.

“Well, take your helmet off then!” said Flori.

Egown sat opposite making the wooden floorboards shake slightly. He looked suspiciously at Aiden who seemed strangely awkward.

“Umm…”

Can I at least make my head look human?

“Yes, but it will take a bit of time, shall I start the procedure?”

“Yes!” Aiden immediately realized he had said that out loud and looked at the increasingly agitated expression on Egown’s face and the perplexed one on his daughters.

“Looks like this one might be affected in the head, father.”

Egown leaned forward. “That right? There something wrong with your head?”

Aiden noticed the large man had placed his hand on the equally large dagger hanging from his belt.

How much longer?

“Sixty seconds.”

“Ha! Of course, I take my helmet off when I eat. To keep it on would be crazy…unless you have straws?”

Egown and Flori looked at each other, then at Aiden. Egown went to get up.

“Transition complete.”

Aiden reached up and pulled the helmet upwards, catching some of his newly constructed hair as it cleared his head. He waited for the reaction. Egown was still frowning, but Flori’s expression briefly changed to a smile.

Umm…what do I look like? What face did you use?

“Your own of course! Or did you want a different face?” said Zeus.

No, that’s fine.

He wondered what a reality printer version of his own features would look like but that would have to wait until he was alone. He smiled, then picked up the wooden spoon, and ladled some of the soup into where his mouth should be. Egown and Flori were still intently watching him.

He had no real sensation of the liquid going into the RP, other than when it first moved passed his avatars lips. But he made short work of the stew. Even though he didn’t feel consciously hungry, he presumed his body back in the bunker was, and, somehow, he knew that.

He looked back at the two still looking at him.

OK, this is getting a bit strange. Maybe they just don’t have many people visiting.

Flori leaned into her father and whispered some words. She must have thought there was no way Aiden could have heard, but with his RP’s sensors working better than human ears, he heard every word.

“Why isn’t it working?” she said.







*****

Aiden laid back on what he presumed was a heap of hay in the corner of the barnlike structure. Creatures which reminded him of cattle wagged their tails and snorted.

The previous few hours had dragged due to the almost complete lack of conversation on behalf of his hosts. After the meal, both Egown and Flori moved away to do other chores, but each kept looking back at him as if they were waiting for something to happen. When Egown suggested he show Aiden where he was sleeping, Aiden was glad to be away from the weird atmosphere.

“Show me my stats.”

The numbers and percentages faded into his vision. Everything seemed OK he thought, but a lot of them he still didn’t quite know what they meant or how they affected him in the game.

“What is Absorption level again?”

“AL is an easy way for players to know to what size or volume their RP can expand too. The level you are at currently, two, allows you to take on a size and volume approximate to an average human male or female.”

“But why even have that? Why not let players increase to any size?”

“In the early versions of the game that was how the game was setup. But some players of unstable disposition, took advantage of the situation, and created havoc and devastation on some alien worlds. So, to prevent that from happening again, levels were built into the game, which increase according to how well the player does.”

“How high does the AL number go?”

“That information is currently not available to you.”

He looked again at the play duration which was approaching six hours.

“I doubt I will see them again until sun up, so I have some time to return to the bunker.”

Aiden covered himself some more with the cloak, also dropping some hay across himself, then disconnected from the game.

His face felt warm, and thankfully his pants were still dry. He looked around him. Sarah seemed to be sleeping peacefully on her bed, while Joel and Travis were sleeping on some sheets alongside the near wall. And alongside him, almost lost in a huddle of blankets was Gail, also asleep. On another wall some of the crates had been pushed together, to form a makeshift kitchen, with bowls, bottles of the water, and half-consumed vegetables which he created with their RP before he left.

A noise came from the opposite wall. Travis was sitting up and looking at him. Travis nodded his head to the side, towards the other half of the room that remained unexplored.

Aiden got to his feet, being careful not to make any noise that would wake anyone else, and stepped away slowly, trying to get the blood back into his lower half.

I’m going to need someone to move my legs and arms while I’m in the game.

Travis walked between tall upright boxes and into a dark space beyond, Aiden followed.

He went to speak, when Travis clicked on a small flashlight and shone it around. Aiden never realized the full size of the room they were in which travelled about fifty feet into the distance. He also glimpsed other closed doors, at least four at various points along the walls. Most of the space was full of the dark green containers of various sizes, all still seemingly unopened.

Travis leaned in closer to him. “We only just started exploring this room, but as you can see, it’s huge. And as for these containers.” He walked over to one of many that was stacked on top of each other, flipped the lid, and shone the light inside. It was full of plastic packets with various codes printed on the sides. “These are twenty-year-old processed food packs.”

Aiden looked confused. “Twenty years? Who put them here?”

“That’s a good question. It wouldn’t have been the Digits. What need would they have for all this? I think it was being used by some Logs, and maybe they died, and all of this was left here.”

Aiden walked further forward, sliding his hand across the top of other, still-sealed containers. “I wonder what’s in the other ones.”

“If it’s anything like this one, there’s enough supplies in here to feed an entire village like the one we used to live in for months.”

“Maybe that’s what this is? A backup in case the Digits cross into the Forgotten Zones?”

Travis nodded, then looked enquiringly at him. “You have been all over this area, you ever found anything like this before?”

Aiden shook his head. “Trust me, you would have known if I did. We would have been rich with—”

—————————————————————————————————

EMERGENCY GAME MESSAGE. T-LINK ESTABLISHED.

RP DAMAGED. PLEASE RETURN TO GAME TO STOP FURTHER DAMAGE.

CE - 30%.

PL - 26%.

L - 5.

—————————————————————————————————

“I…I have to return to the game, there’s something wrong.” He crouched, then sat in front of a container. “Connect to the game.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Aiden looked down at the pitchfork sticking out of his chest plate. A few feet away looking at him with astonishment was Flori.

“You’re one of the undead!” she shouted.

Aiden got to his feet. “What? No!” They both looked at the steel prongs that were plunged at least four inches into his upper torso. “You stabbed me!”

“Your eyes! They were white! And…you should be dead!”

My RP’s human eyes go white here? While I’m back on earth? A strange feeling of being confused as to what was real washed over him, like he was waking from a dream, but wasn’t sure if he had truly awoken.

He grabbed the pitchfork and pulled it out, dropping it to the floor.

“I have really good armor! What you see here—” he pointed to his chest. “Is just the outer layer.”

Now it was Flori’s turn to looked confused. “But your eyes.”

“I have a medical condition, it makes my eyes look milky, but then when I wake up and I blink it goes away.” It was a bit of a stretch he thought, but the best he could come up with.

Her expression started to soften. “I’m sorry…are you hurt? You seem OK?”

Aiden rubbed his breast plate for effect. “I think so. Feel’s a bit sore, but I’m OK. We’re lucky you didn’t stab me in my face!”

They both laughed.

“Maybe you should take your armor off?”

“Er…no, I can’t. Rules and stuff.”

She nodded. “OK.”

A loud thudding heralded Egown’s arrival in the barn. “Have you killed h—” The large man stood, mouth agape, with a solid-looking mallet in his hand.

“No, Father, as you can see, he’s quite alive still.”

Aiden’s sense of something being off with the two who welcomed him started to shout louder in his mind.

Egown stepped forward and raised his weapon. “Then that needs to change,” he said, swinging it through the air on a trajectory with Aiden’s head.

Aiden ducked instinctively, and the heavy, metallic-headed object sailed over him and slammed into one of the posts holding the roof of the barn up, instantly smashing through it. The cowlike creatures in the barn started banging their hooves on the floor and roaring.

“No! Wait, I—”

The next swing almost connected with his shoulder, but he neatly rolled to the side picking up the pitchfork in one movement. He realized he was standing close to Flori, and Egown hesitated. Seeing the obvious fear in the large man’s face, he stepped away from his daughter, and dropped the farming implement at the same time. It was a risk, but one he felt he needed to take. “I’m not what you think I am!”

Both Flori and Egown scrunched up their faces.

“You’re one of the bastard’s murderers! You weren’t lost!” Egown went to raise his mallet again.

“The thing! That you saw fall from the sky? That was me!”

“Uh?” said Egown holding in mid-swing.

“Zeus, I need you to remove my armor.”

They both looked at him. “Zeus?” said Flori.

“Are you sure that’s wise, Aiden Forlan. These beings are obviously of low intelligence but are capable of much destruction to the RP. If—”

“I know; just do it…quickly.”

Aiden then looked back at Egown. “What you are about to see will seem strange, but don’t be alarmed…” Almost immediately the fabric of his cloak started to dissolve.

Egown pulled his daughter to him. “Ye Gods, he is one of the Chelerons!”

Aiden’s armor also started to disappear, revealing his metallic-looking limbs, and hands. He could see the eyes of the two watching him, widening even in the half-light of the barn. “I’ve been sent by the gods to protect you.”

Soon his avatar was standing in front of them, naked apart from its human-looking head.

Egown went to raise his mallet again, but instead it just wavered until he dropped it back to his side.

Flori pulled away from her father and walked towards the metal humanoid statue in front of them, that somehow had a life of its own.

“Flori! This is dark magic, stay away—”

She put her hand on Aiden’s face, who smiled.

“I don’t think he means us any harm, Father.”

—————————————————————————————————

ALIEN CUSTOMS LEVEL 3 ACQUIRED. YOU HAVE PROVEN ADEPT AT COMMUNICATING WITH ALIENS AND INCORPORATING THEIR OWN BELIEFS INTO YOUR INTERACTIONS. ALIENS WILL NOW BE MORE OPEN TO APPROACH FROM YOU.




XP + 100.

—————————————————————————————————







*****

Wooden logs cracked and hissed amongst the roaring flames of the fireplace in the main house.

Aiden sat nearby with his cloak over his shoulders, but the rest of his artificial frame was still exposed. He could see Egown standing against the mantle of the fire was looking uncomfortable, so he covered himself up.

“You look strange is all,” said the large man. “Like a statue come to life.”

In some ways, that’s exactly what I am.

“So, you tried to kill me…twice?”

Egown frowned. “We thought you were one of the king’s men. And you were trying to discover information about the Arch.”

“Arch?”

Egown looked away.

Flori was sitting on the large table with her legs dangling off the side. “Tell him, he’s obviously not one of the king’s warlocks. If he were we would both be dead, or in a prison wagon by now.”

“The Arch was formed some years back to fight the tyranny of King Edrin.”

“They protect the peasants, or try to anyway,” said Flori. She jumped down from the table excitedly. “If you have truly been sent by the gods, then you can help the Arch, help stop the king and his overlords!”

Egown looked at her angrily. “Flori! We do not know why this thing has been sent from the sky to us. We just know that he is born from magic, and nothing good comes from that.”

Aiden went to speak when a message appeared in front of his sight.

—————————————————————————————————

QUEST LEVEL SEVEN STORED. HELP THE ARCH AND DEFEAT THE KING KNOWN AS EDRIN.

—————————————————————————————————

Hey, wait a minute, I haven’t even decided I’m going to do that!

“You obviously had,” said Zeus sarcastically.

He had been happy to help the pig-people on the other planet because he was in the middle of them being slaughtered. This was different. This was going to take planning, and time, something he wasn’t sure he had.

What happens if I fail this mission?

“Isn’t it obvious?” continued Zeus.

It was an obtuse response even for Zeus.

“Tell me more about the king,” he said, looking at Egown.

The large man grabbed a chair and, pulling it closer to the fire, sat. “This was a peaceful land, eight sun shadows ago—”

“Sun shadow?”

“That is what we call, when the sun hides itself from us. It marks the start of when the snows come, and crops can no longer be planted. There are three hundred and twelve days between each sun shadow. At that time, our land was ruled by a peaceful queen. A member of the house of Oron. She was the fourteenth member of that house that had ruled, and she was a good person.”

Aiden observed how Egown looked pained, Flori continued for him. “Most of the other houses refrained from attacking each other under her rule, and people could lead a happy life.”

“What changed?’

“During the sun shadow, fire fell from the sky. At first, we thought it was just the gods being angry with us, but the elders said it was a warning of dark times ahead, and they were right. War broke out amongst the houses, and even with a skilled army by her side, Queen Jalal fell in battle,” said Egown.

“And this king, Edrin took over?”

“Yes, and the army that had once protected the people, turned against them. Thousands died through starvation and disease or by the king’s soldier’s own blades.”

“The Chelerons…” interjected Flori.

“Yeah, who are they?”

Egown sighed. “Before Edrin took power, there had always been talk of magic users. Those that could control the power of the forces that govern our fates, but most had not seen such power until the Chelerons.”

“They are magic users?”

“They are dark warlocks, and not even the strongest fighter can stand against them. They can control fire and ice, change form—”

“Change form?”

“Yes, similar to what happened to you in the barn,” said Flori. “Are you a good Cheleron?”

“Umm…Maybe. I don’t know. I just know that I mean to help.”

“Even if you have the same power as the other magic users, you are only one, they have many, each one now in charge of each of the nine houses, and all fiercely loyal to Edrin.”

“How has the Arch been able to stop them?”

Egown’s expression hardened and he stared into the fire. Flori put her hand on his shoulder.

“Many of us have died fighting them,” said Flori.

“Us? You’re part of the Arch?”

Egown looked at Aiden straightening his back. “We are.” He then stood. “But we are just foot soldiers, those that decide things you will meet tomorrow.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




—————————————————————————————————

DISCONNECTING FROM GAME. PLEASE STANDBY.

—————————————————————————————————

Everyone was awake and immediately looked at Aiden as he started to move. This time his pants were not dry. He swore under his breath.

Gail ran over to him. “What happened? Travis said you were pulled back into the game because something bad happened?” She tried to hide the panic in her voice but even in his fatigued state Aiden could hear it.

He pushed himself up and leant against the container behind him. “Yeah, it’s been pretty wild. I’m fine.”

“Did you gain more…umm.” Joel searched for the correct term.

“Experience,” said Travis.

“Some, not like last time, but I got a new quest…”

They all looked at him, not knowing what he meant.

“I’ll explain some other time.” He looked to his grandmother. “How you feeling?”

“Little tired…” She smiled briefly, but Aiden could tell there was something she was not saying.

He looked across to where the makeshift kitchen area was last time he was there. It was gone, with only opened containers in its place.

Travis walked over to him. “We set up a kitchen in another part of this chamber. Since you were last here we have started opening more of these containers, you won’t believe—”

“There’s guns! And food! And what looks like Digit tech,” shouted Joel.

“Someone was very serious about being down here,” said Travis.

“Like they knew what would happen…” said Sarah.

A silence descended over all of them until Aiden broke it. “Don’t suppose you found more pants?” he said, smiling.

“In fact, we did,” said Gail, also smiling. She got to her feet. “I’ll get them.”

Aiden briefly smelled his armpits and baulked. “Yeah, I’m going to have a wash, how are we for water?”

“Water won’t be an issue for a while. There are three thousand-gallon containers at the back of the room, with pipes and taps. We have started using them ourselves to cook and wash with,” said Travis.

Aiden uneasily stood up straighter. Travis went to help but he waved him off. “Have you opened the other doors yet?”

“No, we thought better to wait until you were awake in case we had to get the hell out of here quickly,” said Joel.

“Then let’s open them.”

The rest of them looked at each other.

“You said you have guns?”

“So far, we have found four crates full of them, and some rifles. They look more advanced than what I’ve seen before in the Forgotten Zones. Could be Digit tech,” said Travis.

Gail reappeared with a pair of dark-gray pants and handed them to Aiden. “These should be your size.”

“Thanks. We’re going to open the doors in this room.” He looked at the others. “Maybe we should have some of those weapons.”

“Yeah.” Joel walked away quickly.

Travis followed. “Hold up, I’ll be handing those out.”

Gail could see Sarah wanted to talk to her grandson. “I’ll go with them.” She followed Travis through the gaps in the large containers nearby.

Aiden walked forward and sat on Sarah’s bed next to her. He landed more heavily than he intended.

“You sure you’re alright? You’re looking a bit pale.” She brushed his hair back from his forehead.

“I forget how long I’m in the game sometimes, and when I’m in there I don’t feel any tiredness. You just feel full of energy all the time, well until it runs low. Then I’m back here and my whole body feels like I’ve run the entire length of the ruins…twice.”

“We found a stove, and we have already got a stew planned for later if you are still here to have some. But for now, have one of those food packs. I tried one earlier. It’s—” She swallowed. “Not what I would call home cooking, but it fills you up, at least.”

He smiled and held her hand. “I’ll have one after I’ve had a wash…”

She looked down, then back up at him. “Umm…”

“What is it?”

“That man?”

“The one that saved us? Cypher?”

“Yes. I don’t trust him.”

“Why don’t you trust him? Did he do something?”

She shook her head. “He said he knew Zoe. But how do we know? And if that’s a lie, then why has he done any of this? From your eighteenth birthday a few days ago, its felt as if we have been on a path, which has led to us being down here—” she looked at the walls around her and frowned, “—hidden away. And with you having to play the Digits’ game. I can still remember what it was like behind the wall. How every part of your life was controlled by the corporation. Everyone was fearful. You couldn’t trust anyone.”

Aiden nodded. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t trust him either.”

Travis and Joel appeared. The older man with a rifle and his son with a handgun.

“This might be Digit tech, but it looks pretty standard. You pull the trigger, and something comes out the barrel end that hurts people,” said Travis.

Aiden got up. “Maybe you should stay here,” he said to his grandmother.

She slowly got to her feet, frowning. “And miss all the fun.” She looked at Travis. “Hope you got one of those for me.”

They were soon all standing just outside the second door on the left wall, with crates either side, which they had some trouble moving out of the way. They had tried to open the first, but it refused to, despite all of them pulling on its sleek latch and handle. The second door had a similar mechanism, but when Travis tried it, it instantly started to give way.

He looked back at the others. “You all ready?”

They nodded, and he pushed the latch upwards, while pulling the handle down. There was a slight creaking sound and a musky odor escaped into their room.

Travis pushed the door open, and they all peered into darkness.

“Good time to try out their flashlights,” said Gail, flicking the switch on some small flashlights she had found, then handed the rest to the others.

“Oh…” said Sarah, peering into a corridor half the length of the room they were in, with a series of doors along both sides.

Travis raised his gun and stepped over the threshold into the corridor, he waved for the others to follow.

“Each of the doors have numbers on them,” said Gail, shining her light around.

Travis tried the first door he came to and it opened without any effort. Gail shone the light past him into a small room, with two single beds, and some cupboards built into the wall.

“It’s a bedroom,” said Gail.

The others walked further along, opening the other doors, all of which were the same, apart from the last which had a male and female sign on it.

Gail looked up at it hopefully. “Please tell me it’s restrooms.”

Joel laughed, opened the door then walked inside, moving along a small corridor, which led to toilet cubicles.

“Yes!” she shouted, then was even happier when she realized that some of the small contained spaces had shower units on the walls.

Back in one of the other rooms, Aiden closed the metal door, which looked like it belonged on a ship and walked to the opposite side of the small room.

“HUD on.”

Numbers and words appeared in his vision.

“I want to talk to Cypher.”

—————————————————————————————————

ATTEMPTING TO START COMMUNICATION WITH USER KNOWN AS ‘CYPHER’. PLEASE STANDBY.

—————————————————————————————————

He paced up and down, listening to any noises outside his door.

Cyphers voice burst into his head. “What is it, Aiden?”

“There are other RPs! On the planet I’m on! Why am I even there?! Did you know? You knew didn’t you, that’s—”

“Slow down.” It was said with a firmness that stopped Aiden mid-sentence. “I understand you must have a lot of questions. I haven’t got long, but I will try to answer some of them.”

“Good.” It was about as much of a defiant word Aiden could think of.

“I’m part of a group which is trying to stop PrimaCorp from taking over the galaxy—” the grandness of Cyphers statement knocked Aiden back, and he felt his back up against the wall without realizing he had moved. He sat down on the bed, “—I know that’s a lot to take in. But the group was founded by your father as a way to stop his invention from being used by those in the corporation for their own corrupt reasons.”

“OK…”

“That day you gained access to the wall, and the robots were not paying attention to you? That was us helping you get the gaming device.”

“But—”

“But why you? What’s so special about you, other than you are Jordan Cobbs’ son? Jordan built a special player account for you, all those years ago, that would have special privileges within the game. And you are the only one that can use that account. I suppose he always hoped you would be the one that would stop the corporation from becoming too powerful.”

If Aiden wasn’t sitting down, he would have fell down. It was too much information, and he was too tired to process it. “So, what about these other RPs? What am I meant to do?”

“There is a group of players that have the backing of the PrimaCorp council, that are allowed to break the game rules and instead of just observing alien worlds, take them over, destroying who, and what, they need to. If they have an ultimate goal, we don’t know what it is, beyond increasing the corporation’s power, but we just know they have to be stopped. Now, I have to go.”

“But what—”

—————————————————————————————————

COMMUNICATION ENDED.

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden swept his hand through his hair. A knock at his door made him jump. “Yes?”

“Just checking you’re not back in the game yet,” said Sarah.

“Not yet. I need to get some sleep first.”







*****

Aiden opened his eyes from a deep sleep and blinked slowly, bringing into focus the bland walls of his small room. He had been dreaming, or at least he thought it was a dream, these days he wasn’t sure what exactly was ‘real.’ In the dream, he was a knight with a sword and he was fighting a huge creature, half-man, half-beast, with horns…and a laser gun. He tried to run for his life, dodging the neon streaks that flew towards him, stomping and hopping through the snow which was up to his waist, but eventually he was hit in the back. At that moment he woke up.

He reached down the side of the metal-framed bed and grabbed a bottle of water. Opening the top, he gleefully gulped down some of its coolness.

Need to get some exercise next time I’m back here, can’t just sleep. So tired though…

He shook his head trying to bring himself more into the real world, but it was a world that now seemed just as alien as the one in the game.

Players destroying alien worlds? A group trying to stop them? My father marked me to stop all of this even when I was a baby? Special game privileges?

A light knock came at his closed door.

“Can I come in?” said Gail.

“Sure.”

“Are you decent?”

“You have seen me pee my pants, more than once. I think we’re past that point.”

She entered with a smile on her face and a bowl of something which steam was rising from. “I heard you wake and thought you wouldn’t mind some of this that your grandmother made. She’s a great cook.”

His mind flashed back to all the times he had at the dinner table in the lodge, eating Sarah’s food, and sadness started to take hold. “Umm, yeah, she is.”

He sat up and took the bowl and started sipping.

Gail sat on the end of the bed. She looked around the room. “This could be made to look nice, I guess.”

He smiled. “You always had a thing for decorating.”

She laughed. “I don’t think we have any paint out there. Whoever left all those supplies down here forgot how important paint was.” Her expression grew more serious. “Where you go, in the game?”

“Yeah?”

“What’s it like? Are there people like us?”

Until now, Aiden had managed to keep the two worlds separate, but now they were colliding like two stars circling and feeding off each other. He wasn’t ready for a debate about what he was part of, especially not now.

“Umm, no, it’s just desert. And there were some alien creatures—”

Her eyes widened.

“But nothing exciting.”

Her shoulders slouched.

He put his hand on her shoulder. “But I’m sure there will be better adventures ahead, which I will tell you all about. I should get back into the game now…”

She got up quickly. “Yeah, I need to be getting back. Joel might end up shooting everyone!” It was meant to be a joke, but she quickly realized it wasn’t that funny, and awkwardly smiled, then left, closing the door behind her.

Aiden put the bowl down on the floor. He didn’t have much of an appetite despite his stomach grumbling.

Got some in me, that’s something.

He laid back and went to say the words to connect him to the game but stopped.

Do I want to go back?

He wasn’t sure. He sighed, then said what he needed to, to take him back to the other world.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Aiden opened his eyes to the dark orange glow of the fireplace, battling against the cold blue light coming from the iced-up windows. He was wrapped in his cloak, but it wasn’t providing much warmth and he shivered as he tried to take in his surroundings.

Do I need to feel this cold?

“You do not need to ‘feel’ anything, you can just leave again,” said Zeus.

Aiden ignored the AI’s advice, and looked around the room. A ladder went up to the second floor, so at first, he had no idea if anyone was awake, but then he noticed Egown’s large animal skin coat was missing from its hook near the door.

He got to his feet. The smell of the previous night’s stew lingered in the air, mingling with the charcoal smell from the fire. Slowly, he sauntered across to the closest window and looked out. It was hard to see much of anything through the ice, but a small clear central spot showed the garden and the white field beyond but no Egown.

“He’s gone on to set up the meet,” said a voice from above. Turning, he saw Flori looking down at him. She then started to climb down the ladder. “No offence, but we couldn’t trust just taking you to them, we needed to get their approval first,” she said, stepping off the bottom rung.

“Sure, I understand.”

“I’m going to heat some of the stew up, do you want some? We have some bread to go with it as well.”

“I actually don’t need to eat or drink.”

She frowned. “You mean we wasted perfectly good food on you!”

He frowned. “Which was poisoned!”

She smiled awkwardly. “It’s still good stew.” She turned and walked into the far side of the home, picked up a large pot, and brought it near the fire. “Well, at least we won’t be wasting any more.” She started to stoke the fire but stopped. “So, you fell from the world above? What’s it like up there? Do you live in palaces amongst the stars?”

Aiden wanted to tell her he now lived in a bunker far beneath the ground, and before that in a house not that different to the one he was in now, but instead just nodded. “Yeah, it’s great up there.”

“Why do your eyes go white when you sleep? What you said before about having something wrong with your eyes, that was a lie, right?”

He went to reply, when a noise above him was accompanied with a young girl’s face appearing at the top of the ladder.

“Who are you?” said the kid.

“Never mind who he is. He’s just staying with us.” Flori flashed her eyes towards Aiden’s exposed leg showing a clearly metallic shin and foot. He quickly covered it over with the cloak.

“Come down here and bring the wood across to the fire,” Flori said to her younger sister.

Cover the rest of me with armor as before.

“As before? That will take a substantial amount of power and will require more material than you have stored in your RP,” said Zeus.

Just do what you can with what you got.

Aiden kept the cloak well wrapped around him as he felt his limbs gain weight with the armor forming across them.

By the time the girl had stepped down from the ladder, he was covered in armor plating, and his feet had boots. He relaxed his grip on his cloak, and she walked across to a large pile of chopped wood, eyeing him suspiciously all the way.

He looked back to Flori. “When I sleep I go somewhere. It’s somewhere I need to go.”

“Like a dream?”

“Something like that.”

The sound of footsteps across the ice came from outside, and the door opened. Egown entered, followed by two men, one just as large but leaner and another smaller, about the same height as Aiden’s avatar.

The two men walked in slowly, as Egown closed the door behind them. He looked at Flori. “I need you to take Syno and tend to the animals. I’ll let you know when you can return.”

“I was getting the fire ready.”

“Don’t mind that. Just do as I say.”

Flori’s frustration was obvious, but she did as she was asked, and soon only Egown, the two men, and Aiden were left.

“So, you’re the warlock?” said the smaller man. He pulled back a cloak revealing a leather studded top, combined with small plates of armor. The tall man, stood near the door silent, his hand on a weapon, but Aiden couldn’t tell what it was.

Aiden stood, making the man near the door flinch slightly. The smaller man remained still. Aiden held out his now gloved hand. The three men looked at each other.

“What are you doing?” said the smaller man.

Guess people don’t shake hands here.

“It’s a form of greeting where I’m from.”

The man moved his open hand forward, and cautiously gripped Aiden’s hand, then let go.

“Yes, I’m a warlock. My name is Aiden, and you are?”

“I am Bromire of house Frore. With me is Gernan, of the same house. Show me you’re a magic user.”

A number of possible options ran through Aiden’s mind, he settled on taking his glove off. He flexed his robotic hand. He noticed Gernan’s hand tighten on the weapon he was holding. Aiden held out his hand again. “Feel my hand and you will see I am not like you.”

Bromire looked down at the strange impression of a human hand, but seemingly made from unknown metals, and gripped it. “It’s not enough. You could just be an old soldier who lost his hand in battle, and this is merely some apparatus made to look—”

As Bromire was talking Aiden’s hand was slowly changing from five fingers, knuckles, and a palm to a dagger-sized sleek blade.

Gernan, pulled his sword from its sheath and held it towards Aiden.

Bromire raised his hand. “Calm yourself, Gernan. If he was working for the king, we would already be dead.”

“Maybe he’s just working his way inside, gaining our trust?” said Gernan.

Bromire looked at Aiden. “My friend has a point. How can we trust you?”

“Let me prove myself to you. There must be something you need done, that only a warlock can do?”

Bromire looked over his shoulder to Egown and then Gernan. “Yes, there is…” He then looked back to Aiden with a glint in his eye.







*****

Aiden looked down at Bromire, Gernan and Egown outside the house. The creature which he was sitting atop, was very similar to pictures he had seen in his old books of a mammal called a Horse.

Earlier, once Bromire had finished describing what he needed him to do, a message appeared in front of Aiden saying that a ‘sub-quest’ had been accepted, which was a surprise to him as he hadn’t even given it proper thought yet. 

Evidently a sub-quest was a small quest related to the larger one, which paid a percentage of the larger quests bounty of XP points. The fact that he would gain a good amount of XP didn’t really help calm his nerves or give him any insight into how he was meant to steal something valuable, that was meant to be inside a ‘box with no key and that cannot be destroyed by any normal means.’

The box was transported by a wagon and an accompaniment of two further soldiers. It wasn’t much protection for whatever was in the box, but Bromire said that the Arch had given up attacking the wagon years ago, due to not being able to get inside the box, so now it moved between fortresses of the houses without much in the way of soldiers to protect it.

Bromire whispered something to the creature Aiden was on top of then looked up at him. “Follow the path at the bottom of this field, then take a left at the junction, and after a few miles, it will lead you to the main road. Find a spot along that road to ambush the wagon.” He looked at the gray sky. “When the sun is high in the sky they will pass along the road. So, you have about four hours to make your preparations.” He then smiled. “Oh and watch out for the trolls in the woods, they don’t take too kindly to people trespassing on their territories. But seeing you’re a warlock I’m sure they won’t be a problem for you.” And with that, he lightly slapped the back of the horse which then started moving away from the house.

Aiden looked back. Words passed between the three men, and Flori was watching with her little sister from the doorway.

As he looked back to where the horse was heading the full weight of his situation began to sink in.

“What the hell am I doing? I’m on an alien world and these people are depending upon me to fight warlocks, who I know are actually other players, who have probably been playing for years, and—”

“Are you talking to me or the horse,” said Zeus.

“Whoever will listen!”

“I have found that self-pity rarely helps.”

“How are my power levels?”

“They are all high.”

Aiden had never ridden upon a horse or even seen one in real life. Most of the large mammals of earth had died out a few hundred years earlier, although it was said that the Digits kept many alive in special enclosures for scientific study.

The horse and Aiden got to the end of the path and stopped.

I have no idea how to control this creature.

“You are at Alien Custom Level three. Try talking to the creature and see what happens.”

“Umm, go left!” he said, looking down at the back of the creature’s head, which nodded in response and turned to its left and trotted along the path.

“Well that was easy.”

“Because of your skill level, the RP will convert your desire into a form of communication that the alien should understand.”

“Great. At least I should be able to get to where I need to go then.”

As they progressed, the trees grew thicker and the path started to descend.

“HUD on, and show me the map.”

His stats appeared in front of his eyes, as well as a two-dimensional topological map of the area, covering a few miles in all directions.

“That’s more like it…”

He dragged the map around and could clearly see the path leading to the wider road, and how that went on for miles in both an east and west direction. He zoomed in on a particular point.

“Looks like a steep hill overlooks the road on a bend, would be a good place to try an ambush, although I have no idea what my ambush is going to be.”

A small marker appeared over the point where he just indicated and a red dashed line, from his current location to there.

“OK! We’re getting somewhere. I have control of whatever this beast is, and I know where I’m going and—”

—————————————————————————————————

PLAYER HOST IN DANGER. DISCONNECTING FROM GAME. PLEASE STANDBY.

—————————————————————————————————

“What? No…”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Aiden opened his eyes to a double-barrel shotgun two inches from his nose.

“What?”

He backed up in his bed until his head hit the wall behind him. He recognized the person behind the gun. It was the grizzly man who was guarding the Ryborns’ gate a few days before.

“He’s awake!” he shouted out behind him. “Ha, yeah, coma my ass!”

“Grandmother! Gail!” shouted Aiden.

“Don’t you mind about them, boy.”

The sound of footsteps came from outside and another man he recognized entered the room, someone that everyone in the village knew.

Ted Ryborn stood next to the man with the gun. He had his own rifle slung over his shoulder. The unshaven older man nodded as if he was talking to someone. “Get him up and bring him into the main room.”

“What have you done with my grandmother? And the others?”

Ted ignored the question and left the room, as Owen grabbed Aiden by his shirt and pulled him up and off the side of the bed, giving him just enough time to stand. The shotgun wavered in front of Aiden’s face.

“Don’t you give me any trouble. Not like that girl…” He sniggered. “She won’t be doing that again.”

A chill ran through his body, as the foul-smelling individual grabbed him by the arm, pulling him outside, and then into the main room where a space had been cleared in the center of the large space. His grandmother, Gail, Joel, and Travis were sitting on the ground with their hands behind their backs, presumably tied. He relaxed slightly, although seeing a gash just over the left eye of Gail fueled a rage that was beginning to grow inside him.

Another man he didn’t recognize was standing guard over them with one of the guns they had found in the bunker.

Ted appeared from between a mass of containers. “Looks like you have been having quite a party down here…with all my stuff.”

Like a key opening a lock, a number of things fell into place in Aiden’s mind. But how did they make it down here?

“We always thought our little safe haven was secret, guess we were wrong about that.”

“We didn’t know this was your stuff. When the Digits came we just fled into the ruins, and then we found this place.”

Ted stepped closer. “You found this place? Thirty floors down?”

Aiden didn’t flinch. “I know most the ruins like the back of my hand. I grew up exploring these towers and what’s underneath them. I knew this place was down here, but not what was in it.”

The senior Ryborn looked ruefully into Aiden’s eyes, then turned away, sitting on a nearby container. “Question is, what are we going to do with all of you now? If we kick you out, the Digits will find you within a day or two. We only just made it here ourselves.”

“What happened in the village?” Aiden noticed a look pass between the three men.

“There ain’t no village anymore. The Digits wiped it from the earth,” said Owen.

A noise came from the opposite corridor and Daryl appeared with a white cloth, which he handed to Gail. “Here, I put some alcohol on it, so it—” She snatched it from him, placing it on her injury and winced.

“I thought you were in some kind of coma?” said Daryl scornfully.

“Yeah, what was wrong with you? When we first came into that room, your eyes were wide and open. That ain’t no medical condition I’ve ever seen,” said Ted.

“I was just having a bad dream.”

Ted scoffed. “Right.”

Aiden suddenly realized the gaming device was still on a container not far from them. His only way of connecting to the game. And where’s the RP?

He stepped back slightly, hoping nobody would notice his eyes scanning what he could see of the rest of the room. He couldn’t see the small black box anywhere, nor the blue glow of the gaming device. Maybe they had time to hide them.

“I say we kick this one, and the two old ones out and keep Gail and Joel,” said Daryl, his eyes not leaving Aiden. Owen nodded enthusiastically.

“Yeah, we could do that. But more bodies mean more protection. Travis here is good with his hands and Sarah is a great cook. The three young’uns could be put to work. Lord knows there’s enough of it to be done down here,” said Ted. “Unless you want to take all of that on, son?”

Daryl frowned.

Ted then looked at the other man who was standing guard. “Darren, all the guns locked down?”

“Aye, boss.”

“Then I don’t see why we can’t all get along.”







*****

Aiden and Joel dropped the large green crate onto the floor of one of the many unused bedrooms.

“I need to take a break,” said Joel, out of breath. Aiden felt even more fatigued but hid it from the others.

He quickly walked to the door and looked out into the corridor. They were in the furthest room from the main one, and it was the only time since they started clearing things three hours earlier that they were reasonably alone. He closed the door.

“What are you doing?” said Joel.

“Where’s the gaming device? And the RP?”

“Your grandmother has the RP in her pocket. The gaming device we threw into one of the crates, but I couldn’t tell you which one—” He looked down at the crate they had just dropped. “They kind of all look the same. I don’t think they have found it yet though.”

Aiden paced up and down. “HUD on.” Stats appeared before his eyes. “How much time since I left the game.”

“You talking to—”

Aiden nodded his head.

“3 hours 2 minutes,” appeared.

“They said I had four hours! I’m going to miss the wagon. I need to get back into the game!”

“How you going to do that? They will just pull you out again.”

“I need to think, there must be something…I want to talk to Cypher.”

A message appeared saying communications was being established.

“Come on… come on…” He stepped closer to the door to try and hear into the corridor.

“I’m here. What is it now?” said Cypher.

“There’s people here! They have us hostage! I can’t get into the game!”

“What? Who is there?”

“They’re a local family. All of the supplies down here belonged to them, it’s their bunker!” There was a pause. “You there?”

“I thought everyone in your village had been taken. I can’t help right now, I’m in the middle of something. You’re going to have to think of something yourself.”

“What can I do? They have all the guns!”

“Have you still got the RP?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Then use it. It has an absorption level of two, meaning—”

“I can create an avatar with it…”

“Now you’re thinking like a true player. I need to go, but I’ll try and get back there as soon as I can.”

Joel was standing near the door. “I think there’s someone coming.”

Aiden searched the options in front of his eyes. “Connect to the nearby RP.”

—————————————————————————————————

LOCAL RP FOUND. CONNECTING. PLEASE STANDBY.

—————————————————————————————————

The sound of footsteps grew closer to the door. Aiden and Joel pushed themselves against it. Aiden put his finger to his lips.

—————————————————————————————————

CONNECTION TO RP ESTABLISHED. DO YOU WISH REMOTE OR ACTUAL CONTROL?

—————————————————————————————————

Err…actual.

Aiden’s view of the small room he was in was instantly replaced with a wall of fabric.

What? Where am I?

His grandmothers and Gail’s muffled voices echoed somewhere outside the soft confines he was in.

I’m looking out of the view of the other RP?

He looked down and saw his own arms and legs albeit at a miniature scale. He knew this was just a virtual representation, and in reality, he was just an artificial bug, but that’s all he needed. He reached up, pushing the fabric apart and looked out into the room.

His grandmother yelped and started flapping at him with her giant hand.

No…no, stop.

He managed to avoid most blows and pulled himself out of her pocket and dropped to the floor.

Create an avatar big as you can!

Instantly his viewpoint started rising until he was eye level with his grandmother, then higher, moving past his usual height. He looked up at the ceiling which was approaching fast when a loud bang was accompanied with the sound of a ricochet. He looked down at Owen pointing the shotgun at him. Before he could fire again, Aiden’s avatar which was just short of the height of the ceiling lunged forward grabbing the gun from the bearded man and slid it along the ground behind him. It landed at the feet of his grandmother, who with Gail was cowering near the wall. Sarah reached down and picked it up.

More shots rang out, this time in quick succession.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 11 %.

PL -17%.

—————————————————————————————————

The other man was firing one of the advanced weapons directly at the avatar. Aiden grabbed the other man picking him up as if he was as light as a feather and threw him at the other, they both collided and kept on moving backwards until they slammed into the concrete wall rendering both unconscious.

Ted and Daryl appeared from the corridor, with Ted having his rifle raised and pointed at the statuesque robot just a few yards away.

“Put the rifle down, Ted. I won’t ask you twice.”

Ted’s face contorted into one of fury.

Aiden took a step forward, and the two men stepped back.

“OK!” said Ted, laying the rifle on the ground.

“Grandmother, Gail, get over here and take this rifle.”

Sarah and Gail appeared from between the remaining crates, and cautiously stepped around the avatar, their eyes flicking between it, Ted, and Daryl.

Gail picked up the rifle and immediately pointed it at the two men, as Sarah was with her gun.

“Gail, in the corridor Ted and Daryl just appeared from. Joel will be in the end room, tell him he can come out now.”

She moved around Daryl and soon Joel appeared with her, looking up in astonishment at the ten-foot-high robot standing guard. Joel then ran over to the other two men on the floor and picked up the automatic rifles there.

Aiden’s avatar looked down at his grandmother. “I’m sure you’ll know what to do with them, but I have to return to the game. So, this RP will return to its natural state for now.”

She smiled, and tentatively put her hand on his metallic fingers.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




—————————————————————————————————

CONNECTING TO GAME. PLEASE STANDBY.

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden opened his eyes to frosted twigs and pine needles. He immediately brushed the branches from his vision. The horse he was on made a noise, then returned to eating the snow-covered grass below.

“Where have you been!” said Zeus. “You only have thirty minutes until the wagon passes through the main road!”

“HUD and Map on!”

The stats and map appeared in front of his eyes. Luckily, the horse had not travelled far before it veered into a field and set about filling its stomach.

Aiden grabbed the reins pulling the creatures head up and to the side, then tapped his heels against its body. “Let’s go!”

The horse snorted, bellowing out a high-pitched roar then burst forward, galloping across the field and back onto the path.

Even though the world around him was bouncing up and down, the numbers and stats in front of Aiden’s eyes remained fixed in place.

The horse bounded along the path which was steadily sloping downwards.

“There, I see it, the main road.”

A few hundred yards ahead, the path narrowed, and through the trees a wider thoroughfare could be seen, perpendicular to the route he was on.

The horse galloped onto the dirt road. Aiden pulled the reins and brought it to a stop. He looked back at the map.

Too far to the steep hillside. I need to make it work near here.

He looked at the banks of snow and trees all around him, there was no way for the horse to get through. Then he had an idea.

Turning the horse to the east, he got comfortable and waited.

Flickers of snow drifted down from the uniform sky above him. He hadn’t realized how cold it was. Avatar or not it felt like the almost zero-degree temperatures were making his bones ache. He pulled his cloak tighter around his robotic skeleton.

“I haven’t gained much XP recently, what’s up with that?”

“New players often gain experience quickly when they first enter the game, because they are accomplishing small tasks regularly, but once achieved, XP is not again awarded for them,” said Zeus.

“So, I have to work harder for it, you mean?”

“Exactly.”

“Well, I’m about to do that.”

He watched along the road for any sign of the wagon and thought about what had just happened back in the bunker.

Oh yeah, I can control a RP in the real world.

The implications of that were only just beginning to drill their way into his mind. When he thought about it, controlling the avatar created by another RP had obviously always been possible. The avatar sitting on the horse was also in the real world, just one far away. But it made him wonder what was really going on, in the world of the Digits.

The avatar’s audio sensors picked up noises from the east, which were shown on the map in front of his vision.

“Here we go.”

He steadied himself.

From the misty gloom about a hundred yards ahead, two horses’ heads bobbed into view, then quickly after, the wagon they were pulling. A single soldier had control of the reins at the front, but the second soldier couldn’t be seen. Aiden presumed he or she was under the black fabric covering the rear of the wagon, along with the box.

He strained his eyes to get a better look, and then the view zoomed in to a point where he could see the rusting rivets on the first soldiers helmet.

Woah, didn’t know I could do that.

“That is part of the skillset of your current environmental skill level.”

I’m going to have to ask you for a detailed guide when all of this is over.

The soldier suddenly noticed Aiden and pulled on his horses’ reins stopping the wagon.

Aiden tweaked his reins and his horse trotted forward. The first soldier leaned back towards the tarpaulin, then turned back to the front and pulled his sword out. The other soldier soon appeared walking around the side of the wagon, also with his sword out.

Aiden stopped his horse about ten yards from them.

“You are blocking our way, sir, move aside! We are carrying out the king’s business!” said the first soldier.

Aiden remained silent.

“Speak up! We do not have all day! If you do not—”

Aiden’s avatar started to glow blue and to rise out of the saddle.

The two soldiers looked at each other.

One of them ran forward, lowering his sword. “Sire, why are you here?”

“I have been tasked by the king to take your cargo to…err…somewhere else. A different, secret location,” said Aiden, hovering five feet above his horse.

Again, the soldiers looked at each other.

“Quickly, get the box for me!”

The closest soldier panicked, and nervously ran to the back of the wagon, then reappeared with a black box about a foot square.

A message flashed across Aiden’s HUD. “PL -35%”.

“You can only remain in this position for a further forty-five seconds,” said Zeus.

“Leave it on the ground, then get back on your wagon and leave, now!”

The soldiers placed their swords back in their sheaths, then they both took the hand of the reins which covered the horses’ head and led them around in a small circle so the wagon was pointing back where they came. They took a quick glance back, then jumped back on the wagon, which slowly trundled away.

Warning messages burst onto Aiden’s HUD. “Power levels at critical levels.”

Put me down!

He landed with a jolt back in the saddle, his arms and legs feeling heavy. Slowly he slid off the saddle and landed with a thud on the frozen mud surface. Warning messages continued to display, telling him that his PL was now at ten percent, but had stabilized.

As he neared the black box, a circle in his HUD zeroed in on the innocent looking item sitting on the ice.

—————————————————————————————————

SUB-QUEST COMPLETED. XP + 1000.




ALIEN TECHNOLOGY OF UNKNOWN ORIGIN DISCOVERED. XP + 10000.




 PLEASE STAND CLOSER FOR COMPLETE SCAN AND DATABASE STORAGE.

—————————————————————————————————

The amount of information flying across his view was making him disoriented. “HUD off!” The view of the slush-covered path, frosted trees and grass returned.

“Just tell me what this thing is.” He walked closer to it.

“It would appear to be a form of RP.”

Aiden stepped back. “Is it linked to any player?”

“It appears to be inert.”

Aiden hesitated not knowing if he should take it to Bromire. “They think there’s something inside it, they have no idea, the box is the thing itself.”

“You could try to explain to them in terms they might understand. Although, I often tried to explain complex matters of the universe to minions and they sometimes ended up going mad.”

Aiden frowned. “Thanks for the advice. Either way I can’t leave it here.” He stepped forward to pick it up then stopped. “You hear something?” He suddenly realized how quiet it was in the forest around him.

His vision changed to intense darkness.

—————————————————————————————————

DAMAGE TO RP. SHUTTING DOWN FOR REPAIRS.

DISCONNECTING FROM GAME. PLEASE STANDBY.

—————————————————————————————————







*****

Aiden opened his eyes and went to sit up, but a pain shot down his spine making him regret the attempt. “No! I can’t just leave the RP in the middle of the road, with the box!”

He was back in his bed in the small room in the bunker.

He took a deep breath. “HUD on.” His stats appeared. “Connect me to the game.”

A message appeared in his view. “RP is currently in repair mode. No connection is possible. Please try again later.”

“Argh!” He went to slam his hands down on the bed, but they were too heavy to lift. “How long will it take?”

“There is a seventy-percent chance repairs will be complete within two hours, if no more damage is caused to the RP.”

“Damage?”

“Yes, the RP took substantial damage. That is why it entered repair mode.”

“What caused the damage?”

“The RP’s sensors and temporary data storage was damaged, so insufficient data exists to answer that question.”

Aiden sighed. “Let me know when the repairs have finished.”

“Acknowledged.” Flashed up on his HUD.

His door opened and a worried looking Gail appeared. “Are you back? Are you OK?” She ran into the room and knelt by his side.

He went to sit up, but again pains reverberated through his upper body, stopping him. “There’s something wrong, I can’t sit up. Can you help me.”

She leaned forward, and with some effort pulled him up, so he was leaning awkwardly against the back wall. “What is it, why can’t you sit up yourself?”

“Pains. When I try and move. My body here probably needs rest, or maybe it needs the opposite. I don’t know, but I need to get back to the game.” He then remembered the situation when he was last there. “Are you all OK? What did you do with the Ryborns and their men?”

“When they were here, they opened up the other two doors. We didn’t know what they led to at first, but once we had the guns back, we were able to explore for ourselves, and you’ll be surprised what we found. Anyway, one of the doors led to an area which was designed to hold people.”

“Like a prison?”

She nodded.

“You said two doors? I thought—”

“One of the other doors we couldn’t open actually leads to the surface, it’s a stairwell. That’s how they got in.”

“We need to make sure that door is secure or guarded.”

She nodded again.

He looked at her. “What’s wrong?”

“You’re looking very pale.”

“Ah, I’m fine. I’ll just rest here a bit.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t go back into the game, stay with us, at least for a few hours?”

He wanted to, but the thought of the RP, standing like a statue in the middle of the ice-encrusted road caused a ripple of anxiety to run through him. “I have to get back as soon as I can. The only reason I’m here is because there was something wrong at the other end. But I’m needed there, more than here right now.” He pushed himself further up. “It looks like I can’t get back anyway, so I’m stuck here.”

He went to reach down the side of the bed for the water bottle but winced. Gail leaned down and got it for him.

“What did the Ryborns and the men say about the avatar?” Gail looked confused. “It’s what the robot is called in the game world.”

“Not much. It was like they had seen it before.”

That troubled Aiden but he kept his feelings hidden. He took a deep breath, then pushed his legs off the side of the bed. The pains still cruised across his body but were more manageable. Gail helped steady him, then he uneasily got to his feet with her help.

“I’m feeling a bit better. Trip to the restroom, then you can show me what you found.”

A short time later he and Gail were entering the main room. As before, it had changed somewhat, with hardly any crates left.

“Where is everyone?” said Aiden.

“Follow me.”

She led Aiden through one of the doors that was previously sealed, into a shorter corridor with five doors. He peeked into the first. It was an office of some kind with filing cabinets and desks. There were also keyboards and old style viewing screens. “I’ve seen this sort of antique stuff in my old books. All of this would…I mean would have been worth a fortune in the market. If we ever get out of here and live somewhere else maybe we can take some of it with us.”

Despite his curiosity wanting him to move inside the small room and explore, the sounds coming from the final door at the end of the corridor drew him towards it.

Gail approached the door and pushed it open. He was about to remark how that door seemed even more secure than the others around it, when he stopped, and his mouth fell open on seeing inside the large room.

Old-style screens, sitting on desks, with keyboards spanned the room. Three rows of them, with numerous buttons, dials, and switches which were also built into the desks. But that wasn’t what was making his eyes wide in wonderment, for all of the screens were alive with images; scenes of the old world hundreds of years before. Including three much larger screens that were on the far wall.

Faces of people long since turned to dust talked animatedly, intermixed with footage of life of the twenty-first century.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” said Sarah sitting in one of the seats.

Aiden walked forward absorbing the history lesson being played out in front of him. “It’s amazing. How is any of this being powered?”

“That’s the other part of the tour,” said Gail. “Follow me.” They left where they both came in and returned to the main room, then moved through the other doorway which was just to the right.

Instantly, Aiden could feel the air was cooler in this other corridor. It had three doors, two opposite each other, and one at the far end that was already open. He could hear Joel’s and Travis’s voices.

They passed the first set of doors. “One of these leads to that prison area I was telling you about, the other leads to a kitchen and eating area.”

They continued forward until they got to the final door. A humming noise filled the air.

Gail stepped over the threshold onto a small gantry, with stairs that went down into the main part of a large room. Aiden followed.

At least three quarters of the room was full of large machinery, some of which was vibrating. Another door was also open. The Winnamakers’ voices were coming from there.

“This is a generator of some kind, but we don’t know what fuels it yet. So Travis said it might stop working at some point,” said Gail.

“What’s through there?” said Aiden, pointing toward the other open door.

Before Gail could answer Joel appeared, his hands covered in black grease.

Joel smiled. “Hey, man, good to see you up and in the real world! What you think of all this? Crazy right?”

Aiden walked about. “This is great. It’s like a small village down here. What are you doing in there?”

Joel frowned. “It’s the water and air filtering systems, at least that’s what pap says. One of the pipes is rusted through, which is why we weren’t getting water to the shower system. Been trying to fix it. You see all the old-time stuff in that room with all the view screens?”

Aiden nodded. “Yeah, it’s…wild.”

“Joel! Get your ass back in here,” shouted Travis.

Joel frowned and disappeared back through the doorway.

A wave of fatigue ran through Aiden, making him grab for a railing nearby.

“You OK?”

“Yeah, probably just need to eat. You said there was an eating area?”

“Yeah, I’ll show you.”

As they moved back down the corridor, Aiden stopped near one of the doors. “You said the prison area is through here?”

She nodded.

“I want to talk to Ted.”

“Why?”

“Just a hunch.”

“OK…” She pulled the door open, and they entered a small corridor, with a secure-looking door at the end. Opening that revealed a corridor running perpendicular. On the wall was printed the words. “Holding.” And. “Infirmary.” She pointed to the right. “There’s medical stuff down there and complicated machines. But we need to go this way. She led them to the left and through another strong door. On the other side was a small room, with a desk covered in dust and some pieces of paper and another door. “From here on, I need to use these keys.” She pulled a set of keys on a chain from her pocket and slid the smallest of which into the other door. It opened revealing a small corridor, with two doors on each side, opposite each other. Voices burst into the air.

“Hey, I’m hungry!”

“I ain’t crapping into this hole!”

“I’m gonna kill all of you!”

Aiden listened but couldn’t hear Ted’s voice. He looked at Gail. “Which one is Ted in?”

She nodded towards the first door, which Aiden approached.

“You there, Mr Ryborn?”

“So finally, the Digit kid makes an appearance,” said Ted Ryborn.

“Digit?”

“Ain’t no Log can do what you did with that machine.”

“I’m a Log, just the same as you are.”

“Log’s don’t have Digit tech inside them. That’s the only way you could have done what you did and stopped us.”

Aiden heard shuffling on the other side of the door.

“You know you’re responsible for the village being burnt to the ground? That all those deaths are on you?”

“What? That ain’t true…” A chill started to take hold in Aiden’s stomach.

“Oh, yeah, it is. One of the machines said they were looking for some stolen Digit tech. Said one of us Logs took it.”

“I saw him with it!” shouted Daryl from another cell.

“Yeah, and you tried selling it to us. Your grandma knows what you did, boy?”

“Let’s go,” said Gail.

Aiden shook his head, partly to tell her he wanted to stay longer, and partly because he needed to shake the accusations they were making. Accusations he couldn’t face. He looked towards the cell door. “You seen that robot before? You know what it is?”

“The one you controlled with your Digit tech?” Said Ted.

“Yeah.”

“Maybe…”

“Aiden, this is not worth it. Let’s just leave them,” said Gail.

“I’m gonna hit you harder next time, bitch!” came from another cell.

“Owen, shut up!” shouted Ted. “Don’t mind him, little miss. Aiden, you still there?”

“Yup.”

“I know a lot of things about the Digits. Had some dealings with some of them over the years. I’m sure I could tell you a lot you don’t know…but you gotta let us out of here. We don’t have to stay down here. You can have it all. Just let us go our own way up top.”

Gail leaned in closer to Aiden. “He’s lying.”

Aiden nodded, then turned back to the cell door. “I’ll think about it.”

They both left with more shouts aimed at them, which were promptly cut silent when the cell’s outer door was closed.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




Aiden sat on his bed, watching his HUD display, waiting for any message announcing that the repairs had been completed. Two hours had come and gone, and every passing minute was making him more anxious. At least he wasn’t hungry anymore. Sarah prepared some soup for him in the impressive kitchen, which he sat and ate in the nearby eating area. The pains in his arms were also mostly gone, although not completely. He then spent twenty or so minutes in the history room as they had started calling it, watching the life of people that he had spent many hours imagining as a child, and seen in old books but never thought he would actually see with his own eyes.

Finally, Gail sat with him for the previous hour, talking about what Ted had said to him. It was obvious he was indirectly responsible for what had happened to the village. It had been screaming at him at the back of his mind from the moment he found out that it had been destroyed, but with his time being split between two worlds, there wasn’t anything left of him to take onboard the guilt of his actions.

As he sat on the blue-gray blankets he was desperate to return to the alien world and leave his mistakes behind.

—————————————————————————————————

REPAIRS COMPLETE. CONNECTION TO GAME NOW POSSIBLE. DO YOU WISH TO CONNECT TO GAME?

—————————————————————————————————

He laid back on the pillow. “Yes!”

The room around him immediately disappeared, and was replaced with darkness and flames, both of which were upside down.

A message of “L + 5.” Flashed past his inverted vision.

He went to move and found he couldn’t. His arms and legs were bound by something. He could still move his head though and looked to his right and instantly regretted it. A humanoid creature with the muscle mass of ten men sat on a log. Its head was part human part something else with a large bottom jaw and two yellowed teeth sticking outside its mouth. Its eyes were small and almost lost under the large brow, and its head was mostly bald.

The word ‘Troll’ leapt into his mind even though he had no idea what that was. Vague recollections of childhood fairytales drifted through his mind.

To Aiden, whatever it was, looked giant, but he had come to second-guess scale due to his time controlling his avatar, and a quick look at the trees around confirmed the idea, that even though this creature was easily taller than a normal human, it was he, or rather his avatar that was much smaller. If he had to guess he would say he was back to a few inches tall.

All of this Aiden had to understand from a perspective of being hung upside down.

Did these things attack me?

“Yes! They attacked you!”

Zeus!

“I’m here, and I see you are back to fumble your way through this world once more.”

Even with the sarcasm Aiden was happy to hear the voice of the gray-haired old man in his mind. He then remembered the black box.

Where’s the box? Did you see what it did with it?

“Look to your left.”

He did as he was asked. Another of these large beast-men was sitting opposite the first. To its immediate left, the black box sat on the ground, the flames of the fire reflected off its surface.

Right. That’s something. What about the creature I was riding?

“It’s called a horse. Well it’s called something else here, but that’s what I’m translating it as. It’s gone. It ran off when they attacked.”

“What form am I? Am I just the basic box form, or am I still shaped as an avatar?”

“You are in box form. And wrapped quite tightly with some form of rope. They must have seen your avatar shrink, and then bound you to stop you from changing form.”

Will it stop me from doing that?

“Will a form of strapping made from barks of this worlds trees, stop an advanced form of technology from changing shape?”

Err…

“That would be, no, it won’t. You can increase your shape and form at any time you wish.”

I’ve missed you.

“Soon you will be worshipping me.”

Yeah, I’m not sure I would go that far.

A grunt made Aiden look back to his right. The monster was looking at him.

Does he know I’m awake?

The green-skinned beast man leaned forward trying to get a better look at the strange tiny vibrating black box hanging by string on a nearby tree branch.

“Maybe now would be a good time to stop moving,” said Zeus.

Aiden did so but watched in growing horror as the large man-thing stood, reached behind it to pick up a studded club, and moved towards him.

Can I fly while in this form?

“Of course.”

The troll stepped around the roaring camp fire.

Then fly! Get me out of here!

A blue glow appeared in Aiden’s vision, which jostled up and down.

“Umm…” said Zeus quietly.

What?

“It would appear these straps are stronger than they look.”

The large creature seemed startled, then angry. It swung the club back.

Change into my avatar form now!

As ordered, the small box form of Aiden’s RP instantly transformed and grew into a humanoid shape breaking the string holding it, just as the beast swiped the club through the space where it had been hanging.

Aiden’s avatar, now of human size, rolled through some leaves to his right, and then instantly again as the creature slammed the club down into the confluence of snow and frosted mud.

Aiden ran into the darkness, moving fast and bounding over fallen trees when he remembered the black RP box innocently sitting next to the other troll.

“Argh…I have to go back.”

He swung around, expecting to see one of the beasts lumbering after him, but instead it just stood near the fire, trying to see into the darkness.

“I don’t think they are bothered about coming after you.”

Aiden crouched. “Looks like it.”

The trunks of twisted trees creaked, and he suddenly became aware of how dark it was around him.

Not sure if I want to stay out here too long.

He had an idea. Can you connect to the other RP from here? Establish a link? Maybe get it to grow legs and run over to us or something?

“I will try to establish a link.”

A few seconds passed.

“The part of the RP that connects to the external environment appears to be non-functioning. It looks like it has been switched off.”

Then I guess I’m just going to have—

Aiden sensed it before his avatar was aware and watched as a neon stream of orange light scythed through the troll that was standing, looking out into the darkness. The other beast scrambled to its feet with the box in its hand and ran a few yards before another burst of energy dispatched it in a similar fashion.

“What the hell was that?!”

Before Zeus could reply he got the answer, a cloaked figure appeared from between some trees and marched over to the box. It reached out, exposing a metallic hand and the other RP box started to glow, then rose off the ground and shrunk at the same time, it then floated into the being’s hand.

“It would appear to be another avatar.”

Aiden went to ask another question but froze as the figure’s head whipped around in his direction. Its head was mostly covered by its hood, but orange and yellows from the fire reflected off the partly exposed metal.

It then turned, and with a small run forward took to the air, enveloped in an orange glow.

Aiden dared not move until it was out of sight.

He took a deep breath. I think that was a Cheleron.

“I think you are correct.”

How did it do that light beam thing? It killed both of those trolls. He felt a bit sad for the creatures that just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“That was a concentrated beam of energy. That form of RP technology is available at higher levels.”

Aiden stood then slowly walked back to the trolls’ camp, and its roaring fire. He looked down at the body parts that were once living beings and shuddered.

Find me a route back to Egown’s house.







*****

Thick globs of snow fell from the black above as Aiden traipsed up the path he and Egown walked a day before. The windows of the large man’s house were burning bright as always. As he got near the front gate, Carion started to bark and growl, and soon after, the front door sprung open with Egown holding the beast back by its leash.

“Who is out there! Speak up!” he shouted.

“It’s me! Aiden.”

Egown’s eyes grew wide at the figure that was walking towards him, for Aiden was not aware of how much ice had formed across his avatar making it look more like a walking pillar of ice than any semblance of a human being.

Aiden stood in the garden and shook himself, making most of the snow fall to the ground, and revealing once again his cloak. “I’m kind of frozen. Literally.”

Egown checked his dog from continuing its aggressive stance, then looked back at Aiden. “We thought you were dead! That the soldiers had killed you. That you were not what you say you are.”

“I got the box—” he could see Egown’s expression start to soften, “—but…I lost it, I was attacked by some trolls…”

“The trolls have it?”

“They did, and then it was taken by what I think you call a Cheleron.”

Egown sighed. “The Arch will not be pleased. But it seems you got closer to getting the box than many others have. For that you deserve the warmth of my fire. Come inside.”

Aiden marched forward into the small house. The youngest girl was already eating at the table and Flori was putting out some more stew for herself and Egown. She went to offer some to Aiden then thought better of it.

Aiden sat down near the fire. He realized the game was just making his brain feel that he was frozen through, and it wasn’t real, but he was still glad to feel the heat emanating from the burning wood.

Egown took his own bowl and sat opposite him. “So, tell me what happened.”

Aiden managed to compress the events into about twenty minutes, leaving out the few hours back at the bunker and the more graphic elements of how the trolls died.

The big man nodded at various intervals, hardly eating his stew during the retelling.

Finally, he sat back and stroked his mostly gray beard. “So, the box is just a box? There is nothing inside it?”

“Think of it as a magic box, that can transform into other things.”

“Like you,” said Syno.

“Eat your supper,” said Egown to her, frowning.

Aiden smiled. “Like me and the other Chelerons.”

“Is the box a Cheleron?” said Flori.

She’s smart.

“It’s one form they can take, but I don’t know if the boxes are warlocks or maybe they will become at some point…”

Could that be it?

“Are you talking to me or just talking into the cosmos?” said Zeus.

To you. Could the Chelerons be trying to make other RPs?

Zeus started to reply, but was interrupted by Carion barking at the door, which started rattling due to the force of whoever was knocking against it.

Egown sprang to his feet, far quicker than Aiden would have presumed the large man could move. “Who is there?” he bellowed.

“It is Bromire. Is he in there with you? I heard word that lights were seen in the woods some miles from here, and that a Cheleron was spotted taking to the skies.”

Egown looked at Aiden. “He is.”

“Let me in Egown, the cold will be the death of me out here.”

Egown looked at his two daughters. “Both of you get upstairs, now.”

“I want to stay!” said Flori.

The big man’s expression wavered to one of compassion. “I need you to look after your sister.”

“I’m not a baby!” said Syno.

Egown continued his pained look at his older daughter, who looked at her sibling, encouraging her to get up, and they both climbed the ladder to the second floor.

Egown then pulled the large latch up and opened the solid wood planked door. 

Bromire bundled inside bringing the winter weather with him. “Brrrrr the winter gets worse each year! Or maybe it is just that I’m getting older!” He looked at Aiden. “So, you’re still alive then. Did you get what you wanted?” He looked around the small downstairs space.

Carion sat across the room, producing a low growl.

“Carion! Settle down!”

The dog lay down but kept intermittently letting out a small scratchy bark.

Egown looked bemused by his pet, then walked to a large ornate carved wooden sideboard, with shelves and a large cupboard, which he opened. “Your usual, Bromire?”

The smaller man smiled. “Yes, I find the ale always warms me on nights like this!”

Egown’s hand stopped then rested on a large jug. “Ale?” he said without turning around.

Bromire turned around to face him. “Yes, Egown, what else would you have for me?”

Egown continued facing into the darkness of the cupboard. “It’s just that you don’t drink ale, Bromire. Never have done, despite all my efforts to get you to—”

Aiden was looking at the fire when a girl’s scream pierced the air. He looked up at its source in slow motion and saw the face of Flori locked in despair. Following her gaze, he turned and saw Bromire’s hand, extended ten feet across the room into a form of lance, and through the center of Egown.

Despite the injury, Egown somehow pulled away from the blade and charged towards the thing. Its face started to morph from human into something else. Its jaw and cheek bones expanding, while its eyes receded into nothing. Carion got to his feet and charged at the metallic mess that was expanding within the large room and latched its powerful jaws on its leg.

Aiden instinctively grabbed an iron poker to his left and sprang forward, swinging it through the air and catching the evolving creature on the side of its robotic head. The poker bounced off, and before Aiden could strike again, the creature’s other hand swung around hitting Aiden’s avatar square in its torso sending it through the air into the inferno of flames in the large fireplace.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 35% AND FALLING.

PO - 7%

PL - 26%

SUB-MISSION CREATED, DEFEAT THE CHELERON.

—————————————————————————————————

It then turned its attention to the dog, grabbing it by its neck, lifting it high into the air and squeezing, then letting the body fall lifeless to the ground.

Burning heat seared through Aiden, replacing all thought with blinding pain.

Egown grabbed the nearest heavy object he could, a solid looking round shield and slammed into the Bromire impersonator, driving it back against the door. The advantage was short lived as the creature, with the slightest of movements, flung the large man through the air causing him to crash onto the table. While this was happening, objects were raining down on the Cheleron from the second floor, and with Egown trying to get back to his feet the warlock looked up at the girls, but instead of using the ladder or even flying to get to them, its lower limbs started to extend in size and it rose inevitably upwards.

“The pain is not real, Aiden Forlan. It is merely there to—”

Warning messages flashed across Aiden’s view, most of which he had trouble seeing due to the burning pieces of wood that were melting his exterior frame. A scream rang out and suddenly the world jumped back into focus.

Ignoring the pain, he lifted his limbs and fell forward out of the fire.

How do I stop this thing?

“Impact with large heavy objects seemed to do you no good…”

Aiden looked up and spotted Egown’s broadsword, unfortunately across the other side of the room. He went to climb to his feet when the blazing heat that was emanating from his metallic fingers gave him an idea.

Can I absorb heat?

“Of course.”

Make both of my arms swords.

He swung around to face the flames once more. More screams echoed around the walls. He felt his fingers meld on both sides and extend.

Transfer the heat from the fire into the swords!

Almost instantly, the flames transferred from the heap of burning logs and ran along the metal blades on both Aiden’s arms, turning the metal there an intense orange. The light in the room was now coming mostly from his avatar’s swords. He then turned but stopped at the sight before him.

The Cheleron was now at least ten feet tall and was fighting with Egown to Aiden’s right with two sets of arms, while its head and other arms were reaching forward into the second floor above his head.

Just as he charged forward, the Cheleron looked at him, and almost in shock all its movement stopped, realizing the threat that Aiden was, but it was too late, and Aiden’s first swing took one of the creature’s limbs clean off.

The other limbs of the creature retracted and swiped at Aiden, but he reacted quicker, and its arms hit the white hot of his swords and fell to the ground. It squealed and retracted even more, now being smaller than Egown who seeing his chance staggered forward pushing the doors latch up and opening it in one movement. A swipe from the thing then caught him on the side of the head and he fell backwards.

The light from Aiden’s swords was fading, but he took the opportunity to scythe away at the other avatar, dropping pieces of it and with each slice making it squeal as if it was in pain. It staggered backwards onto the snow and instead of taking more punishment, what limbs were remaining including its head retracted into a smaller form, which took on the shape of a winged creature which after a few strong flaps ascended quickly into the air.

Aiden ran into the garden but the Cheleron was already lost amongst the snow that was still falling.

—————————————————————————————————

CHELERON DEFEATED (UNKNOWN PLAYER LEVEL) + 25000 XP.

ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 5 ACHIEVED. YOU NOW HAVE THE ABILITY…

—————————————————————————————————

The lack of noise behind him snapped him out of his own head, and he tapped off the message on the HUD and turned and ran into the house. Egown was trying to get back to his feet, but blood was pouring from multiple points on his body. Aiden went to move towards him but then changed direction and leapt upwards over twelve feet to the second floor.

Syno was on the floor in front of the motionless body of her older sister. As Aiden went to move towards them, the young girl started to kick and scratch at the air.

“No, no, I’m Aiden. I’m not the monster. It’s gone.”

The young girl looked at his swords that used to be arms.

“I need arms and hands again!”

His limbs quickly reverted back to their proper form.

The girl’s hands dropped to her sides and Aiden moved closer to examine Flori.

The older girl looked up at him, her eyes bloodshot, with a small trickle of blood dripping from the side of her mouth. “Father?”

“Zeus! What do I do!”

“Examining the girl now…It would seem she has extensive internal bleeding, likely due to—”

Aiden’s metal hands wavered over Flori’s body. “Heal her!”

Flori’s hand gripped Aiden’s robotic version. “Heal my father,” she wheezed.

Aiden shifted backwards, and ignoring the ladder, dropped to the ground. “Scan Egown, how do I fix him as well!”

“Examining now…The man has multiple pierced internal organs and a damaged spinal cord. Do you want me to initiate healing?”

“Yes!”

—————————————————————————————————

PLEASE PLACE HANDS ON THE SUBJECT. MEDICAL PROCEDURE WILL COST 9500 CREDITS. DO YOU WISH TO CONTINUE?

—————————————————————————————————

“What? Credits? Now? You need to heal him!”

—————————————————————————————————

PLEASE BE AWARE THAT THE PROCEDURE TO HEAL THE FIRST SUBJECT’S INJURIES WILL COST 5500 CREDITS. YOU HAVE INSUFFICIENT CREDITS TO HEAL BOTH SUBJECTS. WHICH SUBJECT DO YOU WISH TO HEAL?

—————————————————————————————————

“I…I…Give me a loan! I just earned all that XP. I want to borrow what I need to heal both!”

—————————————————————————————————

YOU HAVE ALREADY HAD ONE LOAN WITHIN YOUR ALLOTTED 30-DAY WINDOW. PLEASE TRY AGAIN IN 28 DAYS.

—————————————————————————————————

Egown’s eyes started to flutter.

“No…”

Aiden felt as if his heart and head would explode. He turned away from the dying man and leapt back up to the second floor and quickly moved to the older girl, placing her hands in his.

“Heal her. Do it now.”


CHAPTER TWENTY




A soft point of light bobbed up and down amongst the darkness. The flakes of snow were falling heavier now, and the drifts were already up to Aiden’s knees as he pushed forward through the forest, leading the horse and its two occupants behind him.

Healing Flori took most of his power, which was now barely back up to fifteen percent, but it was enough for him to carry her unconscious body to the ground floor of the house, and quickly clothe her in as many animal skins as he could find. He made sure Syno was similarly wrapped but the younger girl held on to her father’s hand, sobbing until he draped a sheet over her father and lightly pulled her away.

During all of this time he remained numb to what had happened. But his mind had a clarity that he had not felt since leaving the lodge days before. He packed up as many bits of food and useful items as he could find into the holdalls he had seen Egown carrying. He also brought the large man’s shield, sword, and a smaller dagger, and strapped them to his back.

His own cloak had been destroyed in the fire, but he hoped Egown wouldn’t mind him taking his winter coat, which instantly started to warm him as soon as he put it on.

Amongst the darkness of the forest, he stopped and looked back at the two girls on the horse. One held on by a series of straps he placed across her to keep her from falling off, and the younger who was seated right behind her.

“Scan them both, tell me if there’s anything wrong with them.”

“Their body temperature is dangerously low. It is advised to avoid hyperthermia that you devise a method to warm them.”

Walking over to them, he looked up and rubbed the shoulder of Syno, who looked sleepy.

He looked at the map, which he had kept on constantly. There was no sign of any structures nearby.

“What’s my power level.”

“PL is seventeen percent. Once it falls below ten percent you will not be able to keep your current avatar form.”

He looked around at the wall of trees, his light illuminating their trunks and waited for inspiration to hit him. He had spent nights alone in the various forgotten buildings of the ruins, but the climate was always temperate even during winter. Only twice during his time in the village had there been any snowfall, and much to his disappointment, it had all melted within hours. What he was in the middle of now he had only seen in old books, and despite its beauty, he was fairly certain he preferred just reading about it.

He looked closer at the nearest tree, with its five-foot-wide trunk. “OK, that might work.”

He quickly shoveled the snow away from a small area around the base of the tree, then pulling the large sword from his back, set about cutting down branches, some twice as long as he was tall. Once he had enough, he leaned them against the trunk in a semi-circle creating a natural tent around the cleared ground. He then piled snow up on the outside of the thick blanket of branches, all the way to the top where they met the trunk forming a natural wall and sealing the space inside from the elements.

He quickly moved back to the horse and led it back to the shelter tying it to the tree then brought each girl down and carried her inside. With a sheet he brought with him, he patched up the way they entered and looked around at what he had built.

—————————————————————————————————

TEMPORARY SHELTER CREATED. ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 6 ACQUIRED. YOUR RP CAN NOW CREATE MATERIALS FOR BUILDING.




XP + 150;

—————————————————————————————————

He immediately tapped off the message. He didn’t care what XP or skills he was gaining, it didn’t matter.

He reached over and shook the shoulder of Syno, who opened her eyes.

“I’m going to warm you both up, just watch.”

Can you make my hand hot again? Like a heating element?

“That is possible but will be a constant strain on your power. How much heat do you want to generate?” said Zeus.

“Just enough to make sure the two girls are warm and won’t freeze to death!”

“Your avatar will lose 2% of its mass every hour to achieve what you want. More material can be absorbed after, to return you to 100% mass.”

“That’s fine, do it.”

Aiden watched as his hand extended and become a short rod which slowly turned jet black, and then started to lighten, increasingly becoming red, then orange then yellow.

For the first time within the game, he felt tired and his eyes grew heavy with fatigue.







*****

Aiden opened his eyes to the gray walls of his bunker room.

“Uh? Why—”

He tried to get up, but his body ignored him. Putting all his effort into moving his head, he lifted it a few inches, but the rest of him remained resolutely stuck to the bed so he gave up and let it drop down to the pillow.

I can’t move.

Panic threatened to overcome his thoughts, when images of falling snow and the two girls forced their way back into his mind.

Why am I not in the game? I think…I fell asleep?

He waited for a reply from Zeus, and then remembered that only happens in the game.

“HUD on.”

Stats and numbers faded into his vision. “Did the RP take damage? Is that why I’m no longer in the game?”

“Your body entered REM sleep, automatically disconnecting you from the game.”

“How long have I been out?”

“Six hours, twenty-four minutes, and thirty-five seconds.”

A noise came from outside his door, which then opened. His grandmother’s smiling face appeared, which then quickly changed to one of concern. She moved to his side. “I heard your voice; are you back? You look very pale.” She slid her hand over his forehead. “You’re cold,” she looked around, “doesn’t feel that cold in here.” She looked back at him. “Come on, get up and I’ll make you something to eat.”

He looked up at her and smiled, his body still in its rag doll position. “Umm, I don’t think I can move.”

“What?” She knelt and lifted his hand, which he didn’t feel. She let it go and it dropped back to his side. Her hand went to her mouth. “Oh God” She started rubbing his arm up and down. “You’ll be fine, we just need to get circulation back into your body. Can you feel any of this?”

“A little,” he lied, he felt nothing. His mind searched for possible reasons why his body was reacting like it was, but he wasn’t a doctor, he had no idea what the result of spending most hours in a day out of your actual body would be.

“Now? Try now.”

He had been trying all the time she had been rubbing his arm.

“Nothing.”

She got to her feet. “Hold on, I’ll get the others. We will figure this out.” She went to walk away, then stopped and turned back. “Do not go back into that game!”

“I won’t.” It was the second lie he had told her within the space of a few minutes and that made him feel worse than his current physical state.

She left.

“I want to talk to Cypher.”

—————————————————————————————————

ATTEMPTING COMMUNICATION WITH USER KNOWN AS CYPHER. PLEASE STAND BY…

—————————————————————————————————

“I’m here. Did you sort out your problem?” said Cypher.

“We did. But I’ve got a new problem. I can’t move.”

“What do you mean you can’t move?”

“I mean, my body won’t respond when I try to move. I can move my head just about, but that’s all…”

“I was afraid this would happen. OK, I’ll be there within the hour.”

“There’s something else. I’ve seen the other RPs.”

“Have you made contact?”

“You could say that…”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Sarah and Gail had been sitting with Aiden for about forty minutes when other voices could be heard outside his door, and he knew Cypher had arrived. Despite his physical situation he had spent the time distracting himself by telling them about some of the adventures he had already been on. Their reaction ranged from disbelief to finally sadness at the death of Egown. Even with his non-functioning limbs he wanted to return to the game, and see how the two girls were, but he wondered if he did, would his body back here die? And then how would he help them?

The door burst open, and Cypher appeared in his familiar black and silver body armor.

He immediately knelt next to Aiden, holding his hand over him.

“Can you help him?” said Sarah.

“His heart is not pumping enough blood around his body, leading to everything shutting down—”

Sarah throttled a small cry of anguish in her throat.

“You need to help him!” said Gail.

“I will. But not here. You have a medical facility. I need to move him there.” Cypher bent down and slid his arms under Aiden and lifted him like he weighed nothing.

They were soon walking along the corridor to a room that Aiden had only peeked inside of. It was a good size, with three medical beds along one side, and two on the opposite side. At the far end was another door which led to a smaller room, with one bed only. That was where Cypher laid Aiden. He then set about switching on the machines that were arranged around the bed, finally turning his attention to Aiden.

“You’re going to be connected to this machine. It’s old but it’s still Digit tech. It will monitor all your vitals, including your heart, nervous system, brain activity, and lots of other things which I’m not an expert enough to tell you about.” He looked at Sarah, who along with the others, had followed him. “Look at that screen—” he pointed, “—that will display how he’s doing, and once I connect him up to it, will administer drugs to correct any issues with his system.”

“Where are the drugs coming from?” she said, looking at the large machine standing to the side of the single bed.

“The machine creates whatever drugs it needs as he needs them. It’s early RP tech, but it should still work.” Cypher then took a cable which was connected to the machine, and removed a cap from the end, which revealed a pen-like device. He looked at Aiden. “I would say this would pinch, but you don’t feel anything so…”

Aiden nodded, and Cypher placed the device on Aiden’s arm. A thin needle then protruded automatically into one of Aiden’s veins.

Bells and alarms started sounding from the machine along with messages appearing on the screen. Sarah and Gail moved closer to it, but the text was scrolling by faster than they could make sense of.

“I don’t understand what it’s doing!” said Sarah.

“Just let it do what it needs,” said Cypher. He looked between the machine and Aiden. After a few seconds the sounds from the machine died down, and everyone looked at the patient on the bed. “OK. Try and move your hand.”

Aiden looked down at his arm and tried to wiggle his fingers. At first the result was the same as before, but then he felt a tingling sensation, which became a mild pain.

“Look!” said Joel.

Aiden’s fingers were moving back and forth. A small roar of approval went around the group, although Cypher remained silent.

“Good, it’s working,” he said. “Now try your feet.” Aiden tried, and his leg shifted to the side slightly. “Now try and sit up.” Aiden’s hands pushed down, and he pushed his upper body upright.

He smiled. “Guess I’m not paralyzed after all.” A well of emotion wanted to eclipse his words, but he managed to control it.

Sarah leaned forward and hugged him, she then threw her arms around the large robot-like man next to her. “Thank you!” she exclaimed. Cypher forced a smile.

She let go. “I’ll get that food for you!” She then turned and left.

“Good to see you well again, kid,” said Travis, who followed her.

Cypher looked at the remaining two. “I need to talk to him alone.”

Gail nodded then briefly squeezed Aiden’s hand, then with Joel, left.

“You need to go back,” said Cypher once he was sure they were alone.

“I know. I want to. Flori and Syno will need my help. Hopefully, they haven’t left me there and wandered off.”

“The humans on the planet are not your concern. All their battles will be for nothing if the other avatars continue their control.”

“I know!” Aiden’s words came out with more anger than he expected. He sighed, looking away from Cyphers stare. “They’re real people, just like you and I.”

“You need to keep in mind the bigger picture.”

Aiden nodded. His mind then flashed back to the day before. “What do you think the black box RP was, the one that was being transported?”

“If I had to hazard a guess, I would say they are trying to manufacture their own RPs, but perhaps they can’t make them like we do on earth. Perhaps their versions are not as effective.”

“They’re trying to create an army?”

Cypher nodded. “That’s something we need to stop, or that will just be the first of many planets that will be destroyed.” He looked down at Aiden with an expression that he hadn’t seen on him before. One of compassion. “You did well defeating the other avatar. Whoever that player was, was probably a much higher level than you. You are certainly your father’s son.” His face then reverted to its usual cold expression. “There is something else that I need to tell you…”

“What?” Aiden could already tell it wasn’t anything good, and he suspected he already knew.

Cypher looked at the machine. “This device will keep correcting any imbalances in your body, but it is only a stopgap. Your body will still deteriorate while you are in the game, just at a much slower rate. Ultimately, though, it will kill you.”

“I thought as much. Is there anything else that can be done? Couldn’t the RP here heal me?”

“It could, but you have to remember that players are usually connected to a gaming pod, which stops this from happening. Players that connect to the game without the pod all suffer from this issue, and when they use an RP to heal them, the game knows and can track them. And that’s not good for either of us, or the people on that planet.”

“I understand.”







*****

Aiden opened his eyes to splinters of cold blue light across the frozen muddy ground. He turned around and instantly felt the difference in his physique. Even though they weren’t actually his, his arms and legs felt strong and full of kinetic strength.

He was alone in the shelter. Scrambling forward, he peered through the gap in the branches, breaking the ice that had formed over the gap. Outside the bright white caused him to be momentarily blind, but as soon as his vision returned he could see the lack of horse, and the girls.

He pushed himself free of the shelter and stood knee deep in snow, which was still falling although with much smaller flakes.

“Zeus, you there?”

“I’m always here, I am omnipresent.”

“Any idea where the two girls went? And HUD on.”

Dots and lines jumped around his vision, as he turned around until they settled on the ground moving from one patch of crumpled snow to the next. “Show me the map.”

The map promptly appeared.

“Now overlay their tracks on the map.” A short, dashed line appeared from his current position, moving in a south-easterly direction. “That’s where we came from. Their house is in that direction.”

He sighed and started moving in that direction.

“How are we doing for power and the other stats?”

“Everything is at maximum levels.”

“How long do you think it will take to walk back to the house?”

A red line spread out in the map in his vision, then stretched all the way back to his starting point the night before as the map zoomed out.

“Approximately two hours and—”

“And how much power will I use to fly?”

“Sixty-six percent if you decrease your form somewhat, and it will take you just over twenty-four minutes.”

“OK, let’s do it.”

As he started to shrink in size, the blue glow he was now familiar with covered his field of view, and he rose, moving forwards at the same time. Within a few seconds, he was moving past branches and then above the top of the fifty-foot-high pine trees.

“This is the way to travel!” The feeling of freedom was almost overwhelming as the forest flowed by beneath him. He was also, for the first time since he arrived, able to get a true sense of the landscape around him. To his right, the terrain moved sharply up the side of a mountain, the top of which was lost in clouds. It was part of a range that seemed to continue in a north-south direction. To his left, the ground continued downwards to a valley, then started to climb again, but to forest-covered hills not rocky peaks. Ahead were more hills although of a lower elevation, and far in the distance towards the south, he could just make out towers.

The journey was over quicker than he thought, and he gently descended towards the back of the house, increasing in size. The girls were standing near two mounds of dirt.

As soon as they saw him, they started to run.

He touched down on the snow and shouted as they ran for cover. “It’s me! Aiden!”

They both stopped in their tracks and looked back. Then ran towards him, embracing him.

He stood stunned at first, not knowing what to say. “It was dangerous coming back here! They might come back!”

Flori let go but little Syno held on. “I couldn’t leave him in the house, I had to bury him,” said the older sister. “And with Carion by his side.”

“OK, but we can’t stay here. Do you have anywhere where you can go? A relative? Or a friend?”

“Bromire and Gernan were our closest friends…”

“What are the chances that Gernan would still be alive?”

She looked glum. “I do not know…”

“Then we need to go somewhere else. Does the Arch have a place where people can go, to stay safe?”

“Yes, but it is far from here, north in the caves of Mount Krin.”

“How long to get there?”

Syno finally let go of Aiden’s leg.

“Three to four days.”

Aiden thought about the towers he saw to the south. He pointed in that direction. “What are the towers over there?”

“That is the castle of House Oldfield. There is a village surrounding it.”

“Does the Arch have people there?”

“I don’t know…” She paced back and forth. “I want them to pay, Aiden. The Cheleron, the king, all of them.”

Aiden agreed but he had no idea how to make that happen. “For now, we have to get both of you safe. Best you get all your things together, we have a long trek north—” He looked at the almost white sky. “—and the weather doesn’t seem to be improving.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




The milky sun was hovering above the horizon, as they continued their ascent up the side of the mountain. Trees were still thick around them and weren’t showing any sign of thinning out despite the altitude. Getting to the Arch’s hideout in the caves had become another sub-mission, but the XP and all the stats were beginning to become less important to him, this was real, not a game.

“HUD and Map on. Can you see any structures nearby?”

Flori took notice of Aiden talking to himself but by now had gotten used to it.

A topological two-dimensional map appeared in his vision. Not too far ahead a squareish structure flashed red. “There appears to be a form of multi-story building approximately one mile from your current location,” said Zeus.

“Good, plot me a route to it.”

A slightly jagged red line appeared across the map.

Aiden turned to Flori with her sister on the other horse. “There’s a building of some sort up ahead, do you know who lives there?” He noticed that she looked worried.

“We should find somewhere else.”

“The sun will be down in half an hour, and I don’t want to spend another night in a shelter made of branches. Who lives there?”

“No one lives there, but…”

Aiden looked questioningly at her.

“It is haunted by demons. There are many tales of travelers staying there at night, never to be seen again.”

Aiden baulked, not believing any of it but then hid his response. It was what she believed. “You have a Cheleron protecting you! We’re lucky we found the place.”

Soon, the five-story, rectangular, dark-gray tower began to loom large in front of them. Some of its upper windows were unforgiving dark holes but the lower levels at least still had structural integrity with iced-up glass filling the arched recesses.

Syno took one look and buried her head into the back of her older sister’s winter coat.

Aiden jumped down from his horse, near a large arched doorway. He was glad to see that the door looked secure. Tying his horse to a nearby tree, he walked to the entrance and went to knock but stopped.

“Zeus, scan around me, do you sense anyone here other than us?”

“Your avatar cannot detect any other significant life forms.”

Aiden nodded then banged on the door, which began to swing back on the first impact. Some birds took to the sky from nearby trees and he peered into the gloom inside.

“Lights on.”

His avatar’s eyes lit up, showing a large hall, with a single staircase running up the right side.

He turned back to Flori who looked a bit scared of his glowing eye sockets. “Looks empty, no travelers or demons!” He stepped inside.

Flori frowned then jumped down, helping her sister do the same, then tied her horse next to Aiden’s.

The floor was a series of large flat stones, but there was one single frayed rug in the center of the room. A large fireplace sat dormant on the left, and another closed door was opposite the entrance. A few chairs sat near the fire, one of them on its side. The air smelt dusty with a hint of charcoal.

The two sisters walked cautiously into the room.

“I’m going to check out the other room then the other floors. We’re going to need wood for the fire,” said Aiden.

Flori nodded, and he checked the room in front of him, which turned out to be a rudimentary kitchen area, with a simple table with rotten scraps of vegetables on it, and a few empty jugs.

The second floor was one open room, with two single beds, neither of which had sheets. The next two floors after that contained some rubbish, covered in copious amounts of dust and a mound of ice and fresh snow near the holes which once used to be windows.

He had a quick look out, but he could see nothing but the tops of an infinity of trees, stretching down into the valley.

By the time he returned to the ground floor a small fire was already burning. Since the first time he laid eyes on Flori, she had struck him as a capable young woman, but that was to be expected being the daughter of Egown. “I’ll have a look if I can find a way to secure the front door. We don’t want anyone stumbling inside during the night.”

Flori smiled, while Syno sat near the burgeoning heat from the flames.

Within an hour he had found some pieces of wood to push up against the door, and the fire was burning bright. On top of the fire, a metal stand supported a pot which contained melted snow and sliced vegetables they had brought with them.

The two girls hadn’t said more than four words since they arrived. He had never known his father, and to lose one that had been as close to his daughters as Egown obviously was, was something he had no comprehension of. But he was sure they must have felt like their world had fallen apart and been replaced with a bottomless pit of anger and despair.

He leaned forward in the rickety old chair. “Do you want to know about where I come from?” he said to Syno. Flori was slowly stirring the bubbling soup.

The young girl looked up between messy hair and nodded in the affirmative.

“Well, there are, umm, buildings that reach into the sky, and there are ships…I mean wagons that fly through the air—”

“Flying wagons? Do the horses fly?”

“Umm, sure.”

Flori could tell Aiden was lying and smiled as she continued stirring.

“I want a flying horse!”

“Umm, maybe one day you will be able to have one, and there are people there like you, and, umm…well like you.”

“Not like you?”

He went to reply when a thought hit him like the troll’s club had a day before.

What if all the robots I saw that day on the wall, were not robots? What if they were avatars?

He sat back in his chair.

“Is that a question for me?” said Zeus.

I guess.

“Advanced humanoid machines existed hundreds of years ago, however no new machines have been constructed since that time.”

So, they were all avatars…including those that took the gaming device in the forest.

Then a second idea jumped into his mind, landing heavier than the first.

Is Cypher an avatar?

Before that thought had a chance to get settled, a noise came from the upper floors.

Each of them looked at each other, pausing their breath. The noise happened again, this time it sounded as if something heavy was being dragged across the wooden planks of the floor.

Syno turned and grabbed hold of her older sister, who had stopped stirring.

“I’m sure it’s nothing, either the wind or maybe a bird is up there. I’ll go have a look.”

Flori remained silent but her eyes were wide with fear. He noticed she was now holding a small dagger.

“Just wait here. I’ll be right back.” He got to his feet and walked to the bottom of the stairs and looked up into the shadows.

Can you detect anything alive up there?

“Audio scanning is not picking up any heartbeats,” said Zeus.

Hmm…must be the wind.

He started to ascend the stone steps and looked across to the two girls and smiled.

Poking his head above the level of the first floor, he looked into the absolute darkness.

“Turn on my lights.”

A cone of illumination lit a narrow area. He moved his head around. The two beds were just as unwelcoming as before.

Stepping out onto the floorboards, he walked across the room and to the start of the next set of solid steps. He looked upwards, lighting up the roof of the floor above, and waited for the noise to happen again. A few seconds went by with no reaction.

He sighed. “Demons.” His mind flashed back to his earliest days exploring the ruins. As a child he had always been told not to go into that area of the zone because it was haunted. He ignored it of course and spent an entire day during the height of summer when he was twelve, moving between what was left of the single-story buildings that hundreds of years before used to be businesses. He came back to the lodge that evening with a backpack of treasure, but that didn’t stop Sarah from grounding him for a full month. He knew ghosts and demons were for the very young or the very gullible.

He charged up the first-floor stairs and stood looking at the same forgotten pieces of wood and iron that he had seen a few hours earlier. He went to move towards the next set of steps when the noise happened again, right above him, and this time it was much louder.

He froze, he was sure if he had actually been there, he would have heard his own heartbeat, as it was he wasn’t sure he couldn’t anyway.

“You see anything?” shouted Flori, making him jump and his avatar do the same.

“No!” he half-shouted down the steps. “I’m still looking…”

You absolutely sure you cannot detect anything above me?

“There are no indications of anything alive above you,” said Zeus.

He slowly stepped across the floor, lighting the room as he went and carefully peered around the corner of the stairs. Looking upwards his light lit the roof again above him.

There’s nothing there. Sure of it. Can’t be.

He put his foot on the first step, then the second, upwards, moving slowly and trying to listen for any movement. By halfway he could feel the difference in air temperature, and by the time he was at the top a few flickers of snow were wafting past him.

He swung his beam of light across the pieces of rubbish that he had seen before.

Something’s different.

He walked forward, counting off in his head each piece of wood, block of rubble and jumble of—

There was a mass of iron here I’m sure of—

A clicking noise from behind made him freeze, then slowly turn around. Just as the cone of light emanating from his eyes was parallel with him, he saw it and started to backtrack. An angular creature with multiple legs about the size of a large dog scrambled towards him, its needle-sharp legs tearing grooves out of the floorboards.

“What is that!” he shouted to anyone who could give him an answer, while stepping backwards faster.

—————————————————————————————————

ALIEN TECHNOLOGY DISCOVERED. XP + 15000.

PLEASE GET CLOSER FOR A FULL SCAN.

—————————————————————————————————

The spiderlike creature leapt at Aiden, and he and it tumbled backwards through the open hole where a window once stood.

The fall to the ground only took two seconds but to Aiden it played out in slow motion. He looked upwards at the strange multi-limbed creature with no head, its lancelike arms inches from his head, both falling towards an unknown fate.

He slammed into the snow-covered ground, sinking a few feet. A jolt of pain flowed through him, together with warning messages flashing across his screen.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 20%

PO - 8%

—————————————————————————————————

He sat up, looking at where the creature had gone.

“Where is it?”

The front door of the tower opened with Flori standing with her father’s sword in her hand.

“Get back inside!”

A cracking noise came from his left and he watched as a small mound in the snow moved across in front of him and towards the front of the tower.

“It’s under the snow!” he shouted as it neared Flori who was readying herself.

It burst upwards, in an explosion of ice, flying at her. Aiden watched in horror but then relief as she smashed it away with a deft swipe of the heavy sword. It clattered against the side of the tower then instantly righted itself on the ground.

The gash that was along the side of it, started to heal and Aiden knew what it was.

“It’s an RP…”

The spider machine wavered slightly then bounded towards Flori once more.

“How do I stop an RP!” he said, running towards it.

“Reach and grab it…”

Even though he was still fifteen feet away, he threw his arm out in front of him, which then extended and grabbed the creature as it was about to leap again.

“I can’t hold it!”

A surge of blue light pulsed down Aiden’s arm and exploded in sparks on touching the artificial spider, causing it to go limp. Aiden let it drop to the ground and his arm retracted back to its original size.

Flori walked forward, and before Aiden could stop her, brought her sword down on the dead machine, creating a crack along its center. “Die, demon!” she shouted.

She raised her sword again.

“No! Stop, it’s dead! The demon is dead.”

She looked at him, disappointed and brought the sword to her side. “I told you there were monsters here!”

She suddenly became aware of Syno watching from the doorway and shooed her back inside.

Aiden walked over and looked down at the heap of RP parts on the frosted ground that for some reason had taken on the form of a giant spider. “Yeah, you were right. Sorry…I should have listened…you sure did show it though—” He started laughing. She looked at him with a frown then started laughing too. After a few seconds, he realized her laughing had become sobbing, and she collapsed to the snow on her knees. He walked to her, knelt, and put his arm around her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




After the ‘demon’ incident everyone decided to sleep downstairs, that was where the warmth was anyway.

When he noticed the two girls were sleeping, Aiden quietly walked up the stone steps, until he made it back to where the monster attacked him hours earlier. Walking to the jagged hole in the wall, he turned on his ‘fly’ mode and stepped off the edge, hovering in midair. He then descended and walked over to the broken spider avatar that was already becoming lost under the falling snow.

“Scan it, tell me what that is.”

—————————————————————————————————

SCANNING…

NOT FOUND IN DATABASE.

NO DATABASE STORAGE POSSIBLE.

—————————————————————————————————

“What do you mean no storage possible?”

“Hmm…” said Zeus.

“Hmm? How can you say ‘Hmmm?’”

“It would appear that the game refuses to store whatever that is.”

Aiden shook his head. “Why?”

“I do not know.”

“It’s obviously an RP, an avatar of some kind. And earlier I saw a message saying that alien tech was found. I even got a lot of XP for it. But now the game is saying it won’t store it?”

“That appears so.”

He picked up a nearby stick and poked the avatar, clearing some of the snow away to get a better look.

“Was there a player controlling it?”

“I could not detect any T-Link connection while it was still functioning.”

“How is that even possible?”

There was silence from Zeus.

“All avatars require control by a player.”

“You just said there was no player controlling it!”

“None that I could detect, no.”

Aiden sighed, this argument was going around in circles.

“So, what do I do with it? What if it comes alive again and attacks other travelers?”

“From the scan, it would seem the pulse of energy that you hit it with, has destroyed its nanites. It is quite inoperative.”

Aiden’s mind flicked back to the night before and the fight with the Cheleron. “Could I have done the same with the Cheleron from last night?”

“Possibly, but the avatar you fought was clearly of a much higher level in the game, and therefore might have had protection against such an attack.”

He couldn’t face being responsible for another person’s death, and instantly pushed that thought from his mind.

“So, it’s just a useless hunk of metal now?”

“That is correct.”

An idea then struck him. “Could I absorb it? Could it be useful in that way?”

“Absorption of other player’s nanites are not advised.”

“Why?”

“The nanites of each RP are individually coded to work together and not with other nanites. It is a security protocol.”

He sighed again, looking down at the mysterious heap of metal.

“Least it won’t be doing any more harm to anyone that comes by.”

He piled more snow on top, completely covering it.

“How much further to the cave system?”

“At least another three days.”

He looked up at the broken masonry and the hole in the tower wall on the fourth floor, crouched, then sprang upwards, landing on the exposed wooden beams. He teetered on the edge before he caught his balance and walked into the room.

“Think I prefer jumping to flying…maybe.”

Moving down the stairs, he eventually crept slowly across the creaking wood of the first floor and lay on the old bed.

Wrapping Egown’s large coat around him even more tightly, he disconnected from the game.

Opening his eyes, he sighed on seeing he was still on the medical bed, with the needle in his arm. Gail was sitting in a chair, asleep, with a book in her lap.

He glanced at the screen of the machine that was trying to keep him alive. Most of what was displayed he didn’t understand, but there were no flashing red words or symbols, so he presumed that was good.

He suddenly realized he was exceptionally thirsty and looked around for a bottle, but none was nearby.

He looked back at the tube coming from his left arm and didn’t fancy having to replace it, but he also wasn’t going to be a prisoner to this machine. He examined exactly where the needle was, and slowly pulled it out. A small amount of blood spilled, and an alarm went off at the machine, causing Gail to wake up with a start.

“What’s happening?” She looked around her, finally settling her eyes on Aiden who was suddenly feeling dizzy and nauseous. “What are you doing!” She sprang up, spilling the book to the floor, and allowing him to put his arm around her shoulder.

“I can’t stay here in this bed forever. I really need to drink, and I’m fairly certain I need the restroom.”

“We could have done all that for—”

He looked at her angrily. “I can do these things for myself, just need for the room to stop spinning and I’ll be fine.”

“Just sit back on the bed, and I’ll bring you some water. Then we can go for as much walking around as you wish.”

He nodded. And she left.

He leaned back on the bed, and painfully flexed his arm which’d had the needle attached. The spinning started to slow.

Gail reappeared with the others and a small bottle of water which he emptied in seconds.

“How are you feeling?” said Travis.

Aiden smiled. “Better than the last time I returned from the game.”

Travis walked closer to the machine. “So, this box of tricks is working.”

“Yeah.”

“Shouldn’t you stay connected to it?” said Sarah.

“I’ll hook myself back up before I rejoin the game. How is everyone?” He looked from face to face.

“Me and Joel got the water system working, so now we can have showers,” said Travis.

A large grin swept across Gail’s face.

Aiden smiled. “I might use that before I sleep. How are our prisoners?”

“Mostly quietened down. I think I preferred them noisy,” said Gail.

“We can’t keep them in there forever,” said Aiden.

“No…” said Sarah.

“I’m going to use the restroom and get a shower, then we need to make a final decision on what to do with Ted and his people,” said Aiden.

A short while later, a damp Aiden reappeared from the corridor, then tracked down everyone else who were in the eating area, discussing what to do with the people in the cells.

“And what if they bring others back here? Try and take it by force?” said Travis.

“All the while they are here, we have to feed them. They’re using our supplies!” said Gail.

They all stopped when Aiden walked in.

“Maybe Cypher can do something with them?” said Joel, looking at him.

Aiden shook his head. “He’s not going to want to get involved.”

“There’s no good answer. But we can’t keep them here forever, so I say we give them some supplies and send them on their way. If they come back with others, we will be ready. What other alternative do we have?” Said Gail.

“They would have killed us, if we didn’t go along with what they wanted,” said Travis.

“Seriously? You would kill them? You’re not a murderer Travis,” said Sarah.

The older man looked down. “I’m what I need to be to protect myself and my son.”

A silence fell upon the room. Finally, everyone looked at Aiden.

“What do you say?” said Travis.

“We let them go in the morning. Now, I need to get some sleep.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Far in the distance a ringing bell sound played out repeatedly. Aiden struggled to make sense of it until he realized it was the alarm he had set to wake him.

Yeah, yeah, I’m awake, shut it off.

He wondered, when he finally collapsed into his single bed in the small room, whether he could use his biochip to set an alarm to wake him. Turned out he could. The upside to it was, he was the only person that heard it.

His limbs felt like lead weights as he pulled himself off the bed and sat up. Clearing his eyes, he got up and made his way back to the medical unit. He thought about seeing how everyone was, but didn’t see the point, and soon he was back on the medical bed, holding the pencillike device in his hand. He copied the same actions as Cypher, and as before, just resting the end of the device on the correct spot caused it to inject into his vein and he was reconnected to the machine.

Instantly he felt a boost of energy. He almost wanted to pull the thing from his arm and run around the room, but he had to get back. They needed to make progress to the caves.

He said the correct words, and the medical room was instantly replaced with the almost complete darkness and cold of the tower. He lay there looking up at the timbers which held the second floor up and questioned just how old this structure was. A hundred? A thousand years old? He had read a number of stories set in the medieval period of human history and enjoyed the adventures of knights on quests, and dragons to defeat. And now these people were fighting their own kinds of monsters, creatures which humanity had brought to them. He wondered what Flori would say if she knew the truth, or if she could even comprehend it.

Aiden checking back in.

“Good to have you back, Aiden Forlan,” said Zeus.

I’m hoping nothing happened while I was gone.

“A rather large rat did try gnawing on you while you were away, but quickly realized its teeth were not going to make any headway. Apart from that, nothing of note.”

Aiden sat up. Good to know I’m rat proof. Any movement downstairs? I take it they are still there?

“As far as your sensors can detect, yes.”

Show me my stats.

—————————————————————————————————

RP STATS

POWER LEVEL (PL): 99%

POWER OUTPUT (PO): 12%

STRUCTURAL INTEGRITY (SI): 95%

CREATIVE EFFICIENCY (CE): 93%

ABSORPTION LEVEL 2




PLAYER STATS

CREDITS (C): 47461

TIME TO NEXT PAYMENT: 21 HOURS 11 MINS.

EXPERIENCE (XP): 213076

786,924 XP TO NEXT ABSORPTION LEVEL.




LUCK (L): 24




ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 6

AVATAR CREATION SKILL LEVEL 2

ALIEN CUSTOMS SKILL LEVEL 2




CURRENT PLAY DURATION: 3mins 35 seconds.

—————————————————————————————————

Something I keep meaning to ask is, what is ‘Luck?’ The game can’t control if I’m lucky or not.

“The game is constantly monitoring many variables and factors which you do not have direct access to within the game. Your ‘Luck’ stat is how much you can be affected positively or negatively by those variables and factors. How ‘lucky’ or not your avatar is, determines whether your ‘Luck’ value goes up or down.”

So, you’re saying, that if I walk through the forest and a tree falls on me, my luck will decrease?

“Correct.”

But if I have a high luck stat, then I might feel as if the tree is about to fall and I will move out of the way? And the reason I would ‘feel’ that is because the game will somehow be sensing the tree about to break, and tells me?

“The game will not tell you directly. To you, it will seem as if you ‘feel’ something is about to happen.”

Aiden rubbed his avatar’s hair. That’s a bit of a mind twister.

“It was devised by the initial developers as a way to gamify the chaotic nature of the universe”

I don’t feel I’ve been that lucky so far.

“I agree. Your ‘Luck’ stat does seem to be lower than most players at this level of XP.”

“Great,” said Aiden under his breath, which instantly formed a small plume of mist in front of him.

“But then you also have a very high level of XP for the amount of time you have been playing.”

“Not all bad then. Have you got the next part of the journey plotted out?”

“Yes.”

“Good, we leave within the hour.”







*****

Aiden closed the Tower door, his hand glowing, and providing light in the surrounding darkness. Flori and Syno were already on their horse. He went to walk away, when he had an idea. He looked at his hand and held out a finger, which immediately burned brighter. A few minutes later, he had burned some words into the wood of the door.

Flori smiled. “I’m not sure travelers will believe that the demon is dead.”

“Well, I hate to see this old tower go to waste.”

He climbed up on his horse. “There’s a river that runs down from the mountain about two hours ahead, we’ll stop next there.”

For the next two hours the snow had completely stopped although Aiden’s HUD displayed that it was minus seven.

They could hear the rushing waters before they could see them in the burgeoning early morning light.

As they trekked towards the noise, past the thick trunks of moss-covered trees, glittering silver and froth became visible.

Soon they were standing alongside a fast-moving river which cascaded down from ice-covered cliffs high above, and over polished rocks.

Flori looked agitated.

“What’s wrong?” said Aiden.

“Father used to tell me that this far up the mountain there would be cave trolls, or worse.”

You detecting any sign of anything nearby?

“If by that you mean the humanoid life forms known as ‘trolls’ on this planet. No, I cannot,” said Zeus.

If that changes, let me know.

“How are we going to cross?” said Syno beneath multiple layers of scarves wrapped around her.

Aiden looked at the speed of the current, the slippery rocks, and the twenty or so feet to the other side. He then looked up and down the river. Neither direction offered a better point to cross.

—————————————————————————————————

SUB-QUEST STORED. CROSS RIVER. POSSIBLE 4500 XP.

—————————————————————————————————

Can I build a bridge? Can I become that or something?

“You could become a very small bridge, which would abruptly come to an end halfway across.”

Aiden sighed and leaned on the nearby tree.

There has to be—

“The trees!” he exclaimed to Flori and Syno. They looked confused at his reaction.

“We just need to find one large enough on the bank, then I cut it down and it will fall across the river. Simple!”

Flori falteringly smiled, then looked at the huge trunk nearby. “OK…”

He paced along the riverside, then stopped, excited. “This one’s perfect…” he said looking up at the forty plus feet height of the massive tree. He looked at the two girls. “Take my horse and get away, far back in case it goes in the wrong direction.”

They nodded and hurriedly moved out of range.

Aiden looked at the six-foot-thick trunk.

“And how do you plan to cut this tree down?” said Zeus.

“Can I become a chainsaw?”

“Not unless you understand the engineering of such a device.”

“I don’t understand the ‘engineering’ of a human, and yet here I stand!”

“You have a human-looking head, the rest of you is an artificial approximation.”

“Fine…can I burn it down? Maybe if my arm becomes a red-hot saw?”

“It’s a reach…”

“What?”

“That is my attempt at humor, Aiden Forlan. Oh, well. Yes, that might work.”

Aiden discarded his coat and held out his arm which promptly became a five-foot-long jagged-edged blade which then started to glow orange. He swung the huge flaming weapon back then slammed it into the base of the tree which faced the river. Cinders and smoke rose, while some birds in other trees took to the skies.

He started sawing back and forth.

“How are we doing for power?”

“PO is decreasing by less than point one percent with each saw.”

“Good.”

He increased his speed of sawing, and the massive tree started to creak. Aiden looked up anxiously.

“I don’t suppose the avatar will survive being landed on by this tree?”

“Ha. Of course not.”

He kept on sawing. “Great.”

After another five saws and with the sky brightening, the sound of snapping wood increased in frequency.

Aiden stepped back warily. “I think it’s—”

The huge tree began to lean towards the river, then stopped.

“Damn!” Putting his coat back on Aiden went around the opposite side and slammed his robotic arm into the tree, which instantly started to fall forwards. He jumped back as splinters sprang out from the base and the tree smashed down across the river, its smaller end landing on the bank on the opposite side.

Aiden jumped up and down. “Yeah!”

A message scrolled past detailing his XP awarded.

He looked around at the snow-covered trees. “Where are the girls?”

“You told them to get far back, perhaps they are just out of sight.”

Aiden walked along the bank to where they first greeted the river. “Flori! Syno!”

He then noticed the horses’ tracks and followed the imprints further into the forest.

“You must be able to detect them?” he said, scampering from impression to impression as the terrain steepened. After a few moments of desperate climbing up the increasingly deep snow, he came to a large cave entrance.

“Could they have gone in here to shelter?”

“Possibly.”

He looked back the way he came, the large tree crossing the river just about visible. “OK, give me some kind of light, so I can—”

Before he could finish the snow-covered ground around him lifted, taking him with it. Before he had a chance to run forward, he was hanging fifteen feet from the ground, swinging back and forth in a bag-like net. Roars echoed around the forest.

—————————————————————————————————

L - 7.

—————————————————————————————————

“What’s going on?” he said, trying to get his footing inside the pliable cage.

“It would appear you have been captured.”

“I can see that, but—”

Screams rang out from inside the cave.

“I have to get in there.” He looked at his right hand, which became a dagger and he started to slash away at the ropes.

Thudding noises came from around him, and out the corner of his eye he could see two-legged beasts of some kind moving towards him.

“I suggest you cut quicker.”

“Yup, I got it.” The final strand split apart, and he fell onto the snow. The thudding noises increased in pace, and suddenly something bounced off his back. Not bothering to turn around he ran into the darkness of the damp cave.

“Lights on!”

Both of his eyes lit the rocky interior and he ran forward. “Flori!”

“In here!” she screamed back at him.

It wasn’t long before he was in a small chamber with a low ceiling. The two girls were on the floor, with their hands tied. Grunts came from behind him. He immediately knelt and cut through their bindings, freeing their hands.

“How are we going to get out?” said Flori.

Aiden spun around the cave looking for another tunnel, but there wasn’t one. Just where he came in.

He stood in front of the girls, facing the way out. “Stay behind me.”

“Use your light! They are cave trolls, they don’t like the light!” shouted Flori.

Aiden briefly looked back and smiled as the sound of heavy feet on the hard cave floor reached a crescendo.

Aiden held his hands out in front of him. “Zeus, give me all the light you got.”

The tunnel in front of him lit so bright, that the girls had to shield their eyes, and squeals rang out from the four trolls that were doing the same.

Aiden walked forward, the girls staying close behind.

One of the trolls tried to arm his bow with an arrow, but gave up, turned, and ran. The other trolls did the same.

Aiden and the others ran forward, bursting back out into the daylight. Realizing that his intense beam of light was no longer effective, he turned it off and tried to see where the creatures had got to.

“Watch out!” screamed Flori as three arrows bounced into Aiden’s chest.

“Arrows, not a prob—” A large club slammed into his chest knocking him into a nearby tree.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 24%.

—————————————————————————————————

Another troll tried grabbing Flori and Syno, but they ducked under the creature’s lunge, and ran towards the river bank.

Aiden scrambled back to his feet, his right arm turning into a full-length sword, and his left transforming into a round shield. He sprinted forward, slamming into the troll that was pursuing the girls, and knocking it onto its back. More arrows pinged off him, and he heard the whooping noise just in time to duck as the larger troll’s club sailed through the air above him.

“These creatures are not going to stop, Aiden Forlan, I suggest you use extreme measures to stop them,” said Zeus.

He knew what the AI meant, but he had not killed yet in the game, on any of the worlds. These creatures where not Cheleron’s. There was no evil intent behind their beady eyes.

He rolled to the side, got to his feet, and with a crouch, launched into the air flying fifty feet, and landing just in front of the girls, and close to where they were running to, the newly created tree bridge.

“Come on! They’re not far!”

Arrows whistled through the air, sticking into trees.

Flori climbed up onto the tree and Aiden handed Syno up to her.

“Run across!”

She didn’t need any further prompting, and she picked up her little sister and started running across the mossy bark, trying to ignore the rushing waters below. Aiden jumped up on the base of the massive tree and ran behind her, swatting away more arrows that flew towards them.

The trolls arrived at the tree, and instantly started climbing up onto it, while the larger of the four slammed his shoulder into the base, causing the whole tree to shudder. Aiden fell to his knees and threw his arms out to steady himself. He then quickly turned to see what effect the impact had on the girls. To his relief they were already across to the other side.

Warily, he got to his feet and started to move across the tree when something heavy and solid hit him in the back, sending him sailing off the side of the trunk.

As he spiraled around, the sky and waters repeatedly switched places.

“Fly mode!” he screamed.

He stopped falling just a few inches from the turbulent river, the splashes hitting him in the face.

The troll stood mouth open, showing a few rotten teeth, and an olive-colored tongue.

Aiden surged forward, and with a swift kick, knocked the troll into the river. The other trolls who had just climbed up, stopped as Aiden hovered over the tree, ready for their next move. The large troll grunted and roared, and each of the other trolls hit their chests, then turned and climbed down.

“Yeah! You leave!”

Warning messages started flashing up on his HUD, telling him he was using too much power and flight would soon not be possible.

“Hell. Yeah, drop me down.” He gently floated back to the tree, turned, and ran across.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Will this forest never end?

“Is that a question for me?” said Zeus.

“Not sure…Yes.”

“This is part of the Ashanti forest which covers an area of twelve hundred square miles. You have only seen—”

OK, OK…I’m going to leave the game soon, we need a place to hole up for an hour or two.

“There appears to be some small structures a few miles to our north-east.”

Aiden looked back to the horse behind. “You know anyone around here? Anyone we can stay with for a few hours? My, umm, spirit needs to return to my sky palace.”

Flori shook her head.

“My magical eyesight is telling me that there are some buildings not too far off. I think we should check them out.”

“These woods are full of bandits, and they use dwellings to hole up out of the weather. We are better pushing on. Maybe we can make our own shelter as before?”

Aiden returned to looking forward. “That was at night when we had no other options. I don’t want to be left exposed with a roof made of tree bits.”

She nodded.

Plot me a path to the nearest building.

The map appeared in front of Aiden’s eyes, showing a dashed line, veering through the forest to the first of a group of small rectangles.

“We go down here,” said Aiden, steering his horse to the right, and down the slight incline through the trees.

Soon, the forest thinned out somewhat, and they could see wooden buildings, fifteen feet square, with sloped roofs. Three of them sat in a small semi-circle facing each other. In the center was a stone-walled well, with a bucket that swayed in the light wind.

Aiden stopped the horses at a low fence which appeared to run around the periphery. “Wait here, I’ll go and check.”

He jumped down and loosely tied his horse’s reins to the wooden post and stepped through where the fence had fallen to the ground.

You picking anything up?

“There’s more than one heartbeat. They appear to be coming from the left structure and also from—”

Flori yelled. Aiden turned around just in time to see a scruffy-looking individual fall backwards swearing. He went to run towards the commotion when he sensed movement behind him which was followed by something metal bouncing off his head.

He ignored a message that structural integrity had been reduced by half of one percent. Swinging his clenched fist around without knowing what hit him, he missed the man that just attacked, and instead his fist collided with the armor of someone double his size and three times as wide.

Aiden looked up at the giant of a man, with a face almost lost within a dark beard. The giant grabbed Aiden by his neck and lifted him a clear three feet off the ground. As he struggled to get free, more shouts and curse words flooded the air behind him.

“You might as well stop struggling, kid, Gorf here won’t let you go until you do,” said the man that first attacked.

Aiden did just that, then his head reduced in size and he slipped through Gorf’s viselike grip. The huge man grunted and stepped back.

Aiden’s head returned to normal proportions as he hit the ground, then instantly swiveling, bounding across the area, and landing directly in front of the scrawny man trying to wrestle Flori’s bag from her horse. The young man’s already red face was a testament to how well that was proceeding.

Aiden flicked his hand outwards, impacting the man’s leather armor on his chest and sending him flying through the forest until he clipped a tree and fell into a mound of snow, groaning.

A much louder grunt came from the giant man who was now stampeding towards Aiden, smashing through barrels, and flattening another part of the fence.

Aiden positioned himself in front of Flori who was now standing on the ground, backed up against the horse, holding her father’s sword with both hands.

“Stop!” shouted the other man. Gorf ground to a halt, and looked back at the smaller man, grumbling.

“I know, old friend, but there is more here than meets the eye.”

The man, better dressed than the two others, with an efficient combination of metal and leather armor, strode past the huge man to just a few yards from Aiden.

“You and I got off on the wrong foot. Let me introduce myself. I am Kylor Runston—” He pointed to the man that looked as thick as some of the trees. “This is Gorf. And the idiot over there who is wondering how many ribs are broken, is Dez.”

Aiden’s gaze briefly moved around the other two but rested on the graying hair of the man doing the talking. “What do you want from us? We just came here to rest.”

Kylor walked closer. “We thought you were bandits, but now we know you are not, that you are merely young people defending themselves, you are welcome to rest here.” He pointed to one of the cabins behind him. “The shack on the right is empty, you can stay in there if you like. Are you hungry?”

Flori leaned in close to Aiden. “They are bandits, we cannot trust them!” she whispered.

He subtly nodded to her. “I know, but I need to leave the g... I’ll make sure you are secure before I go.”

He looked at Kylor. “My name is Aiden, and this is Flori and Syno. We are much obliged to use your shack.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Aiden and Flori led the horses over the fallen fence and tied them to the ramshackle cabin. Then, with some trouble, he pushed the door open, which swung back and almost came off its hinges.

Aiden walked inside. There was a threadbare blanket, and a small metal pot which sat inside a small fireplace. “It’s better than being in the woods.”

Flori brought their belongings and Syno inside and closed the door. Her head whipped around to face Aiden. “You can’t leave us in here, what if they break in!”

“I’ll secure the door before I leave. If they try to break in, wake me, but just not with anything pointy.”

She gave a knowing smile and nodded.







*****

Aiden opened his eyes to the sound of distant angry voices. Pulling the needle from his arm, which instantly retracted, he sat up and wavered. The pains he would get on returning to his world had now been replaced with dizziness and nausea. The loud voices continued, but were now mingled with alarms from the medical machine, and messages flashing on screen as before

Have to get up.

He forced himself to sit up, then, with a deep breath, swung his legs around, lowering them to the floor which felt cold to touch.

Looking into the distance helped with the room moving independently of his own head movement. Putting one heavy foot in front of the other, he stepped forward, out into the corridor, then another, then into the main room.

“Sarah! Let me in! You can’t stay in there forever!”

Aiden looked down the corridor to Travis banging on one of the metal doors to a room he remembered helping storing guns inside of. Joel stood behind his father, chewing on a fingernail.

They both looked at Aiden.

“Your grandmother has locked herself and Gail inside! You need to talk sense into her!” said Travis.

Aiden walked forward confused. “What’s going on?”

Before Travis could speak, his grandmother’s voice vibrated through the door. “He’s going to kill them, Aiden! I overheard him talking to Joel! We’re not murderers!”

Aiden looked at the older man waiting for a reaction.

“I’m not going to kill them, I just wanted to talk to them, see what their plans are. And maybe scare them a little.”

“Bullhog!” shouted Sarah.

“Gail, you in there?” said Aiden.

“Yeah…” came the meek reply.

“What’s going on here?”

“Your grandmother said she heard—”

“I did hear them!” interrupted Sarah.

“—she heard Travis say that the only way to make us safe is to end them.”

Aiden again looked at Travis for an answer. “That true?”

Travis shook his head. “I just wanted to scare them!” he said, almost pleading. “I wouldn’t actually hurt them.”

“I came out of the game, left people in peril, to come back here so we can send Ted and the others on their way. Can we just get on with this?”

There was silence on both sides.

“Grandma?”

A clunk was followed by the door opening, and Sarah looking out. She had a handgun in her hand. “We all get a gun then.”

It wasn’t long before they were all standing, well-armed in the narrow corridor with cell doors on both sides. Unlike the previous time Aiden was there, they were only met by silence.

“We’re letting you go,” said Aiden.

A rustling came from one of the cells.

“You hear me?”

“I heard you, boy.”

“You gonna give us food and water?” said Daryl.

“We’ll give you enough provisions for three days. After that, it’s up to you, but that should be enough to get to the next village.”

“And what about the Digits in the sky looking for people?” said Owen.

“Yeah, we need to be able to protect ourselves. We’ll need guns,” said Ted.

“Not going to happen,” said Travis.

“Oh, hey there, Travis. You letting the boy run things?”

Travis looked awkward. “We decide together.”

Ted sniggered. “Sure…So when is this show going to hit the road?”

“Right now. You all ready?” said Aiden.

More shuffling came from the cells.

“We’re ready,” said Daryl.

“Remember, we are all armed out here, so even if you take one of us down, the other will shoot you dead,” said Aiden. “And if that don’t work, you know we got the man machine.”

“I remember,” said Ted through gritted teeth. “Be real interested to find out how you came across that one day. When you and I meet again.”

Aiden looked back at each of the group, strung out along the corridor, each in eye contact with the other, and each holding a gun or rifle of some kind.

Aiden and Travis stood back, the latter raising his rifle towards the cells. Above the desk in the small room was a dusty metal box with a keyhole, with faded words on it. They had already learned that it was the master cell release mechanism. Aiden slid in the only key which seemed to fit and turned. There was a buzzing, and the cell doors all sprung open.

Daryl was the first to appear, looking slimmer than usual. Then came Owen, then the other man, then finally Ted sauntered out, taking the lead.

Ted looked at Travis's rifle and the barrel which was shaking. “Try not to shoot anyone, Travis.” He smiled as he led his men past.

Soon they were in the main room at the far end, and a cool draft confirmed that the second door to the outside world was already open. Stacked up near to it was a backpack, filled with bottles and flat-packed food.

“There's also a knife in there,” said Aiden, pointing to the pack. Ted looked at Owen who leaned down and picked it up, not bothering to look inside.

Each of the former prisoners looked scornfully at their captors. They all walked over the threshold out into the greasy corridor. Ted was the last to leave. “Be seeing you again, one day,” he said with a smile.

Gail closed the door and spun the wheel around to seal them back in.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




“Any trouble?” said Aiden to the back of Flori's head. She turned and threw her arms around him, taking him by surprise.

She quickly backed off, almost embarrassed by her own show of emotion, then fixed some stray piece of hair on her head. “Umm, no. The older one, he knocked at the door not so long after you went away, asking if we needed anything and I told him no.” She leaned in closer. “They know you're a warlock. They might have already told the king’s soldiers by now!”

“We're hundreds of miles from the nearest town, it would take them a few days to even get there. We should be OK for a while.” He felt the warmth from the small fire that she had going. Syno was sitting near to it, playing with a wooden doll. Aiden leaned closer in to Flori, nodding towards her young sister. “How is she?”

Flori's eyes fluttered, and she searched for words which threatened to get stuck in her throat. She then looked down. “She's not talked much since...it happened.”

The sound of crunching snow drew both of their attentions to the door, which soon shook from a knock.

“You in there, miss?” said Dez.

Aiden and Flori looked at each other, she went to talk, but Aiden raised his hand. “What do you want?” he said.

“Oh, you. Yeah, well, Kylor wants a word if you're not busy.”

“Least he sent the small one,” whispered Aiden. Flori giggled.

He looked at Syno who was watching them, and the door, intently. “I'll be right back, then we can all have a nice meal, OK?” She nodded. He looked at Flori. “Make sure that door is secure when I leave, they might be trying to lure me out.”

She nodded.

He opened the door, and the slight man on the other side stepped back, trying to hide his unease. He pulled at his pants which were barely being held up by some form of string and pointed towards the other shack.

Aiden walked ahead, watching the ragged man behind him out of the corner of his eye.

He knocked on the door, which was more securely held to its hinges than his own.

The door swung back, and Kylor was on the other side with an ear-to-ear grin. “Come in.”

An odor, which smelt like rotting vegetables, crept into Aiden’s nostrils, which he did his best to ignore. This shack was larger than the one he was in, which was good because it seemed Gorf took up at least a quarter of it. Aiden felt like the giant was watching him, but he couldn't tell, as his eyes were hidden behind a bushy jungle of eyebrows.

“Don't mind Gorf, he's sleeping. You want some sup?”

Aiden looked unsure what he meant.

Kylor nodded towards the bubbling liquid in the pot, which also contained an animal skull of some kind.

“I'm fine, thank you.”

“OK, well if you change your mind let me know. That's Dez's mother’s recipe, keeps you warm on the inside for days!”

The small man rushed past Aiden and started stirring the foul-smelling substance, occasionally tasting it.

“So, you're a warlock then?” said Kylor, briefly pointing towards a small stool for Aiden to sit on, which he did, cautiously.

“Yeah...”

Dez poured some of the stew into two pots, handing one to Kylor.

“Good!” said the older man, sipping from the bowl without any utensils.

“Good?”

“I am in need of a magic user.”

“I don't work for other people. I have to get to Mount Krin.”

“Mount Krin? You're still some ways to that desolate place. Why on earth do you want to go there?”

“That's my business.”

“Fair enough. But you need coin, right? Even warlocks spend money.”

“What is it you want?” Aiden was beginning to lose patience.

“There's an outpost nearby. One of our own got captured and taken there. I need you to help me get her out.”

“Why can't you get her out?”

“Too many of the overlord’s men. And they got a dragon,” said Dez.

Kylor frowned and threw a scornful look at the younger man, then looked back at Aiden with a smile. “It's only a small dragon, maybe...two of this place we're in now.”

Aiden had read about dragons in the tales from European folklore. He did not want to meet one.

“What do I get if I set her free?”

Kylor put his empty bowl down, licked his lips then leaned forward. “What might you want?”

What do I want?

His mind raced with what he could use in this strange land, or what could help his two travelling companions.

“Money!”

“We can get you a thousand-coin, solid Distellia.”

“OK.”

“Hey, it's a good deal! But if you're not interested...”

Aiden knew it was a bluff, how many other friendly warlocks would they come across out here?

“Five thousand.”

Gorf grunted in his sleep, making Aiden jump slightly.

Kylor shook his head, then spit in his hand and offered it to Aiden. “Five thousand it is then.” Aiden shook it.

—————————————————————————————————

SUB-QUEST ACCEPTED AND STORED. RESCUE FOURTH MEMBER OF BANDIT GROUP. POSSIBLE XP 22000.

—————————————————————————————————







*****

Flori wasn't too pleased when Aiden relayed the news of his impending rescue mission on the local overlord’s outpost. Telling her about the Distellia, which he learned is a form of rare metal mined from deep beneath the mountains, only slightly dampened her anger. After a short discussion, he convinced her that if it looked too dangerous, he would give up and make his way back, then in the morning they would continue their journey.

The trek to the outpost took them lower down the mountain, to a point where the forest started to spread out, and eventually turned into grassland and hills. The outpost was on one of these hills, with perfect visibility all around. A keep, as tall as the tower they stayed in, dominated one corner, while a high stone wall flowed around the edge of the hill, with wooden lookout towers at two of the three corners. A large metal portcullis sat sternly closed on one side.

“How am I meant to get in there!” whispered Aiden despite still being a mile from his target. He and Kylor were laid on their stomachs on a small crest just in front of the tree line.

The older man was peering through a spyglass. “Use your magic. It should be easy for a warlock. I once saw one of your kind take out a whole platoon of fighters. Not one was left standing. Anyway, looks like it’s your lucky day, I’m not seeing any dragon.”

—————————————————————————————————

L + 9.

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden had already checked his power levels, and everything was as high as it could be.

Can you scan the outpost? Show me any entrances, secret ways in?

He knew from his time exploring the ruins, that most buildings had an access point that wasn't at first obvious.

“There is a main gate...that is all,” said Zeus.

Aiden shook his head. Kylor tried not to notice and continued observing the walls.

“There's no easy way in. Which means we will need a distraction. Where is your, umm, friend?”

Kylor packed his scope away. “She's probably in the dungeon, under the keep, at least I hope she's there.”

“OK, that's where I'll look.” He started to get to his feet.

“There's one other thing.”

Aiden looked down. “What?”

“The five thousand Distellia, it's also in the keep.”

Aiden’s avatar face contorted into anger. “What?”

Kylor held his hands up. “That's kind of how Eleanor got caught...”

Aiden threw his head back and paced away a few feet. “You were trying to steal, and you got caught,” he said as more of a statement to himself, than a question.

“But you're a warlock and you can get my comrade and the Distellia!”

“You said I get the money? Right?”

“Well there's actually a lot more Distellia than five thousand.”

Aiden shook his head. “Look. I'm going to need you to go down there, to the main gate, and shout and do what you can to keep all the eyes on you. Got that?”

“What's the plan?”

“Leave that to me. Just go down there and get their attention.”

Soon after, Kylor was on his horse, riding the short journey along a faded path which ran from the trees to the main gate. When he arrived, he shouted that he was there on business for the king and that he wanted to enter. Aiden couldn't hear the reply, but they weren't letting Kylor in. He noticed more soldiers walking along the ramparts towards the main gate.

Right. Here goes nothing. Put me in fly mode.

The blue glow flowed over him. He then looked up into the air, ascending a few hundred feet in seconds.

As the wind buffeted his face, he looked down at the inner courtyard. Troops in heavy and light armor walked around, attending to their duties. That area wasn’t his target though. He looked at the impressive keep, with its flag waving from one corner. Luckily there were no soldiers on its ramparts.

He passed over Kylor still making a fuss near the main gate, over the patrolling soldiers, the small stable, and finally, across the parapet. He landed on the snow-covered floor and looked at the door, expecting soldiers to come bursting out of it.

Angry shouts were just audible from far below as Kylor turned his horse around and meandered away.

Aiden ran along the rampart and stood near the wooden door listening. His increased audio perception allowed him to know there was no one in the stairwell for quite a few floors below him. Opening the door as quietly as he could, he slipped inside, then closed it behind.

Sounds wafted up from rooms below, but he wasn’t sure which ones.

He slowly moved down the stone steps, until he came to a wooden floor and large room containing a few simple beds.

As he crept forward the floorboards creaked, and he froze, seeing if there was any reaction. There wasn’t. He kept going, reaching the other side of the room and another door, which he opened, entering another set of spiral stone steps. The light from the single slit opening cast a bright angular shape on the wall, which he walked past to the bottom door. He listened, and again, heard nothing, so opened it.

This room was much more opulent, with colorful drapes hanging from a four-poster-bed with equally impressive linens. This room even had a large ornate rug across the floor, some wooden chests, and a large single painting of a bearded man with an expression that looked as if he hated having his portrait done. Aiden looked around the room and smiled; he felt as if he had climbed into one of his old books.

Noises came from below, making him freeze halfway across the room. He looked down, and suddenly ghostly figures appeared as if he was hovering above them.

That’s a neat trick.

“Your environmental skill level allows you to perceive sound waves visually,” said Zeus. “But at the level you are at, it will only be possible through thin or porous obstructions, such as the wooden floor you are standing on.”

I’ll take it.

He quickly realized he was looking at one corner of a far larger room. From the shape of the human forms he was seeing, he guessed these were manual laborers going about their day, and the room below appeared to be some form of hall.

He looked at the door to the bedroom he was in and walked across to it. He already knew there was no one on the other side, and opened it to a corridor, with two doors. He was able to see through the furthest one and see the stone steps leading down.

He quickly made his way forward, glancing out of the windows which lined the hallway and into the stairwell.

Muffled voices echoed up from below.

“At some point you are bound to come across one of the habitants,” said Zeus. “Then what will you do?”

I’ll think of something, when I—

The sound of heavy boots clattered on the smooth stone steps just a floor lower down.

“Looks like that time is now,” said Zeus sarcastically.

Aiden looked back at the door behind him. No obvious places to hide came to mind.

He looked down at his gloved hands and wondered if the optimum time to fight was now. He then remembered the painting.

Quick, make my head like the one in the painting!

He could now hear the soldiers talking. They were arguing over one of their prisoners. Evidently, she had kicked one of them in an unfortunate place and he was going over the various ways he will get her back.

Two men, about as tall as Aiden looked up at him from the bottom of the stairs. They were both wearing chain mail, and helmets although he could see both of their faces. They both looked shocked.

“Sire! We thought you had left already for the capital?”

—————————————————————————————————

ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 7 ACHIEVED. XP + 1500.

YOU WILL NOW BE ABLE TO MIMICK YOUR SURROUNDINGS.

—————————————————————————————————

Shit! How do I know what he sounds like?

“That is quite the dilemma,” said Zeus.

Aiden coughed and pointed to his throat. “Ill,” he croaked in a deep voice. He guessed the man in the painting sounded like that.

The two soldiers looked at each other, perplexed.

Oh, they know it’s not me. I mean, him.

“What do you want us to do?” said the taller soldier.

Aiden walked down the steps, moving between the soldiers who moved to the side, lowering their heads. He went to move into the second set of stairs when he stopped. He pointed downwards. “Take me to the female prisoner,” he said with as much gruffness as he could muster.

“Yes, sire!”

They both moved past him, and he followed them down to the next floor and into a gaggle of soldiers.

Oh hell.

The chamber seemed to be a kind of guardroom, where the soldiers ate and stored many of their weapons.

They all looked surprised at first, then bowed their heads, although he could hear whispering as he passed some of them.

He glanced at the lances and swords, glistening in their racks, then was into another stairwell, moving deeper still. He could tell they were now almost at ground level because of the cool air, and he followed them into a large entrance hall, which they quickly crossed into another stairwell, which was much darker than the others. One of the soldiers picked a burning torch from the wall and they all proceeded down another flight of stone steps until they came to a large corridor lined with cells. A single soldier sat on a chair, sleeping.

“Oi! The overlord is here!” The soldier kicked the sleeping soldier who woke up with a start and promptly fell off the small wooden chair. One of the soldiers shook his head.

“He wants to see that prisoner we captured. The feisty one,” said the other soldier.

The sleepy soldier got to his feet, removing a large ring of keys from his waist, and walked over to the third of five cells on the left of the corridor.

“Back for more?” said a woman. “Don’t think your friend will be peeing right for a week!” she laughed.

“Settle down, the master’s here to talk to you.”

“The ‘Master?’ He’s not my master; maybe yours.”

Aiden walked forward and faced the woman. She was in her late thirties, wearing a kind of patchwork of leather, and had long, jet-black, straggly hair. She didn’t look like someone you would want to mess with. He also noticed a black eye.

“So, you want some too, eh? The end of my boot will be happy to meet your—”

Aiden ignored the insult and looked at the soldiers. “Out,” he grumbled. “And leave the keys.”

The soldier looked unsure what to do.

“You heard him!” said the other soldier.

The keys were promptly handed to Aiden, and soon after, he was alone with just the leather-clad woman behind the bars in front of him.

She went to say something, but he talked first. “Kylor sent me!” he said in his own voice.

A look of bewilderment flowed over her face.

Aiden fumbled through the keys realizing he should have asked the soldier to open the cell first as there were ten keys, and he wasn’t sure which he needed.

“Err…it’s the one with the bent end,” said Eleanor, not knowing whether to move towards, or away, from the cell door.

“I’m not the master or overlord or whatever he’s called. My names Aiden, I’m a—”

“You’re a warlock?” she said, surprised and happy at the same time.

He slid the key into the lock, turned, and pulled the cell door open. “Yes. And I’m here to rescue you and get my money…you know where it is?”

“Your money? Well I did…”

“You did? Where is it?”

“It’s with overlord Ashki on the way to the capital.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Aiden landed on the ground, letting go of his female passenger. Kylor emerged from the trees, and the two ran towards each other and embraced. Eleanor then punched Kylor in the face.

"Owww!"

"You left me!"

"You're here aren't you! I found you a magic user!"

“Yeah, and he told me how you did that! How are we going to pay him now?”

Kylor looked confused. “With all the Distellia that you stole…” He looked around them. “Err…where is the Distellia?”

“It’s gone! They took it!” she shouted.

Aiden stood and watched them arguing, then started to walk back to his horse.

Eleanor made a face at Kylor, who sighed and looked at Aiden. “We can get your money.”

“Sure, you can.” Aiden pulled himself up onto the horse.

Kylor walked towards him. “We—” He spread his hands out. “Us, working together, we can take the Distellia from the wagon, on its way to Afel.”

Aiden sat on the horse and sighed. “Afel?” he said without turning around.

Eleanor walked closer to Kylor. “It’s the name of the capital…”

“They only left this morning, and it’s two days’ ride there. We can easily catch up with them. With your power, we’ll take the Distellia.”

Aiden shook his head. “I have to get to the Mount Krin. I don’t have any more time for games.” He looked back at Eleanor and smiled briefly. “I’m glad I freed you.” She did the same.

Kylor ran quickly to his horse, beckoning Eleanor to join him. “We’ll ride back with you.”

The journey back to the camp was slightly longer because of Kylor’s horse having to carry two people, and Aiden arrived at the forest which backed onto the shacks, first.

He heard Syno screaming and immediately pushed his horse to gallop faster. Through the trees he could see the giant, holding the little girl high above his head. A wave of panic streamed through his body, and he leapt into the small clearing near the stone walls of the well, jumping off his horse as his right hand became a blade.

Gorf turned around to face him, both he and Syno had grins across their faces.

“I can fly!” shouted Syno spreading her arms out. Gorf laughed and spun around. She screamed again.

“Uh?” said Aiden, his hand returning to normal.

Flori ran out from their shack. “How did it go? Did you rescue the woman? Where are they?”

The sound of a horse’s hooves came through the forest.

“They’re just behind me…”

She saw his confusion and smiled. “Gorf has been keeping Syno busy, while Dez has been showing me his mother’s recipe.” She briefly pinched her nose.

The scrawny young man appeared from the other shack, with a pot in his hand. “Is she back?” he said enthusiastically.

Aiden nodded, unsure what sort of alternative reality he had wandered into.

Eleanor and Kylor appeared through the trees and stopped just outside the small group of buildings. Eleanor jumped down, and Dez ran up and hugged her.

“Calm down, lad, your mother’s only been gone for a day,” said Kylor, tying his own horse to the fence.

“Yeah, no thanks to you!” she replied.

“Are you OK?” said Dez.

She waved him away. “I’m fine.”

Aiden realized the three of them were a family, but it didn’t change the fact that he had been used to help them, and this after they accosted them when they first arrived.

Dez turned around and ran over to Aiden. “Thank you,” said Dez.

Aiden nodded.

“Yeah, family of bandits,” said Flori, leaning closer to him. “It’s kind of sweet.”

“Kylor lied to me about the money.”

“What? We could have been halfway to the caves by now! Forget what I said about sweet.”

“Yup.”

“Well, they need to pay us something for our trouble!” She went to march towards Kylor when she felt Aiden’s hand on her arm.

“There is Distellia, lots of it, but it’s on the way to the capital, and they want me to help them steal it.”

Flori looked at Aiden and then back at the family that were laughing and wrestling with each other. “The Arch has tried to steal the Distellia from an overlord on its way to the capital before. They have never succeeded.”

“The Arch don’t seem to have much success trying to steal from the overlords.”

She looked back at him. “Well, we have never had a group of bandits and a warlock before.”

She marched over to Kylor. Aiden hurriedly went with her.

“Half.”

“Half what?”

“Half of the Distellia.”

“Now, hold on—”

“Do you want the warlock to help you or not?”

“Umm…” said Aiden just behind her.

“Agreed,” said Eleanor. She walked forward, spat on her hand, then held it out to Flori, who shook it.

Kylor threw his arms up in the air. Gorf watched everything, with Syno perched on top of his shoulders.

Flori walked past Aiden and Gorf. “Come on, Syno, it’s supper time.” Syno folded her arms, which Gorf copied. Flori looked up at her little sister seemingly in the clouds. “OK, no food for you.”

“No, I want to eat!”

Gorf laughed and lowered his small cargo to the ground.

“Err…” said Aiden.

A message detailing a sub-quest flashed up on his screen.

Kylor put his hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry I got us a plan.”

As the older man led him to the shack, Eleanor studied Aiden, then followed.







*****

Aiden opened his eyes to the pale-blue, interior wall of the medical ward. Like the last time he awoke in his own world, he was alone. He had convinced Kylor and the others that he needed to recharge his ‘magic,’ and he couldn’t leave to chase after the wagon carrying the coin for at least another four hours. They protested, but he said if he didn’t do that then he wouldn’t be of any use to them. Begrudgingly they agreed, and his motionless avatar was now laid in his shack, with its white eyes and wrapped in Egown’s coat.

This visit he had no need to talk to the others and closed his eyes to be enveloped by the blanket of sleep.

He opened them again and realized something was different. Sarah was sitting on the chair to the side of his bed. For a moment he was confused, then he realized he must have slept already.

“Hey, are you back from the game?” said Sarah.

“For a bit.”

Calling up his HUD he glanced at the ‘Time from game’ stat and saw that he had been asleep for three hours. He gulped. He was thirsty.

She picked up a small bottle, opened it, and gave it to him, and he drank eagerly from it.

“More adventures in this far-off place? How are the two girls? Did you make it to the caves?” She shook her head before he could answer. “I have to admit, despite what I saw of the Digit tech when I was younger, I couldn’t have imagined what you are doing would be possible. I would like to think your father had no knowledge of the strain this would put on you, but…anyway, how do you feel?”

He smiled. “Flori and Syno are fine. I went on a sub-quest to rescue a woman, which I did. Turns out she’s part of a family of bandits. And now we are planning to steal lots of money from the overlord.”

“Right…”

Aiden laughed, then immediately regretted it as his ribs hurt. “How is everything here?”

She looked down. “They have been difficult.”

Aiden pushed himself further up his bed. “What do you mean?”

“Joel and Travis keep to themselves, and we keep to ourselves.”

“You and Gail?”

“Yes! Who else would it be!” She immediately regretted her angry response. “I’m sorry. Don’t worry, we will work it out.”

Aiden started to question the amount of time he was spending away from the bunker. The other world had become just as important to him, and until he saw his grandmother momentarily angry, he hadn’t realized it.

“Make some of your homemade cookies, that will win them over.”

She smiled. “That’s a good idea. When do you have to go back?”

He pulled the needle from his arm. “Right after a visit to the restroom.”

It wasn’t long before he was opening his eyes to the inside of the shack. Flori and Syno were both sleeping nearby. The small fire was still burning, and there was only darkness visible through the cracks in the door.

He gently shook Flori who looked back at him sleepily. “I’m going to go. Wish me luck.”

She blinked a few times and sat up. “Now?”

“If the others are ready, yeah. We have to catch up with the wagons.”

She nodded. “OK. I know you can’t be hurt but stay safe.” She gripped his gloved hand with hers.

He wanted to kiss her, but then instantly dismissed the idea as strange. He wasn’t there, a machine was. He smiled, then got up and left the hut.

An orange glow emanated from the other shacks. He softly knocked on the one where he went earlier. The door opened straightaway.

“Thought you had changed your mind!” said Kylor.

“Nope. You all ready?” He looked at Eleanor and Dez who were sitting around their fire.

“We’re ready,” said Eleanor.

Soon, they were galloping through the forests, Kylor and Eleanor holding flaming torches to light their way. Dez just behind them and Gorf atop his wagon behind him.

As Aiden rode with them, he was torn between feeling a little unsettled at being with people he didn’t trust and being with people who obviously knew their way around this world. They might have been bandits, but they knew the tricks of how to survive in this frozen land and he knew he could learn a lot from them.

By what Zeus calculated they were at least seven hours behind the wagon and soldiers, but with a little luck they would have made a number of stops along the way, making it easier for Aiden and the others to catch up.

He had now gotten quite used to riding a horse but was still having trouble keeping up with the speed of the others, and on more than one occasion he thought they had ridden off and left him, and that was with his increased ability to see in the dark that his level seven environmental skill gave him.

As the trees and pine-laden branches flowed by, he couldn’t help his mind being pulled back to the bunker. All of them being cooped up in those rooms was a recipe for something to go badly wrong. Especially now there were so many weapons on hand. He didn’t seriously believe anyone would start shooting, but they were going to have to find a way to make it work. What choice did they have?

An ice-covered prickly branch slapped him in the face, forcing him out of his head and back into the ‘real’ world. They had been riding at a breakneck speed for over four hours, and he wondered how long they, or their animals, could keep it up.

They sure want this Distellia bad.

Flori and Aiden never did learn how much ‘half’ of the loot was going to be, but she said that amount of coin could make a huge difference to the rebels, maybe even allow them to transform from a few dozen outcasts to a true army. There was also the fact that it would annoy the king, and Aiden could tell that was what made her happiest with the plan.

Finally, the bright spots in the forest ahead of him had stopped.

Looks like they are taking a rest.

As he rode up to them, the torches were extinguished. Luckily, he could still see them as faint green glows, and they were all crouched and focused on something further ahead in the valley.

He jumped off his horse and walked up to them. “What—” He lifted his head and saw what they were looking at. Eight flaming points of light in a field a few hundred yards away.

One of the torches illuminated a piece of fabric that was attached to one of the wagons. It was the king’s banner, and it chilled Aiden to the bone for he recognized the symbol on it. It was the logo of PrimaCorp.

“Get on the ground!” whispered Kylor to Aiden, who did as he was told.

“Shouldn’t they be far away still?”

“Yup,” said Eleanor.

“We can go around them?” said Dez.

“Maybe, but why—” A gust of wind took the rest of Kylor’s words away and they all tried to sink even lower into the frosted ground.

A huge, winged beast descended, then landed next to the makeshift camp.

“Guess we know where the dragon went,” said Kylor.

Aiden looked at the creature, which was twice the size of the flying reptiles he had seen on the other planet, and suddenly forgot that he was not actually there. It was all he could do to stop himself from disconnecting from the game there and then.

He watched mesmerized as it flexed its huge bat-like wings, each one with giant claws at the joints. This wasn’t like what he had seen before, this beast seemed as if it belonged in a fantasy book.

“How am I meant to distract whatever that thing is?”

“A Dragon,” said Zeus.

I know!

Kylor and the rest got to their feet. “Just don’t let the flames get you and you’ll be fine.” He patted Aiden on the shoulder. “Umm…Keep moving around.”

“What?” said Aiden as they all disappeared into the shadows heading towards the rearmost wagon. He shook his head.

Give me a scan of the area.

A top down map appeared showing the wagon, a number of tents, and the various heat signatures of the men, nothing appeared though for the dragon.

His eyes flicked between the scaly beast and the lack of marker on his map. “Why’s it not showing up?”

“It does not appear to be emanating any heat,” said Zeus.

“But I thought Dragons breathed fire?”

“That is what they are described as doing in earth mythology.”

Something felt off about what he was looking at, but he couldn’t quite grasp it, he decided to ignore the knot in his stomach and concentrate on the show he was going to have to put on.

I can stay in the air quite a long time, right?

“At current power levels, approximately forty-five minutes.”

“OK, let’s do this. Shrink me.”

He stood and shrunk at the same time, until he was just a few inches high. It was weirdly familiar seeing the world as created by giants and he ran forward across the snow, leaping a few feet at a time. His target was the closest tent, which, from the shadows being cast on the outside, he could see was full of soldiers.

Perfect.

As he ran, he glanced at the dragon that now seemed even more of an impossible foe and tried to not let his fear slow him down.

He was soon at the base of the tarpaulin which was held in place with a number of wooden stakes. Some of the soldiers were talking, and the sound of their voices reverberated through Aiden.

Can you quieten the outside noises a bit?

The booming words leaving the mouths of the soldiers inside decreased in volume until they weren’t shaking the air around him.

He approached, then laid his bare robotic hand on the fabric that was the exterior of the tent.

Time to start a fire.

His hand slowly glowed red, then yellow. A small dark patch appeared on the woven covering, then ignited. It was still tiny, but that’s what Aiden needed.

He then ran around the side of the tent, directly into the path of a patrolling soldier, who oblivious to his presence, walked clean over his head, shaking the ground around him.

Aiden sprinted forward, trying to avoid the softer bits of snow and mud which threatened to swallow him whole. He soon arrived at the next tent and repeated the igniting procedure.

How’s my power level looking?

“Because of your size you have only used three percent so far,” said Zeus.

Shouting was quickly followed by soldiers bundling out of the first tent, as one side became engulfed in flames.

The dragon which had laid its angular head on the snow, opened one eye, then closed it again.

Aiden ignored the commotion behind him and leapt the twelve or so feet to the next tent, landing in a footprint which he quickly climbed out of and set it on fire.

Three down. Is that enough of a distraction?

He looked along the length of the parked wagons, their horses being kept in a nearby field, and strained to see into the darkness. His increased vision ability allowed him to make out the green human-shaped bodies of the three bandits still waiting in the trees.

What are they waiting for?

He then noticed the wheels of one of the wagons seemed to be sunk lower into the snow than the others. It also had two heavily armored soldiers standing near.

That’s got to be it.

Due to his size he couldn’t see the top of the wagon, but he ran under the nearest one, and looked along the route under all the rest. It seemed pretty clear apart from a few mounds of ice and snow created by the wooden wheels. He ran forward as the third tent went up in flames and most of the other soldiers were now standing outside their tents, inspecting them to see what could be causing the fires and scratching their heads.

He soon got to the heavier wagon and watched the boots of the two soldiers guarding the prize, point towards the fury of the flames devouring the three tents. He then heard slight grunts and sighs, and them both slump backwards and started to be dragged away.

He ran out from under the cathedral of wood, which was the underside of the wagon and immediately increased in size and volume, until he was back to his normal size.

There were no horses to connect the wagons to, but they didn’t need them. Gorf stepped forward, grabbed hold of the front of the wagon, and with a massive heave pulled it free of its enslavement to the frozen ground. Its contents rattled, as Gorf led it slowly away, Kylor and Aiden running alongside it. They looked back at the soldiers who were concentrating on the flames, some even laughing and warming their hands on the burning tents.

“Where’s the dragon?” said Aiden, suddenly realizing there was just empty space in the nearby field.

He went to ask Zeus to scan the area around them, although he wasn’t sure if that would help, but stopped when the ground shuddered, and the beast with horns and spikes of bone slammed into the ground about fifty yards ahead of them, blocking the road.

Gorf looked up and grunted angrily.

Luckily the wagons were stopping them from being immediately seen by the soldiers, who were all looking at the dragon wondering why it had changed location.

“How far to the horses?” asked Aiden, not taking his eyes off the scowling creature blocking the way.

“If you don’t take care of that dragon, it won’t matter how far they are,” said Kylor.

I don’t suppose you have any wisdom on how to defeat a dragon?

“One of my sons defeated a multi-headed creature of such origin once,” said Zeus.

Great? How’d he kill it?

“I think he used a club…or was it a scythe…no I think it was a sword?”

The Dragon almost seemed to be taunting them.

“Whatever you are going to do, warlock, now would be a good time to do it,” said Kylor.

Aiden, despite every part of him not wanting to, took a step forward. Heat bathed the side of his body and he realized there was a burning torch attached to a wagon nearby. He quickly lifted it from its clasp and reluctantly turned back to the nightmarish creature.

His attention flicked to his HUD, looking for any information on the leviathan in front of him, but there was nothing to be seen, it was like it wasn’t there.

Why is it not showing up? Wouldn’t it be another alien species?

“The creature you are seeing is not found in the database or can’t be stored. It only exists visually to your avatar and to you as the player, but not to the game,” said Zeus.

“But that—”

A sword swung through the air in the direction of his head which he just avoided by leaning backwards. He kicked the first soldier in the midriff, sending him careering into the second just behind him. He turned to warn the others, but they were already embroiled in their own tussles.

Three soldiers approached Gorf warily, then they all charged, yelling at the tops of their voices. Gorf’s response was to tear the wooden spoked wheel from the wagon he was pulling and use it as a weapon to bat each soldier away when they got too close.

Kylor, Eleanor, and Dez were all fighting their own battles, each one occupied with at least two soldiers each.

Aiden hadn’t realized he had been stepping backwards as he watched the fighting take place. He then felt a blast of wind blow past him and knew what was right behind.

We always knew the Arch would finally manage to bring an RP to this world. We have been waiting.

“Who is this? Why are you in my head?” said Aiden in response to the words that he was hearing but somehow were not being spoke aloud.

He spun around, expecting to see a person, but instead a catlike eye the size of one of the wheels Gorf was still fighting with, looked back at him.

Although I must admit I’m surprised they sent…you. You’re barely level two correct?

“I don’t understand—”

Aiden staggered backwards as the huge lizard-like beast began to shrink.

Who are you, I wonder? Which of the many millions of Digits that are playing right now could you be?

As its wings became arms, its heavy, scaled body transformed while diminishing until, in front of Aiden, stood a man, a man he had seen in a painting, overlord Ashki.

 “Unfortunately, even though I can communicate to your RP, I’m unable to see any further…most curious.”

He looked older in person, the crevices on his face being more apparent in the light from the flames.

He suddenly walked forward, grabbed Aiden’s avatar by the throat, and lifted him off the ground as if he weighed nothing.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 12%

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden kicked while trying to talk, still not knowing how this thing’s voice was inside his head. He swiped the torch towards the overlord, but it was instantly knocked from his hand.

Gorf, seeing what was happening to him, bounded forward, knocking soldier after soldier to the side. He juddered to a halt and pulled his almighty fist back when the overlord thrust his other hand out, which extended, hitting the giant man in his breastplate, sending him flying backwards, knocking down other soldiers like bowling pins.

Fly mode! Now!

The familiar blue glow wrapped itself around Aiden, but he remained fiercely locked within the overlord’s grasp.

“Hmm, basic antigravitics I see. Well no flying for you today, or ever…” Ashki’s hand started to pulse with energy and the blue blanket around Aiden began to fade in and out in unison.

—————————————————————————————————

PL - 52%

SI - 37%

—————————————————————————————————

“Whoever you are, I hope you have not become too attached to this avatar.”

Warning signs and alerts flashed across Aiden’s HUD, but no matter how much effort he put into trying to get loose, the overlords grip held fast.

I need to think. Think my way out of this.

“The other avatar is absorbing your nanite energy, an ability only available to much higher-level players,” said Zeus.

Aiden didn’t bother answering the AI, he was on his own. Cypher’s words fluttered through his brain. ‘You won’t get another avatar, Aiden…’

—————————————————————————————————

PL - 14%

—————————————————————————————————

Out of the corner of his eye Aiden saw more of the overlord’s soldiers approaching and an idea flashed across his mind.

Make me look like the overlord, now!

The small band of soldiers were now looking at two identical overlord Ashki’s.

“He’s an imposter! Get him!” croaked Aiden.

Ashki baulked. “Do you really think this stupid impersonation will work? My men know who I am!”

—————————————————————————————————

PL - 12%

POWER LEVEL IS NOW AT 24%. AVATAR SHUTDOWN IMMINENT.

—————————————————————————————————

“I’ve got a painting of myself hanging on the left side of my bed!” shouted Aiden for all he was worth.

Ashki looked surprised. “How did—”

The soldier’s faces grew angry. “He’s killing our overlord!” shouted one of them, and they all charged forward with swords drawn. Other soldiers nearby heard the call, stopped fighting Kylor and the other bandits, and ran to help.

The overlord was suddenly batting away sword blows with his one free hand, but as more and more soldiers attacked, he had no choice but to let Aiden drop to the ground.

As the hordes of armored soldiers descended upon the overlord, Aiden sprinted away, joining the bloodied bandits who were standing, watching in amazement.

“This won’t last for long, grab what you can from the back of the wagon!” he shouted.

Kylor jumped up on top and started throwing the bags of coin over his shoulder, which were being caught in a large tarpaulin being held by Gorf. Aiden could tell by the coordination between them, this was something they had pulled off before.

Soon, the giant bundled up what he had and bounded away into the nearby woods.

Aiden followed. As the loot was placed into the back of their own wagon, he looked back at the onslaught that was still happening and smiled.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




The ride back to the shacks was slower, not only because of the heavy load Gorf’s wagon was carrying, but because they kept stopping to make sure they weren’t being followed by man or beast. After six hours, they were all thankful to see the faint glow through the trees of the three buildings that felt like sanctuary.

As they were nearing the exterior fence, one of the doors to the small dwellings burst open, and Flori ran out. On seeing everyone was accounted for, her hand went to her mouth and tears ran down her face. “You did it?” she said.

Aiden jumped down from his horse, the shock of what happened only now beginning to hit home. “We did. I need to get back to the bunker—” she looked at him, confused. “—I mean I need to recharge.” He forced a smile. “We’re all exhausted.”

“Of course.”

Aiden looked back at Kylor who nodded to him. He then headed to the shack and lay down on the makeshift bed. “Disconnect from game…”

His eyes opened on the usual scene. Before he got up, he brought his HUD back online, wanting to see all of the messages that he had to ignore during his battle.

—————————————————————————————————

SUB-QUEST SUCCESSFUL. 5000 XP AWARDED.

SURVIVED CONFLICT WITH HIGH LEVEL AVATAR. DEFAULT 500,000 XP AWARDED.

—————————————————————————————————

His eyes widened at the final stat, although he still wasn’t sure exactly what he was getting in return for all the XP he was accumulating.

“What can I do with all the XP?”

“You mean apart from it being translated to credits?” said Zeus.

“Yeah.”

“Your Absorption level is tied to the amount of XP you have. The next AL stage is one million,” said Zeus.

“And what’s so great about that?”

“Abilities are explained once a player achieves a level and not before.”

He sighed and lay there, looking at the screen on the medical machine, with its graphic charts and medical terms that meant nothing to him. The memory of overlord Ashki’s eyes, piercing and unnerving in their desire to end his avatar, suddenly invaded his mind and played out like one of the old movies he used to watch from a projector. It was hard to believe that behind them was a player, just like himself, someone bent on, not only his destruction, but also all the people on the planet.

He was beginning to understand that he was part of something far larger than just a game, and he wasn’t sure he liked it. He knew he needed to talk to Cypher but just didn’t have the mental energy, so instead he pulled the medical needle out of his arm, sat up, waited for the dizziness to pass, then left the room.

He wandered into the main room, but it was empty. After using the restroom, he made his way back into one of the other corridors and could hear the faint noise of explosions coming from the history room.

Quickening his pace, he pushed the door open into darkness accept for one glowing screen at the front, which was showing a cacophony of kinetic madness. Tanks were exploding, and handsome people in camouflaged uniforms were looking anxious.

Booms and whizzing sounds filled the air, so much that no one noticed he was now sitting and enjoying the spectacle with them.

Watching the scenes play out one after the other he completely forgot the alien world, and even the one he was currently in. After another fifty minutes the movie ended.

“You’re back!” shouted Gail, getting out of her seat and hugging him.

Aiden smiled then realized that Joel and Travis were sitting completely apart from where Gail and his grandmother were.

They both got up and began to walk out.

“Hey, Aiden,” said Joel as he walked past with his father. The older man stared straight ahead when he passed.

Sarah came and sat closer to Aiden as well.

“That was some movie. How old is it?” said Aiden.

“It was made during the twentieth century, not sure when,” said Sarah. “They sure did know how to tell a story back then. How is everything with you?”

The battle on the alien planet and everything he had learned piled up in his mind, wanting to leap from his mouth, but instead he just shook his head. “I need to talk to Cypher.”

She looked concerned. “Did something bad happen? Is everyone OK back there?”

He forced a brief smile. “They’re fine.”

She got to her feet. “I made those cookies you wanted, I’ll go get them.”

Once his grandmother had left, Gail leaned closer. “Did something bad happen? You seem…different.”

“It’s…” He searched for words to describe what he had seen but couldn’t translate any of it into the bland scene around him. The alien world seemed full of vibrant colors compared to where he was now.

“You don’t have to explain.”

After eating the homemade cookie, and some stew which Sarah had put together with Gail’s help, he was back on the medical bed and hooked up to the machine which he hoped was doing its job.

Connect me to Cypher.

—————————————————————————————————

NO USER OF THAT NAME EXISTS IN THE NETWORK. DO YOU WISH TO TRY ANOTHER NAME?

—————————————————————————————————

Cypher? His name is Cypher!

The neutral AI voice in his head started to repeat the same message, so he exited the conversation.

Would Cypher just leave me down here? Leave me to that world? Maybe he’s been discovered?

Together with what had happened last time he was in the game, it was an added mystery that his mind wasn’t ready to solve. Instead, he closed his eyes and let sleep take him.







*****

After some hours of sleep, Aiden returned to the game and opened his eyes to Flori and Syno sleeping. Splinters of cold, blue light seeped through the cracks in the wooden door and lay like bars across the floor. Not wanting to wake them, he carefully got to his feet then opened the front door, cringing each time it creaked. Closing it behind him, he crunched across the snow towards the other shack, then stopped. The horses and Gorf’s wagon had gone. He whipped his head around, hoping he would see the animals tied up on another piece of the fence, but they were nowhere to be seen.

He ran the short distance to the other door, and pulled it open without knocking. The shack was empty. Running inside, he looked down at the fireplace. It was smoldering but looked like it had been sitting idle for some time.

Swearing under his breath, he started rummaging through the leather satchel that was hanging on the wall when he heard noises outside.

He walked back out onto the snow to see the horses and a wagon pull up. The back of the wagon was full of barrels, chests, and crates of bright colored fruits, none of which Aiden recognized.

Kylor jumped down, then walked up to Aiden looking at him, looking at the wagon. “You never seen food before?”

“And wine!” shouted Eleanor.

“You used your half of the coin for all of that, right?” said Aiden.

“Sure did, and it only took one small sack for all of that.” He emphasized ‘all.’

Aiden walked to the back of the wagon. “Where’s the loot?”

Kylor walked close to the well and pointed inside. “Had to put it somewhere.”

Aiden joined him and looked down into the gloom. “Won’t it get wet?”

“The well’s been dry for years, now we just use it to store things,” said Eleanor, taking a chest into the shack.

Kylor slapped Aiden on the back, pulling his hand back at how solid it felt. “Tonight, we feast!”

“We need to leave.”

Kylor looked at him questioningly. “What’s the rush?”

Aiden started to pull the rope up from the well. Messages flashed across his vision, warning of excessive power output. “I’m going to take our cut of the loot, then we need to be on our way.”

“To Mount Krin?”

Aiden caught a slight glance pass between Eleanor and Kylor. “Yes.”

A metal frame appeared at the top of the well and sitting on it were around thirty bags of coin. Aiden quickly counted what he saw, then took half, putting it on the ground.

“Well at least eat with us before leaving?”

Aiden sighed knowing his avatar didn’t need too. “Sure.”

Over the next four hours he mimicked his way through eating various pies and some form of roasted local creature, all washed down with bottles of wine and what he thought was a type of ale. For him, it provided minimal extra energy, but he could tell both girls enjoyed their meals. As the laughter flowed and the bandits told of some of their more daring adventures, Aiden nodded and smiled when appropriate, but inside, knew he was watching people who had no idea of what was really happening in their realm. That they were at the whims of an invading alien force and they were almost powerless to do anything about it. The anger he felt on their behalf was hard to keep hidden. He also knew that the other players had technology at their disposal which would make finding them relatively easy if they really tried.

On his HUD he could see it was early afternoon. “Thanks for the great food, but we need to be on our way,” he said to Kylor.

The older man exchanged a quick glance with Eleanor, then looked back at Aiden. “About that. How would you like some company?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




“There’s a small village up ahead which we should probably avoid,” said Kylor as he and the small convoy of horses and a wagon rolled through the frozen forest.

Dez laughed. “Yeah, you might not want to go back there, pa.”

Eleanor frowned, then looked up at the darkening skies. “We need to find somewhere for the night, and that village is the only place with somewhere to stay for a day’s ride in any direction.”

As they discussed possible places to hole up when the temperatures dropped even lower, Aiden travelled alongside on his horse, with Flori and Syno behind him on theirs. They had all been following a hardly visible path which Kylor said was the quickest route to Mount Krin.

Initially, he said no when Kylor asked if they wanted company, but a not so soft kick in his side by Flori made him quickly change his mind. She had told him afterwards when they were alone, that despite how these four individuals lived their lives, they were ‘good’ people and much to her surprise she was starting to trust them.

Aiden couldn’t help but feel that, after losing her father, she was grabbing hold of any bonds she could and maybe that was clouding her judgment, he was also concerned that, now they were seven people, they would be easier to track.

“We’ll find somewhere to stay for tonight, then tomorrow, if we travel all day, we should be able to get to the mountain,” said Kylor.

As the sun headed for the horizon and snow began to fall again, they came down onto a wide snow-covered road.

Aiden noticed a number of wheel tracks on it. “Do the overlords’ or king’s men travel this way?”

“Neither of them has much sway out here. The soldiers know to stay away,” said Eleanor.

A bird squawked in the gloom, making Aiden flinch and study the high branches warily. 

Soon he was passing buildings of the ilk he had only seen in pictures, in old books. Wooden beams framed chalk-white walls with multi-paneled windows. They all sat crowded around a central road which ended in a large square, with a statue at the center. Aiden noted it was missing its arms and head.

As they progressed through the village, the bandits kept their heads low, although Aiden didn’t see the point, considering the man-giant that was controlling the wagon. He doubted it would be long before they would be recognized.

They slowed as they approached the square. A building a few stories taller than those around it, sat proud along one side. A wooden board with a painted crescent moon on it swayed in the falling snow.

Kylor turned to Aiden. “Going to need you to get us some rooms.”

Aiden frowned. He wanted to keep a low profile himself. He jumped down from his horse, handing it off to Flori. “OK.”

“If things get a bit rough in there, just do some magic and that will put them all in their place. Oh, and avoid meeting Daykin.”

“Who’s that?”

“Someone you don’t want to meet.”

Aiden walked across the square, noting the movement behind some of the windows. His sonic vision allowed him to see that the interior of the inn was already packed full of people.

As he pulled the door open, two red-faced individuals fell out, grumbling something towards him, then burst out in laughter.

Not knowing what the joke was, he walked inside into warmth, the smell of ale, and a wall of conversations, some loud, some whispered. Keeping his coat tight around him and ignoring the eyes that were following him, he walked to the bar.

At first, he thought there was nobody serving, but then he heard something. He peered over the counter.

“Hey, customers stay on the other side!” said a voice that Aiden couldn’t see. A tiny man, with an impressive red beard, then appeared getting taller and taller, until he was more or less level with Aiden.

“Hi, I need some rooms, I think maybe three?”

“We have two. You want them or not?”

“Yes. How much?”

“Five Distellia per room per night. Payment up front.”

Aiden went to pull the silver coins from one of his deep pockets when a woman laid her hand on his shoulder.

“Oh, you’re a muscular one, aren’t you!”

Aiden smiled awkwardly and handed the coins to the bartender, who rang a small bell.

Squeezing between drunken arms and legs came a woman who looked angry. Aiden noticed a number of ale stains on her white dress.

“Rooms seven and eight,” said the small man, placing the keys down on the counter, which were then scooped up by the woman.

“If you got any chests you carry them up the stairs yourself. This way,” she said, pushing open a small door nearby.

Aiden looked back at the entrance, not knowing if he should get the others. Deciding against it, he followed the woman into a small hallway and up some stairs to a second-floor landing. A torch burned on the wall, lighting a corridor with five doors. As they walked past the first three, screams and giggles filtered out into the hallway.

“This is yours, and the next one. Just two rules. If you break it, you pay for it, and if you’re not going to pay for another night, you are out by 8 a.m.” She slid the keys into the locks of both doors, pushed them open, then handed the keys to Aiden. She did all of this without looking at him.

As she walked back down the stairs Aiden walked into the first room, which contained a double bed, some chairs, and a small fireplace. He walked over to the small four-paneled window and tried to see beyond the ice stuck on it. Looking down into the square he couldn’t see any sign of the others.

“I should get the fire going,” said Flori, making him jump.

“Did you come through the main drinking hall?”

“Kylor knew a back entrance that led to the upstairs.”

A loud crash came from the room next door, accompanied by words which would have turned the air blue if he had heard them.

Kylor appeared at the door. “They just had two rooms?”

Aiden nodded.

“Well it’s going to have to do, better than nothing. Usually, I would spend the night in my favourite corner downstairs with some strong mead, but seeing what’s happened over the past few days, I think I’ll do my drinking up here. Get some rest, we have a long ride tomorrow.” Kylor went to leave when Aiden called him back and threw him the other key.

Within the hour, the room was warm with an orange glow coming from the fire and Syno was already asleep on the bed.

Aiden and Flori both sat near the fire, looking into the flames. He still hadn’t given her all the details of what happened when they caught up with the wagon train, and kept stopping himself, not wanting to frighten her, but that also meant he didn’t say much else either.

He glanced at her and decided she needed to know.

“There’s something I need to say.”

She looked at him wide-eyed.

“The warlocks, the—”

She leapt from her chair and kissed him. He sat frozen. He had felt her lips but had no idea what she felt, kissing the avatar.

She backed off, looking for a place to put her gaze. “Sorry,” she said, sitting back down.

“No, it’s OK. It felt…nice.” He smiled. It felt better than nice. He had only been kissed three times throughout his whole life, but this time it felt different. He suddenly became disoriented, not being sure of where he was. Was he there by that fire, or was he in the bunker?

She forced a smile in reply. “You were saying? About the warlocks?”

He shook his head a little. “Umm, yeah. Right. Yes…the ‘Cheleron’ as you call them.”

“What about them?”

“Well…they are not like you. I’m not like you.”

“You are not like them.”

He wanted to agree with her, but in his gut, he wasn’t sure. “I’m not, but they and I come from the same place—”

“In the sky?”

“Yes. Well beyond the sky, we come from far away, where the stars are.”

“OK?”

He started to lose faith that trying to explain any of this would make sense to her. He leaned forward. “These Cheleron? From where I come from, they are called avatars, or RPs. And they have come here to take over your planet…I mean realm.”

“Why? Why travel so far to do that?”

It was a question he still didn’t have an answer for. He leaned back. “I’m still trying to find that out. But you need to know that I’m on your side. I will stop them.” The last part he meant but did not truly believe.

She reclined in her chair, gently nodding. “The Arch will know what to do. You meeting them is important.” Syno rolled over. Flori turned, then paused looking at her little sister. “Do you think she is old enough to remember our father?”

“Forget Egown? I only knew him a few days and I’ll never forget him!”

She looked back at Aiden and quietly laughed, then smiled. “I should get some rest.”

Aiden nodded.







*****

After Flori had fallen asleep next to her sister, Aiden leaned back in his chair, but instead of immediately disconnecting from the game, he spent some minutes watching the young woman, then for a while he watched the flames dance amongst the logs. Looking around the wooden beams that held the ceiling in place and the broken plaster on the walls he began to wonder which reality he should call his own.

He slid his glove off and brought his metallic hand closer to the fire, letting the warmth increase until it started to burn. Warning messages flashed across his HUD. He withdrew his hand, placing his glove back on, and leaned back in his chair, remembering to close his eyes.

Disconnect from the game.

He looked upon the ceiling of the medical room. Instinctively, he went to remove the needle but stopped.

Connect me to the user called Cypher.

—————————————————————————————————

NO USER OF THAT NAME EXISTS IN THE NETWORK. DO YOU WISH TO TRY ANOTHER NAME?

—————————————————————————————————

Where the hell is he?

He then had a strange thought. A vague memory of something Ashki mentioned. Something about the Arch bringing an RP?

Could the Arch be more than just a bunch of rebels on that planet?

“Do you wish to know about the ‘Arch?’” said the neutral sounding AI.

Yes…

Part of his HUD sprang to life showing a series of gray blocklike buildings exploding. He had not seen video played on his HUD before, but he was more interested in the text that was scrolling past alongside it. The AI then continued talking.

“The Arch is a terrorist group formed in circa 2193—”

That’s the year I was born…

“—by people who believed the lie that PrimaCorp was evil and would eventually lead to the downfall of humanity. Its founder, the terrorist known as Jordon Cobb—”

An image of Aiden’s father, mother, and another man appeared on the screen. He had never seen his parents before. He felt numb.

“—who was formally a low-level research scientist, was killed during its first heinous attempt to destroy a PrimaCorp datacenter in the capital. His wife was also killed during the event. The other founding member, Belron Kale, nor the Cobb’s only child, Aiden, were ever found.”

—————————————————————————————————

DO YOU WISH TO REPORT ANY INFORMATION ON AN ARCH TERRORIST?

—————————————————————————————————

“Uh? What? No…”

He swiped at the screen, removing the information, his arm falling heavily back to the firm mattress. He almost wished he hadn’t asked who the Arch were.

An explosion of questions unraveled in his mind, threatening to overwhelm him. He tightened his grip on the mattress until calm returned.

 He had always wondered what had happened to his parents, and why they had left him with his grandmother to live beyond the wall. Sarah had told him they were in trouble and they didn’t want him to be a Digit, so living amongst the Logs was the only hope they had, but he knew there had to be more.

His mind switched to the third person in the image, Belron Kale. Was he still alive? And if so, could he find him?

He also knew he should have felt more on seeing his parents for the first time, but instead there was just a cold chill, where his emotion should have been. Maybe it was being connected to the alien world for so long, or maybe it was the people in the photo had been so far removed from his life growing up that they were just pixels on a screen.

Suddenly he felt trapped, he yanked the needle from his arm and stood, reaching for the nearby wall to help his vertigo.

Soon, he was walking through the main room, looking to see where everyone was. Noises drew him to the room with the large screens. On opening the door, it was empty save Joel who was engrossed with what was on the screen.

“Hey, Joel, what are you watching?”

“Oh, hi, Aiden.”

This time there were no explosions or people rushing through tunnels, just an old man, talking about the American civil war.

“There was like this big war, like, right where we live…used to live, in the Forgotten Zones.”

“The Springfield was a musket rifle produced in 1861...” said the man who had slicked-back white hair.

Aiden sat down fascinated as the presenter told the history of this ranged weapon, even going as far as to show diagrams to demonstrate exactly how it was manufactured.

They both sat in awe at a civil war recreation that played out on the large screen.

After twenty minutes, the program finished, and credits scrolled across the screen. Aiden was glad to have the distraction.

“There’s hours and hours of this stuff,” said Joel.

“I’ve always wanted to know what the old world was—”

—————————————————————————————————

PLEASE BE AWARE THAT YOUR AVATAR IS CURRENTLY BEING MOVED, DO YOU WISH TO CONNECT TO THE GAME?

—————————————————————————————————

Now what?

He almost wanted to say no.

“Gotta go,” he said to Joel.

Getting to his feet, he ran back to the medical bed, climbed on top, placed the needle back in his arm, and reconnected.

The plain walls were immediately replaced with grains of wood, just inches from his eyes. He pushed his head off the old floorboards and looked around the room. The bed was empty, which he instinctively looked under, but there were only rat droppings and cobwebs there.

“Flori?”

Standing, he walked to the door which was already ajar. Pulling it fully open, he walked to the next room. Its door was open as well and pieces of furniture lay strewn across the floor. More concerning were the sprays of blood soaking into a large rug. A noise behind him made him turn around. The small man was angrily walking towards him, with the maid behind.

He looked up at Aiden. “You told him about paying for what he broke, right?” he said to the woman behind.

She nodded.

He looked back at Aiden, then at the state of the room Kylor, Eleanor, and Dez were staying in, then back to Aiden, frowning.

Aiden reached into his other pocket and pulled out his bag of coin, unraveled the small string keeping it closed, then started to pull some coins out.

“All of it.”

Aiden looked shocked but needed to leave. He went to hand the small bag to the innkeeper but stopped.

“You can have all of this, if you tell me what you know of who took them?”

The small man shook his head. “That’s not my problem. I don’t like to get involved.”

“Please, they’re my friends, I need to help them.”

The man sighed. “You need to talk to Daykin.”

There’s that name again.

—————————————————————————————————

SUB-QUEST CREATED. TALK TO DAYKIN. RESCUE FRIENDS. POSSIBLE XP 9500.

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden handed him the bag and ran down the corridor. Stopping before he got to the stairs he looked back. “Where do I find him?” he shouted.

“That’s your problem!” shouted the small man, who then disappeared into the room. The woman sighed, then quickly walked to Aiden, leaning closer to him. “Just find the fanciest building in the village.”

“Marta!” shouted the man from the room. She quickly turned and ran off.

Fanciest building, right, that can’t be too hard to find.

A thought then jumped into his head. How did they overpower Gorf? The big man had been found a place to sleep in a nearby stables so that was Aiden’s first destination.

As he quickly descended the rear staircase, the volume from the drinkers in the pub was even louder than before. He pushed the rear door open and stepped out into a dark alley, and the cool night air. Buildings leaned over the path and icicles, inches long, hung from their ledges.

Show me a map of this area.

A map with many rectangular shapes appeared in his vision but it wasn’t clear which were the stables.

He ran along the alley, knocking over small crates and trying to avoid rats which scurried back into the shadows, then came out into the glare of the burning torches which lit the main square. On the other side, two horses pulled up at a building, pulling a wagon.

He walked as quickly as he thought looked normal and caught the driver just as he was stepping down. “Excuse me, where are the stables?”

The man who was almost lost under a similar animal skin coat to the one Aiden was wearing, nodded towards a corner of the square. “Follow the road over there,” he grumbled.

“Thanks.”

Aiden turned and quickly made it to the aforementioned street. Only one torch burned, about halfway along it, but his improved vision enabled him to see its entire length of eight buildings. He couldn’t see any signs of horses anywhere.

“There are other ways to detect horses,” said Zeus.

Aiden suddenly realized he could smell them.

He sniffed at the air and wondered if his improved vision also meant improved smell. He kept sniffing and walking forward, passing one building after another, until there were none left.

Where the hell is…

He then heard the distant sound of snorting.

HUD on.

Looking around and trying to see into the shadows, his attention was drawn to faint horse-like green shapes behind the building in front of him. Crunching through foot-thick snow, he walked along the side of the two-story building, until he emerged into a back yard. Along two sides of it was a long, rectangular barn, with one end open to the elements. Walking carefully across the icy cobblestones, he peered into the gloom, and could see the large shadow that was Gorf lying against a bale of hay.

He ran inside and shook the shoulder of the large man. There was no response. Aiden tried again, this time pulling on his hand. Still no response. Finally, he leaned down, so he was directly in front of Gorf’s face and shouted at the top of his lungs. Gorf’s eyes remained firmly closed.

Wow, he’s a heavy sleeper.

Aiden looked around the stable, wondering what to do.

Can’t stay here I have to try and do something myself.

He ran back out to the yard.

Show me the map of the area again.

The red-lined map with the buildings showed up again. He scanned each one, until settling on one that seemed slightly larger and was set away from the others.

He pointed at that structure.

Plot me a route to whatever that is.

A dashed line from his current location to the large building appeared in his HUD.

He took one last look at the mountain of a man sleeping and ran back across the yard to where he came.

As he stepped out from the building at the front of the stables, sounds of jovial voices drifted through the air, along with the clip clop of horses’ hooves coming down the street towards him. He ran across the road, watching his route on his HUD, then ducked into an alley between two houses.

As he passed tiny paneled windows he glanced inside at the residents of this small town, settling down for the night. After he left the alley he was soon running along another street, all the time making sure he was heading in the right direction. Eventually, he found himself looking at a large wooden fence, and fifty yards beyond, almost invisible behind a blanket of trees, a building that was more castle than house.

He looked about him, then in one bound leapt over the fence landing on a frozen path. It then struck him that approaching the house from the front might not be the best course of action. He went to move off the path, stomping through snow and avoiding peculiar mounds when another thought filtered into his brain.

What if I become Ashki again?

He stood there debating whether the inhabitants would believe the overlord would make a visit to their house, when his hand knocked the ice from one of the lumps of white revealing the top of a stone slab. He brushed some of the rest of the snow away, and then stood back. It was a gravestone, and he was standing in a graveyard. He shivered.

He decided against changing his face to look like the overlord. If news got out that Ashki was in the village, the real Ashki would soon realize it was him, and be on his way. Better to just be himself for now.

Running through the snow as best he could, he got to the start of the small group of trees and looked once again at the building. Square towers stood at each of the corners, and the center was a combination of wood and stone, covering at least three floors that he could see. At first, he thought there were no lights on in the property, but then he noticed a glow coming from an almost missable slit of a window at ground level.

Dungeon?

Seeing that it was all clear, he ran out of the cover of the trees and across the forecourt. As he neared the window that was the source of the light, he trod carefully, so as not to make even the slightest of noises. At the wall, he crouched and peered through the frosted glass.

Eleanor, Kylor, and Dez were chained to a wall, bloodied and seemingly unconscious. He couldn’t see any major injuries, but bruises were already starting to form across their faces. Thankfully Flori and Syno weren’t there.

He stepped back and looked up at one of the towers which loomed over him.

I got this.

He crouched, then leapt the entire height to the top of the tower, landing cleanly on the rampart. He quickly ran towards the door which promptly opened just as he got to it.

A bemused looking man with a cloak, leather armor, and a sword hanging from his belt looked back at him.

“Err…hi?” said Aiden.

The man went to draw his sword from its sheath, but Aiden charged forward, pushing the man back into the stairwell, then ran outside and slammed the door shut. He looked for any other entrances into the house, but there weren’t any. A bang came from the door, rattling it on its hinges. The man started shouting for help. That was what gave Aiden the idea.

He quickly opened the door again, confusing the man, and pulled him outside, closing the door behind him.

The man swiped his sword across Aiden’s chest, causing sparks to fly. Ignoring the weapon, Aiden lurched forward, grabbing the man by the lapel and swiftly headbutted him clean in the center of his forehead, making him stagger back. Aiden then grabbed the man again and looked out at the nearby forest.

“How far can I throw him?”

The man’s eyes widened as he struggled to get free.

“Approximately thirty yards, taking into consideration the wind is against you. That would take fifteen percent of your power,” said Zeus.

“Will he survive?”

“If you aim at the trees there is a better than even chance he will.”

“What?” said the man, continuing his fruitless struggle to get away.

Aiden then hoisted the man above his head, leaned back a bit, and with a mighty lunge, threw the man into the night. He spiraled out into the darkness, screaming, until there was a snapping of branches, followed by a whoosh noise as he landed in a mound of snow.

Aiden looked over the parapet.

“He still alive?”

“Yes, but unconscious. Broken ribs and arm but he will survive.”

“Good, now make me look like him.”

“You might want to change your voice as well.”

“Mimicking your surroundings includes audio and the physical.”

Aiden’s face morphed into the one he just sent into the night air.

As he leaned down and picked up the man’s sword, the sound of boots came from the stone steps beyond the door which then burst open.

The flash of silver from two swords edged forward.

Two men, both of similar height, although one with a hearty beard, looked at Aiden perplexed.

“You just shout?”

Aiden looked just as perplexed back at them. “No, why?”

The one with the beard frowned angrily at the other. They both lowered their swords.

“This hogsass said he heard you shouting for help.”

“I did!” said the other man.

Aiden smiled, then pushed past them both.

“Hey, hold up,” said the bearded man. “Why are you wearing that coat?”

Aiden continued down the stairs. “Because it’s cold.”

He had thought about asking the men about the girls, but decided it wasn’t worth the risk in case they knew that he knew about them already. He was going to have to find them himself.

He opened a door into a hallway, with three doors, one of them at the opposite end. He guessed the middle two were bedrooms and tried them first, they were both empty of people.

He then ran to the last and opened it to a spiral staircase, which he descended, guessing he was approaching the third floor. The hallway was similar. He tried the first, but it was locked.

He stood back and turned his HUD on. There were two clear green human outlines beyond the wall, one much taller than the other. The tall one was standing to the side of the door with its arm raised.

Must be them.

He stepped near the door. “It’s me Aiden!”

“You’re not Aiden!” said Flori.

“What? Of course—” He then realized his voice was still changed.

Change my voice back for now.

“Can you hear me now?”

“Yes, is there someone with you?”

“I’ll explain later, for now I need you to let me in.”

The door was quickly unlocked, and Aiden bundled inside.

Flori jumped back raising her hand, which Aiden realized held a heavy looking candlestick holder and Syno screamed.

“Shhooo! It’s me! Aiden!”

Flori looked confused as Syno scrambled under the bed.

“Maybe you’re just using his voice!” said Flori.

“Ummm…you kissed me earlier in the bedroom of the inn!”

She lowered her hand. “Aiden?”

“I’ve changed my appearance again, remember like I told you I can do?”

She still looked confused.

He walked closer to her and looked her up and down. “Are you OK?” He looked across to the bed. “Is Syno OK?”

“We’re both fine, but the others…” Syno crawled out and threw her arms around Aiden.

He put his hand on her head. “I’m here now. I’m going to get you out.” She looked up at him, sniffling.

“I’m going to get you both out, then I’m going to return for the others.”

Flori nodded.

He looked at the wall adjacent to the door. There was no one on the other side. “You both ready to go?”

Flori bent down and picked her younger sister up.

He opened the door, then moved out into the corridor. The girls followed and soon they all were in the stairwell. He looked down the stone steps but the denseness of the walls below him stopped his improved visual ability from giving him any idea of what was ahead. He took a deep breath, then walked down. The girls followed close behind. When he got to the bottom, which he presumed was the first floor, he immediately could tell there were a number of people on the other side of the door, and by how spread out they were he could tell it was a large room.

He looked back at Flori. “Keep your head down, and just follow my lead.”

Change my voice back.

He opened the door into a blast of heat, and the smell of ale. Four men sat around a long table.

Most looked at him as they entered. One of them was dressed more impressively than the others, with more silver plates of armor. “Holt? Why are you bringing them down here?”

Aiden was already halfway across the room to the other door when he slowed. “Umm, they want to have some fresh air.”

“Fresh air, sire,” grumbled the man who did not turn around.

“Yes, sorry, sire.”

“Nonsense, they can do without, or they can open a window in their room. Take them back upstairs.”

Aiden crept forward, placing one foot slowly in front of the other. “They were making a lot of noise and fuss, so I thought why not give them a bit of time outside, sire.”

He was now just a few yards from the other door.

The man, who sported long blonde hair tied in a ponytail and piercing blue eyes, got to his feet. “Holt, I won’t ask again. Take them back, now.”

Aiden stopped and looked back at the tall man who also now had his hand on his sword.

He looked back at the door and swore. There were now the faint green outlines of three men on the other side, walking towards it.

He nodded. “Yes, sire, of course.” He heard a whimper from Syno behind him and lightly put his hand on Flori’s back, ushering her towards the way they came.

The tall man sat back down. “When you’re done with messing around with them, come back here. We need to talk about the big one, he won’t stay drugged forever.”

“Yes, sire,” said Aiden, leaving the room, and closing the door behind him as the other door opened and the men entered.

They all let out a sigh of relief.

So that’s why I couldn’t wake him.

“How are we going to get out?” said Flori, almost pleading.

“I’ll think of something, let’s just get back upstairs.”

They climbed the stairs quickly, coming back out into the hallway. As they walked towards the bedroom, Aiden passed a window which looked out to the forests at the rear of the building. He then had an idea.

Could I jump from the top of the tower holding Flori and Syno?

“Yes, but the inertia from the impact to them both on landing would most likely cause severe physical damage to them,” said Zeus.

Damn.

The two girls looked at him having an obvious conversation with himself despite his silence.

Could I fly holding them?

“The antigravitics can only cover inorganic objects. However, it could be made to cover just part of you, and the other part, your arms perhaps which would be holding them would not need to be covered by the antigravitic field. Doing this, at your current power levels you would be able to fly for approximately fifty seconds.”

How much power will I have after that?

“You would be left with eleven percent. Insufficient to change your appearance again straight away or fly or leap like you recently have.”

So, it’s a one-way trip.

“Indeed.”

Aiden looked back at the girls. “I’m going to need you to trust me. And hang on tight.”

“I don’t understand?” said Flori.

“We’re going to fly.”

A grin grew across Syno’s face.

“What?” said Flori.

“You’ll be fine. We need to get to the roof.”

Soon they were climbing the final set of stone steps, stepping out onto the ice-covered ramparts. The two men he had met earlier were still there, patrolling back and forth. One of them looked up at them.

Aiden and the girls walked forward a few steps and moved closer to the parapet. Aiden looked over the edge, then at the town, then at the forests which ringed the area.

Fifty seconds, where to go.

“Why you bring them up here? The boss OK with that?” said the man, walking towards them.

Flori stood close to Aiden shivering, Syno in her arms.

They’ll find us in the village, but we won’t get far with no horses in the forest…

The man walked closer to Flori, touching her back. “Real pretty this one.”

She ignored him, leaning in closer to Aiden. “When are we going?” she whispered.

“What was that?” said the man.

“Now!” In one movement, Aiden scooped up Flori with Syno in her arms and leapt over the side of the wall into the darkness, as he did the blue glow instantly wrapped itself around his lower half, and his descent to the ground slowed then stopped, instead he swooped back up and over the trees.

“Bye!” shouted Syno, trying to see behind herself at the soldiers standing amazed on the ramparts.


CHAPTER THIRTY




As the roofs of the buildings sailed by under them, Aiden was acutely aware of a small timer ticking down on his HUD. It suddenly jumped down from ten seconds to seven seconds left.

“What’s going on? I thought I had—”

“Five seconds…Four seconds…”

He desperately looked for the stables which were just a few roofs further ahead.

A man singing in a street below looked up, promptly stopped, then passed out, falling like a felled tree.

“Two seconds…”

“We’re not going to make it!” He swooped lower and landed on a snow-covered sloping roof. They all bundled forward and started to slide to the ground. Aiden could see they were all about to fall two stories onto hard ice-covered stones below, and with the last second of antigravitic power, dived forward, grabbing hold of both girls, and descended to the ground, landing with a thump in the street.

He suddenly felt very weak but scrambled towards Flori who still had Syno in her arms. “Are you OK?”

“We’re fine.”

“Let’s do it again!” said Syno, smiling.

“We need to get to the stables to try and wake Gorf. It’s just around the back of these buildings,” said Aiden.

Flori nodded and they trekked forward as the wind picked up almost in anger at their escape. Along with it came sharp flakes of ice.

They ran across the yard and into the stable. Gorf was still sleeping, although he was now on his side.

“He’s drugged, how do we wake him?” said Aiden.

Flori put Syno down and knelt next to the huge man. She drew her hand across his brow, wiping some sweat from him, then sniffed it. “Could be Bosemary. It grows in the mountains, high up. Will put anyone, or thing, asleep for hours.”

“OK, so how do we neutralize it? Wake him?”

She seemed pensive, then looked about her. She shuffled forward. “It’s said that potent smells can wake people from it.”

Aiden realized what she was looking for. “Oh…you’re looking for horse dung.”

“Yes, help me look.”

“OK….” He used his improved vision to spot large heaps further back in the stable. “There’s a lot over there.”

Flori ran over, picked up two clumps then ran back. She knelt close to Gorf’s head and fashioned two large pellets from the dark brown feces, then took the first and pushed it up the giant’s nose.

Syno giggled.

“Err…you’re stuffing horse shit up his nose? That’s the plan?”

“That’s the plan.”

Once the second pellet was in place, she stepped back.

Gorf started breathing through his mouth.

“Ah it’s not work—” said Aiden.

Suddenly the giant man scrunched up his nose, then took a deep breath, then his hand went to his nose and he sat up in an instant, coughing and making them all jump.

He looked at all of them with glossy eyes, then snorted the dung across the stable and started coughing again. After some seconds, he shook his head, and got unsteadily to his feet having to bend over slightly to stop his head from hitting the roof.

He looked at each of them groggily then sharply whipped his head back to Aiden. “You!” he bellowed and went to take a step towards him.

Flori jumped in his way. “No!”

Gorf stopped, his face still contorted with anger. “He works for Daykin!”

Aiden tentatively stepped forward. “I’m Aiden…”

The big man looked confused.

Do I have enough power to change my voice back at least?

“Yes,” said Zeus.

“It’s me, Aiden,” he said again.

Gorf leaned back slightly, then leant forward over Flori until his head was a few feet from Aiden’s. “You…different.”

“I had to change to look like Daykin’s man, to rescue Flori.”

The big man stood back up and nodded. He looked back at Flori. “You…OK?”

“Yes, Aiden saved us.”

Aiden stepped forward. “I’m going to need your help to rescue the others.”

Gorf’s face tightened again. “Daykin!” he bellowed. Some of the horses in the stable started to stamp their hoofs.

The big man looked down at Aiden. “How help?”

“They have them in their dungeon.”

Gorf nodded then bounded out into the yard. They all ran after him trying to keep up.

Aiden looked at Flori. “I need to do this with Gorf alone, you need to look after Syno.”

Flori looked frustrated but nodded.

“We’re going to need to get away quickly. Get the horses and wagon ready.”

He turned around. Gorf was already out of sight. He ran into the street and could hear the sound of heavy thuds to his right in the next street along. Following the noises, he soon had the big man in his sight.

How much power do I have?

“Fifteen percent,” said Zeus.

I can work with that.

As he caught up with Gorf they turned the corner into the road which led to Daykin’s residence. They both stopped. A gaggle of heavily armed men stood at the gate. One spotted them and they all in unison drew their swords and charged forward.

Gorf grunted, thumped his chest-plate, then ran forward as well. Aiden resisted running forward, instead he eyed the castle-like building visible through the trees at the end of the street. He knew he still looked like the fighter from before and hoped that would at least confuse the others to allow him to slip past.

Gorf slammed into the men sending two of them flying backwards just by the impact alone. Two swords slashed across his back, but he turned and swung his clenched fist out catching one of the attackers and sending him crashing into the wall behind him. His lifeless body fell to the ground.

Aiden watched as blood flew and tried to ignore the carnage. He ran past the onslaught and made it to the gate which was already open. He looked back, there were now only three fighters standing, and they seemed to be backing off.

Aiden ran down the dirt track then skidded to a stop when he saw another group of men, scrambling out of the main entrance of the house. One of them he saw was Daykin himself.

How much power do I have?

“Twenty percent,” said Zeus.

Enough to leap?

“A short distance, yes.”

He sprinted forward. The men did the same, their swords at the ready. The distance rapidly shortened, until just as he could see the eyes through their helmets he leapt upwards, just clearing their blades swiping at him.

They all followed his trajectory, not moving until he landed near the main door, then they ran forward towards the house.

Aiden ran inside, heaved the solid door closed, then dropped the heavy beam that acted as a latch to keep it shut. Just as he did, the men slammed against the other side.

Now I need to find the dungeon. Show me a plan of this building.

For the first time a three-dimensional diagram of his surroundings appeared. At first, he wasn’t sure what he was looking at, but then he moved his hand across his HUD and the diagram rotated.

Plot me a path to the dungeon.

A dashed line coiled from his current location across the hallway and through a small door.

As he ran forward, he realized the bangs on the front entrance had stopped. Ignoring what that might mean, he pushed open a small door and descended down some gloomy stone steps. His improved vision allowed him to see his way, and soon it picked up the flickering light of a burning torch. He stepped out into a low-ceilinged chamber and the three bandits he had come to call friends were still chained to the wall.

“I’m going to kill you!” growled Kylor.

“It’s me, Aiden! I just look different.”

“Aiden?”

Eleanor stirred to Kylor's right, but Dez was still completely lost to his unconscious state.

Aiden ran to Kylor and grabbed hold of the chain.

Can I break this chain?

“You have insufficient power to break the chain,” said Zeus.

Aiden looked at the iron clasp that was holding it to the wall and grabbed hold of it, then pulled with all his strength. Warning signs flashed up on the screen, but he kept pulling and the clasp sprang from its hole in the stone.

Kylor fell to his knees, then instantly grabbed at the wall behind to pull himself back up and to look over Eleanor.

“I’m going to kill you…” She grumbled towards Aiden, her right eye just about open despite the blue swelling around it.

“That’s Aiden, he’s changed his appearance.”

She nodded, continuing to talk in garbled words.

Aiden reached up to the clasp near her and pulled.

—————————————————————————————————
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Do not go into standby mode!

He looked at Kylor. “Going to need your help with this one.”

They both heaved at the chain and pulled out the clasp holding Eleanor to the wall.

Just as she slumped forward Kylor caught her, lowering her to the floor.

Warning messages continued to flash across Aiden’s HUD, which he ignored.

They all looked up at the final clasp that was holding Dez to the wall when noises came from the stairwell.

Aiden looked around at the confined space they were in with no exits other than the steps back up. His eye flicked to his power level indicator on his HUD which was still flashing red and showing nine percent.

The sound of someone jumping down the steps intensified, and Aiden readied himself. He would fight until his last drop of power.

Flori appeared around the corner of the stairs. “We have to go!” she said at the faces of shock looking back at her.

“How’d you get in?” said Aiden.

“Through the big hole where the door used to be.”

Kylor looked back at the clasp still holding his unconscious son to the wall. “We need to pull this out.”

She looked at Aiden, but he shook his head. She then ran over to the wall, and together they yanked on the chain until the clasp fell free, Kylor instantly catching Dez in his arms.

Eleanor helped them carry her son forward. She, Flori, and Kylor then lifted the chain from the floor and with Dez they all shuffled forward as fast as they could with Aiden taking the lead.

A battle seemed to be going on in the hallway above them. Aiden looked back at Flori and the bandits, trying to lift themselves and the chain up the steps, then ran to the top and peered out, and just as he did, one of Daykin’s men flew the length of the hallway, crashing onto the far wall.

A bloodied and ailing Gorf was swiping left and right with a large table which he was using to keep the remainder of Daykin’s men at bay.

The others arrived at the top of the stairs and stumbled into the hallway. Kylor ran and picked up a sword from one of the bodies lying on the floor, as did Eleanor. Gorf briefly turned and grunted in joy on seeing them.

“Where are the horses?” said Aiden to Flori.

She pointed behind him. “Around the side of the building.”

“Where’s Syno?”

“Safe nearby.”

“I’ll find you, Kylor! All of you! Including your warlock!” shouted Daykin from the front courtyard.

The other men backed off, joining their leader outside.

Gorf stepped through the large splintered hole that he had created in the entrance, the table waving in preparation towards Daykin and the few men of his that were left standing.

The others emerged just behind and moved as fast as they could across the snow to their escape. Gorf grunted, throwing the table at the ground, smashing it into pieces, then turned and quickly followed them.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




“Up ahead…” Kylor spluttered his words as the blizzard bit into the skin on his face.

Aiden’s power was back to the low thirties, giving him most of his abilities and strength back, but even he was having trouble pushing forward through the unrelenting ice storm.

After they made their way out of the village, the winds were already blowing, and he quickly scanned the area and found a building of some kind a few miles away. Not as far as he wanted, but it was obvious they weren’t going to be able to get far, considering the state they were in.

Through the swirls of constant white blurs, he looked at where the single-story structure should be with his HUD and could just make out the framework of a building. There were no faint glows of green indicating warm bodies inside.

Abandoned.

He jumped off his horse and led it forward through the shifting wall of ice particles, until gray stone walls came into view. He looked back at the others, just visible. “I found it!” he shouted into the wind.

Tying his horse to a nearby tree, he trudged back to the building, then followed the edge of the wall until he found an entrance and kicked the frozen wooden door open. He allowed his eyes to become lights and scanned the single room structure which had long been forgotten. One half of it was full of mounds of ice, due to the roof falling in at that point. In any other situation he would have moved on to somewhere else, but as it was, he was glad to have found it.

The sound of the crunching of snow made him turn. Kylor was carrying Dez, with Gorf carrying Eleanor, they moved past him into the darkness inside. Running back out into the whiteout, he grabbed hold of Flori who was carrying her sister and led them through the doorway to the others. Closing the door didn’t keep the cold out, but it shielded them from the winds and that was enough.

He had now been in the game for over eight hours, and he needed to return to the bunker.

Looking around the large room, he spotted some of the beams that had broken and fallen inwards. He went to ask Gorf for help, but he hadn’t realized until now just how badly injured the big man was. For anyone else, the wounds would have been fatal, but somehow, he still managed to fight off most of Daykin’s men and carry Eleanor inside.

Walking to where the night air had laid claim to a corner of the room, he brushed off some snow from a large beam, then set about breaking it by his hand becoming a short axe blade, chopping it into much smaller pieces. Soon, he had enough for a fire, and using some of his power, managed to ignite one of the small bits of wood. Keeping them all packed together in an indentation he created in the mud floor, the other fragments started to catch fire as well, and the temperature started to rise above zero. Looking at the smoke that was already building within the room, he took some of the other beams and positioned them across the fire to push the smoke towards the gaping hole in the roof.
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He acknowledged the message.

Could have done with that a few days ago.

He looked back at the others. Dez appeared to be murmuring to his parents who were caring for him with some of the items they had brought in from the horses, while Flori moved closer to the fire with her sister.

He knelt next to her. “Get some rest but we will need to move on before daybreak or as soon as the storm breaks.”

She nodded.

He went to move away then stopped and looked back at her. “You saved us back there.”

She smiled then returned to looking at the fire.

Aiden sat down heavily on the bare floor and caught his breath. Even though his avatar wasn’t directly affected by fatigue, he felt tired. The winds outside howled, and he looked across at the band of people he had been thrown together with on an alien planet and wondered what the next day would bring.

Wrapping the large coat tighter around him, he disconnected from the game.

His eyes opened in the same bunker room as always. He looked at his HUD which told him it was 11pm on earth.

Good time to rest.

He closed his eyes and was instantly lost to the well of sleep.

When he opened them, everything was as before, except five hours had passed. A message appeared on his HUD that he had been paid again, which he swiped away. He now had over half a million credits and no idea what to do with them.

He tilted his head to look around the room. He half expected to see Gail or his grandmother sitting nearby, but it was the early hours and he presumed they were all asleep.

Pulling the medical machine from his arm, he made his way to the restroom, then switched on the shower. Standing under the spray, and letting the warm water run over him, his mind kept slipping back to the alien world, and Flori. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was in the wrong body, whatever that meant. He laughed to himself and pinched his arm to see if he was real. A splinter of pain ran up his arm confirming he was.

After drying and getting back into his old clothes, he made his way back to the medical ward, stopping in the cantina to grab what was left of the cookies, then reconnected to the game.

Even though he had not been away for that long, he had forgotten how bone- bitingly cold it was in the single-room dwelling. The fire was smoldering but not providing much, if any, heat, and the others were all huddled together. Even Gorf with his huge girth was pushed up against them.

How’s my power level looking?

“Near full capacity,” said Zeus. “The winds seem to have died down somewhat.”

Aiden took his glove off and placed his hand near one of the many large cracks in the door. The deity was right, his metallic fingers were not being frosted by the air blasting inside, as before.

He moved over to the fire and pushed some of the blackened pieces of wood around. A few cinders floated up, but mostly the fire was dead. Within the next few minutes he had broken more wood and built it back up again. By the time he was finished, most of the group had woken, and were moving to get near the burgeoning heat source.

Syno ran and grabbed on to him.

“Hey, did you sleep?” he said to the little girl.

She nodded with sleepy eyes.

Flori picked her up and dropped her back down near the fire.

“Looks like the storm has broken,” said Kylor.

Aiden looked back at him, Eleanor, Dez, and the big man in the corner. “Yeah, we need to be moving off soon.”

Kylor nodded. “We tied the horses and wagon up in the forest, where it looked like there would be some shelter from the storm, hopefully they are still there.”

“I’ve half a mind to go back to Skymount and finish Daykin, once and for all,” said Eleanor.

Kylor put his hand on hers. “He will get his.”

“I think we have bigger problems. Word will get out about what happened, and that will draw the overlord to this region,” said Aiden.

“He’s right, we need to go,” said Kylor.

Almost in unison, they all looked across to Gorf, sitting in the corner, with some rags wrapped around his wounds. No one said anything, but they were all wondering if the big man was capable of travelling anywhere.

Aiden had an idea and knelt next to him.

Can you scan him? See what is wrong? And then fix him like before?

“He has multiple lacerations that are becoming infected, and internal injuries that you can partially but not completely fix,” said Zeus.

“Can you heal him? I’ve heard of warlocks doing that to fallen soldiers,” said Eleanor.

“I’ll try,” said Aiden, placing his hand on Gorf’s exposed arm.

—————————————————————————————————

COST OF MEDICAL PROCEDURE WILL BE 20000 CREDITS. DO YOU WISH TO PROCEED?

—————————————————————————————————

Yes.

Instantly an oily substance which he presumed were the nanites flowed from his hand and were absorbed by the large man’s skin. Gorf shifted slightly, then closed his eyes.

“How long will it take?” said Kylor.

“I don’t think too long.”

“They will be able to help all of us at the caves in Mount Krin,” said Flori.

“They?” said Kylor.

Flori looked awkwardly away. “Yes, the Arch.”

Kylor scrambled to his feet. “The Arch? That is why you wanted to go to Krin? To see those lunatics?”

“They are the only thing from keeping Edrin from destroying our land!” protested Flori.

Kylor looked back at Eleanor. “Are you feeling up to travel? Because we’re leaving.”

Eleanor looked reluctant to get to her feet.

“Eleanor?”

Kylor’s partner looked up at him. “We now have an overlord after us Kylor. And the only people we know that have stood against them, and the king, is the Arch. Also, we have come this far.” She looked at her son who was still in some pain. “If the Arch are willing to provide us shelter, it is worth going to them, and Mount Krin is only a day’s ride away.”

Kylor looked away, shaking his head but remaining silent. He then looked at Gorf who was sitting up. “Can you travel?” Gorf grunted, nodding. “Mount Krin it is then.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




Aiden thought he had seen mountains until he set eyes on Mount Krin. They had spent most of the day, trekking through forests on paths which Kylor insisted would lead them the right way, and by early afternoon, they emerged onto a plateau that looked down upon a valley hundreds of feet below, and beyond that a snow-covered mountain range, which dwarfed those they had been travelling across.

“I give you, Mount Krin!” said Kylor proudly.

“I hope the caves are not at the top of that,” said Aiden.

Flori smiled.

As a light flurry of snow wafted down from the uniform sky, Kylor led them along a narrow path which descended into the valley. Aiden looked at the play duration time, to his shock it said eight hours already. Soon, he was going to have to return, regardless of what they found in the caves.

At the valley’s lowest point, they found a lake, completely frozen which they nervously crossed. By the time they started to ascend again, another hour had passed.

Kylor pulled his horse up and stopped as did the others behind him. He turned around. “This is it. Mount Krin. Do you happen to know where your Arch friends are?” he said to Flori.

She looked about, doubtful of which path to take. “I was very young when I was here last…”

Kylor threw his arms up in the air. “Great! What if they are not—”

A creak in the woods made them all freeze, then slowly reach for their weapons.

An arrow flew towards them, hitting a tree near Aiden’s head, making everyone draw their swords.

Flori jumped down from her horse and walked forward through the snow, looking anxiously at the wall of trees around her. “My father was Egown! I came here when I was a child. I have helped the Arch in the past! We—”

The crunching of snow made everyone look further up the mountain, and through the trees a tall man plaid in silver and leather armor started walking towards them.

“Gernan?” said Flori under her breath.

Gernan stopped ten yards from them, his sword at the ready. “Is that you? Egown’s oldest?”

“Yes! We thought you were dead. Bromire—”

“Bromire…yes, we know. Somehow a warlock got into our camp, killed Bromire, and took his place. Before we figured out the creature’s ruse he had killed half of us. We managed to drive it off, then we ran for here, for the caves.”

Flori’s expression turned to anger and she charged through the knee-high snow at Gernan. He lowered his sword.

“He killed him, Gernan, why didn’t you warn us?” she pleaded.

Gernan looked confused. “Killed who?”

“My father!”

“What? Egown’s dead? The warlock came to your home?”

Flori collapsed to her knees in tears.

Gernan knelt with her. “We just about made it away with our lives. If we could have warned you, we would have.”

Aiden noticed movement around them, and other fighters emerged from the trees.

Gernan put his arm on Flori’s shoulder. “They will pay, you have my word. I will take you to the caves.” As Gernan stood again, he glared at Aiden.

Soon, they were traipsing up a narrow ice and dirt path which weaved between cliffs, towering hundreds of feet above. It was not wide enough for the wagon, so Gorf took a few bags of Distellia on his back despite his pain, and the rest were passed out to Kylor, Aiden, and the others to carry. Higher and higher they walked, until coming around a steep bend, they found themselves on a ledge which seemed suspended in the sky a thousand feet above the valley floor. But that wasn’t what caught their attention, for directly in front of them, two huge stone towers carved from the mountain stood proud. In the center an equally large portcullis started to rise.

Gernan walked ahead, stopping just in front of the entrance. From within the gloomy interior, more people appeared. At the head of them was a tall red-headed woman, complete with a dark-brown cloak, leather armor, and two swords across her back. He spoke briefly with her, then they both walked forward.

Flori, with her sister at her side, Kylor, and everyone else walked to meet them. Aiden hung back.

“I am Tyrene, leader of the Arch,” she looked down at Syno. “And you, little one, must be Egown’s youngest. I am sorry for your loss. You will be safe here.” She looked up at Flori, who smiled back at her.

She then moved onto Kylor. “I’ve seen you somewhere, have we met before?”

“No…sure we haven’t.”

“Why do you seek refuge here?” She looked across the others nearby, including Gorf and Aiden.

“We kind of had a run-in with the overlord. Took some of his coin…” said Kylor.

“Yes, I imagine that would have made him angry. Is that what is in those sacks?”

“Yes, and half of it is yours,” interjected Flori.

Kylor went to speak up, but Tyrene moved past him and Gorf until she was facing Aiden. “And why are you here?”

“I want to fight with the Arch.”

“You want to fight against the overlords and the king?”

“Yes, that is what I meant.”

“But you are of their kind.” She walked behind him. Aiden stayed facing forward, feeling like he was being inspected. “One of those that fell from the sky. Why do you want to fight against your own?”

“I’m not like them. I want to help.”

Gernan walked forward with daggers in his eyes for Aiden. “All of this happened when you arrived!” He looked at Tyrene. “Maybe they just want him back,” he looked at Aiden. “Maybe we just give him to them!”

Gorf grunted and tightened his brow, looking down at Gernan.

“He saved us, Gernan, more than once!” said Flori.

Tyrene raised her hand near Gernan and he fell silent despite his frustration. She then walked back to the front of Aiden. “A warlock would be useful. But know this magic user, if you lie to me, I will kill you.”

Aiden gulped.

“Are we clear?”

He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

She smiled. “I don’t know what you mean by this word ‘ma’am’ but I like it.” She turned on her heel and started to walk back to the portcullis. “Let them all in!” she shouted.

They all walked forward, following the woman, who was equal parts impressive and frightening, under the portcullis and into a large cavern. At the opposite end was the biggest door Aiden had ever seen. It was easily twice the height of the lodge he used to live in and was reinforced with metal rivets and bars. The rock above it had been carved into an ornate arch.

Standing in front of it were creatures he hoped he would not see again. Two trolls, replete with armor covering their chests and heads, and large axes hanging from their sides stood either side of the impossibly big wooden entrance.

As they all neared, the door started to open, and Aiden could see two more trolls on the other side. It took all four of the beast-men to pull the door open just enough for everyone to start moving through.

As Aiden did, he almost fell to his knees in astonishment. A village with single- and double-story buildings, at least as big as the one they escaped from, sat, laid out, in front of their eyes. Some of the structures around its periphery were built from the cavern’s rock walls and rose up a hundred or so feet in steps. People milled about its streets going about their business.

He looked up, mouth agape, at the height of the cavern they were entering. It was almost as high as some of the buildings he had climbed in the ruins. As they all filtered beyond the entrance of this hidden community, something else caught Aiden’s eye. An ethereal blue light seemed to be emanating from glittering veins that ran through some of the rocks.

—————————————————————————————————

SPECIAL ELEMENT FOUND. 

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden wondered why no XP was awarded. Flori stood next to him.

“I thought it was just caves,” he said to her, still looking at the enormous natural chamber they were in, trying to absorb every detail.

“That’s all I saw when I was here when I was younger. I would have remembered this if I had seen it,” she said, looking up.

As the giant doors closed behind them, Tyrene stopped and turned to them. “Welcome to the village of Slayborn.” She then took them down some stone steps, descending until they were on the same level as the village. In front of them was a wide stone-paved road which ran through the center of the village. At the end of it, a mile away, stood a building which almost scaled the entire height of the cavern. It reminded Aiden of overlord Ashki’s keep, except this structure looked like it had been grown from the mountain itself.

A warning message flashed up on Aiden’s HUD, telling him that he had now been in the game for almost ten hours and his physical body will need attending to. He waved in front of himself and removed the message.

Tyrene walked to a small group of individuals, then turned again to address the group. “These people will show you to your quarters.”

Everyone was exhausted and they all happily nodded and started to be led away.

“Not you warlock. We need to talk,” said Tyrene to Aiden.

He looked at Flori, who looked back worried, but his eyes told her to keep going. He looked at the woman in the red leather armor. “OK.”

The warning messages were now repeating themselves every five minutes and he kept having to wipe them away as if he was trying to rid himself of a pesky fly.

Tyrene led him down the main street, towards the ominous towering walls of the building at the end. Some of its square-cut stones shone with the blue light that Aiden had seen high in the chamber.

A large, arched door opened as he and Tyrene came near, but Aiden was drawn to the strange, glowing veins in the rocks. He walked across towards them.

“I wouldn’t go near that if I were you, warlock,” said Tyrene.

He looked at her confused. “Why?”

“It does strange things to your kind.”

“Sure,” he whispered under his breath, ignoring her. He placed his gloved hand on the nearby wall with its blue hue.

Aiden’s world turned black, then the bunker medical room appeared.







*****

“What? What happened?”

Aiden looked around him. The medical machine beeped calmly, and the graphics on the screen looked as they should.

Did I get pulled from the game automatically because of how long I’ve been playing?

—————————————————————————————————

YOU WERE DISCONNECTED FROM THE GAME, DUE TO INTERFERENCE WITH THE T-LINK.

—————————————————————————————————

OK, connect me to the game!

—————————————————————————————————

PLEASE STANDBY…

NO CONNECTION TO YOUR AVATAR IS CURRENTLY POSSIBLE. PLEASE TRY AGAIN LATER.

—————————————————————————————————

“What the hell…”

A noise came from the corridor outside, and Gail appeared. “You’re back?”

“Yeah…”

“Are you OK? How do you feel?”

He went to push himself up in the bed when a wave of fatigue flooded over him, and he regretted not leaving the game sooner.

Gail looked concerned. “How long were you in the game?”

He tried again, this time being more successful and sat up. “I’m fine…umm, how are you?” It was an instinctive response, but his mind was still wondering what Tyrene would make of him suddenly collapsing to the ground.

She looked pensive. “Things are pretty much the same, but…I don’t know how long I can stay down here. I miss the sky, and the trees.”

Part of Aiden wanted to remind her of how safe they were down here, but then he had just come back from travelling across snow-covered forests and just witnessed a village inside a mountain. Who was he to try to stop her from living. There was something she didn’t know though.

“I can’t contact Cypher.”

“What do you mean you can’t contact him? Where is he?”

“I don’t know…the system just says there’s no one of that username.”

“So, we have been abandoned down here?”

Aiden didn’t want to add fuel to her fire. “We don’t know what’s going on. No one’s getting in down here. We have guns, we have food, and if it comes to it, we have the RP. I can control it to defend us if I need to.”

Gail looked away. “If you’re here, yeah…”

Aiden went to speak, but no thoughts in his mind if spoken would be honest. He didn’t want to be in the bunker, he wanted to be with Flori, Kylor, and the others.

“Look, I’ll keep trying to contact Cypher, and when I do, I’ll let you know. I’ll leave a note or something.”

She perked up. “That’s a great idea! Wait there—” She ran out of the room.

“OK…”

He sighed. He was beginning to hate being stuck in this bed. This was not who he was, he was someone who fought an overlord and won. Gail came back in with a small notebook in her hand.

“Got this from the history room. It’s really old, but I’ll leave it here, and just write what you want when you wake, and I’ll check it.” She placed the small ring binder booklet on his bed next to his pillow along with a small pencil.

Aiden nodded sheepishly. “I better get some food, water, and do other things.”

“No problem, need help?”

He was too tired to argue. “Sure.”

After trying to revitalize his body, he was back on the bed and shortly after that, sleeping.

He awoke with a start. The room was empty. He felt under his pillow and pulled out the small notepad. He turned the first page, there was a small message from Gail.

“Hope you slept well! Next time tell me more about your adventures!”

He smiled, then placed the booklet back.

Blinking a few times, he took a deep breath.

Connect me to the game.

The temperature change and the smell of dampness told him he was back in Slayborn.

He looked around a confined space at dark blue-gray walls, some of which were melded with the rock, trying to understand where he was. Then he saw the floor-to-ceiling bars.

Am I in a cell?

“It would appear you are,” said Zeus.

You couldn’t have notified me that I was being put in a cell?

“The player is only notified if the RP is currently at risk of being destroyed.”

“Good to know,” he said, getting to his feet.

A lone torch burned somewhere to the left of his cell, providing just enough light for him to see without using his increased abilities.

“Hello? Anyone out—”

“Ah, he’s awake!” said a voice from somewhere outside. “Saw them bring you I did; with the icy eyes.”

Aiden grabbed the solid bars. “Where am I? What is this place?”

“This is where they take the wrong’uns, the ones that take.”

“Take what?”

“Life or bread. But who’s counting?”

This guy’s clearly insane. Wonder how long he’s been in here.

Aiden walked to the door and pulled on it, it shook but was securely locked.

Have I got enough strength to bend or break…

He smiled.

Shrink me.

Instantly, the room looked as big as the cavern the village was in. He stepped between the tree-trunk-thick bars and then grew back to his original size. Turning around he stopped in his tracks. Tyrene as well as a gray-haired man with a scar on his left cheek were standing watching.

“Hmm not bad, looks like he uses his head rather than his strength,” said the leader of the Arch. The man nodded.

She turned and started to walk away, the man following. “Follow me!” she shouted.

“You talking to me?” said Aiden.

“Maybe not as bright as I thought. Yes! You, warlock, follow.”

“I like this woman, reminds me of Athena,” said Zeus.

Aiden followed after them. “Umm, bye!” he shouted to the disembodied voice. There was no reply.

After navigating a series of narrow staircases and tunnels, they came out into a large courtyard that appeared to be on one side of the keep which loomed over it. A series of grunts played out around the open space as men, women, and some other creatures Aiden had not seen before, battled it out.

—————————————————————————————————

ALIEN HUMANOIDS DISCOVERED. XP 10,000 x 2 AWARDED.

—————————————————————————————————

Blades sliced through the air barely missing arms, legs, and necks, while others somersaulted, dived, and rolled, parrying blows where they could. He watched in awe at these people demonstrating their skills.

Tyrene gave two brief claps and they all stopped and looked at her. She then looked at Aiden. “These are some of our best fighters. They are going to try to kill you.”

“Uh?”

She turned back to the eager individuals, who were raising their weapons. “Begin!”

A spear flew through the air and hit Aiden square in the chest.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 5%

—————————————————————————————————

Aiden went to run back to where he entered the arena, but the gate with bars was slammed shut before he took two steps in that direction. Tyrene and the man with her were nowhere to be seen.

As he turned around, a club from a troll connected with his chest sending him spiraling through the air, eventually hitting the nearby wall then dropping to the hard, stone floor.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 12%

—————————————————————————————————

“Is your tactic for them to wear themselves out by allowing them to hit you repeatedly?” said Zeus.

No!

Aiden scrambled back to his feet and threw off Egown’s coat to give him more flexibility in how he moved. As he readied for the next attack, he caught sight of movement across the arena. A creature, with pointed ears and almond eyes, started to somersault and twist through the air, moving towards him so fast they were just a blur. It leapt into the air with a thin, silver-bladed weapon held over its head, meaning to come down directly on him.

Anger suddenly built from somewhere deep within Aiden.

He shifted to the left, avoiding the blade which flashed by his head, hitting the wall, and causing sparks to fly. The creature quickly recovered, and a flurry of strikes followed, each one hitting and glancing off him.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 9%

—————————————————————————————————

His right hand became a blade, while his left transformed into a small round shield, which he immediately put to use by parrying some of the attacks.

He sensed a change in the air pressure to his right and ducked just as a sword scythed through the air narrowly missing his head. Instinctively, he struck out with his blade, but it just glanced off the plate armor covering the muscular man’s thigh.

He raised his shield again, as more slices came from the other attacker. He blocked most but others got through causing an explosion of blue sparks to spring from his own armor.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 12%

PL - 24%

—————————————————————————————————

This is not working, I need to come up with a different plan.

He leapt into the air, sailing over the heads of the two nearest attacking, and landed just behind them.

“Ha!”

An impact hit him in the back, bludgeoning him to the ground.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 19%

PLEASE BE AWARE YOU ARE BELOW 50% SI.

—————————————————————————————————

Yes, yes!

He just saw the shadow looming over him in time to roll away. The club smashed down on where he just was, and the troll immediately raised it again. Aiden reached out, his arm extending and transforming back into a hand, which wrapped snake like around the troll, lifting him off the ground. The large beast roared and slammed away at Aiden’s limb, but it held firm.

—————————————————————————————————

PO - 21%

PL - 8%

—————————————————————————————————

He quickly looked to his side and saw the others running towards him, and with a flick of a wrist sent the troll hurtling into them, knocking two to the ground.

Aiden’s arm retracted back to its normal length.

He got to his feet, spreading them slightly to give him more balance, and held his shield aloft, ready for another attack.

Two claps echoed around the arena and the gate opened. Tyrene and the man appeared and walked forward.

“OK, I have seen enough,” said Tyrene. She walked slowly across to Aiden. The warriors moved to the side as she passed them. She sighed. “So, you’re a warlock who doesn’t know how to be a warlock…we have a long path ahead of us.”

“You’re going to teach me?”

She stepped aside, looking back at the older man who nodded. “Not me, Ortair is.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Aiden stepped out into the main street. As he walked forward, women grabbed their children and brought them close to them, while others gripped their swords more tightly. The background noise fell to a low hum.

Flori held his arm. “The only warlocks they have known are the ones that drove them here,” she whispered.

“I know.” He tried not to meet their eyes. Even though he thought of the Cheleron as villainous scum, it was still humans on the other end of the T-Link, people like him. People from his planet.

As they continued, they passed a stall with rows of a species of bird, bare-skinned and hanging upside down as well as other meats, alongside it someone was selling wooden bowls, beakers, and even small toys. Soon they were passing a blacksmith’s. Clangs and sizzling noises rang out from orange glows just visible inside, then they walked down a small alleyway to a house with a large multi-paneled window displaying a number of leather items, including clothing.

Flori excitedly grinned from ear to ear, then pulled him inside.

The shop was not large and was lit by a number of candles. What looked like animal hides cut into garments of various sizes were hanging from the walls, and there were large open chests with plate and chain mail armor.

“Ortair said this is where I can get Egown’s coat mended,” said Aiden.

Flori smiled and placed her hand on his. “It’s your coat now.”

He nodded.

She then picked up a chain mail top and held it up to herself, fluttering her eyelashes. “Do you find me fetching…”

“Err…”

A noise came from behind. They both turned, and Aiden jumped back slightly for a creature not dissimilar to the one that moved as a blur in the arena, stood in front of him.

“A warlock in my shop. This is most unexpected. My name is Olen.” The creature spoke in a tone that was neither high nor low, giving Aiden no idea whether they were male or female.

“He needs his coat mended, and I think I’ll take this chainmail top,” said Flori. “Actually, do you have the same thing but in a child's size?”

The sleek-looking individual had a sharp chin and high cheekbones, and Aiden noticed its skin was covered in fur, but he thought that without his increased eyesight capabilities he wouldn’t have noticed.

“For a friend of the warlock, we do indeed have that item in a smaller size. Please make yourself comfortable—” it pointed at two small wooden stools, “—and I will make the necessary amendments.” It then held out its hand towards Aiden, who took his coat off. The creature looked momentarily shocked at Aiden’s metallic appearance beneath his armor, then smiled and took the coat. “This will take about one hour, you can come back later if you wish or stay here, your choice.” They then left.

Aiden looked down at the metal plates that covered most of him, and his robotic frame underneath that was still partially visible. He then glanced at Flori who was still enamored with the garments around her.

How much power would it take to make me fully human, at least just in appearance, like my head?

“Most of it. You would lose a great deal of your strength and your other abilities for a few hours if you did that. Shall I proceed?” said Zeus.

“Yes…”

Flori looked back at him. “Did you say som...”

Aiden took his gloves off and watched as muscles and human-like skin started to form over his metallic fingers. He could feel the same happening across the rest of his avatar. Within a short time, he looked as human as any of the other humans in the village under his armor.

Flori looked at him mouth open. “You…”

He smiled. “Look human?”

She suddenly looked worried. “You didn’t have to do this, I accepted you for how you looked.”

“Maybe it will help with the townspeople.”

She smiled. “OK.”

During the next hour, they talked and even occasionally laughed. She told him stories of Egown and he told her stories of his youth, except translated into her world. When Olen, who Flori told him was male, reappeared it felt like he had just left.

“I see you have changed your appearance somewhat. I hope you are the same measurements! Please stand,” said Olen.

Aiden did and slid into the coat. The tears the creature’s counterpart had made across it in the arena where nowhere to be seen and he was sure it fitted better. He nodded and smiled. “Perfect.”

Olen smiled. “Good! And now for the lady.” He handed Flori her chain mail top, which she quickly slid over her head, placing her arms through the holes at the sides.

“Looking good,” said Aiden.

Olen handed them the smaller version as well.

After paying, they were back out in the alley. Aiden looked up at the cavern’s ceiling, seemingly a mile above his head. It twinkled and glowed like a night sky with nebula and stars. He remembered the strange veins of blue which ran through so many of the stones around the village and booted him from the game.

“The weird blue glowing stones, what are they?” he said to Flori.

“That’s Distellia,” she answered, looking at the window of another nearby shop.

“What? I’ve seen Distellia, and it doesn’t glow like that, we stole bags of it from Ashki.”

“What we stole has been put through an intense heat of a furnace, which burns off its blue color, and you are just left with a hard metal which we use for currency in the realm. But in its purest form it looks like what you see in the rocks around us.”

He wondered if she knew about the effect the pure version of Distellia had on warlocks. He presumed not.

The walk back to the keep was pleasanter than the outward journey. This time people let their children actually cross his path, and the others did a better job of pretending they weren’t aware of him passing by.

Soon, they were inside the fortress hewn from the mountain itself and ascending one of its many winding staircases to its main hall. When they entered Tyrene, Ortair, Gernan, and some others were standing around a large table, situated not far from an enormous fireplace which contained a roaring fire. Most of them were arguing and pointing towards a large scroll on the table, together with small wooden pieces on top of it. From what Aiden could see one of them was a troll and another a creature similar to Olen.

Tyrene looked up on seeing Aiden and Flori enter and walked across to them. “Good to see you got your coat fixed, but I think you went too early.”

They both looked at her questioningly.

“It looks like Ashki, and some of the other overlords have discovered your location, Aiden.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re coming.”

“How do they even know I’m here?”

Tyrene turned and started to walk back to the others. Aiden and Flori followed. “They have spies—” she sighed, “—even inside the mountain.”

Aiden looked at the table, and realized the scroll was a large map. Drawn on it was most of the region, including the areas they had travelled through. Small wood pieces indicated the different castles belonging to the overlords, and some of their other encampments. There were also others, painted red, which were detached from the others. He presumed they were the overlords’ forces on the move.

He overlaid his own topological map over theirs via his HUD, it matched almost exactly.

A stout man, with a large black beard, and rosy cheeks looked around the small group, then at Tyrene. “They won’t dare to try to enter Slayborn, even with the numbers they have!”

“Don’t forget there will be at least two Chelerons,” said a slim woman with light brown hair. A bow with a quiver and arrows hung across her back.

“As Solin said, the warlocks won’t risk entering the mountain because of the Distellia. They never have, and I don’t think they will start now, not even to capture Aiden.”

“We will be the first to greet them!” said the troll.

As Aiden watched the leadership of the Arch discuss how best to defend the village and what the overlords might do, he felt a weight descend upon him. Not only were humans from earth causing all of this, but these people, of this planet were actually going to be put in harm’s way because of him.

“I will leave,” he said. Those around the table stopped and looked at him.

Tyrene frowned. “You will not! Ortair hasn’t just started training you, for you to leave us now!”

Some of the others around the table looked rueful, which Tyrene noticed. “For the first time, one of theirs, a warlock, wants to fight for us. That changes everything.”

Aiden wanted to disconnect from the game. Panic threatened to overwhelm him, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that the bunker was the game world, and currently, standing with these brave men and women, he was part of a reality much more important.

“He doesn’t even know how to be a warlock! Tyra, Puron, and Froteen almost killed him and they weren’t even trying!” said Gernan.

“He’s still potentially as powerful as they are,” said Tyrene.

Yeah, potentially…

His mind flicked back to the run-in with Ashki and how he just about got away with his avatar in one piece, he doubted he would get that lucky again. Then he remembered the dragon.

Shit.







*****

Aiden took a deep breath and looked at the sub-quest which he accepted not long before.

—————————————————————————————————

SUB-QUEST ACCEPTED. DEFEND SLAYBORN. DO NOT ALLOW RP TO BE DESTROYED OR TAKEN BY THE CHELERON. POSSIBLE 200000 XP.

—————————————————————————————————

Calling it a ‘sub’ quest didn’t seem to do it justice, but he agreed because it was what he was going to do anyway. So why not?

He looked out the tiny slit of a window carved from the rock. It was one of many at the end tunnels that ran from different heights in the cavern, all part of a dizzying network that was spread throughout the mountain. As he sat there, looking out onto the snow-covered pine forests of the valley far below, he wondered who constructed the tunnels. He was fairly sure it wasn’t the Arch as Ortair had told him they had only been inside the mountain since the early days of the reign of King Edrin, and the architecture looked thousands, not decades old.

All the able-bodied men and women had been given weapons and were at various posts throughout the tunnels, but their strongest defense was still the mountain itself and the fortified door which as far as he knew was the only way into Slayborn.

The children and the frail had been taken into the keep, together with a regiment of fighters to protect them if it came to it.

Aiden scanned the landscape. From this vantage point he could see into the mountain range he and the others had traversed, and even down upon the plateau. He could also see for many miles down the valley.

An echo of a voice emerged nearby. The sound came from a smoothly carved hole, which was the end point to a tiny circular pipe-like tunnel which ran throughout the caves and allowed for a simple form of communication between the defenders.

Aiden didn’t need to be near the hole to understand what was being said to him, and his attention focused on the far end of the valley, where the frozen lake had become a river.

Zoom in on that area in the far distance.

The snow-tipped trees enlarged in an instant, until he was able to see gaps in the forest then horses, spears, armor, and swords all belonging to soldiers. Lots of soldiers.

He took in a sharp intake of breath then zoomed the view out slightly.

There’s…thousands.

“Yes, this is clearly a large-scale attack on your current location,” said Zeus.

Aiden hadn’t counted them, but from what he had seen he guessed the Arch had maybe three to four hundred fighters. And himself.

Show me my stats.

—————————————————————————————————

RP STATS

POWER LEVEL (PL): 65%

POWER OUTPUT (PO): 13%

STRUCTURAL INTEGRITY (SI): 93%

CREATIVE EFFICIENCY (CE): 91%




PLAYER STATS

CREDITS (C): 555461

EXPERIENCE (XP): 741076

LUCK (L): 26




ENVIRONMENTAL SKILL LEVEL 8

AVATAR CREATION SKILL LEVEL 2

ALIEN CUSTOMS SKILL LEVEL 3




ABSORPTION LEVEL 2




CURRENT PLAY DURATION: 2 Hours 38 mins 21 seconds.

—————————————————————————————————

He shook his head.

Why did I use so much power to look human! How long until I’m back to full power?

“Without excessive activity, approximately one hour and twenty-four minutes,” said Zeus.

What if I absorb all of my human appearance, go back to looking like a robot?

“That will make little difference.”

He looked back at his stats on his HUD. He had no idea if they were good for a player at this stage in the game. He still didn’t even understand completely what his full capabilities were.

He looked down at his now gloved hands. “I might not be much of a fighter, but I can confuse them.”

“Yes, you have proved quite devious in your attempts to stay in the game,” said Zeus.

An image of the large winged beast that Ashki could seemingly become at will, forced its way into his mind.

I don’t suppose I can become a dragon?

“Not of the scale of overlord Ashki’s, no.”

But I can become a dragon?

Aiden’s heart rate increased.

“A very small one yes. But not at your current power levels.”

How small?

“Approximately two feet from head to tail, with limited fire-breathing abilities, when you are back to eighty percent power.”

Why didn’t you tell me this before?

“It is not my job, Aiden Forlan, to play the game for you!”

He wasn’t sure a two-foot-long dragon was going to be much help, but it was good to know he had the option.

The sound of footsteps came from the start of his tunnel, and a number of fighters ran past.

“What’s going on?” he shouted to them.

“Dragon!”

Of course it is.

He followed the fighters along the winding tunnel, and then along the path which allowed a view down onto the village in the cavern. Constantly descending until it became steps which ended at the main entrance. The huge door was already slightly open. Fighters were running in and out of the gap.

Aiden spotted Tyrene who shook her head at him as he approached.

“You’re meant to stay back until we need you!” said Tyrene.

“There’s a dragon coming!”

She smiled. “I know what’s coming, Aiden, we will hold it off.” She put her hand up stopping Aiden from moving any further forward. “They are here for you, Aiden. You stay on this side of the door!”

He frowned, then reluctantly nodded.

She then ran outside, and the trolls heaved together in unison, pushing the giant door closed.

He looked back at the village. Its streets were empty.

This isn’t right, I need to help.

He had a quick look at his power level. It was now up to seventy-five percent. He started running back along the path, back to the tunnels when a roar echoed from beyond the gigantic wooden beams of the entrance. It was quickly followed by the sound of metal clashing, and shouts.

He quickened his pace and made it back to the thin window and looked out. He could now clearly see the columns of troops near the frozen lake.

He leaned back, and let his coat fall to the ground.

Shrink me and fly mode.

He immediately downscaled in size until he was just a few inches tall, and floated level with the gap to the outside world. He surged forward through the window and looked down at the valley seemingly thousands of feet below him. He spun around to see the side of the mountain, as flickers of snowflakes as big as he was, drifted past him on their downward journey.

A furious battle was taking place on the path to the portcullis. Explosions of fire emanated from a huge dragon who was teetering on the edge of the path, using its wings to stay on it. Between each burst of heat, arrows rained down on the scaly beast, but even from the distance Aiden was, he could see them bouncing off the side of it.

Is that Ashki?

He had no idea, maybe it was another overlord.

The dragon stepped forward, smashing its huge spiked wing into the metal bars of the portcullis which started to wilt and buckle.

It’ll hold, it has too.

He looked back down to the lake. The legions of soldiers on their horses were crossing its icy surface. An idea suddenly flashed into his mind.

He dived down to the ground, the trees rushing up towards him, then quickly slowed and landed on the mountain-side of the lake. He looked out at the impressively dressed soldiers in heavy armor, swords, and shields at their side sauntering across the ice. The first group were only tens of yards away from him.

I need to get hot.

“What?” said Zeus.

My entire avatar, hot enough to instantly melt ice. Quickly!

Aiden looked down as his human-like limbs transformed back to their robotic state, and then started to turn orange, then intensely yellow.

A soldier shouted and pointed in his direction.

Fly mode!

Aiden hovered above the snow-covered bank, then flew forward and slammed into the top layer of ice instantly turning it into a puddle. He looked down at the rippling dark-blue water below, and the walls of ice around him, then surged forward, flying into the ice barrier, smashing, and melting it, moving in an arc around the bank.

The soldier at the head of the column raised his hand, and the few hundred soldiers already on the lake stopped. He leaned forward, trying to see better the thin blue line that was forming around the edge, when he heard a loud crack.

An explosion of blue and white particles came and went in front of Aiden’s eyes, as he smashed through the constant wall of ice in front of him, pushing himself to fly faster and faster.

—————————————————————————————————

PO + 60%

PL - 24%

SI - 12%

—————————————————————————————————

Then he heard them, the thunderous booms of horses galloping.

Must…go…faster...

The ice in front of him suddenly gave way, plunging him into the icy water. He looked up towards the light and burst free of the pieces of ice which were coming apart all over the lake. Horses started collapsing into the turbulent waters taking their heavy passengers with them.

A deafening sound of crunching and crashing filled the air as Aiden watched one after another of the would-be attackers of Slayborn disappear, being swallowed by the disintegrating ice. On the far side of the lake the rest of the soldiers were pushing their horses as hard as they could to make it to the safety of the opposite bank. He went to fly in their direction, when a roar made him twist his head upwards towards the mountain.

There was more movement near the path, something else was up there, something large. He zoomed in.

Another dragon?

He tried to not let the terrifying sight drain him of any more energy, and flew upwards, ascending as fast as he could towards the creatures battling against those defending the towers and the first entrance to Slayborn.

Warning messages flashed on his screen, which he ignored.

Just as he became level with the beasts, the metal bars of the portcullis which were glowing from the heat of flames, collapsed and fell inwards. The first dragon surged forward pushing the useless barrier to one side, then pulled its wings in to fit under the arch. Flashes of light from inside the entrance cavern were quickly proceeded by people screaming, some trying to escape outside, but then being swiped off the path to their deaths by the second huge beast.

Without giving it any thought, Aiden flew forward, up to the path and then swooped inside the first cavern. Immediately he had to fly higher to avoid the dragons huge tail as it swiped through the air, crashing into the rock walls. Splinters of stones and boulders cascaded to the ground.

The dragon had made short work of the first defenders and was now blasting the main door to the village with an inferno of flame.

That’s not going to hold, but what can I—

He realized he was hovering high above the turmoil below and not that far from the Distellia which was glowing, just yards above his head. At first, he wondered how he was going to manipulate the strange substance for it to be of any use to him, then the dragon slammed into the wooden door causing it to shudder. Small pieces of dust fell from the cavern’s ceiling.

The other dragon moved under the arch and swung its head over the bodies lying scattered all around. It then begun to shrink and became a man, Ashki.

“Justin, what is taking all this time? It is just a door made of wood!”

Justin? Is that the other player’s name?

The dragon stopped its assault and turned to the small man behind him. “If it’s so easy, you try breaking it down!”

Did that dragon just talk?

“When an RP changes form, it rarely stops it from being able to communicate,” said Zeus.

The dragon resumed battering the only barrier between it and the other fighters of the Arch.

More dust fell from the ceiling. A speck of which fell on Aiden. His HUD started to glitch.

What’s going on?

“A tiny fragment of Distellia landed on you and caused a momentary issue with your connection to your avatar, but the issue has been resolved.”

Aiden looked up at the glowing rocks, then down at the pieces of the portcullis lying far below. He dived down and landed on some, which were still hot.

I need to lift a piece of this, can I do that?

“You will have to resume your normal size. Doing so will make you visible to the overlords.”

They’re going to notice a fifteen-foot-long flying piece of iron anyway. Let’s do this.

Within a few seconds, he was back to his previous height. He grabbed the large iron bar and instantly rose back into the air, carrying it higher and higher.

Ashki looked at the huge dragon in front of him and smiled. “Yes! The wood is splitting, just a few more hits and we will be through. Then we can f—” He stopped as if a thought had just occurred to him and turned around.

Aiden soared towards the cavern’s ceiling.

Ashki looked upwards. “What?” He began to stagger backwards. “He’s—” Before the overlord could finish, Aiden smashed the bar into the rock face above their heads, causing a barrage of rock to fall.

The dragon turned, looked up, then tried to move out of the way but the glowing rocks scattered all over its scales. It instantly slumped to the ground.

Ashki ran for the way he came in, avoiding the first rock fall. Aiden desperately flew above him, and smashed the iron beam again into the ceiling, more rock fell, but again it missed the overlord who leapt free and was now standing outside, looking back into the cavern. He brushed off some dust from his long black robe and looked up sneering at Aiden.

I think I may have a problem.

“I agree. Now might be a good time to try to escape,” said Zeus.

As Aiden hovered, looking down, the overlord’s form started to change. His human shape compacting, while other parts of him expanded to form a kind of shell.

Aiden flew down to the large door, which now had pronounced cracks allowing the other side to be seen, landing in front of the lifeless dragon. Still holding the iron bar, and avoiding the Distellia which laid around him, he turned, then shuddered at what the overlord had become.

What is—

A stream of neon poured from gun ports on what appeared to Aiden as a small sky ship of some kind.

The projectiles smashed into the wood behind him, while some ricocheted off nearby rocks. Aiden ducked, while trying to use the iron bar as a shield, but it was too late and some of the molten bullets tore into him.

—————————————————————————————————

SI - 45%

—————————————————————————————————

He tried to take to the air, but messages informed him he had insufficient power to do so, so instead he dived for cover behind nearby rocks.

The craft the overlord had become, hummed, and he could hear it moving nearer.

“We prefer to use forms and methods these lower humanoids would appreciate, more in keeping with their backwards culture, but sometimes you just have to use good old-fashioned human killing machines,” said the overlord.

Aiden scanned the nearby rocks for any Distellia but there was none, and the fallen bits were too far. The humming grew in intensity, as if the overlord was just yards away.

And then it appeared, hovering, its two guns pointing directly at Aiden. It was not like any sky ship he had seen before, this looked more advanced.

“Some of my group wanted to try to befriend you, perhaps you could even be convinced to give up on the Arch, and help us track down the other terrorists, but myself and Edrin thought it better we send a message, to stay away from this planet. The Distellia will be completely—”

Aiden waited for his avatar to be destroyed and for him to be kicked from the game, forever.

Some sparks flew from the craft, then it crashed to the ground.

Aiden slowly stood, then walked forward waiting for the RP on the ground to spring back to life and kill him. He then noticed the large wooden spear emerging from the back of the craft, and as he walked further around, the blue glowing tip which was plunged into it.

Cheers erupted from a hundred yards away, just outside of where the portcullis used to be.

Tyrene was being patted on the shoulder, by the fighters around her.

Aiden looked at the huge body of the pretend dragon and the small sky craft of Ashki and smiled.

“Backwards people my ass.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




Aiden stood with what seemed the entire village of Slayborn around him in the grand hall inside the keep.

Tyrene jumped up on top of a table to be seen by the crowd, which then hushed.

“Today the overlords tried once again to enter this village of ours and failed!”

“Yeah!” came from the crowd.

She continued. “There were, however, losses. Thirty-eight brave fighters gave their lives so all of us could continue to live here, free from tyranny. So, I want us all to take a few moments to remember them.” She crossed her hands, fingers extended and palms down across her chest. Everyone else did the same and the large chamber fell silent.

After a short while she continued. “This morning there were nine overlords including the king, and now on this triumphant night, there are seven!” Cheers rang out. “We have Ashki and Vron, or at least what they turned into, and they will never be hurting anyone again!” The chamber erupted. “The others will no doubt be coming. So tonight feast, fill your stomachs and your souls, for tomorrow we need to rebuild our defenses…There is one last thing I need to say. Part of why we won the day, was because of a warlock. But not a Cheleron. He fought with us, and stopped the soldiers from crossing the frozen lake, and brought down the mighty dragon—”

Everyone turned and looked at Aiden, who wasn’t sure how to handle the attention. Most were smiling and nodding.

“—Aiden is one of us now. He is a member of the Arch.”

They turned to him and repeated the same cross hand salute. Ripples of “Arch, Arch, Arch” echoed around the chamber, then quietened down.

Tyrene smiled. “Now eat!”

Everyone filtered away, walking to the array of food that had been prepared and was stacked on long tables.

Aiden noticed Gernan walking towards him.

Hell…

He went to walk away.

“Aiden?”

He turned back. “Yes?”

Gernan stood close, then put his hand on Aiden’s shoulder. “I was wrong about you. I hope we can fight together in battle.”

“Yeah…that’d be great.”

Gernan smiled, then walked away.

Aiden sat and watched the villagers laugh and rejoice. After an hour people were full, and musicians strummed and blew into instruments.

He spotted the bandits in the far corner of the hall. Gorf was sleeping, while Kylor was involved in some form of drinking game.

Closer to him, Flori danced with her little sister.

She beckoned. “Come on! Join us!”

He smiled awkwardly, dancing was something he never learned to do, and never wanted to, but then they had just defeated two overlords and legions of their soldiers. He slowly got to his feet, walked over to them, and started to move his arms and legs in a fashion vaguely similar to those around him.

“Perhaps there is something wrong with the T-link, you do not seem to be very coordinated,” said Zeus.

I’ve never danced before!

They danced around each other laughing, and for the first time, Aiden completely forgot he was in the game.

After what seemed minutes, but was much longer, he realized that most around had left or were sleeping.

Flori held a sleepy Syno in her arms. “Think it’s time to sleep for all of us.”

Aiden smiled, and before he could say anything else Flori kissed him briefly on the lips. She then turned and disappeared through one of the nearby doors.

“I think she likes you. It’s a shame you are just a machine,” said Zeus.

I know…

He went to walk away to his own quarters when he felt a presence behind him.

“Aiden?”

Turning around he saw Tyrene.

“Walk with me.”

She led him out of the chamber, up a staircase and into another room, where she produced a small key and opened the door to another staircase, but this one was much narrower.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll soon see.”

She took a burning torch from the wall and locked the door behind them. They then ascended higher and higher, until the staircase became one with the rock walls around it, and they appeared to be climbing steps carved from the mountain itself.

After ten minutes of constant climbing upwards, Aiden stopped and looked back the way he came, which disappeared back down into darkness. “How much further?”

“Not much.”

Onwards they progressed, until just when Aiden thought it would never end, they came to a small arched door, which seemed frozen in place. She waved the torch across it and slowly the ice melted away. She then heated another key, slid it into the lock, and turned. Handing the torch to Aiden, she grabbed the substantial handle with both hands, and with a little effort pulled the door towards her.

A gale hit them both instantly distinguishing the torch, and a pale cold light filled the tunnel.

They both walked out onto the snow, and the night sky above them.

Aiden wasn’t sure where he was, but it was obvious they were at a great altitude. “Where are we?”

He looked up at an intensely bright moon, lighting a small area around him. They were standing on a ledge, surrounded by cliffs.

“We are at the top of Mount Krin, look—” She pointed outwards.

Aiden walked forward, and his mouth fell open. The whole of the realm was laid out in front of him, lit by the ethereal lunar light. In the far distance, hardly visible was some specks of light.

“That’s the capital, Afel.”

“Doesn’t seem that far,” said Aiden.

“Unfortunately, it’s not if you’re flying!”

His foot hit something partially covered by snow, making him look down. It looked like ropes.

“This is where myself and the others climbed down.”

Aiden had already been aware that Tyrene and some other fighters climbed down the mountain to flank the overlords, but he had no idea this was from where they started.

She smiled at him. “I’m glad you ignored my advice and decided to jump into the fight.”

“I’m glad too.”

“This, unfortunately, is the only other way out of Slayborn, it’s that way on purpose for the safety of the village, but we are working on another secret route.” She then looked at him more directly. “I know you are from another world, and that you are not really here…”

Aiden blinked, not knowing how to react. “I…”

She briefly raised her hand. “Do not be alarmed. I am the eighth leader of the Arch, and this is something we all learn when we take on the role.”

“You know about earth?”

She nodded. “I do. Yours is a world beyond the stars, so far from here that we cannot even see your star with our own eyes.”

Aiden suddenly felt guilt weigh upon him. “I am sorry for what we have done to your people, to this planet.”

“You are the first of your kind that has helped us, and that tells me that not all of you have evil in your hearts.”

“So…you know that what you see in front of you is a machine? That I am actually on that other planet right now?”

“We do not have any concept of ‘machine,’ to us it is all ‘magic,’ and that is how I think it is best the people of my world think of you and what your kind can do. It is your soul that travels to my world, but your body is elsewhere.”

It was as good an explanation that Aiden had heard for the game, and how they travelled across the galaxy.

“I also know that your kind cannot stay in your vessels forever, that you have to return to your own realm for rest.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I actually have to do that more than the others…” He wondered just how much of his situation he should be truthful about. For now, it seemed she knew enough. “I should return to my world soon.” He looked back out at the beautiful landscape shrouded in shadows with the occasional cluster of lights, and wished it was the eyes he was born with that were seeing it. He turned to Tyrene. “So, what’s next?”

“First we build our defenses here back up. Then, with the coin you brought with you when you first arrived, we start to take the fight to them.”







*****

Aiden opened his eyes to the medical room, being more aware than usual of the sterile colors of the walls and ceiling. He looked at the medical machine’s display. Its neon graphics pulsed as they always did. Disconnecting the needle, he sat up, and while the room spun independent of his head, he tried once again to contact Cypher but got the same result.

After the dizziness had passed he got to his feet. He was tired but had a strange sensation of being older. Perhaps you really do change when you get to eighteen, he thought.

He wondered what the others had been up to, considering he did not get a chance to talk to them last time he was back.

He walked into the hallway, and then into the main room. Everything was as before.

HUD on

He searched the screen in his vision until he found what he was looking for. It said it was 2pm.

Hmmm…it’s kind of quiet. Maybe they are all watching something.

He walked along the corridor, past the offices and pushed the history room door open.

The screens were black and the room empty. The hairs on the back of his neck started to stiffen.

Turning, he moved quickly back and then through the main room into the long corridor with the bedrooms.

“Grandma? Gail?” he said, not wanting to shout in case they were all sleeping for some reason.

No response came.

He ran to what he knew was his grandmother’s room and knocked on the metal door. Only silence replied.

“Grandma? Are you awake?” He looked briefly along the corridor expecting some of the other doors to suddenly open, but they remained shut.

He pulled down the handle and walked into Sarah’s room. It was empty. He was now beginning to sweat.

Quickly, he turned, and without bothering to knock or yell, he started opening all the other bedroom doors.

After a few minutes he had checked them all and found no one.

He ran back to the main hall and continued to the dining area, then the kitchen, next the cells, and finally the rooms which housed all the machinery which kept the place alive.

All were empty.

He was alone. His dizziness threatened to return, forcing him to lean back against one of the large pipes.

Where are they! He shouted in his mind, then remembered there was no AI guiding his way outside of the game.

He walked back to the main room, his legs feeling heavier with each step. Standing in the large chamber, there were just two doors left that he had not checked. The way they came in weeks before, and the way Ted and the others left. He decided to check the latter first. He went to spin the large wheel to open the door but found it would not turn anymore. The door was already open. He placed his clammy hand on it and pushed. It swung open and he fell to the side, grabbing hold of the doorframe. A long smear of blood stretched from a few feet in front of him, all along the corridor and then up the metal stairs.

He felt sick. Slowly, he walked forward being careful not to walk on the dark stains and stopped at the bottom of the staircase that ascended to the surface. He put his foot on the first step then stopped. A strange pattern of red marks stood out to him. He knelt and looked closer at the words that had been scratched on the wall.

“Cypher.”
















The End.
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