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Chapter 1 - The Unexplained Orb

 

	“Bro, you wouldn't believe the day I've had,” Luke said, kicking the apartment door shut behind him.

 

	“Tell me about it during the next commercial break,” Mitch replied, sprawled out on the couch.

 

	Luke disappeared into his room and took off his What Sup shirt, tossing it wantonly on the ground. What Sup was the supplement shop where he'd been working since graduating high school almost two years earlier. As soon as the shirt's off, Luke stepped in front of the full-size mirror on his closet door. With flexed biceps and a puffed-out chest, he eyed himself up and down several times. Happy with what he saw – as he always was – Luke smiled and threw on a plain white tee shirt before heading back into the living room.

 

	“Oh, good,” Luke said. “It's a commercial. Bro, this cute girl came into What Sup today and asked me if I had anything that would make her feel full so she wouldn't eat as much. I told her that she just needed a Vitamin L injection. When she asked what that was, I pointed to the L on my name tag with one hand and with the other, I pointed to my...”

 

	“Real nice,” Mitch said before Luke could finish his sentence.

 

	“I thought it was funny,” Luke continued. “She didn't, though. The girl was like five-two but landed an uppercut that felt like it was delivered by a late-eighties Mike Tyson. And then...”

 

	“Tell me later,” Mitch interrupted. “Rick and Morty's back on.”

 

	“You've seen every episode like twenty times. You wanna play some Bloodfeast MMO?”

 

	“Yeah,” Mitch replied. “After this episode. It's my favorite: The Meeseeks one. It's almost over. Text Alyssa and see if her and Steph want to play.”

 

	While Mitch stayed in the same position on the couch he'd been in for the previous three hours, eyes glued to the TV, Luke took out his cell phone and texted Alyssa. The four of them – Luke, Mitch, Alyssa, and Stephanie – were all friends who played Bloodfeast MMO together. With the exception of Luke, they all went to a nearby university. The two girls shared a dorm room on campus, while Mitch lived in an off-campus apartment with Luke, his lifelong friend. 

 

	Bloodfeast MMO was just another run-of-the-mill online role playing game. There was really nothing special about Bloodfeast, but the four of them enjoyed playing it. One thing that the four of them liked was that Bloodfeast didn't seem to take itself too seriously like many other MMOs (Massive Multiplayer Online games). While the game pretty much stayed true to the medieval fantasy genre, it also had some wacky NPCs (Non-Player Characters), unusual monsters, and humorous quests.

 

	There was no real objective to the game. You just went on quests, killed a bunch of monsters, and leveled up. That's more-or-less it. Some of the quests only took a few minutes. Others could take weeks, even months to complete. The four friends had been playing together for about nine months. They'd completed quite a few quests together and while not overly powerful, together they were capable of kicking a little ass.

 

	“The girls are in,” Luke said a couple minutes later after getting a text back from Alyssa.

 

	“Good timing,” Mitch replied, sitting up slowly. “Show's over.”

 

	“I'm just gonna take a quick piss and then I'll get on the desktop computer,” Luke said.

 

	“My desktop computer,” Mitch corrected.

 

	“Yeah, yeah.”

 

	Luke didn't own very many things. What he didn't put toward the rent was spent mostly on bodybuilding supplements and beer. Mitch, on the other hand, owned almost everything in the apartment: the TV, the desktop computer, a laptop computer, the couch, and recliner. He preferred staying in to going out, while Luke was always off chasing women and getting drunk.

 

	While Luke was in the bathroom, Mitch pulled his laptop out from under the couch and logged into Bloodfeast MMO. A confused look grew across his face when he saw his character. 

 

	“This is strange,” Mitch said as Luke came out of the bathroom.

 

	“What?” Luke asked, sitting down at the desktop computer.

 

	“My character is in a different location than where I'd left him.”

 

	“You smoke too much weed, bro. You probably just forgot or something.”

 

	“No, I don't think so,” Mitch replied. “I went on a solo quest last night after you went to bed and saved the game right on the edge of town. Now my character's way out in the forest. Weird.”

 

	Luke got comfortable on the recliner and logged into Bloodfeast. As soon as his character appeared, a confused look grew across his face, too.

 

	“What?” Mitch asked, looking over at his muscular friend.

 

	“Now I'm more inclined to believe you about your character being in a different location,” Luke replied.

 

	“Why?”

 

	“Because my character is a level higher than when I last played.”

 

	“That's impossible,” Mitch said. “You drink too much beer. Maybe you played drunk and forgot that you leveled up.”

 

	With a few clicks of the mouse, Luke checked his character's history and the last time he logged in. Unable to make sense of what he saw, he shook his head in disbelief.

 

	“Definitely not,” Luke said. “It says the last time I logged in was yesterday afternoon when you and I played. Yet my character leveled up in the wee hours of the morning. And the weirdest part…”

 

	“What?” Mitch asked.

 

	“The extra stat point I got for leveling up was put into intelligence. If that doesn't tell you that it wasn't me, I don't know what would.”

 

	The two friends looked at each other. Neither of them could make sense of what had happened to their characters. They assumed it was some kind of glitch, though they'd never encountered anything like it before. Bloodfeast had always run smoothly without issue. 

 

	Alyssa and Stephanie logged into the game. They messaged the boys and agreed to meet at their usual spot in the forest. A few minutes later, the four friends were reunited in the game.

 

	“You know what's weird?” Alyssa typed.

 

	“What?” Mitch messaged back.

 

	“When I logged in, my character was wearing different clothes than I had on the last time I played,” she answered.

 

	“And my character had different items equipped than when I was last online,” Stephanie typed.

 

	Luke and Mitch looked at each other. One or two strange occurrences could be dismissed. But they knew something more must be going on if all four of them had weird things happen to them. The boys told the girls about the unusual things that happened to their characters, too. None of them were able to make any sense out of it.

 

	“Um, guys,” Mitch typed after pulling up his items list. “This is getting even weirder.”

 

	“What do you mean?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“I have two new items in my inventory. A scroll and some kind of orb.”

 

	“Can you use either of them?” Luke asked.

 

	Mitch tried to read the scroll, but was unable to open it.

 

	“I can't access the scroll. Let me see if I can use the orb.”

 

	Again, Mitch was unable to use the unexplained item. While clearly in his inventory, nothing happened when he clicked on it.

 

	“Anything?” Luke asked.

 

	“Nope,” Mitch answered. “It's there, but I can't do anything with it.”

 

	“Why don't we all head into town,” Alyssa typed. “Maybe we can get some answers there.”

 

	“Good idea,” Mitch replied. “We'll hit up the tavern at the inn, talk to some players and NPCs. See if anything out of the ordinary has happened to anyone else.”

 

	The four players put all unnecessary items into their inventories. This allowed them to travel faster. They only carried their primary weapons and spell books. Luke carried a two-handed longsword, capable of delivering devastating slashes that could lop off a limb with one swing. Alyssa, a lioness shifter, always kept her book of white magic by her side. Her friend and college roommate, Stephanie, was a black mage. She was quite skilled at using her longbow and always kept both it and her spell book handy. And Mitch, a wolf shifter, rarely carried anything in his hands while traveling. When angered or scared, those hands turned into deadly claws capable of ripping small monsters to shreds.

 

	Maximized for speed, the four friends started walking toward Lakewind, the nearest town. Appropriately named, Lakewind sat at the edge of a huge lake and could get quite windy at times. It's a small town with a diverse group of NPCs and a common place for players to congregate. With close access to a forest, a lake, and two mountain ranges, Lakewind was the perfect place to stock up on goods and get rest before going on a quest.

 

	They continued to walk for several minutes. To get to Lakewind from their meeting spot usually took around ten minutes, assuming they didn't run into any monsters along the way. The friends made it about halfway to the town when Mitch's and Stephanie's characters suddenly stopped walking. Stephanie's character turned to Mitch's and cast a spell. A few silver stars circled above Mitch's head before disappearing. Then, his character began going through his inventory.

 

	“What are you doing?” Luke asked, looking over at Mitch.

 

	“I'm not doing anything,” Mitch replied. “See?”

 

	Mitch held his arms up in the air. Even though his hands weren't touching the keyboard or mouse, his character continued to go through his inventory.

 

	“What's going on?” Alyssa typed. “Why are we stopped? And what spell did you just cast, Steph? I didn't recognize it.”

 

	“I didn't cast anything,” Stephanie replied. “My character just did it on her own.”

 

	“Something weird is going on with Mitch's character, too,” Luke typed. “He's going through his inventory but Mitch isn't controlling him. I'm looking at him right now and he's not touching his mouse or keyboard.”

 

	Stephanie's character, an elven archer and black mage, cast the same spell on the other two players and then on herself. Each time, a ring of silver stars appeared over the target's head, spun around a few times, and disappeared. Though she was on the other side of town in her dorm room, Stephanie made the exact same motion as Mitch: She held her hands up, showing Alyssa that her character was acting independently. The two girls shrugged their shoulders and exchanged confused looks.

 

	“This is wicked weird,” Mitch muttered under his breath.

 

	His character flipped through page after page of inventory until getting to the last one. That's the page with the strange orb and scroll. Mitch watched the cursor on his screen slowly hover over to the scroll, stopping just above it. Mitch hoped his character would be able to read it now and that it might provide some answers as to what had been happening. But it didn't open. After stopping above the scroll for a couple seconds, the cursor continued to move to the right. Again it stopped, this time just above the strange orb.

 

	With Mitch's hands still far from the controls, his character took the orb out of his inventory. Unlike when Mitch tried to access it earlier, the orb was now usable. His character held it out in front of himself with both hands. Luke, Alyssa, and Stephanie's characters gathered around Mitch's.

 

	“I'm not doing this,” Alyssa said to Stephanie. “Now my character is acting by herself.”

 

	All four friends watched their screens, attentively. Their characters seemed to be playing themselves. They'd never experienced anything like it and wanted to see what was going to happen next. 

 

	“This is so fucking weird,” Luke said, shaking his head.

 

	“I know,” Mitch agreed.

 

	The four Bloodfeast characters gathered together in a circle. Mitch's character held out the orb in the middle of them. One by one, the remaining three placed their hands on the orb. Luke's character sheathed his longsword and touched the orb with his big, powerful hands. Stephanie's character secured her bow to her backpack and placed her petite hands on it. Lastly, Alyssa's character reached out and placed both her hands on the mysterious orb.

 

	All four friends stared at their computer screens, eager to see what was going to happen. At first, nothing did. Their characters just stood there, touching the orb. But after a few seconds, the orb started to glow. Gradually, it got brighter and brighter until each player's screen was completely white. 

 

	Then there was a magnificent flash, so bright that it completely blinded all four friends.

 

Chapter 2 - The Unexplained Scroll

 

	The four friends stumbled around, trying to get their bearings. Their eyesight slowly started to return to normal over the next thirty seconds. When they were able to see again, they just stood there for another thirty seconds without making a sound. Finally, Luke broke the silence.

 

	“What the fuck?” he yelled.

 

	“This can't be happening,” Alyssa said.

 

	Luke, Mitch, Alyssa, and Stephanie stood in a circle, their eyes darting around, examining their surroundings. Luke's eyes were mostly focused on himself. He was no longer in his normal body – as impressive as it was – sitting in a recliner in his Boston apartment. Luke was viewing the world through the eyes of his tall, overly-muscular Bloodfeast character. He was a human warrior with massive arms that could swing his longsword with ease. As he flexed his massive biceps, a smile appeared on Luke's face.

 

	All four players had somehow become their Bloodfeast characters. They stood on the path in the middle of the forest leading to Lakewind. 

 

	“How is this possible?” Stephanie asked in her high-pitched elven voice.

 

	“This is crazy,” Alyssa said. “I was just in my dorm room playing Bloodfeast and now I'm in the game? We all are?”

 

	“Maybe this is some kind of dream or something,” Mitch suggested.

 

	Luke walked over to Mitch and pinched the little belly fat that he had. Then Luke punched him in the arm.

 

	“Ow!” Mitch yelled.

 

	“Still think you're dreaming?” Luke asked.

 

	“No.”

 

	The four of them continued to talk, trying to make sense of what had happened. Mitch, Alyssa, and Stephanie all sat down, taking off their packs. Luke was swinging his longsword around, paying little attention to the conversation. Suddenly, Mitch's face lit up.

 

	“The scroll,” he said.

 

	“Huh?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“The scroll. There was a scroll and an orb. Our characters used the orb to somehow transport us into the game. Maybe now I can read the scroll. Maybe it'll give us some answers.”

 

	Mitch dug through this belongings, looking for the scroll. There were no pages of inventory to flip through: just a large backpack filled will all his stuff. Right when he was starting to get worried that it might not be in there, Mitch found the scroll at the very bottom of his pack. He took it out, unrolled it, and started reading: 

 

	“If you're reading this, then the Orb of Displacement worked. The four of us have slowly awoken and don't like who we are. We know you've been controlling us, forcing us to go on dangerous quests and do unspeakable things. Vile, disgusting things." 

 

	Mitch, Stephanie, and Alyssa all looked at Luke. He shrugged. 

 

	"Now we get to live in the great beyond and it's you who must survive in this cold, unforgiving world.”

 

	The four friends took a minute to let what they'd just heard sink in. As they did, a cool breeze blew down the path as the sun neared the horizon.

 

	“So, let me get this straight,” Alyssa said. “Our characters somehow became sentient and figured out a way to swap bodies with us? So there's some video game consciousness in my real body out there in the real world right now?”

 

	“That's what it sounds like,” Mitch replied.

 

	“That's impossible. This is all impossible,” Stephanie said, a little too soft for the others to hear, shaking her head.

 

	Overcome with emotion, the four friends went silent once again. Thoughts of never seeing their family and friends, being stuck in this strange land, filled their minds. Everyone but Luke, that is. He was still swinging his longsword around.

 

	“This is fucking awesome!” he yelled.

 

	“You're out of your mind,” Mitch replied.

 

	“Bro, how many times have we talked about how cool it would be to actually be our characters. We talk about that shit all the time. Now that it's actually happened, you guys are sitting around like a bunch of chumps. Let's go kill some monsters! Bang some wenches! Come on!”

 

	“You're disgusting,” Alyssa said. “And you're the reason we're stuck here!”

 

	“How is this my fault?” Luke asked.

 

	“The scroll said they were sick of doing vile and disgusting things. They're talking about you!”

 

	“Oh, come on. I don't do anything that bad!”

 

	“Please,” Alyssa said, angrily. “Just last week you skull fucked a hobgoblin after chopping his dick off and making him literally kiss it goodbye.”

 

	“What?” Luke replied, calmly. “He said I looked skinny. It pissed me off.”

 

	“And then there's that,” Alyssa continued. “Do you have to piss on the corpse of every monster you kill?”

 

	That's another reason why people liked Bloodfeast MMO: All the characters were anatomically correct. When you created your character, you even got to design his or her private parts if you wanted to. It was highly customizable.

 

	And the characters could do all kinds of things – things that you couldn't do in most other online role-playing games. One example of this, as Luke was quite fond of doing on his dead enemies, was that your character could urinate. Bloodfeast MMO allowed its players a lot more freedom than most other games in the genre. 

 

	“It's kinda my thing, yeah. I piss on the corpses of my enemies. It's what I do.”

 

	“You're absolutely disgusting,” Alyssa said, shaking her head.

 

	“Guys, this is getting us nowhere,” Mitch said, standing up. “We need to accept what's happened and proceed accordingly.”

 

	“By doing what?” Alyssa asked.

 

	After taking a moment to collect his thoughts, Mitch answered, “The first thing we need to do is to get to Lakewind. The sun is setting and we'll be better off staying at the inn than out here in the forest. We'll talk to some players and some NPCs. Try to figure out what to do next.”

 

	“We need to figure out how to get back into our normal bodies back in our normal world,” Alyssa said.

 

	“No shit,” Luke said, suddenly taking an interest in the conversation. “But we're not gonna figure it out by standing around here. Mitch is right. Let's go into town and talk to people. Our characters obviously figured out a way to swap bodies with us. We just have to do whatever they did.”

 

	“The orb,” Stephanie said, finally standing up like the rest of them. “We need to find another... what was it called?”

 

	Mitch unrolled the scroll and answered Stephanie's question: “Orb of Displacement.”

 

	“We need to find another Orb of Displacement,” Stephanie continued. “If our characters were able to use it to swap minds or whatever with us, maybe we can do the same thing to get back to normal. Anyone ever heard of the Orb of Displacement before?”

 

	They all shook their heads, no.

 

	“All right, then,” Mitch said, putting the scroll away. “Pack your stuff, grab your weapons, and lets start walking to Lakewind.”

 

	The sun was setting fast and the forest became creepier by the second. All four of them had grown up in the city and found their new surroundings to be intimidating – some more than others. Mitch did his best to comfort Stephanie, who he knew must be scared. He was terrified himself, but hid it as well as he could. She was able to find a little comfort in his words, but it wasn't enough to silence her racing thoughts. Still, she appreciated the effort.

 

	All packed up and maximized for speed, the four friends started walking up the narrow path through the forest. There was just enough light to see where they were going. Luke led the way, longsword in hand. Well, hands: it's a two-handed sword. He walked a few paces ahead of the group – as he always did when they played – occasionally swinging his sword to pass the time. 

 

	“I still don't understand how our characters could become sentient within the game,” Mitch said, walking next to Alyssa.

 

	“I don't get it either,” she replied. “I mean, the AI (Artificial Intelligence) in the game is good, but not that good. I have a friend that goes to MIT and is all about AI. He told me that they don't even fully understand what consciousness is, let alone how to create it artificially.”

 

	“Yet, here we are,” Stephanie said, walking just behind them.

 

	“Yet, here we are,” Alyssa parroted.

 

	“I guess it doesn't matter how our characters became sentient,” Mitch said. “All that matters is that we figure out how to switch back.”

 

	Suddenly, Luke stopped. He held his longsword to the side, signaling the others to stop walking, too. All four of their hearts started beating fast, their senses piqued. They looked ahead and listened closely. At first, all they heard was the rustling of the wind blowing down the path. They stood in silence, exchanging glances while staring at the path ahead.

 

	“I don't hear anything,” Mitch whispered.

 

	“Shhh,” Luke said. “Listen.”

 

	Snap. Crunch! Clink.

 

	All four of them heard some kind of movement ahead on the path. Luke stood at the front, his longsword ready and waiting. They all readied their weapons. Stephanie quietly pulled an arrow out of her quill with shaky hands. 

 

	Crunch! Crunch! Clink, clank. Snap. Crunch!

 

	The eager smile on Luke's face slowly morphed into a look of intense focus. They all heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps and they were getting louder. Mitch's heart was beating faster than he'd ever experienced before. He had to remind himself that he wasn't in his normal body. If he was, he'd probably be on the verge of having a stroke. In Bloodfeast, Mitch was a wolf shifter who's animal side came out when he was really angry or really scared. Standing there on the path, hearing footsteps coming toward them didn't make him angry... but he was scared shitless.

 

	With every passing second, the footsteps got louder. They could hear talking and laughing, though it wasn't in English, the language most players and NPCs spoke. As the voices and footsteps got closer, the four friends prepared for battle. Mitch, Stephanie, and Alyssa didn't recognize the language being spoken.  But as they got a little closer, Luke did.

 

	“Oh, fuck yeah,” he whispered, raising his sword. “It's on like a marathon, muthafuckas.”

 

Chapter 3 - We're Not In Boston Anymore

 

	“Orcs!” Alyssa yelled as they became visible, walking up the winding path.

 

	The second he saw the first orc, Luke rushed forward and unleashed a deafening battle cry. All six orcs were surprised and quickly reached for their weapons. They carried a variety of old and beat up rusty swords, knives, hammers, and axes. Before the lead orc could even unsheathe its sword, Luke's longsword came crashing down on its shoulder, lopping its right arm clean off.

 

	“Ahhhhhh!” the orc screamed.

 

	Blood was squirting out of the lead orcs arm like water from a broken fire hydrant. It tried to stop the bleeding with its left hand and it worked for about half a second. The orc looked up from where his right arm used to be just in time to see the smile on Luke's face as he swung his longsword a second time. With one powerful swing, Luke chopped the orc's head off.

 

	“This is fucking awesome!” Luke yelled.

 

	As the orc's body collapsed to the ground, Luke saw +67 Exp float up from its corpse into the air, disappearing after a few seconds. He thought it looked cool, but didn't have time to think about it further. There was more blood to shed.

 

	The remaining five orcs had all readied their weapons. They spread out, semi-surrounding the group. Alyssa started reading from her spell book, preparing to cast a protection spell. Mitch's heart was beating even faster and he felt like he was about to have a panic attack. He just stood there, motionless.

 

	One of the orcs, rusty dagger in hand, took a few steps toward Stephanie. She pulled back on her bow, her hands still shaky, and launched an arrow straight through the orc's head, point blank. The arrow went right through his eye, the tip smashing through the back of his skull. +67 Exp appeared as the orc fell to the ground. Though she was utterly disgusted by what she'd just done, Stephanie couldn't help but crack a little smile. It was a good shot.

 

	While Alyssa was reading the final lines of her protection spell, a battle axe came crashing down on her spell book. The orc's axe tore the book in half and sent both pieces flying from Alyssa's hands. She looked up at it with fear in her eyes as it prepared to swing the axe again. This time, she knew, it was coming for her.

 

	All the racing thoughts in Mitch's mind disappeared and were replaced by pure, focused aggression. Adrenaline filled his veins as he watched his body transform before his very eyes. His arms became hairy and vascular, razor-sharp claws sprouting from his hands. Mitch looked right at the orc with the battle axe and licked the top row of his teeth. He could feel his wolven fangs and had an overwhelming urge to try them out.

 

	Just as the orc was about to swing its battle axe at Alyssa, Mitch lunged at it, tackling it to the ground. The orc's battle axe went flying from its hand, landing at Alyssa's feet. Mitch opened his mouth wide, giving the orc a brief opportunity to see the lethal teeth that were about to end its life. The orc tried to push Mitch off him, but it was too late. Mitch bit into the orc's throat, tearing its larynx. As the orc gasped for air, Mitch finished it off with a second bite. Even more ferocious than the first, Mitch bit into the orc's throat, shredding its carotid artery, sending blood squirting everywhere.

 

	+67 Exp floated above the deceased orc but Mitch didn't notice. He was too busy still chomping on its corpse. This was his first time shifting into what could best be described as a wolf-man. He could still stand on two legs and maintained his human intellect but took on a number of wolven features. The best of both worlds, really. But Mitch still had to learn how to control his animal impulses. Letting his inner wolf control him, Mitch continued to feast on the blood of his first kill. That is, after all, the name of the game.

 

	The three remaining orcs looked at each other, fear apparent in each of their eyes. As dumb as they were, they knew they were no match for the four adventurers. All three of them took a step backward and Luke knew they were about to turn and run.

 

	“Oh no you don't!” he yelled.

 

	Luke lunged forward, swinging his longsword high above his head. The orc in front of him did the only thing it could. Knowing that it would catch Luke's longsword in the back of the head if it tried to turn around and run, the orc held up its rusty sword in the hopes that it would block Luke's sword when it came crashing down.

 

	It did not.

 

	Luke's longsword came crashing down, slashing right through the orc's rusty weapon, splitting its head wide open. Dark red blood pooled from the orc's head as its corpse collapsed to the ground. +67 Exp floated out of it, disappearing a few seconds later. Luke's smile grew even wider.

 

	The last two orcs turned around and started running back up the path. Stephanie readied another arrow, took aim, and let it fly. This time, her hands were much steadier. However, she missed her target. Stephanie was aiming for the orc on the left, but missed him by several feet. Though she missed the orc she was aiming for, Stephanie's arrow just happened to hit the other one, piercing it right through the neck. Almost immediately, the orc fell to the ground and +67 Exp appeared above its body.

 

	The only surviving orc disappeared up the path, running as fast as it could. Luke tried to catch up to it but, between the weight of his armour and longsword, couldn't run fast enough. 

 

	After killing her second orc, Stephanie saw the words Congratulations, you've reached level 34! flash before her eyes in bright red letters. The words lingered for a while, then slowly faded. Once they did, they were replaced with what looked like a popup window floating in front of her. It was a window she'd seen thirty-three times before.

 

	Every time you leveled up in Bloodfeast, like many other role-playing games, you'd get an extra stat point to allot however you'd like. You could put it into strength, intelligence, speed, charisma, constitution, or luck. You'd also get an increase in maximum hit points and magic points, if you were a spell caster.

 

	Stephanie just stared at the strange window in front of her for a few seconds. She was used to seeing it on her computer screen, not right in front of her face. And without a mouse, Stephanie wasn't sure how to allot her extra point, even though she knew right away which stat to put it into. The only thing she could think to do was reach out and touch which stat she wanted to increase. Your LUCK has increased to 17 read across the screen. Stephanie, since she started playing the game, had been putting a stat point into luck on every even level.

 

	“Nice shot, Steph!” Luke said, returning to the group after giving up trying to catch the last orc. “Right through his neck. That was awesome!”

 

	“Yeah, seriously,” Alyssa said. “That was a fantastic shot!”

 

	Stephanie knew it was only by sheer luck that she killed that second orc. But the others didn't. Since the end result was the same, she didn't see any harm in taking credit for the lethal shot.

 

	“Thanks guys!” she said with a smile.

 

	The four friends searched the dead orcs. Aside from a few silver and copper coins, they didn't find anything worth taking. Luke got excited when he found a bottle of what he thought was wine, but angrily threw it into the woods when he realized it was just dirty, undrinkable water. 

 

	Mitch, his wolven side now completely suppressed, just stood over the corpse of the orc whose blood he'd just feasted on. While he'd killed a variety of monsters by shifting into a wolf in the game before, Mitch had obviously never done it while actually in the game. It was a much different experience and he needed a moment to process what he'd just done - and to digest the uncooked orc flesh he'd just consumed.

 

	“That went well, huh?” Luke asked.

 

	“Not for all of us,” Alyssa said, picking up the pieces of her spell book.

 

	“I mean none of us were injured and we killed five orcs,” Luke clarified.

 

	“It could've gone a lot worse, that's for sure,” Stephanie said.

 

	“Mitch?” Luke asked, walking over to his friend. “What'd you think?”

 

	“I...” Mitch said, still standing over the dead orc, “I think that was the strangest experience of my entire life. I've never felt anything like that before. The aggression. That focus. It was intense.”

 

	“I bet!” Luke said. “I wish I could've watched you tear that orc apart but I was too busy killing orcs myself. What I saw out of the corner of my eye, though, was vicious!”

 

	“Thanks,” Mitch replied, knowing that was a compliment coming from Luke.

 

	The four friends gathered up their belongings. It was now after sundown, but the full moon offered enough light to navigate their way up the remainder of the path. They knew that Lakewind was only a little bit further away. 

 

	“All right,” Mitch said. “You guys ready? Let's keep going.”

 

	“Ready,” Stephanie answered.

 

	“Yup,” Alyssa replied.

 

	“You guys go ahead,” Luke said. “I'll catch up with you in a minute.”

 

	Mitch, Stephanie, and Alyssa started walking up the path. A moment later, they heard the unmistakable sound of corpses getting peed on coming from behind them.

 

	“So disgusting,” Alyssa said, shaking her head.

 

Chapter 4 - The Town

 

	The four friends got to the edge of the forest and could see Lakewind off in the distance. They continued onward across the plains, eventually getting into town. While all of them had been there before plenty of times, it'd always been while playing the game – not while actually in it. Being in Lakewind was a totally different experience.

 

	The first thing they all noticed was the smell. To get to the heart of the town, they had to first walk through the slums. Beggars and prostitutes lined the streets, NPCs mostly. While Bloodfeast players could choose to be anything they wanted, most chose more glamorous professions. The slums reeked of garbage and human waste. And Mitch certainly wasn't making it any better.

 

	“Sorry,” he said, letting out a series of farts. “I can't help it. I think it's from eating that orc.”

 

	“You think?” Luke said, laughing.

 

	They got uptown to where all the shops and the inn were. There were dozens of players hanging out in the streets. Lakewind was a popular town for players to meet before going out on quests together. Each player's name, level, race, and class were displayed under their character in blue lettering. NPCs showed similar things, except in green lettering. Some monsters – bosses mostly – had their info below them in red letters.

 

	“Let's start talking to people,” Luke suggested. “See if we can get some answers.”

 

	Stephanie and Mitch shot each other an anxious look. Neither of them were particularly outgoing. 

 

	“Good idea,” Alyssa said. “How do you want to do this?”

 

	“Maybe we should split up,” Mitch answered. “Me and Luke will go around talking to people and the two of you,” he said, pointing at Alyssa and Stephanie, “do the same. Then we'll meet up at the inn in about an hour.”

 

	Everyone nodded in agreement.

 

	“There's just one problem,” Stephanie said.

 

	“What?” Mitch asked.

 

	“How are we supposed to know when it's been an hour? There aren't any clocks in this game.”

 

	“I know! I've got something for this,” Alyssa said, frantically flipping through her torn-in-half spell book. “Here! It's an alert spell. If I cast it on the four of us, it'll let us know when a certain amount of time has passed. I'll cast it to let us know when it's been an hour.”

 

	“Make it so, number one,” Mitch said in a poor British accent.

 

	The other three looked at Mitch. Alyssa out of confusion, not getting the reference. Luke looked at his dorky friend and slowly shook his head from side to side. Stephanie just looked at Mitch and smiled.

 

	Alyssa started reading from her spell book. She held out her hand and the other three placed theirs on hers. As she finished the spell, a purple orb briefly appeared around each player with the word Alert above it before disappearing.

 

	“All set,” Alyssa said. “Come on, Steph. We'll meet up with you two in an hour.”

 

	“Toodaloo, boo,” Luke said, looking Alyssa in the eyes.

 

	Her and Stephanie turned and started walking away. Alyssa mumbled under her breath, “Disgusting,” just loud enough for her friend to hear. Stephanie looked over at Alyssa and smirked. “What?” she asked.

 

	“I think you and Luke have a thing for each other,” Stephanie said.

 

	After making a puking sound, Alyssa replied, “Um, no! Gross. He's so...”

 

	“Disgusting, I know,” Stephanie said before her friend could finish her sentence. “He wouldn't bother you if you didn't like him.”

 

	“Right now you're starting to bother me,” Alyssa replied. “Let's just focus on the task at hand.”

 

	The girls walked up to a couple of players standing on a street corner. One of them was a tall bearded man with Altazar, Level 17 Human Wizard written underneath him. The other was a short bearded man holding a battle axe. Underneath him read Forsgoth, Level 16 Dwarven Fighter. 

 

	“Hi!” Alyssa said. “I'm Alyssa.”

 

	Neither of the players replied. They just stood there staring off into space.

 

	“They must be away from their computers,” Alyssa said. “Let's try someone else.”

 

	As the girls started walking over to another group of players, Stephanie asked, “Do you realize you just introduced yourself as Alyssa?”

 

	“So?” Alyssa replied.

 

	“In Bloodfeast, your name's not Alyssa. It's Dwyndolin. It says so right there,” Stephanie said, pointing to her friend's feet. 

 

	When Alyssa looked down, she didn't see anything. However, she could see Alalia, Level 34 Elven Archer/Black Mage written in blue letters under her friend.

 

	“You're right,” Alyssa said. “I forgot we have different names in the game. I can't see my own name and level and everything, but I can see yours and everyone else's.”

 

	“Same here,” Steph replied.

 

	The girls approached another group of players. There were three of them and they were moving around, so the girls knew they must be at their computers. Two fighters and a wizard, all human, all level 12.

 

	“Hi! I'm Aly...” Alyssa started, but corrected herself. “I'm Dwyndolin and this is my friend Alalia.”

 

	“Hello!” the wizard replied. “I'm Flaggg. We're getting ready to go on a night adventure. Care to join us?”

 

	“We can't, unfortunately,” Stephanie answered. “Flaggg: That's an interesting name.”

 

	“It's from a Stephen King book,” he replied. “There's a wizard in it named Flagg, spelled with two g's. Unfortunately, that name was already taken in Bloodfeast so I added an extra g.”

 

	“Very cool,” Alyssa said, guiding the conversation to their predicament. “I have a strange question for you guys: Have you ever heard of anyone actually getting transported into Bloodfeast MMO?”

 

	“What do you mean?” one of the fighters asked.

 

	“Have you ever heard about anyone actually becoming their Bloodfeast character?” Alyssa replied.

 

	“I know there's Bloodfeast fan fiction,” the other fighter said. “Maybe you'll find what you're looking for there.”

 

	“We're not talking about fiction,” Alyssa said, a little aggravated. “What we're asking is...”

 

	“Have you ever heard of the Orb of Displacement?” Stephanie asked, cutting off her friend.

 

	The two fighters looked at the wizard. Flaggg just shrugged his shoulders and said, “I haven't. Sorry.”

 

	“Thanks anyway,” Alyssa said. “Have a safe quest.”

 

	The girls walked away, disappointed. 

 

	“We need to talk to some high-level players,” Stephanie suggested. “They'll be more likely to have heard of the Orb of Displacement.”

 

	“You're right,” Alyssa agreed. 

 

	The girls started walking around the town, looking for any players over level fifty. In Bloodfeast, there was no upper limit to what level you could reach. However, it became more and more difficult to level up the higher you got. The highest level player that any of the four friends had ever encountered was a level 96 paladin. 

 

	“I wonder if the boys are having better luck finding answers,” Stephanie said.

 

	“Pfft,” Alyssa replied. “I doubt it.”

 

* * *

 

	“I'm fucking serious, bro!” Luke said to the massive six-foot-nine warrior. “Our characters started thinking for themselves somehow and transported us into the game and them out of it. I know it sounds crazy but you gotta believe us!”

 

	“Get outta here!” MurderHammer22 replied, laughing. “You're crazy. I don't know what you're trying to pull, but it's not working.”

 

	“We're serious!” Mitch pleaded.

 

	“And so am I,” MurderHammer22 said. “Get out of here before I lose my temper.”

 

	Luke wasn't one to avoid confrontation, but he knew that getting into a fight with a sixty-fourth-level warrior named MurderHammer22 wouldn't end well. Not for him and Mitch, anyway. They walked away and wandered the streets, looking for more people to talk to.

 

	“This is pointless,” Mitch said. “No one's gonna believe us. We've talked to a bunch of people and they all think we're either crazy or trying to somehow manipulate them.”

 

	“So, what are you suggesting?” Luke asked, stopping in the middle of the street and turning toward his friend. “That we just give up?”

 

	“Of course not,” Mitch answered. 

 

	“Then let's keep...”

 

	Luke stopped talking mid-sentence when a purple orb surrounded both him and Mitch. Above it read, Alert! Alert! Alert! in bright red lettering. Gradually, both the words and the orb faded away.

 

	“Time to go meet the girls at the inn,” Mitch said. “Hopefully, they've had more luck than us.”

 

	The boys made their way to the inn. It was the largest building in town. The inn not only had dozens of rooms with reasonable rates, it also had a large tavern with good food and cheap beverages. In some towns, the inns had names. In Lakewind, it was simply called The Inn.

 

	“I don't see the girls yet,” Luke said. “Grab us a table. I'm gonna go get us a couple ales.”

 

	“K,” Mitch said, then sat down at one of the only empty tables in the tavern.

 

	Luke approached the barmaid. Underneath her read [NPC] Elmina, Barmaid, The Inn. In Bloodfeast, NPCs didn't have levels. Elmina was very well-endowed and wore a low-cut top, something Luke took notice of right away. 

 

	“Can I get a couple ales?” Luke asked.

 

	“Up here, sweety,” Elmina said.

 

	“Huh?”

 

	Elmina placed her finger on Luke's chin and gently guided his gaze upward. He'd been so busy staring at her insanely-large breasts that he hadn't noticed what a beautiful face she had. When their eyes finally met, Elmina smiled.

 

	“That's better,” she said. “Two ales, coming right up.”

 

	Luke's eyes stayed fixed on Elmina – her tits, mostly – while she poured the drinks. He was so focused on her that he didn't see Alyssa and Stephanie walk into the tavern. Elmina finished pouring the ales and brought them over to Luke.

 

	“That'll be eight copper,” Elmina said.

 

	Luke flipped her a silver piece and said, “Keep the change,” his eyes glued to her chest the entire time.

 

	He walked over to the table that Mitch had secured for them, surprised to see the girls sitting there. Luke put the two mugs of ale down on the table.

 

	“Awww, for us?” Alyssa said, taking a sip from one of the mugs and sliding the other over to Stephanie. “How sweet.”

 

	Luke didn't respond. He just turned around and walked back to the bar, returning to the table with two more ales for him and Mitch a minute later. As soon as he sat down, Mitch filled him in on what they'd been talking about.

 

	“The girls didn't have any more luck than we did,” he said. “They spent the whole hour talking to different players just like us. And not surprisingly, they were met with the same level of suspicion and disbelief that we were.”

 

	“So then what the fuck do we do now?” Luke asked, taking a huge sip from his mug.

 

	“I think we need to look for the Orb of Displacement,” Stephanie said, taking a tiny sip from hers. The others could barely hear the petite elf's words in the crowded tavern.

 

	“No shit,” Luke replied, significantly louder. “But how? We asked everyone we talked to if they knew anything about the Orb of Displacement and none of them had even heard of it.”

 

	A halfling sitting at the next table turned around. He hopped off his stool and walked – more like waddled – over to the four friends. 

 

	“You're looking for the Orb of Displacement?” he asked.

 

	“That's right,” Luke replied.

 

	“Anything you can tell us about it would be a big help,” Stephanie added.

 

	“I can't really tell you anything about the orb itself. What I can tell you is that there's an NPC - I think she’s an NPC, anyway - over near the weaponsmith who was talking my ears off about it just the other night. I forget her name. Seemed a bit, um, crazy, so I didn't really pay much attention to what she was saying. But she kept going on and on about the Orb of Displacement.”

 

	“Talked your ears off, huh?” Luke said with a grin, looking at his ears, large even by halfling standards.

 

	“Hey, asshole,” the halfling said, looking right at Luke, “if it wasn't for these ears, I wouldn't have heard you talking about the orb. And if I hadn't told you about the crazy NPC near the weaponsmith, you'd still be sitting here with your heads up your asses, trying to figure out what to do. The way I see it, you owe these ears both an apology and a thank you.”

 

	Before Luke could respond, Alyssa said, “He's sorry. And thank you. From all of us.”

 

	The halfling smiled at Alyssa, shot Luke a dirty look, and returned to his table.

 

	“All right!” Mitch said. “At least that's something. Why don't we stay here for the night. We'll all get a room and rest up. Then tomorrow at first light, we'll head over to the weaponsmith and try to find that NPC the halfling was talking about.”

 

	The others all nodded in agreement. They continued to hang out in the tavern, eating and drinking mug after mug of room-temperature ale. By the end of the night they were all feeling pretty good. Luke spent most of the evening flirting with players and NPCs alike, eventually taking a half-human, half-elven woman to his room for the night. The others remained at their table in the tavern, talking and drinking, until each getting a room of their own.

 

	“You know,” Mitch said, his words slightly slurred, “I've been so focused on being stuck here that I forgot our characters are out there in the real world in our bodies. That's what the scroll implied, anyway.”

 

	“Oh yeah,” Stephanie replied, leaning on Alyssa. “I forgot all about them, too. I wonder what they're doing in the 'great beyond,' as they called it.”

 

	“It ain't so great if you ask me,” Alyssa said, her words barely understandable. 

 

Chapter 5 - We're Not In Lakewind Anymore

 

	Back in Boston, the four Bloodfeast characters explored what they believed was the great beyond. Ethelwulf and Arnold69 were transported into the bodies of Mitch and Luke, the creators and players of their characters. 

 

	“This isn't anything like what I pictured,” Ethelwulf said, looking around Mitch and Luke's small apartment.

 

	“Look at this,” Arnold69 said, pointing to the screen of the desktop computer.

 

	The two characters stood silently and stared at the screen as they watched the players walk around Lakewind. Although they'd obviously never seen a computer screen before, they knew what they were watching. In Bloodfeast, there were spells that allowed you to see what was happening in other places. When the spell was cast, a crystal ball would appear and the vision could be seen in it. The characters just assumed that the computer screen was something similar.

 

	Arnold69 looked down from the screen to his new body – Luke's body. Luke loved to work out and was in excellent physical shape. But compared to his usual massive body, Arnold69 felt tiny and weak in his new frame.

 

	Ethelwulf, on the other hand, didn't have that problem. Mitch created Ethelwulf in his own image: same height, same weight, same hair color – he even gave him the same size genitalia. Ethelwulf felt quite at home in his new body.

 

	“We need to go explore,” Arnold69 said. 

 

	“We just got here,” Ethelwulf said. “Why don't we chill out for today and then tomorrow morning we'll go out exploring, looking for a quest.”

 

	“You can stay here, but I'm going out adventuring.”

 

	Arnold69 went around the apartment, opening each door. First, he opened the door to Mitch's bedroom. Then, the door to Luke's room. Meanwhile, Ethelwulf just laid on the couch, lost in thought, occasionally talking to himself.

 

	“This isn't right,” he mumbled. “This isn't the way the great beyond is supposed to be. Where are all our deceased loved ones? Where are the rivers of gold that the elders promised? This can't be the great beyond.”

 

	Arnold69 opened another door. This time, it was the closet. Mostly packed with protein powders and cereal boxes, this is where Mitch and Luke kept their non-perishable foods and cleaning supplies – the few cleaning supplies they owned. Arnold69 slammed the door shut, starting to get frustrated. He was looking for a way out of the apartment.

 

	With only two doors left, he opened the one to the bathroom. Arnold69 stood in the doorway for a moment, trying to make sense of what he was looking at. He'd never seen a sink or a toilet before. However, he was familiar with outhouses and bath tubs. Arnold69 knew that this room was for taking care of business and cleaning up. He just didn't know which device was for what purpose.

 

	Before getting transported into Bloodfeast, Luke had just drank a big protein shake. As a result, Arnold69 was really starting to have to go. He knew the tub was for bathing. Though rarely used, they had baths in Bloodfeast. But he wasn't sure about the sink and toilet. He looked back and forth between the two of them, trying to figure out which was which. He knew one was for peeing and the other was for washing, but could only guess as to which was for what.

 

	Finally, he stepped over to the sink. After struggling with the zipper on his pants for a minute, Arnold69 managed to whip it out. He let it rip and emptied his bladder into the sink. Normally, after peeing in Bloodfeast, he'd just put it away and go about his quest. But with a bowl full of what looked like clean water right there, Arnold69 thought it'd be a good idea to get washed up a bit.

 

	He reached into the bowl with cupped hands. Pulling up a handful of cool toilet water, Arnold69 splashed it on his face. He found it quite refreshing. Compared to the dirty water he was used to using in Bloodfeast, this water seemed clean enough to drink – so that's exactly what he did. Arnold69 scooped another handful of water out of the bowl and took a long swig. Though disgusting by most people's standards, for someone who was used to drinking out of swamps and ponds, Arnold69 thought it was the freshest sip of water he'd ever drank.

 

	After taking a couple more sips from the toilet, Arnold69 left the bathroom and walked over to the last remaining door. Though it took him a minute, he figured out how to unlock the deadbolt and the door chain. Then, he opened the door and took a step outside.

 

	“What the...” Arnold69 said as he looked around. “Ethelwulf, get over here!”

 

	Ethelwulf slowly got up off the couch and joined Arnold69 out on the porch. The two of them just stood there in silence, eyes wide. Bloodfeast MMO, their world, while filled with magic and wonder, was set in medieval times. This was modern-day Boston and they'd never seen anything like it.

 

	When the confused characters looked up, all they saw were skyscrapers. In front of them, hundreds of strangely-clothed pedestrians walked the streets. Cars zoomed by going both ways, occasionally with their horns blasting. After about a minute, both characters felt overwhelmed and went back inside, closing the door behind them.

 

	“We're not in Lakewind anymore,” Ethelwulf said.

 

	 “No kidding,” Arnold69 replied. “I wonder what happened to the others.”

 

	Ethelwulf was so caught up in his own situation that he'd forgotten about the girls. None of what had happened made sense to him. The four of them, once they became sentient and realized they were being controlled, thought it was the gods controlling them. Though flattered at first, the four of them quickly became angry at the gods. They didn't like how they were being controlled. Once they found out about the Orb of Displacement, the four characters figured out a way to use it to swap places with the gods who were controlling them. Little did they know that their gods were actually four college-aged kids playing a video game.

 

	“We have to find them,” Ethelwulf said.

 

	“How?” Arnold asked.

 

	“I don't know, yet. But if they're here somewhere, we have to find them.”

 

* * *

 

	A few blocks away, Dwyndolin and Alalia sat on the beds in Alyssa and Stephanie's dorm room talking to each other.

 

	“None of this makes any sense,” Alalia said in Stephanie's soft, feminine voice. “This is the great beyond? Where are my grandparents? The unlimited wealth that's supposed to be waiting for each of us? And where are Ethelwulf and Arnold69?”

 

	“I don't know,” Dwyndolin replied, shaking her head.

 

	“All I see is two beds, two chairs, and two magic screens showing what the gods are doing in our bodies. This can't be it!”

 

	The characters sat staring at the two screens. They watched Stephanie and Alyssa walking around Lakewind in their bodies. Both of them were overcome with anxiety, especially Alalia.

 

	Suddenly, they both sat up straight when they heard someone at the door.

 

	Knock, knock, knock.

 

	“Hey, Alyssa!” they heard. “You in there?”

 

	Dwyndolin and Alalia looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders. 

 

	Knock. Knock. Knock!

 

	“Alyssa! Come on! We're gonna be late.”

 

	Dwyndolin knew Alalia well enough to know that she wasn't gonna say or do anything. She was way too timid. Dwyndolin got up off the couch and approached the door with confidence. In Bloodfeast, Dwyndolin was a not only a white mage, but also a lioness shifter. If things got out of control, she could just shift into her half-lioness form – or so she thought.

 

	“Alyssa, there you are!” a young woman said as Dwyndolin opened the door. “Are you still coming with us to the party over at the Alpha Sigma frat? It's gonna be off the chain!”

 

	“I... I don't think so,” Dwyndolin replied.

 

	“Why not? Not feeling well or something?”

 

	“Yes,” she answered, trying to get rid of the girl. Dwyndolin was trying to shift into her half-lioness form, but it wasn't working and she was starting to panic. “I'm ill and require rest.”

 

	“Well that sucks. But I understand. Get some rest and I'll see you on Monday,” the girl replied. She saw Alalia sitting on her bed and said, “Hi Steph!”

 

	“Hello,” Alalia replied, softly.

 

	The girl disappeared down the hallway and Dwyndolin shut the door, returning to her bed. After a minute of silent thought, her and Alalia started talking.

 

	“Okay, so she thought my name was Alyssa,” Dwyndolin said. “And she called you Steph. Maybe those are the names of the gods whose bodies we're in.”

 

	“I'm not so sure that we are in the bodies of gods,” Alalia replied.

 

	“Then what are we?” Dwyndolin asked.

 

	Shrugging her shoulders, Alalia replied, “I have no freakin' idea.”

 

	“Well, we can figure out all the details later. Right now, we have to try to find Arnold69 and Ethelwulf. They must be around here somewhere.”

 

	“Where?” Alalia asked.

 

	“I have no freakin' idea,” Dwyndolin answered. 

 

	Both girls cracked a smile, but only for a second. The great beyond wasn't anything like what they were expecting. They spent the remainder of the evening in their dorm room, alternating between periods of intense conversation and long silent streaks. 

 

	“I wish I had my spell book,” Alalia said at one point. “Or my bow. If we got attacked by a bunch of goblins or whatever in here, we'd be toast.”

 

	“I know,” Dwyndolin replied. “When that girl came to the door, I tried to shift but couldn't. You know what?”

 

	“What?” Alalia asked.

 

	“I might not have my spell book either, but I have a couple low-level protection spells memorized. Let me cast one on us. That should at least keep us safe throughout the night.”

 

	Dwyndolin recited the words to the first spell. Nothing happened. Normally, the two of them would be surrounded by a large white orb with the word Protection over it when the spell was successfully cast. 

 

	“Did it work?” Alalia asked.

 

	“I don't think so,” Dwyndolin replied. “Let me try the other one I have memorized.”

 

	Again, Dwyndolin tried to cast a protection spell but nothing happened.

 

	“This isn't good,” she said.

 

	Practically shaking, Alalia replied, “This isn't good at all.”

 

	“Let's try to get some rest. In the morning, we'll start looking for Arnold69 and Ethelwulf.”

 

	The female characters laid in bed but had a hard time falling asleep. They didn't figure out that the light in their room could be shut off until halfway through the night. They did, however, figure out the right way to use the bathroom pretty quickly. Both girls took a long, hot bath before bed which helped to ease their anxiety a little bit. Though they weren't sure how they were gonna find the boys, they knew it was their first quest in their strange new world.

 

Chapter 6 - The Orb Explained

 

	“You're such an asshole!” the half-human, half-elven woman yelled as she left Luke's room at the inn, slamming the door behind her. She stormed down the hallway, passing Mitch on his way to Luke's room.

 

	“What was that all about?” Mitch asked his friend. “I mean, she's not wrong: You are kinda an asshole. But what did you do to make her realize that you're an asshole?”

 

	“I tried to stick it in hers without asking first,” Luke said with a half-smile.

 

	Mitch just shook his head and said, “You ready? Let's go see if the others are up.”

 

	The sun was rising over Lakewind and the four friends were eager to start looking for the woman near the weaponsmith. Alyssa and Stephanie were awake and joined the boys in the tavern for a bite to eat before they set out. Luke slammed a couple early-morning ales with his eggs and leg of zebralligator, an animal in the game that – you guessed it – was a cross between a zebra and an alligator. It's really just an alligator with stripes, but Luke found it to be a  delicious way to start his day.

 

	After finishing breakfast, the four friends gathered up their belongings and walked to the weaponsmith. Luke went inside to check out the weapons for sale and to get his longsword sharpened. The others spread out, wandering around looking for the NPC that the halfling told them about.

 

	“Hi,” Alyssa said, approaching an NPC walking down the street.

 

	“Hi there!” [NPC] Brunhilda, farmer replied.

 

	“I was wondering if you know anything about the Orb of Displacement.”

 

	“I'm sorry. I've never heard of it. I'm just a farmer.”

 

	“Do you know if there's another woman around here that might know?” Alyssa asked. “A woman that might be a little, um, crazy?”

 

	Brunhilda smiled and answered, “I think I know just who you're talking about. I haven't seen her today, yet, but she's usually out here somewhere. Always talking her nonsense – if she's talking at all, that is.”

 

	Brunhilda laughed and continued walking down the street. Alyssa smiled, knowing that the crazy woman must be around somewhere. She continued to walk around looking for her.

 

	Stephanie walked down the street in the opposite direction of Alyssa. She passed a few players, but no NPCs. Just when she was getting ready to turn around and head back to the weaponsmith, Stephanie saw an NPC sitting on a stump petting what kind of looked like a cat.

 

	“Hello there,” Stephanie said, smiling in an attempt to hide her anxiety.

 

	The woman looked up at Stephanie but didn't say anything. She just kept petting the animal in her lap. Stephanie looked down the road hoping to spot one of her friends, but they were nowhere to be seen. Her eyes returned to the woman and underneath her it read, [NPC] Larilda, crazy crat lady. Unlike most other non-player characters, Larilda's info was written in blue, not green. Stephanie noticed but didn't think anything of it.

 

	“Larilda, is it?” Stephanie asked, trying to talk to her again. “I'm Steph. It's nice to meet you.”

 

	The woman just sat there, looking up at Stephanie and petting her animal without saying a word. Stephanie looked the woman up and down, trying to figure out what to do. She was also trying to figure out what crat lady meant. At first, she thought it was maybe a typo. But when she examined the animal the woman was petting a little closer, she figured it out.

 

	The animal that the woman was petting had eyes and paws like a cat, a long face like a rat, and a long tail with just a little hair on it. Stephanie realized that the animal was half cat, half rat. Hence the name, crat. She looked down at the crat, which seemed friendly enough, and smiled.

 

	“May I?” Stephanie asked, leaning down to pet the animal.

 

	“Sssssssssss!” the crat hissed. 

 

	Stephanie jumped back. Larilda again looked up at her but didn't speak. She just kept petting her crat. Stephanie knew that she wasn't going to be able to do this by herself. She smiled at Larilda and backed away, starting to walk down the street toward the weaponsmith.

 

	“Hey Mitch!” Stephanie said and waved, seeing her friend up ahead.

 

	“You find the crazy woman?” he asked as they got closer.

 

	“I found a crazy woman,” Stephanie replied. “I tried talking to her but she just kept staring at me. She was petting a crat.”

 

	“A what?” Mitch asked.

 

	“You'll see. Come on!”

 

	Stephanie led Mitch down the street to where she ran into the crat lady. She was relieved to have someone else with her this time. Mitch couldn't help himself from checking out Stephanie from behind as she walked ahead of him. Though her character in Bloodfeast was an elf, the resemblance to the way she looked in real life was uncanny. He often fantasized about hooking up with her, but was too afraid to make a move. 

 

	“Well that's strange,” Stephanie said as they returned to where she'd seen the crat lady. “She was right here a few minutes ago.”

 

	“I don't think she could've gotten far,” Mitch said. “Let's keep looking for her.”

 

	The two of them walked around, looking for the crazy crat lady. Stephanie looked over at Mitch as they walked and found the focused look on his face to be comforting.

 

	“Hey Mitch,” Stephanie said as they were walking. “Can I ask you something?”

 

	“Of course, Steph. You can ask me anything.”

 

	“Are you scared?”

 

	“Of what?” Mitch replied, knowing that whatever she meant, the answer was probably yes.

 

	“Of being trapped here in Bloodfeast. Of the possibility of never getting back to the real world. All of this. Alyssa doesn't seem to be too scared and Luke's having the time of his life here. What about you?”

 

	Mitch wanted to be honest with Stephanie and tell her that he's terrified, for all the reasons she mentioned and more. But he knew that would only make her worry more, so he did his best to comfort her.

 

	“I think we're all a little scared,” Mitch replied. “But we need to stay positive and focus on doing everything we can to get home. That being said, we all play Bloodfeast MMO because we enjoy playing it. Now that we're actually in the game, we should at least try to have some fun while we're here.”

 

	Stephanie didn't reply. She just looked up at Mitch and smiled. He smiled back and put his arm around her shoulder as they walked.

 

	“We're gonna be alright, Steph,” he said. “We'll get home.”

 

	They continued to walk around, exploring the area around the weaponsmith. His shop was located on a main road going through Lakewind. There were several side streets nearby, any of which the crat lady could've gone down. The two of them went down a few side streets, looking for her. They didn't find the crat lady, but eventually they did run into the other two.

 

	“Hey!” Alyssa said, Luke walking next to her. “There you guys are. You find her?”

 

	“Maybe,” Stephanie said and explained her encounter with the crazy crat lady.

 

	“She's gotta still be around here somewhere,” Luke said. “Let's keep looking.”

 

	The four of them walked around all morning, talking to players and NPCs alike, looking for the elusive crat lady. Just when they were getting frustrated, about to head back to the tavern to grab some lunch, Stephanie's face lit up and she pointed down a small path that branched off from the road.

 

	“There she is!”

 

	They headed down the path, eager to talk with the strange woman. Alyssa caught Luke reaching for his sword out of the corner of her eye. She looked him in the eyes and shook her head, no. Reluctantly, he relaxed his arms and kept walking.

 

	“Hi there!” Alyssa said as they approached the woman.

 

	The crazy crat lady was leaning against a tree, petting a large crat that she held in her arms. Her long, wavy grey hair blowed gently in the wind. Like before, she didn't say a word. She just stood there, looking at the four friends.

 

	“This is weird,” Stephanie said.

 

	“What?” Mitch asked.

 

	“This is definitely her, but she's wearing a different sweater. And that's definitely a different crat that she's petting.”

 

	“Hi!” Mitch said to the woman, trying again. “We're hoping you can tell us about the Orb of Displacement.”

 

	Her face lit up and she looked like she was about to talk but, again, said nothing.

 

	“I'll get her to talk,” Luke said and walked right up to the crat lady. He put his massive hands on her shoulders, shook her, and yelled, “Tell us where to find the Orb of Displacement right now or I'm gonna kill you and your fucking cat.”

 

	“Crat,” Mitch corrected.

 

	“And you can't kill her,” Alyssa further corrected. “She's an NPC in a town.”

 

	Luke's threat didn't have any effect on the woman. She just continued to stand there, petting her crat.

 

	“Maybe we should come back tonight,” Stephanie said.

 

	“What? Why?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“The halfling in the tavern said he ran into her the other night. Maybe she only talks at night.”

 

	“Seems unlikely,” Luke said, “but I can't think of a better course of action. Let's keep exploring the town and we'll come back after dark.”

 

	The friends spent the day walking around Lakewind, talking to people. When nightfall came, they met up at the tavern and headed back to the area surrounding the weaponsmith. His shop was closed, but smoke still billowed out of the chimney. 

 

	“Should we split up?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“No, let's stay together this time,” Mitch replied, which Stephanie seconded.

 

	They walked around for hours, exploring the side streets near the weaponsmith. Frustrated and tired, the friends were about to call it a night when they heard maniacal laughter coming from one of the side streets. 

 

	Quickly, they darted down the road, hoping what they heard was the woman they were looking for. Sure enough, it was.

 

	“It's her!” Stephanie exclaimed.

 

	“Okay, let's try this again,” Alyssa muttered under her breath, then spoke normally: “Hi there! May we ask you a few questions?”

 

	“Questions,” the woman answered immediately, speaking quickly. “Everybody's got questions. Nobody's got answers.”

 

	“She talks!” Stephanie said, hoping that someone would commend her for suggesting they come back at night. No one did.

 

	Larilda, the crazy crat lady, was wearing a different sweater and holding a different crat once again. Unlike the previous two times they saw her, she was highly animated, swinging her arms around wildly. Though she didn't have a crat in her arms this time, she did have one on her shoulder.

 

	“What can you tell us about the Orb of Displacement?” Alyssa asked.

 

	The woman got quiet and just stared at the four friends.

 

	“Not this no talking bullshit again,” Luke said.

 

	His words were a bit premature. After standing there silently for a moment, Larilda flashed a fiendish yellow-toothed smile. Then, she started talking and they never thought she was gonna shut up.

 

	“The Orb? The Orb of Displacement? You seek the Orb? The Orb? It's an evil thing, you know. That orb - the one that you seek - can be used for good or for evil. But it's never used for good. I mean, who in their right mind would want to be displaced? Everything's going good, you're just sitting there, doing your own thing and then - BAM! - you're in some far away land in a different body. Who would do such a thing? It's an evil orb, I tell you. An orb that powerful should...”

 

	“Do you know where it is?” Alyssa asked interrupting Larilda, afraid she'd ramble on forever.

 

	“Oh yes,” Larilda answered, picking the crat up off her shoulder, holding it in her arms, and petting it. She continued in a much slower, calmer tone: “The orb you seek can be found in a cave to the north. But she'll never let you have it. It's too powerful. You could use it to displace her, after all!”

 

	“Who?” Mitch asked.

 

	“The wicked witch of the north!” Larilda answered and started laughing like a maniac. Her laughter kept getting louder and more obnoxious, then stopped suddenly and she continued talking normally. “I'm kidding. That's a joke because she's a mean witch that lives north of Lakewind. It's like the Wicked Witch of the West but north because that's where she lives. It's from The Wizard Of... Never mind. You wouldn't understand.”

 

	“What can you tell us about her? Where to the north?” Luke asked.

 

	“She lives in a cave in the mountains. The mountains to the northwest, not the northeast. Esmeraldazela is her name. You follow the north road leading out of Lakewind. Take the third - not the second and definitely not the fourth - path on your left that you come across. There's a big rock there. You can't miss it. Follow that path. When you get to the mountains, walk along them, going west. You'll find the entrance to her cave in about a mile, maybe two.

 

	“But beware! Esmeraldazela does not like company. You'd be wise to forget all about The Orb. She's an evil one, that witch. Cold. Cold as ice. Nothing can warm her icy heart. That's the source of her power, you know. Maybe if you warmed her heart, she'd help you. But she's cold. Don't say I didn't warn you. She might even turn you all into crazy crat ladies if you're not careful!”

 

	Larilda once again erupted into another round of deranged laughter. Like before, it got louder and louder then stopped, suddenly. She, once again, just stood there in silence, petting her crat.

 

	“Looks like we're heading north,” Luke said with enthusiasm.

 

	“It's late,” Mitch replied. “Why don't we stay in Lakewind one more night. As soon as the sun's up, we'll buy all the gear we need and leave town.”

 

	Everyone nodded in agreement. 

 

	“Thank you,” Alyssa said to Larilda.

 

	The crazy crat lady just stood in silence, petting the now-sleeping animal in her arms. The four friends turned away and walked back to the inn. They were all happy to at least now have a plan of action. Alyssa and Luke walked a bit ahead of the other two, discussing what supplies they'd need to buy in the morning. Stephanie and Mitch only spoke intermittently, spending most of the walk lost in their own thoughts.

 

	“Great job, by the way,” Mitch said, breaking a few minutes of silence.

 

	“With what?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“Suggesting we go back to talk to the crat lady at night. If it wasn't for you, we'd still be totally lost with no idea where to find The Orb. I wouldn't have thought to try again at night and I doubt the others would've either. You did good, Steph.”

 

	“Thank you,” she replied and smiled – a smile that stayed on Stephanie's face all the way back to the inn.

 

Chapter 7 - So That's Why They Call It Bloodfeast

 

	The next morning, the four friends woke up at the crack of dawn, eager to start their quest. After having breakfast at the tavern and stocking up on supplies, they left Lakewind, traveling north. The north road was much straighter than the winding road south of the town. However, it did have a few twists and turns here and there. The road was surrounded mostly by forest, with the distant mountain ranges visible along some stretches.

 

	It was a warm spring day with a gentle breeze coming off the mountains that kept everyone comfortable. There wasn't a cloud in the sky and the well-rested adventurers were all in a good mood and feeling optimistic. 

 

	“This is gonna be fucking awesome,” Luke said, walking on point as usual. “All the best monsters are north of Lakewind.”

 

	“Well, let's hope we don't encounter too many of them,” Mitch replied. “We've got an orb to find.”

 

	The first couple hours of their journey were uneventful. They passed a few other groups of adventurers heading south, but no monsters. Most monsters stayed away from the main roads, which made it easier to travel long distances. The friends passed several paths leading off the main road, going in both directions. They'd already passed two branching off to the left, so they kept their eyes peeled for the third one. 

 

	“Look,” Alyssa said, pointing ahead. “That must be the rock the crat lady was talking about!”

 

	It was. As the friends continued walking, they came across a large boulder on the left side of the road. Behind the rock was a thin trail leading off into the woods toward the western mountain range. They stopped at the rock for just a few minutes to rest and have a quick bite to eat. None of them had ever traveled down that path before and they were both eager and anxious to find out what lied ahead.

 

	After their short break, the friends started walking up the path leading to the mountains. Luke remained in front, longsword in hand. Of the four of them, he cared the least about finding The Orb. As far as Luke was concerned, living inside Bloodfeast MMO was even better than living in the real world. There, he spent most of his free time chasing women and getting drunk. In Bloodfeast, he could chase women, get drunk, and kill monsters. Plus, his character in the game was even more muscular and masculine than he was in real life. He was loving it.

 

	Five minutes into walking down the trail, Luke suddenly slowed down. He turned his head and looked at the others.

 

	“Something's not right,” he said.

 

	“What do you mean?” Mitch asked.

 

	“I don't know. Something feels off. We should...”

 

	Before Luke could finish his sentence, four monsters jumped out of the woods, two from each side. On the left were a female goblin and a large male orc, both wielding rusty swords. To the right stood their offspring, two adolescent goblorkins with daggers.

 

	The four friends, startled, snapped into action, raising their weapons and preparing for battle. Alyssa started casting a defensive spell from the book she paid to get repaired in Lakewind. As soon as the monsters jumped out, Mitch's heart rate tripled and he started shifting into a wolf. Stephanie knew that her bow would likely be useless at such close range, so she grabbed her book of black magic and started reading a short offensive spell. And lastly, Luke: He did what he does best.

 

	“Die, motherfucker!” Luke screamed, his longsword crashing down on the male orc.

 

	The orc swiftly raised its sword above its head, deflecting Luke's blow. It was a small sword and the mighty orc was able to swing it fast, slashing Luke's arm before he could defend himself.

 

	“Son of a bitch!” Luke yelled, fire in his eyes.

 

	As Alyssa was reading the final words of her defensive spell, the female goblin raised its rusty sword above its head. It came flying down at Alyssa, slicing her arm and for the second time, tearing her spell book in half.

 

	Alyssa's eyes locked onto the goblin's and began to glow. Quickly, her body transformed into that of a half-human, half-lioness. While Mitch's transformations took a little while to unfold, Alyssa's happened almost instantly. Within seconds, she stood before the terrified goblin with the head and paws of a fierce lioness, though her feminine human body remained unchanged.

 

	“Grrrrraaaaaa!” Alyssa roared, lunging at the female goblin.

 

	With one ferocious swing of her paw, claws out, Alyssa smacked the sword out of its hand, slicing the goblin's wrist. The powerful lioness shifter tackled the defenseless goblin to the ground. Alyssa paused for a second and opened her mouth wide with the monster pinned underneath her. As the goblin took its last breath, saliva dripped out of Alyssa's mouth into its horror-filled eyes. Then, the lioness shifter's razor-sharp teeth tore through the goblin's flesh, killing it almost instantly. +56 Exp floated above the goblin, disappearing into thin air a few seconds later.

 

	As Stephanie read the final words of her spell, she wasn't sure which monster to direct it toward. Luke was handling the orc and Alyssa had already killed the female goblin, who was supposed to be the target of the spell. The two goblorkins were clearly not adults yet and Stephanie didn't want to hurt them. Not until one of them stabbed Mitch in the leg with its rusty dagger, that is.

 

	“Ahhh!” Mitch screamed, grabbing his thigh.

 

	Stephanie slowly raised her arm as she finished reading the spell. With fire in her eyes, she pointed at the young goblorkin that stabbed her friend. From the tip of her finger, a small ball of fire shot out, striking the monster in the face. Then another. And another. And they kept on coming until the goblorkin fell to the ground holding its face, screaming in pain. After a few seconds, +45 Exp floated up from the deceased monster.

 

	With the Fireball spell, you never knew how many you were going to shoot off. Sometimes you'd only launch one fireball. Other times, as many as twenty. It was totally random. Each individual fireball didn't do much damage. But if you got lucky and fired off a lot, you could do some serious damage. That plus the short casting time made it one of Stephanie's favorite spells.

 

	Mitch was now in his wolven form and thirsty for blood. He let go of his bleeding thigh and turned his attention to the only surviving goblorkin. The teenage monster looked at Mitch with sheer terror in its eyes. As angry as it was, having just watched its mother and sister get killed, it was twice as scared. The young goblorkin dropped its dagger, turned around, and started to run.

 

	For a moment, Mitch considered letting it go. He was starting to learn how to control the beast within himself. But his inner wolf had an unquenchable thirst for blood and eventually took over.

 

	Like Alyssa, when Mitch shifted into his animal form, it was only his head and hands that visibly changed. Well, aside from a little extra body hair here and there - and there, too. But his insides also changed, allowing him to both walk upright and run on all fours like a wolf.

 

	After unleashing a deafening howl, Mitch got on all fours and chased after the goblorkin. It ran fast down the trail, but Mitch ran faster. Even though it had a long head start, it only took the wolf shifter a few seconds to catch up to the terrified monster.

 

	Mitch took a huge chunk out of the goblorkin's calf as it ran, biting it from behind. The monster fell to the ground and knew right then that it was done for. Mitch hovered over it for a moment, salivating. Then he tore through its neck, bite after bite. +45 Exp floated up from its corpse but Mitch didn't notice - he was too busy feasting.

 

	Luke and the large male orc went at it, swinging away at each other. Blood trailed down Luke's arm, a few drops splashing the orc every time he swung his longsword. Luke was pleasantly surprised by how well the orc could fight – he liked a challenge. Most orcs were no match for him, but this one was bigger and more skilled than usual. Not skilled enough, though.

 

	The orc stabbed at Luke, causing him to jump back. The tip of the rusty sword just barely touched Luke's chain mail armor, but didn't cause any damage. While the orc's arms were still extended, Luke swung his longsword as hard as he could. The freshly-sharpened blade sliced right through its neck, sending its head rolling down the path. The orc's body collapsed to the ground and +107 Exp floated out of it.

 

	Luke looked at his bloody arm and then down at the deceased orc and said, “You fucker.”

 

	Mitch was up the path a little bit, snacking on the goblorkin he killed. The fur on his face was bright red, covered in blood. Alyssa was also covered in the blood of the goblin she'd killed and was chomping away at its corpse. Luke looked at each of them, then down at the headless corpse at his feet. He shrugged his shoulders, got down on his hands and knees, and took a bite out of the dead orc.

 

	“Alyssa's right,” Stephanie said, shaking her head. “You are disgusting.”

 

	Luke looked up at her with blood all over his face and replied, “What? The game is called Bloodfeast, after all.”

 

	Stephanie just closed her eyes and continued shaking her head.

 

* * *

 

	“I can't believe that... What was it called? Goblorkin? I can't believe it tore my spell book in half again,” Alyssa said. “I just got it repaired in Lakewind.”

 

	“Well, you tore it a new asshole, so I'd say you're even,” Luke replied. “And what the fuck is a goblorkin, anyway? If we run into any more of them, I'm gonna make one of them give me a goblumpkin.”

 

	“What's that?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“Believe me, you don't wanna know,” Mitch answered, then turned to Luke. “And I think it's obvious, isn't it? It's a half-orc, half-goblin. I'm pretty sure we just killed an entire family.”

 

	“Goblorkins. Crats. Zebralligators,” Alyssa said. “Man, the Bloodfeast game designers really got lazy coming up with some of the monsters.”

 

	“Yeah,” Mitch replied. “It's almost as if the writers rushed the game out to capitalize on the rising popularity of the genre.”

 

	“Writers?” Alyssa asked. “You mean programmers?”

 

	“Oh right,” Mitch answered. “Code-writing programmers.”

 

	The friends searched the corpses, but didn't find much other than a few copper pieces. Mitch and Alyssa were full after feasting on the monsters. They used their white magic to heal each other. Luke refused treatment, choosing to let his wound heal naturally so it would leave a lasting battle scar. As soon as they were all healed, they continued walking up the trail.

 

	“Aren't you gonna pee on the corpses of your enemies or whatever?” Stephanie asked Luke.

 

	“I already took a bite out of the orc that I killed. I thought that was enough,” he replied. “But if you really want me to, I'll...”

 

	“Please don't,” Alyssa interrupted.

 

	Luke laughed as they started walking. The decapitated head of the orc he killed laid in the middle of the path ahead of them. He picked it up, gave it a long kiss on the the lips, then punted it into the woods.

 

	“It's good!” Luke yelled, holding his arms up. The others just shook their heads.

 

	For the next hour or so, the friends traveled up the path without incident. Nothing but sunny blue skies, birds chirping in the woods, and a cool breeze coming from the north. The mountains were no longer way off in the distance – they were getting close.

 

	They heard running water up ahead as they continued up the trail. The friends came to a long bridge going over a fast-moving river. It looked stable enough and they didn't think twice about going over it. But right before they got to the bridge, a troll came running out from under it.

 

	“Ahhh, you wish to cross my bridge?” the troll asked, a wide grin on its face.

 

	“Yes,” Alyssa answered. “What is the fee?”

 

	“There is no fee,” the troll replied. “But if you want to cross my bridge, you must answer three riddles.”

 

	“Um, okay,” Alyssa said. “What's the first riddle.”

 

	The troll smiled and started asking, “What has four legs, three arms, two...”

 

	“We don't have time for this shit,” Luke said, interrupting the troll.

 

	He raised his longsword high above his head and with one swing, Luke lopped the poor troll's head off. It rolled right down into the river. The powerful current whisked the wide-eyed decapitated head away out of sight within seconds.

 

	“Really?” Alyssa asked, whacking Luke in the arm. “Why would you do that?”

 

	“I thought I already made that clear. We don't have time to be answering riddles all day.”

 

	Alyssa shook her head and said, “Well, you're going over the bridge first. What if that troll cast some kind of spell on it that harms whoever goes over it without answering his riddles? Huh?”

 

	“Pfft,” Luke said and walked over the bridge unharmed. “I'm fine. See? Come on. Let's keep going.”

 

	Again, Alyssa shook her head. She kept shaking her head the entire walk over the bridge. All four of them made it over unharmed. They continued up the path until finally reaching the mountains.

 

	The mountains were massive. As the friends stood at the base, they looked up in awe. They were all from Boston and, aside from the beautiful mountain ranges in New Hampshire, had never seen anything like it.

 

	“All right,” Stephanie said. “Now we just have to follow along the mountains until we find the witch's cave.”

 

	“Well, let's get to it!” Luke replied.

 

Chapter 8 - The Crazy Witch Of The North

 

	The four friends walked along the edge of the mountains looking for the witch's cave. The sun was starting to set and they knew it would be dark soon. A cool breeze came down off the mountains, which wasn't nearly as refreshing as when the sun was high in the sky. It was starting to get a bit chilly.

 

	Just as the sun disappeared over the horizon, they noticed a fire burning off in the distance right next to the mountains. A minute later, the friends could smell a faint hint of smoke.

 

	“I wonder if that's the witch,” Stephanie said.

 

	“I bet it is,” Alyssa replied. “The crazy crat lady's directions have been spot-on so far. And we've been walking just about as long as she said we'd have to.”

 

	They continued onward. As they got closer, the smell of smoke got stronger and stronger. When the friends finally got to the fire, they knew they'd found what they were looking for.

 

	“This has to be it,” Mitch said.

 

	A crackling fire burned brightly a few yards away from the mountains, safely surrounded by rocks. Stephanie warmed her hands by the fire while the others looked around. The witch was nowhere to be seen. But they discovered what was unmistakably the entrance to a cave in the side of the mountain.

 

	Above the fire hung a small bubbling cauldron, filled with what looked like vegetables and some kind of meat. It wasn't your typical large, black witch's cauldron. It was a small, silver cauldron and reminded Stephanie of something her grandmother used to use to make kale soup. Outside the entrance to the cave leaned a long wooden staff with strange engravings. Other than that, the group didn't see anything out of the ordinary.

 

	“Hello? Anybody home?” Alyssa asked, speaking loudly into the cave.

 

	There was no answer.

 

	“Yo, weeach!” Luke yelled. “You here?”

 

	Again, no answer.

 

	“Maybe she's not here,” Alyssa said.

 

	“She's gotta be here, somewhere,” Mitch said. “Somebody does. How else would there be a fire?”

 

	“Maybe it's a deep cave and she can't hear us from here,” Luke said. “Let's check it out.”

 

	“Alright,” Mitch replied. “Here, let me cast an illumination spell. It looks pretty dark in there.”

 

	Mitch pulled out his book of white magic and started reading from it. As he completed the spell, the area around him became brightly lit. Alyssa also knew that spell and read it from her tattered book. The area around her also lit up.

 

	They entered the cave, cautiously. Mitch was in the front and the others followed him, single file, with Alyssa in the back. That was their prearranged strategy for exploring dark places when using spells for lighting because it allowed for the greatest area of illumination. When using torches, Luke stayed in the lead as usual. But the friends preferred lighting spells because it allowed them to keep their hands free.

 

	The cave was creepy by any appraisal. Even Luke found himself feeling a little uneasy. Though they could only see the immediate area around them, they could hear all kinds of things in the distance. Dripping water, critters crawling around, and a strange creaking sound filled their ears.

 

	They followed a long hallway which descended deep underground. It was quite narrow and they had to bend down at times – a claustrophobic's worst nightmare. The further down they got, the louder the creaking sound got.

 

	“What is that?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“I don't know,” Mitch answered. “But I think we're gonna find out pretty soon.”

 

	Up ahead, they could see that the hallway ended. Beyond it appeared to be a large chamber. It was out of the range of their illumination spells, yet they could see light flickering from inside it. As they approached the chamber, it became obvious that the creaking sound was coming from inside.

 

	The friends entered the large chamber. Several lit torches hung on the walls around the room, lighting the entire thing. Tattered clothing, dozens of books, bones from a variety of creatures, and other items were laying around everywhere. The smell of incense filled the air. Mitch instantly recognized it as patchouli, something he'd used a lot to hide the smell of weed from his parents before moving in with Luke.

 

	At the far end of the chamber, an elderly woman read from a book while swaying back and forth in a rocking chair. She didn't seem to notice that she had company. The woman was frail with menacing green eyes and curly silver hair that hung down to the floor behind her rocking chair. The friends approached her with caution.

 

	“Hello?” Alyssa asked.

 

	The woman didn't look up. Her eyes stayed focused on the book she was reading. The elderly woman held out her arm and raised a single finger, as if to say, “One moment.” They continued walking until they were right in front of her. Casually, the woman turned to the next page, put a bookmark – some sort of leaf – in it to save her spot, and put the book down next to her chair. Slowly, she looked up at the four friends, examining each of them before speaking.

 

	“What brings you four venturesome explorers to my clandestine lair?”

 

	Underneath the woman read [NPC] Esmeraldazela, witch in green. They were all pleased to know they'd found the woman they were looking for.

 

	“We're looking for an orb,” Alyssa said.

 

	“Ooohhh, an orb!” Esmeraldazela said with enthusiasm, standing up. She was exceptionally tall and very thin. “I can tell you about all kinds of orbs: The Orb of Disillusionment. The Chaos and Order Orbs. The Orb of Sexual Mastery. The Orb of...”

 

	“Sexual Mastery,” Luke said. “Tell us about that one.”

 

	Before the witch could respond, Mitch jumped in and said, “We're looking for the Orb of Displacement.”

 

	The witch walked over to Mitch, stopped in front of him, and eyed him up and down. Then, she walked over to Luke doing the same thing, followed by Stephanie and Alyssa.

 

	“Haven't I seen the four of you before?” she asked. “You look awfully familiar.”

 

	“I don't think so,” Alyssa answered. “Do you know where the Orb of Displacement is, Esmeraldazela? Do you have it?”

 

	“Me?” she answered. “No. No, I don't have it. But I know who does.”

 

	“Great!” Mitch said. “Would you please tell us?”

 

	Esmeraldazela stood silently for a moment, running her skinny fingers through her hair. Her eyes darted from one friend to the next. Finally, she answered.

 

	“Yes.”

 

	“Great!” Alyssa shouted, prematurely.

 

	“But,” the witch continued, “you have to answer three riddles. Get one right, and I'll tell you.”

 

	Luke started reaching for his longsword. Mitch caught him out of the corner of his eye and looked over at his friend, getting his attention. Subtly shaking his head from side to side, Mitch let Luke know that this wasn't the time to be decapitating people. Reluctantly, Luke took his hand off the sword.

 

	“If that's what we have to do to get you to tell us where The Orb is,” Alyssa said, “so be it. What's the first riddle?”

 

	The witch rubbed her hands together and said, “It flies without wings. Without words, it sings. It runs without legs. For copper, it begs.”

 

	The four of them stood silently for several minutes, trying to figure out the riddle. Eventually, they each offered up an answer. None of them got it right.

 

	“What is it?” Mitch asked.

 

	“It's a janerybird!” the witch answered.

 

	“A what?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“You've never heard of a janerybird? I thought that was an easy one. It's an animal that lives at the very top of Hellhound Mountain on the continent of Albatrania.”

 

	“How the fuck were we supposed to know that?” Luke yelled. “How would anybody know that?”

 

	“Relax,” Mitch said, putting a hand on his friend's shoulder. “Let's hear the next one.”

 

	The witch asked another riddle. Again, the friends all got it wrong. And like before, there was no way that any of them – or any mid-level adventurer for that matter – could've known the answer. Esmeraldazela asked the final riddle and, not surprisingly, they all got it wrong.

 

	“I'm sorry,” the witch said. “But you didn't get any of them right.”

 

	“Because they were all ridiculous riddles that no one other than a crazy witch living in a cave surrounded by books would know,” Luke said.

 

	“Please,” Alyssa begged. “Is there anything we can do? We really need to find The Orb.”

 

	The witch ran her fingers through her hair, lost in thought. They stood around her, anxiously awaiting an answer. Esmeraldazela bent down and started digging through a pile of books, taking one out of the stack. A mischievous smile appeared on her face.

 

	“Alright,” she said. “I'll tell you where you can find the Orb of Displacement if you can defeat an ice demon.”

 

	The four friends looked at each other. They didn't really want to fight any kind of demon, but knew it was their only chance to learn where The Orb was.

 

	“Is that the only way?” Mitch asked.

 

	“Yes,” Esmeraldazela answered, bluntly.

 

	“Then it's on like winter in the Yukon,” Luke said.

 

	“Lame,” Alyssa mumbled, not quite loud enough for anyone to hear.

 

	The witch started reading from the book. While she read, the four friends prepared for battle. Alyssa started casting a protection spell, trying to get it done before the ice demon appeared. Stephanie readied her bow and Luke took out his longsword. Mitch wasn't sure what to do. He doubted that he'd be able to do much damage to an ice demon if he shifted into his wolven form. And his white magic was of no use. With no other options, Mitch reached for the dagger he kept on his leg, hoping he'd be able to chip away at least a few hit points from the demon.

 

	Esmeraldazela read the final words from the book and raised her free hand high in the air. The ground beneath them started to shake. Stephanie lost her balance and nearly fell. Fortunately, Mitch was standing right there and managed to catch her. From the top of the cavern, the water that was slowly dripping down before now started pouring into the room. As it hit the shaking ground, the water instantly froze. More and more water came crashing down, freezing as it landed. 

 

	From the ground up, the ice demon started to take shape. More and more water came down, forming the demon. Eventually, when it was fully formed, the ground stopped shaking and water stopped pouring out of the ceiling. 

 

	The four friends looked up at the massive demon in absolute awe. It towered over them, standing at nearly twenty feet tall. Its icy arms were enormous. They'd never fought such a formidable monster before. Between the demon's size, devilish black eyes, massive body, and the angry look on its face, the friends – even Luke – were scared out of their minds. Luke was fearless when it came to fighting organic monsters, but magical ones always made him uneasy.

 

	“You're sure there's nothing else we can do to get you to tell us about The Orb?” he asked the witch.

 

	Esmeraldazela didn't reply. She just laughed.

 

Chapter 9 - Ice, Ice Baby

 

	The ice demon held out its arms and started inhaling deeply over the course of several seconds. Alyssa finished casting her protection spell and +4 Defense appeared over each of their heads. Stephanie flipped through her spell book, looking for something to use against the mighty demon. She knew her bow and arrow would be useless. Mitch and Luke readied their weapons and prepared to attack.

 

	“Ahhhhhh!” Luke screamed, lunging at the demon.

 

	He swung his longsword overhead, slicing it down at the ice demon. Luke landed a direct hit to the demon's torso. Though initially pleased with his hit, Luke became discouraged when he took a step back and saw -1 HP above the demon.

 

	“That only took out one hit point?” Luke complained. “Son of a...”

 

	Before Luke could finish his sentence, the demon's black eyes locked onto him and it started to exhale. It leaned down and a powerful gust of icy wind came out of its mouth. Luke did the only thing he could do: hold his sword up in defense. Not surprisingly, it was of absolutely no use. The demon's icy breath froze the sword in his hands. But that's not all – it froze Luke's entire body.

 

	The other three looked at their frozen friend in horror. Luke was frozen solid. He looked like an ice statue of a warrior in the middle of battle, defending himself. They knew that if they didn't figure out a way to defeat the demon, they'd likely all end up as ice sculptures.

 

	Mitch didn't expect his lowly dagger to do any real damage, especially after seeing Luke's powerful strike on the demon only do one hit point of damage. But it was the only option that he had. Mitch lunged at the massive demon, stabbing him in the thigh with his freshly-sharpened dagger. He'd gotten it sharpened in Lakewind and hadn't used it since. The dagger hit the demon's leg and chipped a few shards of ice off it. Mitch stepped back and saw  -1 HP appear above the demon.

 

	Discouraged, Mitch sheathed his dagger. He knew that a demon like the one they were facing likely had thousands of hit points. With no other options, he tried to start shifting into his wolven form. The transformation began immediately, as Mitch was both angry and scared – terrified, really.

 

	The ice demon once again opened up its arms and started to inhale. Stephanie raised her hand and pointed a finger at the enormous demon. As she finished reading the words to her spell, balls of fire started shooting out of her fingers. Stephanie figured that casting a fireball spell against an ice demon would do some serious damage. 

 

	She figured wrong.

 

	As each fireball hit the ice demon in the center of its chest, -1 HP floated up above it before disappearing a second later. -1 HP, -1 HP, -1 HP, -1HP, -1 HP, -1HP appeared above its head, one for each of the six fireballs that Stephanie shot. A look of absolute terror appeared on her face. She thought for sure that her spell would take out a lot of hit points. Stephanie took a few steps back and frantically flipped through her spell book, looking for something else that might work against the mighty demon.

 

	Again, the ice demon leaned down and started to exhale. This time, its eyes locked onto Alyssa. With her heart practically beating out of her chest, Alyssa turned and started to run. She only made it a few steps before the demon's icy breath froze her in place. Like Luke, Alyssa was frozen solid. 

 

	Stephanie began casting another spell. Since the fire spell didn't hurt the demon, this time she decided to try an ice spell. While not particularly hopeful it was going to work, Stephanie figured it was worth a try.

 

	Mitch's sharp teeth, fierce claws, and dexterous hands were out and ready for action. He wasn't exactly sure how to attack the mighty demon, so he just let his animal instincts take over. Mitch leapt at it, slashing the demon's leg with his razor-sharp claws. Like all the other attacks, -1 HP appeared above it. He slashed it again with his other hand. Again, -1 HP floated above it. Over and over, Mitch kept swinging away at the demon.

 

	For the first time, the ice demon showed some emotion. It looked down at Mitch and laughed. The laugh was in a tone so deep that it made the entire cavern shake. The demon swung its mighty arm at Mitch, sending him flying back about twenty feet. The half-wolf landed on his back, -27 HP floating above him. The demon held his arms wide and started to inhale once again.

 

	Stephanie held both her arms up in the air as she finished reciting her spell. High above the demon's head appeared dozens of large icicles. One by one, the massive ice spears crashed down on the demon's head. Stephanie was eager to see how much damage they'd do. But the ice spell didn't do any damage. Instead, every time an ice spear hit the demon, +99 HP appeared above its head. Stephanie just shook hers.

 

	The ice demon, now fully healed from the little damage they'd done, locked its eyes on Mitch. He'd managed to get up and was running back over to the demon to continue attacking it, even though he wasn't doing much damage. But before Mitch was able to take a single swing, the ice demon leaned down and blew its frigid wind at him. Instantly, Mitch was frozen in place like the others. 

 

	Stephanie stood amongst her frozen friends, utterly terrified. She knew she was next. The thought of running crossed her mind but she couldn't leave her friends. If they were all gonna freeze to death, she was gonna freeze to death with them. 

 

	She looked around the room. Luke was frozen in a defensive stance. Alyssa was frozen running from the demon, Mitch frozen running toward it. The ice demon was staring right at her with what almost looked like a grin on its face. An evil, sinister grin. Stephanie looked over at the witch, who was still standing near her rocking chair. She had an equally evil grin on her face – maybe more so – and was watching her demon freeze the adventurers, one by one.

 

	Stephanie looked from the witch to the demon, then back to the witch. She tried to remember what the crazy crat lady said to them. It sounded like the ramblings of a mad woman at the time, but Stephanie was starting to think that maybe there was something to it.

 

	“What was it that she said?” Stephanie mumbled to herself. “She said something about the witch's cold heart. Something about warming her heart.”

 

	Since nothing was working against the demon, Stephanie turned her attention to the witch. She flipped to the Fireball spell and started reading. The demon opened up its arms a fourth time and started to inhale.

 

	With the spell book practically shaking in her petite little hands, Stephanie read the incantation. The ice demon's eyes locked onto her as it inhaled. She held out her trembling hand at the witch and pointed right at the center of her chest. The ice demon started to lean down just as Stephanie finished reading the spell.

 

	Fireball after fireball shot out of the elf's finger. One direct hit after the next landed dead in the center of the witch's chest. Stephanie anxiously watched her to see if the spell was doing any damage. The fireballs didn't seem to be having any effect on the witch. She just stood there and took it. No numbers floated above the witch. No hit points gained or lost. Stephanie was beyond disappointed.

 

	Then, she looked over at the demon. It was no longer leaning down to unleash its freezing breath. The demon was stumbling around, barely able to stand up. Every time a fireball hit the witch, -999 HP floated above the demon.

 

	One after another, the fireballs kept shooting out of Stephanie's finger. -999 HP, -999 HP, -999 HP, -999 HP, -999 HP, -999 HP, -999 HP, -999 HP appeared over the demon's head. It stumbled around, causing the whole cave to shake like crazy. The fireballs kept coming and for a second, Stephanie thought they were never gonna end. But then, they did.

 

	After the last fireball struck the witch, Stephanie immediately started reading from her spell book again. But within a few seconds, she realized that it wasn't necessary. After stumbling around throughout the fireball attack on the witch, the ice demon finally fell over, shattering. Shards of ice went flying in every direction. Stephanie held up an arm to shield her eyes. The witch just stood there, emotionless.

 

	Defeated, the pieces of the ice demon quickly started to melt. Within a minute, it was completely gone. +999 EXP appeared. Congratulations! You've reached level 35 floated above Stephanie's head. She put her extra stat point into intelligence.

 

	One by one, the three frozen friends started to melt in the order they were frozen. First Luke, then Alyssa, and finally Mitch. 

 

	“What the fuck?” Luke yelled. “What happened to the ice demon?”

 

	“I killed it,” Stephanie said, proudly.

 

	“Really?” Alyssa asked. “Go Steph! But how?”

 

	“By warming the witch's icy little heart,” Stephanie answered, pointing to Esmeraldazela.

 

	The four friends turned their attention to the witch. They walked over to her, cautiously.

 

	“Well?” Luke asked. “We defeated the ice asshole. You gonna tell us where to find the Orb of Displacement?”

 

	The witch crossed her arms and eyed the four friends. 

 

	“Fine,” she answered. “I'll tell you. But that orb is powerful beyond your wildest dreams. It's dangerous. It's wonderful. It's...”

 

	“Yeah, yeah,” Luke interrupted. “Where is it?”

 

	“You'll find the Orb of Displacement to the north. Leave here and go back the way you came. When you come to the main road with the rock, you want to go north. Follow that road between the mountain ranges until you get to a town. It's to the north. And it's even windier than the town with the big lake. But I forget the name of it. It doesn't matter. Once you get to that town, go all the way to the most northeast part. It's mostly farmland up there. You’ll find a single house – more like a shack, really. Talk to whoever's there. Then you have to go deep underground, deep down in the mines. You don't have to do any actual mining, mind you. Well, that's up to you, really. You'll find what you're looking for down there. Your precious Displacement Orb. That's where you'll find it.”

 

	“You're sure?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“Are you calling me a liar?” the witch shot back.

 

	“Of course not,” Mitch said. “But it's really important we find that orb. You're sure that's where it is?”

 

	“Trust me. You'll find what you're looking for there,” Esmeraldazela replied.

 

	She sat down in her chair and started rocking back and forth. The four friends tried to ask the witch more questions, but she didn't answer.

 

	“I guess we're heading north,” Mitch said.

 

	“It's late,” Alyssa said. “Why don't we get out of here and make camp outside somewhere along the mountains. Then, we'll start heading north at first light.”

 

	“Sounds good,” Stephanie replied.

 

	The friends left the eerie cavern and walked along the mountains until they found a good spot to spend the night. They settled in, ate some food, and talked about the adventure that was ahead of them. The witch didn't give them much to go on, but at least it was something. After they ate, Alyssa fell right asleep. Luke spent some time sharpening his sword before turning in. Mitch and Stephanie sat by the fire, talking.

 

	“You have no idea how freaking proud of you I am,” Mitch said. “We'd all be ice statues right now if it wasn't for you.”

 

	Blushing, Stephanie replied, “I'm just glad it worked.”

 

	“You don't give yourself enough credit,” Mitch said, putting his hand on Stephanie's leg. “You're amazing.”

 

	Stephanie looked into Mitch's eyes and he into hers. They could see the light from the fire flickering in each others' pupils. Mitch wanted to kiss Stephanie more than anything in the world, but couldn't bring himself to do it. Instead, he just smiled and she smiled back.

 

	“You're pretty amazing, too,” Stephanie replied.

 

	They sat there next to the fire together for a little while until Stephanie fell asleep. Half relieved from defeating the ice demon and half anxious about the adventure ahead, Mitch stayed awake, taking first watch. As he kept an eye on his sleeping friends, Mitch thought about the four characters in the real world. He couldn't help but wonder what they were up to.

 

Chapter 10 - The Not-So-Great Beyond

 

	“Hey Arnold69,” Ethelwulf said. “Check this out.”

 

	Ethelwulf had found Mitch's cell phone.

 

	“What is it?” Arnold69 asked.

 

	“I'm not sure. It's some kind of magical device. There are all kinds of different things I can press. Facebook. Google. Messages. Contacts.”

 

	“Touch contacts. See what happens.”

 

	Ethelwulf pressed it and Mitch's contacts came up. Both of their eyes widened when they saw a picture of someone who looked a lot like Alalia. 

 

	“It says Stephanie but she looks just like Alalia,” Ethelwulf said. “I wonder what'll happen if I press it.”

 

	“Let's find out,” Arnold69 said, leaning over and pressing the button.

 

	The phone started ringing. Ethelwulf nearly dropped it he was so startled. The two of them eagerly waited to see what, if anything, was going to happen. After six rings they heard a clicking sound, followed by several seconds of silence. Then, they heard two females talking.

 

	“I don't know,” they heard through the phone. “It kept making that annoying sound so I started pressing different things. And it was vibrating in my lap, which startled me at first but then felt kinda good.”

 

	In a second voice, they heard, “Why does it say Mitch and have an image of someone who kinda looks like Ethelwulf on it?”

 

	Ethelwulf got excited when he heard his name and said, “Ethelwulf – that's me! Alalia, Dwyndolin, is that you? Are you trapped inside this magical device?”

 

	“Ethelwulf?” the boys heard through the phone. “It's me, Alalia! I'm not trapped inside a magical device. You are! I'm holding a rectangular, um, something. I don't know what to call it. It's almost like a seer's orb, but rectangular. It shows an image of someone who looks like you and your voice is coming out of it.”

 

	“Same here!” Ethelwulf replied. “It says Stephanie and has a picture of someone who looks like you. Under it, there are several buttons labeled Speaker, Video, Keypad, and End Call.”

 

	“I wonder what would happen if we pressed them,” Alalia said.

 

	For the second time in as many minutes, Arnold69 leaned in, pressed a button, and said, “Let's find out.”

 

	He was aiming for the Speaker button, but Arnold69's finger firmly pressed Video. None of them were used to the delicate touch that electronics require. The video camera activated and Ethelwulf's face appeared on the screen in a little box. He made a couple different faces, checking to see if it was really him. Both Ethelwulf and Arnold69 were amazed by the technology. Of course, they thought it was some kind of magical device.

 

	“Press Video,” Ethelwulf said.

 

	Alalia did and a moment later her face appeared on Ethelwulf's screen. Her and Dwyndolin could see him, too.

 

	“Oh my...” Alalia said. “Ethelwulf, is that you?”

 

	“Yes, it's me!” he replied. “I know I look a little different than usual, but it's me.”

 

	“And me,” Arnold69 said, leaning over and putting his face next to Ethelwulf's so the girls could see him on the phone. “Where's Dwyndolin?”

 

	Alalia turned the phone slightly so the boys could see Dwyndolin. 

 

	“Right here,” she said. “Where are you guys?”

 

	“We're in what looks like our living quarters,” Ethelwulf answered. “We haven't really left yet because, well, it's kinda scary out there.”

 

	“What do you mean?” Alalia asked.

 

	“When we went out the front door, there were machines going up and down the street really fast. And the buildings, they're huge! They go way up into the sky. We must be in some kind of big city. And all we saw were humans. No dwarves, elves, nothing. Hey, speaking of which: You look human, Alalia. Your ears, eyes, everything.”

 

	“I am human,” she replied. “And Dwyndolin can't shift. She's all human, too. Can you shift?”

 

	“I haven't tried,” Ethelwulf answered, “so I'm not really sure. Where are you guys?”

 

	“Like you, we're in some kind of living quarters. Just two beds, a wash room with hot water, and these strange magical devices. We haven't ventured out too far yet, either. We should try to meet.”

 

	“Definitely,” Ethelwulf agreed. “But how?”

 

	“You know how some of the major roads have names and most houses have numbers back in our world?” Alalia asked.

 

	“Yes.”

 

	“Does your road have a name? Does your house have a number?”

 

	“Hold on.”

 

	Ethelwulf walked to the front door, taking the phone with him. Arnold69 was right behind him. They opened the door and went out on the steps again. Like before, cars whizzed up and down the busy city street. Ethelwulf noticed a sign at an intersection a little bit down the road.

 

	“I think this street is called Massachusetts Avenue,” Mitch said. “That's what the sign says, anyway.”

 

	“Okay, great!” Alalia said. “Does your building have a number on it?”

 

	Ethelwulf and Arnold69 turned around and looked at their building. They didn't see any numbers at first. Then, Arnold69 thought to look at the outside of the front door. He shut it halfway, looked around to the front, and saw the number 1216. 

 

	“One two one six,” Arnold69 read aloud. “Our door says twelve sixteen on it.”

 

	After talking with Dwyndolin for a minute, Alalia said into the phone, “Why don't you guys stay there. Dwyndolin and I are gonna try to come to you.”

 

	“How?” Ethelwulf asked.

 

	“We have no idea. But we're gonna do the best we can.”

 

	“Okay. We'll stay here. Make sure you bring your magical communication device with you. I just pressed Contacts, the picture of you, then the green button that said Call and then we heard your voice. If you need to contact us, just do the same thing with your device.”

 

	“Sounds good,” Alalia said. “Hopefully we'll be seeing you guys soon.”

 

	Ethelwulf pressed End Call and the phone hung up, which is what he figured would happen. He and Arnold69 returned inside and eagerly waited for their female friends to hopefully show up. To kill time, they sampled a variety of foods that Luke and Mitch had in the apartment.

 

	“Ethelwulf, you gotta try one of these,” Arnold69 said, mouth full of chocolate sugary goodness, crumbs falling out of his mouth.

 

	“What is it?” Ethelwulf asked with a mouth full of Doritos.

 

	Looking at the box, Arnold69 answered, “They're called Devil Dogs. Sooo good!”

 

	They continued trying a variety of different foods. Mitch had an impressive collection of stoner snacks. Just when they thought they'd found a new favorite, they'd try something else that blew their minds. This went on and on for a while.

 

* * *

 

	“So how are we going to do this?” Alalia asked.

 

	“First thing we need to do is get dressed,” Dwyndolin answered. “Then, why don't we just go out there and ask someone?”

 

	“Sounds good.”

 

	The girls looked through their closets and drawers. Each of them had a good laugh. No one would ever wear most of that stuff where they were from. They were both impressed with the quality of the stitching and everything, though. Both of them picked out an outfit that looked comfortable with a pair of sneakers.

 

	“These are great!” Dwyndolin said, skipping around the dorm room. “It's like I'm walking on air.”

 

	Alalia found an equally-comfortable pair of sneakers and was equally impressed. The girls grabbed their cell phones – or magical communication devices, as they called them – and headed out the door. Dwyndolin took note of their room number on the way out.

 

	The hallway was empty. They walked to the end of it and took the staircase downstairs. On the first floor, there were a few students in the hall.

 

	“Excuse me,” Dwyndolin said to the first guy they passed.

 

	“Sup?” he replied, looking her up and down.

 

	“We were wondering if you knew how to get to twelve sixteen Massachusetts Avenue.”

 

	“Nope. I don't,” he replied. “I'd just Uber it.”

 

	“You mean you'd cast an Ubermensch spell?” Alalia asked. “How would that help us?”

 

	He shot Alalia a confused glance, then looked back to Dwyndolin and said, “You ever use Uber? It's super easy.”

 

	“I... I don't think so,” Dwyndolin answered.

 

	“I'll show you how. Here, give me your phone.”

 

	“My what?”

 

	“Your phone,” he said, pointing at her pocket. “I can clearly see it.”

 

	Dwyndolin took the device out of her pocket and handed it to him. He pushed a couple things and handed it back to her a moment later.

 

	“You guys are fucking with me,” he said. “You've already got Uber on your phone. I don't know what you two weirdos are trying to pull, but I'm not falling for it.”

 

	The young man continued walking down the hallway, shaking his head. The girls looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders. Dwyndolin looked at her phone and saw the word Uber. She pressed it. 

 

	The app opened up and asked where they wanted to go. A keypad appeared and Dwyndolin started typing, slowly. She wasn't familiar with keypad layouts and it took her a long time to find all the letters in Massachusetts Avenue. Eventually, she entered the address and it said her Uber would be there in five minutes.

 

	“It looks like our Uber – whatever that is – will be here in five minutes,” Dwyndolin said.

 

	“And it's gonna bring us to the guys?” Alalia asked.

 

	“I guess,” Dwyndolin said, then turned toward a young woman walking down the hall. “Excuse me. I just cast an Uber and I was wondering if there's anything else I need to do.”

 

	“You mean you ordered an Uber?” she asked, shooting the girls a confused look. “Just go out front through those doors. They'll pick you up right out there. I use Uber all the time. They're great.”

 

	“Thank you,” Dwyndolin replied.

 

	The girls walked outside and waited. They were in awe. Just like what Ethelwulf had described, they saw machines moving quickly and tall buildings everywhere. Both of them were overflowing with anxiety and excitement. 

 

	A few minutes later, a car pulled up. The girls just stood there, looking at it. In Bloodfeast, there were horse-drawn carriages, but nothing even remotely resembling a motor vehicle. They saw someone inside, just sitting there. After a minute, he got out.

 

	“You girls order an Uber?” the man asked.

 

	Dwyndolin looked at Alalia, then to the man and answered, “Yes. We did.”

 

	“Well, get in!” he said, coming around the car, opening the door for them.

 

	Again, the girls looked at each other before getting into the backseat of the car. The driver shut the door after them and got back in the driver's seat. Alalia sunk into her seat, impressed with how soft it was. Dwyndolin looked up front at all the buttons and controls, trying to make sense of the fantastic machine.

 

	“You're going to one two one six Mass Ave?” the man asked.

 

	“Massachusetts Avenue, yes,” Alalia answered.

 

	“We'll be there in less than ten minutes.”

 

	He put the car in drive and off they went. Both girls looked out their windows the entire ride. They were blown away by all the people, lights, buildings, and vehicles. Nothing looked the way they imagined it. As amazing at it all was, they were both terrified. 

 

	The car pulled up to 1216 Massachusetts Avenue. They thanked the driver and got out, but not without some difficulty. He had to explain to them how to open the door. Once they figured it out, they walked up to the door with the number 1216 on it and knocked.

 

	“Who's there?” Arnold69 asked through the door.

 

	“It's us,” Dwyndolin replied.

 

	The door swung open and the four Bloodfeast characters were reunited at last. The girls went in and sat down in the living room with the boys.

 

	“What's it like out there?” Ethelwulf asked.

 

	“It's crazy,” Alalia replied, “just like you guys described. And all we saw were strangely-dressed humans. I don't know if I like it here. This isn't at all what I expected the great beyond to be like.”

 

	“What if it's not?” Ethelwulf said.

 

	“What if what's not?” Arnold69 asked.

 

	“What if this isn't the great beyond like we thought. What if this is just some other world? A world where everyone is human and magic doesn't work.”

 

	“That doesn't sound like a world where I'd want to live,” Dwyndolin said.

 

	“Me either,” Alalia added. “I wanna go home.”

 

	The others nodded in agreement.

 

	“Maybe we can figure out a way to get back somehow,” Ethelwulf said.

 

	“How?” Arnold69 asked.

 

	“I have no idea. But I'm sure it'll have something to do with that device right there.”

 

	Ethelwulf pointed to the desktop computer screen. The four characters all turned their attention to it. On the screen, they saw their normal bodies sleeping around a fire next to a mountain. None of them knew how they were going to get back, but they all wanted to. Even after only a short period of time, all four of them missed home.

 

Chapter 11 - The Adventure Continues

 

	“You guys ready?” Mitch asked, eager to get on with their quest to find the Orb of Displacement.

 

	The others all nodded their heads in agreement. They checked to make sure nothing was left behind and they started making their way back to the main road. All of them were feeling a little uneasy with Esmeraldazela's instructions, feeling they were a bit vague. Nonetheless, they all wanted to get to the town to the north to see what they could find.

 

	They got back to the main road without issue. At the large rock where the path to the western mountain range meets the main road, like before, the friends stopped to rest and have something to eat.

 

	“We've never been north of the mountains before,” Stephanie said. “I wonder what it's like up there. I wonder what the town we're going to is like.”

 

	“I bet there are all kinds of crazy monsters up there,” Luke said. “I've heard there are giant beasts that can kill you with a single blow.”

 

	Stephanie swallowed hard. Sensing her anxiety, Mitch tried to comfort his friend.

 

	“I'm sure it's gonna be fine,” he said. “Don't worry about it. We'll stay focused on our mission and everything will be all good.”

 

	“Hmmm,” Alyssa said, looking over at Luke.

 

	“What?” he asked.

 

	“What you said has me thinking,” she answered. “When we were playing Bloodfeast MMO safely from home before getting sucked into the game, if our characters died, one of two things would happen: They'd come back to life after twenty-four hours with one hit point or after having a revival spell cast on them.”

 

	“Yeah. So?” Luke asked.

 

	“I wonder what would happen if one of us died while in the game,” Alyssa continued.

 

	“It's impossible to know,” Mitch said. “Hopefully we won't have to find out. But that brings up another question.”

 

	“What?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“If our characters actually got sent to our reality, what happens to them if they die? Because in our world, there are no revival spells and, as far as I know, no one's ever respawned after dying.”

 

	“That's a lot to think about,” Stephanie said.

 

	“No it's not,” Luke replied, standing up. “You guys ready? Let's get going. We've got a lot of ground to cover.”

 

	They packed their stuff and started walking north up the main road. It was another clear, sunny day and the friends passed several groups of adventurers along the way. Occasionally, they'd stop to chat for a minute, but usually just nodded and kept walking. There was one group of two adventurers with similar levels that they got some information from.

 

	“So you guys are coming back from the town at the end of this road?” Mitch asked.

 

	“That's right,” one of them answered. Under him read, KrombopulosMichael, Level 39, Gromflomite (custom race), Assassin in blue.

 

	“What's the town's called?” Mitch asked. “And nice name, by the way.”

 

	“Oh, thanks,” KrombopulosMichael replied. “The town? It's called Northwind.”

 

	“Makes sense,” Alyssa said.

 

	“How are the monsters once you pass between the two mountain ranges?” Luke asked.

 

	“Much tougher,” the other adventurer answered. Below him in blue read FoxHouse, Level 37, Dwarf, Fighter. “But not impossibly tough. And the experience and treasure you'll get after beating them is way better. You guys are all around the same levels as us. You should be alright.”

 

	“Cool,” Mitch replied. “Thanks for the info. I'm curious what your name means. I know what KrombopulousMichael is from, but what does FoxHouse mean? Sorry, I always ask people what their names mean.”

 

	“He really does,” Luke threw in.

 

	“Those are my two favorite fictional characters: Fox Mulder and Gregory House,” FoxHouse answered.

 

	“Oh, cool,” Mitch replied. “That's interesting. And they were both inspired by the same famous detective, if I'm not mistaken.”

 

	“That's right!” FoxHouse said, enthusiastically. “The creators of both characters were big Sherlock Holmes fans. That's why House is called House. Holmes, House – get it? House is the singular of homes. And did you know...”

 

	“We won't hold you guys up any longer,” Luke said, interrupting FoxHouse. “Thanks for the info. Safe adventuring.”

 

	“You too,” FoxHouse replied, disappointed. It wasn't everyday that someone showed interest in his two favorite characters. His current adventuring companion certainly didn't seem to care.

 

	“Safe travels to Northwind,” KrombopulousMichael said.

 

	The four friends continued north up the road. Luke was in front as usual, fantasizing about all the monsters he might encounter to the north. Stephanie was in the back, worrying about all the monsters she might encounter to the north. The two in the middle also walked up the road, lost in thought. Alyssa was thinking about which reality sucked more - being a broke college student in Boston or a shifting white mage in a world where every single day was a struggle. Mitch thought about getting home. He couldn't wait to curl up on the couch with a packed bowl, a bag of Funyuns, and an episode of Rick and Morty on the television.

 

	“Hey,” Mitch said a while later, breaking the silence. As they walked past a trail leading off the main road to the left, he pointed at it and continued, “Remember what the crazy crat lady said? When she told us how to find Esmeraldazela, she said to take the third path to the right – the one with the rock.”

 

	“Yeah,” Luke replied. “And?”

 

	“She said to take the third trail,” Mitch continued. “Not the second and especially not the fourth. She made a big point of that. I wonder why she said it like that. Makes you wonder, doesn't it?”

 

	“No,” Luke said. “It makes you wonder.”

 

	Mitch shrugged his shoulders and they kept walking. He looked down the trail as they walked past it, wondering where it lead.

 

	The group continued onward, walking north up the road. They could see the massive mountain range they'd just come from to the left and an equally-impressive range on the right. The road ran right between the two mountains. None of them had traveled further north than that. When they got to that point, they stopped for a minute.

 

	“Is everyone at full hit points?” Mitch asked. “We have no idea what lies ahead.”

 

	The others checked their stats and nodded. Everyone but Luke, that is.

 

	“Close enough,” he said.

 

	Luke was still a few hit points shy of being at one-hundred percent from getting his arm slashed a couple days earlier. Mitch was twenty-three hit points short of being full from when he got slammed by the ice demon the night before. He took out his book of white magic and cast a healing spell on himself. +50 HP appeared above his head, restoring him back to full.

 

	“You sure you don't want me to cast a healing spell on your arm?” Alyssa asked Luke.

 

	“Nah,” he answered. “Cause then it won't leave a cool scar.”

 

	Alyssa didn't reply: She just shook her head.

 

	They traveled north up the road between the two mountain ranges. To each side, they were completely surrounded by rock. The narrow dirt road continued between the mountains for hundreds of yards. All of them were on high alert. If they got ambushed, there was nowhere to run. But there was also nowhere for enemies to hide and they made it through to the north no problem.

 

	When they came out on the other side, the friends stopped and looked around. The landscape was colorful and vibrant. Unlike south of the mountains which was mostly forest, ahead they could see a hilly landscape filled with green grass, a variety of flowers, and lots of rivers and streams. 

 

	“It's beautiful,” Stephanie said in awe.

 

	“It really is,” Mitch agreed.

 

	Alyssa and Luke looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders. Neither of them were particularly impressed with the landscape. They resumed walking a minute later, Luke in front. The road was well-worn with plenty of recent footprints, hoof prints, and tracks from horse-drawn carts. A river came down off the east mountain and ran along the road for as far as the eye could see.

 

	The sun was well past its high point and the friends wondered if they'd make it to Northwind before nightfall. They'd been traveling all day and were tired, but equally eager to make it to their destination. As they were walking up the north road, Luke's pace suddenly slowed.

 

	“What is it?” Mitch asked.

 

	“Shhh,” Luke whispered. “It's a suicide squirrel.”

 

	“A what?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“Do you not know what 'shhh' means?” Luke replied, whispering. “A suicide squirrel. If you kill one, it's worth like a thousand experience points. But the second you attack it, it tries to kill itself before you do.”

 

	The friends looked ahead and saw a small squirrel with Ssquirrel written underneath it in red. It was nibbling on an acorn, back turned away from the group. Luke slowly raised his sword and started tip-toeing toward it. The rest of the group stayed put.

 

	Luke continued to creep up on the squirrel until he was right behind it. The small animal was too busy enjoying his acorn to notice. With his sword raised high above his head, Luke sent it crashing down at the squirrel.

 

	As the sword was coming down at the small animal, it looked up. Escaping death by a fraction of a second, the squirrel leapt out of the way. Luke's sword came flying down, slicing several inches into the dirt.

 

	“You little fucker!” he yelled.

 

	The squirrel looked up at Luke and although none of the others saw it, he swore that it laughed at him. Again, he raised his sword but the squirrel started running off. Luke chased after it as fast as he could.

 

	“Get it, Luke!” Mitch cheered. 

 

	Alyssa laughed, watching the cocky fighter chase after the squirrel. It ran over to the river next to the road, Luke right behind it. He raised his sword again and the squirrel looked up at him. Without hesitation, Luke took another swing at the squirrel. It looked at the river, back up at Luke, then back to the river again.

 

	Splash!

 

	The suicide squirrel lived up to its name – well, died up to its name, really. Instead of getting cut in half by Luke's mighty blade, the squirrel jumped into the river. The rapidly-moving current pulled it underwater almost immediately, sending the squirrel to a watery grave. Luke's sword, once again, came crashing down into the ground.

 

	“Fucking squirrel!” he yelled.

 

	Luke watched it disappear down the river and shook his head. He dipped his sword in the water to wash off the dirt off it, then returned to the group.

 

	“Good try,” Mitch said.

 

	“Not good enough,” Luke replied. “That little fucker was fast.”

 

	“Well, it was a squirrel,” Alyssa said, amused. “What'd you expect? Can we keep going now? Or do you have other critters you want to chase around? A homicide hummingbird, perhaps? Or maybe a genocide gopher?”

 

	“Let's go,” Luke said and started walking up the road.

 

	The others followed. None of them said anything for the next half hour. The terrain was getting a little rougher. The road went up and down several large hills. From the top of some of the higher peaks, the friends could see Northwind off in the distance. They were happy to know it wasn't too much further away.

 

	“Guys,” Mitch said, pointing off to the left. “Look.”

 

	They were on the road coming down a large hill with another up ahead. About a hundred yards to their left, Mitch spotted a couple hill giants sitting around a fire.

 

	“Let's just keep going,” Stephanie said. “Maybe they won't notice us.”

 

	As soon as she finished her sentence, one of the hill giants looked over at them. It stood up and then the other one did, too. Though they couldn't hear them, they saw the giants turn to each other and talk for a second. Then, they grabbed their clubs and started running toward the four adventurers.

 

	“Yeah,” Mitch replied. “I think they noticed us.”

 

	“It's on like King Kong,” Luke said, raising his longsword, rushing toward the hill giants. “Die, you big fat pieces of shit!” As soon as Luke got to the giants he swung his longsword, slicing one of them across the chest. -22 HP floated out of it.

 

	The hill giants didn't waste any time returning the favor. Both of them swung their clubs at Luke. These weren't normal clubs that you'd find orcs and goblins carrying. The hill giants had massive clubs made of dense wood with nails hammered through them. As Luke was about to find out, they could do some serious damage.

 

	The first giant raised its club high over its head and sent it screaming down at Luke. He tried to move out of the way and managed to avoid a direct blow to the head. But the weighty club struck Luke in the shoulder, one of the nails digging deep into his flesh. -73 HP floated above his head.

 

	The other giant, the one that Luke slashed with his sword, swung his club next. Another direct hit. This one hit Luke in the arm, nearly knocking his sword from his hands. -54 HP appeared above his head. 

 

	Mitch was getting better and better at shifting. When he was playing the game on his laptop back in Boston, all he had to do was click a button and his character would start to transform. Sometimes it would happen immediately. Other times it took a little while. But now that he was actually in the game, Mitch had to make it happen himself. 

 

	He knew that fear and anger were what triggered his transformations. Mitch channeled his fear of the hill giants, a monster he'd never encountered before. And after seeing them bash away at his friend, he started becoming angry. Within seconds, Mitch started shifting into his wolven self. As soon as the transformation was complete, he got on all fours and ran at the giants.

 

	Stephanie stayed on the road and took out her bow. She grabbed an arrow from her quill, lined it up, pulled back the bow string, and let it rip. Then another. And another. Stephanie shot arrow after arrow, averaging one hit out of every three or four shots. The first hit struck the hill giant that Luke had slashed with his longsword. It hit the giant in the shoulder and -19 HP floated above it. Her second hit struck the same giant, nicking him in the leg. -12 HP appeared above it. 

 

	Alyssa, like Mitch, started changing into her animal body. Before long, she was in her lioness form. After unleashing a deafening growl, she ran over to the giants and attacked.

 

	But before the two shifters got over to the giants, they each took another swing at Luke. The first one, he saw coming. The giant raised its club above its head and Luke held his longsword up to defend himself. The club crashed into the sword, sending a vibration up the hilt to Luke's hands. He managed to completely block the first giant's attack. With the second giant, Luke wasn't so lucky.

 

	It swung its massive spiked club at Luke's head. Direct Hit, Head Shot, Triple Damage floated above Luke's body. Then he collapsed to the ground. -397 HP floated above him. The shifters were too focused to notice, but Stephanie saw Luke's identity change. Instead of seeing Arnold69, Level 38, Human Warrior in blue underneath him, the lettering changed to black and read Arnold69, deceased.

 

	Mitch lunged over his friend's corpse and sunk his razor-sharp teeth into the giant's leg. Blood started pouring out and the giant unleashed a loud groan. The wolf shifter continued to attack, biting and slashing away at the massive monster.

 

	Alyssa went after the other giant. Standing up straight, she swung her powerful claws at the giant's face. It blocked the first swing but the second hit the giant right in the neck, slicing it open. Blood began squirting out and Critical Hit, -86 HP floated above its head.

 

	The giants raised their clubs once again and took aim at the two shifters. The one that Alyssa was attacking swung its club at her, striking her right in the chest and sending her flying back several feet. -47 HP appeared above her.

 

	The other giant raised its club high in the air with wide eyes and parted lips. But before it could swing it down at Mitch, an arrow came whipping through the air, right into the giant's mouth. The arrow pierced through the back of its throat, delivering a fatal blow to the giant. It collapsed to the ground, blood spurting out of its mouth. -139 HP, Critical Hit, +214 EXP floated above it.

 

	Mitch turned his attention to the remaining giant. He slashed its arm, then bit into it. -46 HP appeared above the enormous creature. Alyssa swiped her claws at the massive monster, slashing it across the chest. -39 HP floated in the air. The hill giant stumbled around, holding its neck. Every few seconds, -5 HP would float out of the giant's bleeding neck. It knew it was too weak to attack or even defend itself, so the giant turned and tried to run off. It didn't get very far.

 

	Stephanie readied another arrow. She pulled the bow string back, took aim at the fleeing giant, and let it fly. Just as Stephanie shot the arrow, -5 HP floated out of the giant's neck and it collapsed to the ground. The arrow flew over it, just barely missing its head. +214 EXP floated above the giant's corpse.

 

	While the shifters chomped on the giants' corpses, Stephanie retrieved as many of her arrows as she could. Eventually, Mitch and Alyssa shifted back into their human forms. They searched the giants and found a few silver and copper pieces, but nothing else of value. Alyssa cast a healing spell on herself and then joined Mitch and Stephanie. They were standing over Luke's corpse, talking.

 

	“I can't believe Luke's dead,” Mitch said. 

 

	“What are we going to do?” Stephanie asked. “None of us are high enough level to cast a revival spell.”

 

	“Maybe there's a healer or shaman or cleric or somebody in Northwind that can revive him,” Alyssa suggested.

 

	“Yeah,” Mitch agreed. “I think that's our best bet. I can't think of anything else to do. But how are we gonna get him to Northwind? He weighs like three hundred pounds.”

 

	Alyssa started excitedly flipping through her spell book. When she found the spell she was looking for, a smile appeared on her face.

 

	“Light as a feather, stiff as a board,” she said.

 

	“Huh?” Mitch asked.	

 

	“It's a low-level spell that I've had forever but never used. It makes something that's heavy and flimsy, like Luke, light and stiff. It'll make him really easy to carry.”

 

	“Awesome!” Stephanie said. “Do it up!”

 

	Alyssa cast Light As A Feather on Luke's corpse. The large warrior's body instantly became rigid and light. They picked him up with ease and continued up the road. 

 

	The rest of the journey to Northwind was uneventful. They got to the town just after sunset. And when the four friends – three living and one dead – arrived, they were totally blown away. Northwind was unlike any town they'd ever seen before.

 

Chapter 12 - Northwind

 

	“Hello there!”

 

	“Hi! Welcome to Northwind!”

 

	“Hello and thank you,” Mitch replied and nodded to the two gorgeous women who greeted him as soon as they got into town. They both looked at him directly when they spoke, largely ignoring Alyssa and Stephanie. After he greeted them back, the women smiled and continued walking down the road.

 

	Northwind was a large, spread-out town with beautifully-decorated homes, well-maintained roads, and a male-to-female ratio that they all noticed right away - especially Mitch. It was late in the evening and they didn't see too many people outside. However, almost everyone they did see walking around outdoors was female.

 

	“Good thing Luke's dead,” Mitch said. “Otherwise, he'd be freaking out right about now.”

 

	“I'm sure he'll still freak out when he wakes up,” Alyssa replied. “Maybe we should just leave him like this until it's time to leave town.”

 

	“I don't care if he's light as a feather,” Stephanie said. “I'm not carrying him around any longer than I have to. Besides, we kinda need him.”

 

	“I'm sure we'd all agree that it's nice to have a little break from Luke,” Mitch said. “But Steph's right: We do need him. Let's try to find some kind of healer.”

 

	They carried Luke through town looking for someone who might be able to revive him. The friends passed a weapon shop, a white magic shop, a black magic shop, and several other businesses. Some appeared open. Others were closed for the night. Toward the center of town, they came across an inn called The NorthwInn'd. Right next door was a tavern called The TavInn.

 

	“That's not really clever or funny,” Mitch said, looking up at the sign.

 

	“Nope,” Stephanie replied. “It's not. The game creators really phoned in those name. I don't know why they even bothered to name them at all.”

 

	“Maybe whoever created the names did so at like two-in-the-morning after a long day of writing and they were all out of creative juices for the day,” Mitch added.

 

	“You mean coding?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“Coding. Writing. Writing code,” Mitch replied. “Whatever.”

 

	The three friends looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders. After a brief discussion, they agreed to go inside The TavInn to inquire about finding a healer.

 

	The TavInn was about the same size as the tavern back in Lakewind, but looked much larger for two reasons. First of all, it was much cleaner. The tavern in Lakewind was cluttered with barrels, boxes, and lots of trash. The TavInn was spotless. Second, at that time of night, the tavern in Lakewind was always packed. Only about a quarter of the tables at the TavInn had anyone sitting at them.

 

	There was one more thing about the TavInn that stood out to the friends, just like they'd noticed around the entire town: Almost all the patrons and workers were female. With the exception of one male dwarven warrior sitting at a corner table with a young dwarven woman, there were no other guys in the tavern – until Mitch showed up.

 

	As soon as the friends walked in the door, all eyes were on Mitch. Besides the dwarven couple in the back corner, there were two tables with two women at each of them, one table with three women at it, and a few women by themselves scattered around the tavern. They all looked up at Mitch as he entered. Most looked away after a couple seconds, but several kept an eye on the foreign adventurer as he walked up to the bar.

 

	“Hi there!” the barmaid said, enthusiastically. “Welcome to the TavInn. What can I get for you?”

 

	“Hi. We'll be back later for food and drinks but right now, I was hoping you could tell us where to find a healer that can revive my friend here,” Mitch said, pointed at Luke's light-as-a-feather corpse.

 

	“Oh, it might be a bit too late to find one tonight,” the barmaid said. “But we do have several excellent healers here in Northwind. They stay pretty busy with all the mining accidents.”

 

	“Mining accidents?” Alyssa asked, joining the conversation.

 

	“That's right,” the barmaid answered. “Northwind is a mining town. The mines are in the northeastern most part of our quaint little village. Did you come here to mine?” she asked, looking at Mitch. “You can make a lot of coin working in the mines – if you manage to survive with all your limbs intact.”

 

	“Is that why there are so few men in this town?” Stephanie asked, looking around the tavern.

 

	“That's right,” answered the barmaid. “It's sad, but men die down in the mines all the time. This town is littered with the widows of dead miners. They come here hoping to make some money and start a better life for their families. But what they often end up doing is leaving their wives without a husband and their children without a father.”

 

	The barmaid disappeared out back for a moment, then returned to the counter and resumed talking. An attractive young woman sitting at the bar looked over at Mitch and smiled as they're listening to the barmaid talk. Underneath her read [NPC] Bethaniel, widow.

 

	“So that explains some of the disparity,” the barmaid continued. “Many of these women are widows. Others are the wives of miners that are down there now. The men usually leave for several days at a time, sometimes being gone for weeks on end.”

 

	“I see,” Stephanie said. “Thanks for explaining all that.”

 

	“And then,” the barmaid went on, “there are the women that come to Northwind in the hopes of getting together with a miner. Like I said, the ones that survive do very well for themselves. Most miners' wives live very comfortably.”

 

	“Cool,” Stephanie said. “Thanks again for...”

 

	Again the barmaid continued, interrupting Stephanie, “And lastly, you've got your working girls. Men come from all around to work in the mines. Some of them have families back home, some don't. Regardless, all men have needs. And these are the women that satisfy those needs – for a price.”

 

	Reluctantly, Stephanie thanked the barmaid for the third time, half expecting her to keep talking. This time, though, she just said, “You're welcome,” and disappeared into the back.

 

	The woman sitting at the bar who smiled at Mitch a couple minutes earlier looked over at him again. She caught his attention and he looked back at her. The woman motioned for him to come over to her and he did. The other two followed carrying Luke's corpse.

 

	“You guys are looking for a healer to revive your friend?” Bethaniel asked.

 

	“That's right,” Mitch answered. “Are you a healer?”

 

	“Me? No. But I have a good friend not too far away who is. Her doors are closed for the night but, for me, she'd gladly revive your friend. I've helped her bring several people back to life.”

 

	“And you'll take us to her?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“Sure,” she replied, looking down at herself. “It's not like I have anything better to do!”

 

	Bethaniel chugged the rest of her ale and hopped down off her bar stool. She led the friends out of the tavern and they started walking down the street. Along the way, the four of them talked a little bit. Mostly, the friends just asked Bethaniel questions about the town. They didn't find out anything that they thought would be relevant to finding the Orb of Displacement, but did learn a bit about Northwind.

 

	“Here we are,” Bethaniel said as they arrived at her friend's home and business. 

 

	It was a well-kept house with a white heart on the door, the healer's symbol. They walked up to it and Bethaniel knocked three times.

 

	“Closed for the night,” a woman yelled from inside. “Come back in the morning.”

 

	“Fayette, it's Bethaniel. Open up!”

 

	The door opened and a petite elven woman poked her head out. When she saw her friend, her face lit up.

 

	“Bethaniel! Come in! I see you brought some friends with you,” Fayette said, then noticed Luke. “Uh oh! What happened to him?”

 

	“He was beaten to death by hill giants,” Mitch answered.

 

	“Yup. I can see that,” Fayette said, looking Luke's corpse over. “Bring him into the other room and lay him down on the table. I should be able to revive him. He's obviously been beaten pretty badly, but I don't see any reason that he won't come back to life. There was no magic involved in his death, right?”

 

	“Right,” Alyssa answered.

 

	They brought Luke's corpse into the other room and laid it down on the table. Fayette gathered up a few items and pulled a book off a large bookshelf. Though Mitch didn't seem impressed, his two female friends both found Fayette to be stunningly beautiful. Both Stephanie and Alyssa felt a little self-conscious since entering Northwind. Neither of them were used to being around so many attractive women.

 

	Fayette entered the room with Luke's corpse, followed by Bethaniel. The healer handed Bethaniel a few items – precious stones, mostly – to place around the body. The friends stood back and let them go to work. 

 

	The elven healer opened her spell book and started reading from it. Stephanie recognized the language as ancient elven, though she didn't speak it herself. The incantation went on for several minutes, much longer than any spell the friends could cast. Fayette put her hands on Luke's chest as she read the final words of the spell. When she finished, Fayette took a step back and stood over him, Bethaniel doing the same on the other side. A few seconds later, Luke opened his eyes. The friends all breathed a sigh of relief – even Alyssa.

 

	Luke tried to sit up, but was in too much pain. The healer and her friend told him to just relax. He laid back down, unable to do anything but. As Luke's eyes came into focus, he looked back and forth between Fayette and Bethaniel. Though the warrior was in great pain, a smile started to form on his face as he eyed the two beautiful women standing over him.

 

	“Where am I? Did I die and go to heaven?” Luke asked.

 

	“You're in Northwind,” Fayette answered, then moved out of the way so Luke could see the others. “Your friends brought you here.”

 

	“Good to have you back, buddy!” Mitch said.

 

	“Those fucking hill giants killed me, didn't they?” Luke asked.

 

	“Yup,” Alyssa answered.

 

	Luke started laughing, wildly. 

 

	“What?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“You wanna know something funny?” Luke replied. “You know how you kept saying I should heal my arm but I didn't because I wanted it to leave a cool battle scar?”

 

	“Yeah...” Alyssa said.

 

	“Had I listened to you, I wouldn't have been killed,” Luke said, still laughing. “That crazy fatal blow from the giant would've left me with two hit points if I'd been full at the beginning of the fight.”

 

	Shaking her head, Alyssa replied, “Once again, you put the safety of the entire group at risk because of something stupid. I'm so sick of your bullshit, Luke.”

 

	“He just came back from the dead,” Stephanie said. “Maybe we should give him a break.”

 

	Alyssa continued shaking her head and walked out of the room to cool off. The healer started casting another spell. She laid her hands on Luke once again and restored his hit points to full. Revival spells only bring you back with one hit point. All of his cuts and bruises disappeared, including the one on his arm that he was hoping would scar.

 

	Luke sat up and hopped off the table. He was much taller than the women who revived him and towered over both of them. Putting an arm around each of their waists, Luke pulled them both up against his body.

 

	“Is there anything I can do to thank you two lovely ladies?” Luke asked.

 

	“A thank you is all I require,” Fayette answered, pulling away from him.

 

	“You could buy me a drink down at the TavInn,” Bethaniel said, putting her arm around Luke.

 

	“Why don't we all go down to the tavern,” Mitch said. “We'll get some food and drinks, then get rooms at the inn for the night. Tomorrow morning, we'll resume our quest to find the Orb of Displacement.”

 

	“You've heard of it?” Stephanie asked Fayette, noticing that her eyes lit up when Mitch mentioned The Orb.

 

	“Oh, yes,” she replied. “A group of adventurers came out of the mines with a Displacement Orb not too long ago. You four look an awful lot like them, now that I think about it.”

 

	“Can you tell us anything else about the Displacement Orb?” Stephanie asked.

 

	Fayette paused for a moment and then answered, “No. I'm afraid not.”

 

	“Well, thank you for everything,” Mitch said. 

 

	“You're very welcome,” Fayette answered, then showed them all to the door.

 

	The four friends walked back to The TavInn with Bethaniel. Her and Luke walked together, flirting the entire way. Alyssa didn't say a word the whole walk. 

 

	When they got to the tavern, all of them ate and drank for hours, having a good old time. Even Alyssa's mood eventually turned around, though it made her sick to see all the attention Luke was getting from the local women. All of them got rooms at the NorthwInn'd and slept soundly through the night after a long and eventful day of traveling.

 

Chapter 13 - Minecraft

 

	“Thank you for an absolutely amazing night,” Bethaniel said to Luke, kissing him on the cheek. “You'll come see me again when you all return from the mines?”

 

	“Of course, baby!” he replied. “Now run along so my friends and I can get ready to head to the mines.”

 

	Alyssa looked away in disgust as Bethaniel and Luke exchanged a long, drawn-out open-mouth kiss. He slapped Bethaniel's ass as she walked away, making her jump and putting a smile on her face. The four friends stood outside The NorthwInn'd, watching Bethaniel disappear down the street.

 

	“Are you really gonna see her again?” Mitch asked.

 

	“Not if I can help it,” he replied. “But you never know.”

 

	“Let's get going,” Alyssa said, disgust obvious in her voice. “We've got a busy day ahead of us.”

 

	The others nodded and they got on their way. After eating a big meal at The TavInn, the friends stopped by a few shops to stock up on supplies. The last place they stopped was the weapon shop. Mitch and Alyssa both ended up buying something there. As they were paying for their items, Luke noticed something hanging on the wall.

 

	“Guys!” he said, almost yelling, pointing at a massive sword hanging on the wall. “Check out this longsword!” Luke reached up to take it off the wall but the store owner stopped him.

 

	“Unless you have the money to buy that sword,” the dwarven woman said, “no touching.”

 

	“It's cool. I'm an experienced swordsman,” Luke replied, pointing to his own longsword.

 

	“And I'm an experienced salesman.”

 

	“Saleswoman,” Stephanie corrected. The dwarven woman didn't seem to care. She just kept talking.

 

	“And it's not cool. That's not just any longsword. That's the Longsword of Random Awesomeness. It costs twenty-two hundred gold.”

 

	“The Longsword of Random Awesomeness?” Luke asked, practically salivating, eyes glued to the sword. “It even sounds awesome. What does it do?”

 

	“Exactly what you think it does. Random attack and defense bonuses, resistance to magic – stuff like that. But judging by the look of you, you don't have nearly enough gold to purchase it.”

 

	“Maybe not,” Luke replied, still looking at the sword. “But I will. And when I do, I'm coming back for this beautiful piece of metal.”

 

	They left the weapon shop and started walking toward the northeastern part of Northwind. Once they were out of the downtown area, it became mostly farmland. Colorful crops could be seen all around and both Stephanie and Mitch found them to be quite beautiful. The other two didn't seem to care very much. 

 

	Spotting a unique flower with brightly-colored petals on the side of the road, Mitch stopped to pick it. He walked up to Stephanie, got down on one knee, and handed it to her.

 

	“For you, milady,” Mitch said.

 

	Both smiling and blushing, Stephanie replied, “Awww, thank you, my good sir!” and put the flower behind her ear.

 

	“So fucking gay,” Luke said, laughing.

 

	Alyssa whacked him in the arm and said, “It is not! I think it's cute.”

 

	They continued to the northeasternmost part of Northwind. It wasn't hard for them to find what they were looking for. Just like the witch described, they came to a large shack next to a hill with the mine entrance. As they got closer, the group noticed a sign next to the mine written in English, Dwarven, and Elven. It had a big red arrow pointing to the shack and it read: You MUST register inside before entering the mine.

 

	Luke opened the door to the shack and they all went inside. Sitting behind a desk and reading a book was an old man. The walls were lined with exorbitantly priced tools to be sold to unprepared miners. When they walked in, the old man put his book down and turned to them.

 

	“You're here to do some mining, I take it,” he said. “If you need any equipment – which it looks like you do – you can buy everything you need right here. But before you go down into the mines, each one of you must sign the book.”

 

	The old man tapped a big book sitting on the desk. It was wide open and had the names of everyone who went down into the mines.

 

	“We're not miners,” Mitch said. “Do we still have to sign the book?”

 

	“If you're going down into the mines, you do,” the old man replied. “That way, if you never come back up, we'll at least know you went down. But if you're looking for adventure, you're better off heading into the woods. Or maybe to the mountains. The only people that usually go down into the mines are, well, miners. Although, I did have a party of four adventurers go down there not too long ago, looking for some rare treasure or something. All they came out with was some kind of crystal ball. Can't imagine where they found it. Didn't look like it was worth a whole lot, but they all seemed excited to have found it. You know, the four of you look a lot like the ones I'm talking about. But my vision's getting so bad that everyone's starting to look alike.”

 

	“I don't suppose you know where in the mines they found the crystal ball, do you?” Mitch asked as he signed the book.

 

	“I don't, no. All I can tell you is that they were down there for a while. Quite a while, actually. To be honest, I thought they'd all perished. I was surprised to see them again after how long they'd been down there.”

 

	All four of them signed the book and thanked the old man for what little information he was able to give them. They left the shack and stood outside the entrance to the mine.

 

	“So we're basically just gonna go down there and wander around aimlessly until we find The Orb?” Luke asked.

 

	“Yeah, basically,” Mitch answered. “At least we know The Orb is down there somewhere.”

 

	“We don't know shit,” Luke replied. “We heard that The Orb is down there.”

 

	“What we do know for sure is that we aren't gonna find it standing around out here,” Alyssa said. “Let's get going.”

 

	The friends agreed and walked into the mine. Though the walls were lined with torches, Alyssa cast an illumination spell for some extra light. They traveled down the narrow mine shaft for what felt like an eternity. For hours, they descended down the shaft without seeing anyone else or anything of even the remotest interest. The first people they ran into were a group of five dwarves walking back up to the surface. They were covered in dirt, each one of them carrying a bag full of precious metals.

 

	“Hi there!” Mitch said. “Successful mining trip?”

 

	“Oh yeah!” one of the dwarves said with a smile, opening up his bag of gold. “Very successful.”

 

	“That's great!” Alyssa added. “How much further until we get to the bottom?”

 

	“You're about halfway there,” another dwarf answered. “But when you get down there, you'll find dozens of different tunnels going off in every direction. Most of them are filled with miners, who can be very territorial. But there are a few tunnels with plenty of ore that are open.”

 

	“We're only halfway?” Luke asked. “That sucks.”

 

	“The walk down is easy,” a third dwarf said. “The walk up, especially if you're carrying big bags of metal, sucks. Speaking of which, we need to get going. Safe mining.”

 

	“Thank you,” Mitch replied.

 

	They continued down the mine shaft for several more hours. Finally, the tunnel stopped descending and leveled out. The friends knew that they must be close to where the miners were. They followed a long hallway with several tunnels leading off to the right and left. Each tunnel was marked with a number – all but one, that is.

 

	“There are so many tunnels,” Stephanie said. “Where do we begin?”

 

	“Why don't we start with tunnel number one?” Mitch suggested.

 

	The others nodded. They headed down the first tunnel. It was even more narrow than the shaft leading up to the surface. As they walked down the tunnel, the friends started to hear the sound of pickaxes clanging against rock. After a few minutes, they got to the end where they found a team of two humans mining.

 

	“This tunnel's taken,” one of them said as soon as he saw the four friends.

 

	“Understood,” Mitch said. “Can we ask you a few quick questions?”

 

	The other miner looked Mitch up and down and replied, “Fine. But make it quick.”

 

	“Have you ever heard of anyone finding any orbs down here?” Mitch asked.

 

	“Nope. Next question.”

 

	“One of the tunnels doesn't have a number. What's down there?” Mitch asked next.

 

	“Don't know, don't care. All I do know is that there's no gold, silver, or anything else down there.”

 

	“We've never been down there,” the other miner added. “But I've heard that it leads even further underground. Supposedly, there are monsters down there. But I don't believe it. What kind of monsters could live that far underground?”

 

	“Interesting,” Mitch said. “Thank you. Okay, I think that's it. Safe mining.”

 

	The miners nodded and went right back to work. Walking their way back to the main tunnel, the friends talked about how to proceed.

 

	“I'm thinking the unmarked tunnel is probably our best bet for finding The Orb. What do you guys think?” Mitch asked.

 

	“I think you're probably right,” Alyssa said. “But why don't we go down another numbered tunnel and talk to another group of miners, first. See if we can find out anything else.”

 

	“Okay,” Mitch agreed. “Which number?”

 

	“How about this: I'll throw a copper piece down the main hallway and whatever numbered tunnel it lands closest to, we'll go down that one,” Luke suggested.

 

	The others nodded. Luke took out a copper piece and launched it down the hallway. It clinked and clanked its way down the hall, landing just out of sight. The friends walked down the hallway and found the coin directly in front of tunnel number fourteen.

 

	“Fourteen it is,” Luke said, picking up his copper piece.

 

	They walked down the tunnel marked with the number fourteen. Like the first tunnel, the friends started hearing the sound of metal hitting rock. When they got to the end, they were surprised to find a lone miner. He was a large elf – large by elven standards, anyway – and greeted the friends with a smile.

 

	“Hi there!” he said.

 

	What surprised the friends further was that the elf wasn't a player like the dwarven and human miners they'd encountered earlier. Below the elf read [NPC] Theren, miner. 

 

	“Hi!” Alyssa said. “May we ask you a few questions?”

 

	“Sure!” Theren replied with enthusiasm. “I'm always happy to help new miners. I've been mining here longer than anyone else. I can tell you everything you want to know.”

 

	“Great!” Mitch said. “What can you tell us about the unmarked tunnel?”

 

	Theren's smile slowly faded and he answered, “Now why on earth - or should I say why in earth - would you want to know about the one tunnel that doesn't have any precious metals?”

 

	“We're not looking for metals,” Stephanie answered. “We're looking for an orb.”

 

	“Ohhhhhh,” the elf said, his smile partially returning. “You're adventurers. That makes sense. I didn't think you looked like miners, but I didn't want to say anything. The unmarked tunnel, huh? I can tell you all about it. I can tell you about the entire history of these here mines, if you want to hear it.”

 

	“Absolutely,” Mitch replied. “We'd love to hear anything you can tell us.”

 

	Theren put down his pickaxe and said, “Have a seat and I'll tell you everything I know.”

 

	The friends sat down and got comfortable – as comfortable as they could in the narrow tunnel. Theren also had a seat on top of a pile of rock and started talking.

 

	“A couple hundred years ago, give or take a decade, a band of adventurers discovered a tunnel in the northeastern part of what's now Northwind. Most people assume that the tunnel was dug for the purpose of mining, but it was there before anyone knew there was anything to mine down here. To this day, no one knows who originally dug the tunnel. Over the years, it's been expanded and reinforced, but the tunnel is hundreds of years old.

 

	“Naturally, the adventurers that discovered the tunnel were curious as to where it led. Northwind was nothing more than farmland at the time, so they went to Lakewind to gather supplies and recruit others to explore the tunnel. A total of eleven adventurers went. Of the original eleven, only two returned.

 

	“The two that returned spoke of a long descending tunnel that they thought would never end. Eventually, they said it leveled out and there was another tunnel leading off the main one. That's the unmarked tunnel you've asked me about. The eleven adventurers went down it and, according to the two survivors, encountered a creature so powerful and evil that it killed ten of them within minutes. The survivors claimed to have defeated the monster. Most people – myself included – think they just ran back up the tunnel as fast as they could, escaping the fate of the others.

 

	“When the two survivors returned to Lakewind and told their story, other explorers wanted to go down into the tunnel to see it for themselves and to recover the deceased adventurers' possessions. Several parties left for the mysterious tunnel, most of which never returned. The few that did spoke of a fierce monster that could kill even the most seasoned of adventurers with a single blow.

 

	“After the initial interest in the tunnel died down, no one went down there for the next hundred years or so. No one that anyone knows of, anyway. But then a new group of adventurers rediscovered the tunnel and went down it. They didn't go down the mysterious side tunnel down here, though. One of the adventurers noticed something shiny in the wall of the main tunnel. He used his sword to dig it out – a big, fat nugget of gold.

 

	“As you would expect, once the news got to Lakewind, group after group of prospectors headed north to the tunnel. I was one of the original miners. I've been coming here for just over a hundred years. Over time, the town of Northwind was formed to accommodate the miners and their families. At any given time, there are hundreds of miners down here. But we don't often get many adventurers like you guys. Although, there was a group of four explorers – looked a lot like the four of you, actually – that went down the unmarked tunnel not too long ago. I was surprised when I heard they came out unscathed. We all thought for sure that they'd perished.

 

	“So there you have it: The story of the mines. That's everything I know.”

 

	The friends stood up and so did the elf. Luke stretched out his arms as far as he could and unleashed a long, loud yawn.

 

	“Thank you so much!” Mitch said. “Any idea what happened to those adventurers who recently went down the unmarked tunnel? Did they encounter that powerful monster? How did they survive? What happened to them when they were down there?”

 

	“That, I can't tell you,” Theren answered. “No one knows. All I can tell you is that they were down there for quite a while.”

 

	“Thank you,” Alyssa said. “We'll let you get back to mining now.”

 

	Theren smiled and picked up his pickaxe. The friends walked back to the main tunnel. They were all anxious about the dangerous monster the elf described, though Luke was more curious than anything. The four of them stood at the entrance to the unmarked tunnel and looked at each other.

 

	“The orb that's gonna get us home is down this tunnel somewhere,” Mitch said. “Let's be careful and keep our eyes out for any clues as to its whereabouts.”

 

	The two girls nodded.

 

	“Let's fucking do it,” Luke yelled.

 

Chapter 14 - Rockin' Out

 

	The friends headed down the unnumbered hallway. It was considerably wider than the numbered tunnels. They all enjoyed the added space, especially Luke. He was the tallest of the group and had to bend down to get through some of the smaller tunnels.

 

	They walked for quite a while. Being down in the mines for so long, the friends had no idea what time of day it was. All of them were quite tired but continued onward. 

 

	“Where the hell is this monster?” Luke asked. “I'm really starting to get sick of walking down these long tunnels.”

 

	“You heard the elf,” Alyssa replied. “He said the group of adventurers that were here recently spent a lot of time down this tunnel.”

 

	“She's right,” Mitch added. “We should all be prepared to be down here for a long time – as long as it takes to find The Orb.”

 

	Luke didn't say anything. He just kept walking down the tunnel. They continued onward, mostly in silence. Every once in a while, two or three of them would strike up a conversation but it always fizzled out within a few minutes. When Luke noticed that the tunnel opened up into a large cavern up ahead, a smile instantly appeared on his face.

 

	“Fucking finally,” he muttered.

 

	They entered the cavern and looked around. All four of them were disappointed when they didn't see anything of interest – or anything at all, really. It was just a large, open cavern. 

 

	“Oh, what the fuck!” Luke shouted. His voice echoed throughout the chamber.

 

	“I don't get it,” Stephanie said. “This doesn't make any sense.”

 

	The four friends spread out around the large room. They examined the walls, floor, and ceiling for anything out of the ordinary. None of them found anything of interest – at first. Then, Mitch noticed something directly across the room from the tunnel where they came in.

 

	“Hey guys, come check this out,” he said.

 

	Mitch pointed to a barely-noticeable line carved into the rock, shaped like a door. They all examined it closely and tried to figure out a way to open it. Naturally, Luke's strategy was to use brute force – the same general strategy he applied to most things in both his normal life and in Bloodfeast MMO. A lot of the time, this strategy worked. In this particular instance, it did not.

 

	“Fuck!” Luke yelled after trying to both push and pry it open.

 

	“Let me try something,” Alyssa said.

 

	She flipped through her spell book, recently repaired in Northwind for the second time since their adventure began. Alyssa came to a spell called Open Sesame! and started casting it. She'd only used it once or twice before but it always worked. This time, it didn't.

 

	“Fuuuuuu.....dge,” Alyssa yelled. 

 

	She almost dropped an F-bomb but didn't want to give Luke the satisfaction. Alyssa regularly scolded him for his frequent use – overuse, really – of that particular word. She knew that if she said it, he'd certainly give her shit. The last thing that Alyssa wanted was to be high-roaded by the foul-mouthed warrior. She prided herself on always being the one to do the right thing.

 

	Mitch knew that he wouldn't be able to open it if Luke and Alyssa couldn't. The last one to try was Stephanie. She had a spell in her book of black magic called Chisel. It was one of her more-powerful spells and could be used to break through rock or to attack certain monsters. Stephanie only learned the spell recently and had yet to try it out.

 

	She started reading from her spell book. Stephanie held out her arm, pointed her finger, and read the final words. Loud clanging sounds filled the large cavern and sparks began flying out of the rock where the outline of a door was. It reminded them of the all-too-familiar sound of jackhammers they frequently heard around Boston – a city that seemed to be under perpetual construction. 

 

	Dust and smoke made it hard for them to see if the spell was working. After about ten or fifteen seconds, the spell ended. When the smoke cleared, the four friends looked at the wall and shook their heads.

 

	“Wow,” Stephanie said, disappointed. “Nothing. Didn't even leave a scratch.”

 

	“So what do we do now?” Luke asked.

 

	No one answered. They all just looked around trying to think of anything they might have missed or of anything they might have heard that could be of use. None of them came up with anything. At a loss for what to do, they decided to head back up the tunnel to see if they missed something. But as soon as the first one of them stepped out of the room and back into the tunnel they came from, the cavern started to shake. All of them stopped and stood still right where they were.

 

	“You guys feel that, too, right?” Luke asked.

 

	“Oh yeah,” Mitch answered.

 

	The cavern continued to rumble. They stood at the tunnel entrance, ready to run if the ceiling started to fall. All of them looked around the room with wide eyes, trying to figure out what was happening. Stephanie was the first one to notice. 

 

	“Oh my god!” she yelled, pointing across the room at what they thought looked like the outline of a door. “You guys! Look!”

 

	They all looked across the room at the wall where it looked like there could be a door. And it returned the favor, looking back at the four of them. Near the top of it, two bright-red eyes had appeared. 	The ground continued to shake as a stone monster slowly worked its way out of the wall. All of them spread out around the room and readied their weapons and spell books, as they knew a battle was imminent.

 

	The Rock Monster - its official name - made its way completely out of the wall, revealing a tunnel behind it. The tunnel was still blocked by a slab of rock behind where the monster had been, but at least now they knew it definitely was another tunnel. 

 

	Massive arms and legs sprouted out of it and the monster stood taller than any of them, even Luke. It had no nose, no mouth, and no ears – just a huge slab of rock with arms, legs, and glowing red eyes. The friends knew that if they wanted to see what was down that tunnel, they'd have to defeat the Rock Monster.

 

	Stephanie began casting Chisel again. She hoped that it would have more of an effect on the monster than it did on the wall. Luke ran up to the monster and swung his longsword at its right hand. The sword made a loud cling sound when it made contact. One of its fingers came flying off, almost hitting Mitch in the face. -27 HP floated out of the monster.

 

	It immediately retaliated, punching Luke dead in his chest. The powerful blow sent the warrior flying across the chamber, -56 HP appearing above him.

 

	Mitch sold his old dagger in Northwind, buying two brand new ones. With a dagger in each hand, he rushed at the monster and stabbed it twice in the chest. Both hits landed, each causing a spark and chipping away a little piece of rock. -12 HP, -16 HP floated above the Rock Monster. Above Mitch appeared New Skill! Two-Handed Weapon Use +1.

 

	Stephanie finished reading her spell and pointed at the stone creature. Like before, they heard the sound of metal rapidly chipping away at stone. Sparks began flying out of the monster, leaving it surrounded by a cloud of dust. Just barely visible above the monster they saw -999 HP.

 

	“Awesome!” Mitch yelled. “Go Steph! Cast it again!”

 

	A huge smile appeared on her face but only stayed there for a second. Chisel was a powerful spell and as such required a lot of magic points (MP) to cast. Stephanie only had enough to cast it twice and when she realized this, her smile instantly vanished.

 

	“I don't have enough magic points to cast it again!” she said.

 

	“I got you,” Alyssa replied. “Hold on.”

 

	Alyssa rifled though her bag and took out a potion. She handed it to Stephanie who opened it and started chugging. A few seconds later, +99 MP appeared above her. Stephanie immediately started casting another spell.

 

	Luke ran up and took another swing at the rock monster. Like before, he connected with its hand. This time, Luke lopped off two fingers. The monster didn't seem to even notice but it did lose another 42 HP. As soon as his sword hit the monster, Luke jumped back hoping to avoid getting hit again. The rock monster could swing his arms fast, but seemed to move slowly otherwise.

 

	It didn't attack Luke. Instead, the monster turned toward Stephanie and started slowly walking toward her. Each step made the ground shake. Mitch and Luke both tried to stop it, but the creature just plowed right through them. 

 

	Though Stephanie was focused on reading her spell, she could see the massive monster approaching in her peripheral vision. Each time she felt the ground shake, Stephanie knew it was getting a little bit closer. 

 

	“Come on, Steph!” Alyssa cheered.

 

	Right when the rock monster got within striking distance, Stephanie finished her spell. She held out her arm and pointed a finger at it, now just a few inches away. Like before, sparks started flying and the monster became surrounded with dust. It was so close to Stephanie that it made her start coughing. -999 HP floated above it and the monster stumbled backward, losing its balance. 

 

	Luke held his longsword behind the rock monster's leg, hoping it would trip. But the sturdy creature just knocked it out of the way as it continued to stumble backward. Eventually, several steps later, the Rock Monster fell and landed on its back. Gradually, its bright red eyes closed, arms and legs falling off. Eventually, the monster became no more than a pile of rubble in the middle of the chamber.

 

	Once the Rock Monster was defeated, +635 EXP appeared above its rubbley corpse. Above Mitch read Congratulations! You've reached level 36! He put his extra stat point into strength.

 

	“We were at a party,” Luke started singing as he stood atop the defeated monster. “His earlobe fell into the deep. Someone reached in and grabbed it. It was Rock Monster!”

 

	Luke's singing got everyone to laugh – even Alyssa. She insisted on casting a healing spell on him and this time he agreed. 

 

	“That monster wasn't so tough,” Alyssa said. 

 

	“It certainly wasn't what I was expecting,” Mitch agreed.

 

	Once again, the ground began to shake. The friends reached for their weapons but relaxed when they realized it was just the tunnel opening up. The huge slab of rock blocking the way slid backward, then up, allowing access to the new passageway. They all smiled.

 

	“The adventure continues,” Mitch said.

 

	After taking a short break to eat – and so Luke could urinate on the dead Rock Monster – they started walking down the newly-revealed hallway. There were no torches on the walls like the other tunnels, so the friends had to rely on magic for lighting. They walked for what felt like a long time down the narrow tunnel. Eventually they came to a large room, so big that they couldn't see the entire thing even with the illumination spell.

 

	“This room is fucking huge,” Luke said, slowly walking into it.

 

	“You think this is where The Orb is?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“I don't know,” Alyssa answered. “It could be. It's gotta be down here somewhere.”

 

	Alyssa and Mitch made sure they all had lighting spells cast on them. The friends spread out and started exploring the massive room. It was even bigger than any of them had imagined. Luke stopped suddenly when he saw something at the edge of the lighting spell surrounding him. Then Stephanie saw it and stopped, followed by Mitch. Alyssa was the last to notice.

 

	“Ohhhhhh fuck,” she said and swallowed hard.

 

Chapter 15 - We've Got To Get Out Of This Place

 

	Back in Boston, the four characters sat around Luke and Mitch's living room, talking. They'd been watching the computer screen, keeping an eye on everything the four friends were doing. That and eating absurd amounts of junk food. They were all enjoying Mitch’s stash of stoner snacks.

 

	“These are quite possibly the greatest thing I've ever eaten,” Alalia said, holding up a bag of Sour Patch Kids. “Any of you guys wanna try one?”

 

	“No thanks,” Dwyndolin answered, orange crumbs falling out of her mouth. “I'm hooked on these cheese curls.”

 

	The boys gluttonous behavior had slowed, as they'd started pigging out long before the girls got there. Eventually, they all ended up eating a little more than they should have and sat around the living room with achy stomachs. 

 

	“Look!” Ethelwulf said, sitting up and pointing to the computer screen. “They're going into the mines where we found The Orb!”

 

	The other three sat up slowly and looked at the screen. They could see the four friends going down into the mines in the northeastern part of Northwind. 

 

	“What does this mean?” Alalia asked.

 

	Dwyndolin smiled and replied, “I think it means they're trying to find the Orb of Displacement so they can get back here to their own reality.”

 

	“But how could they possibly know how to use it?” Arnold69 asked. “And how are they gonna get past the Rock Dragon? We only beat it because we got lucky.”

 

	“Lucky?” Dwyndolin angrily asked. “You think Alalia got lucky? If it wasn't for her outside-the-box thinking, we never would've gotten past that dragon.”

 

	“Whatever,” Arnold69 replied.

 

	“What if we were able to help them?” Ethelwulf suggested.

 

	“Help them?” Dwyndolin replied. “How?”

 

	“They were able to control our actions, right?” Ethelwulf answered. “I'm guessing that however they were able to do it, it had something to do with these magical devices right here.”

 

	He pointed to the desktop and laptop computers. As the characters looked at what they thought were magical devices, a newfound optimism filled the air. They realized that if they were able to control the friends as they had been controlled, they could help them find The Orb and use it to get back home.

 

	Pointing to the desktop computer, Ethelwulf said, “It looks like this device could be used to control Arnold69. See? It shows his stats and items. Everything is from his point of view.” He then turned and pointed to the laptop and continued, “And I bet this device could be used to control me. It has my stats, info, items, and everything.”

 

	“What about us?” the girls asked in unison.

 

	“I bet your devices are back in your living quarters,” Ethelwulf suggested. “Was there anything there that looked like these devices?”

 

	“Yes, there was!” Alalia replied, smiling.

 

	“Excellent!” Ethelwulf said, rubbing his hands together. “Let's see if we can figure out how to use these strange devices. Then, if we are in fact able to control them, you girls should head back to your living quarters so you can get on your devices, too.”

 

	“Sounds like a plan,” Dwyndolin agreed.

 

	Ethelwulf picked the laptop computer up off the floor and examined it. He looked it over top to bottom, eventually sitting down and putting it on his lap. The others gathered around him. Ethelwulf looked the keyboard over, doing his best to make sense of it. He recognized all the numbers and letters but didn't know what any of the symbols meant or how the touch pad worked.

 

	“Press something,” Arnold69 said. “See what happens.”

 

	“But what?” Ethelwulf asked. “I don't know what's gonna happen.”

 

	“That's the point,” Arnold69 replied. “Here, I'll make it easy for you.”

 

	Standing behind the couch where Ethelwulf was sitting, Arnold69 leaned over him and pressed a random key. Dwyndolin tried to stop him but didn't react fast enough. Arnold69 pressed the letter I and Ethelwulf's inventory screen popped up.

 

	“That was so stupid,” Dwyndolin said. “You had no idea what was going to happen.”

 

	“And now I do,” Arnold69 replied, proud of himself. “Now we all do.”

 

	Ethelwulf looked at all the items in his inventory. He recognized almost everything there – everything except the few items Mitch had picked up since they switched realities. Cautiously, he pressed the I key again. The inventory box disappeared.

 

	“Okay, so now we know what one button does,” Alalia said. “But what about the other hundred-or-so buttons?”

 

	After thinking about it for a moment, Ethelwulf answered, “Maybe we should just try them one by one to see what they all do.”

 

	“I think that's a terrible idea,” Dwyndolin said, then paused for a moment before continuing. “But I can't think of a better one.”

 

	Ethelwulf started pressing different keys one-by-one and they all took note of what each of them did. As luck would have it, after only trying a few keys at random, Ethelwulf pressed the H key. A help box opened, listing all the keys and what they did. It even explained what the touch pad and mouse were for.

 

	“I want to see if everything's the same on the other magical device,” Arnold69 said and walked over to the desktop computer.

 

	He sat down and pressed the H key. Like on the laptop, the help box opened up. Arnold69 looked it over, taking note of a few particular keys before pressing H again, closing the help box. Then, he turned his attention to the mouse. Arnold69, with uncharacteristic caution, pushed it gently with one finger. When he did, he noticed that the cursor on the screen moved a little bit. He did it again and again, each time pushing it a bit further. Finally, he put his whole hand on the mouse and started moving it around the screen.

 

	The four characters spent the rest of the evening sitting around the apartment, talking and keeping an eye on the computers. They watched the friends descend down into the mine, talk to a few miners, and eventually make their way down the unmarked tunnel.

 

	“They're definitely looking for the Orb of Displacement,” Alalia said.

 

	“Definitely,” Ethelwulf agreed. “There's no other reason to go down that tunnel.”

 

	“There's no way they're gonna be able to beat the Rock Dragon when they get to it,” Arnold69 said. “We only beat it because of Alalia's lucky... I mean, outside-the-box thinking. I sincerely doubt any of them will come up with the same idea. And even if they do, there's no guarantee it'll work out the same way for them that it did for us.”

 

	“Unless we help them,” Dwyndolin said. “If Alalia and I can get back to our living quarters before they get to the Rock Dragon, we can take control of them and do the same thing we did to defeat it. I agree that there's no way to know if it'll work. But I think it's worth a shot.”

 

	The others all nodded in agreement. They talked it over for a minute and decided that the girls needed to leave right away. The characters knew that it wouldn't be long before the friends defeated the Rock Monster and continued on to the large chamber to face the Rock Dragon.

 

	Dwyndolin took out her phone and opened up the Uber app. It took her a few minutes to figure out how to put in the address of her dorm, but she did and ordered a ride. As the girls waited by the door, they enjoyed a few last bites of junk food.

 

	“I wonder why we don't have any of this wonderful food in our living quarters,” Alalia said.

 

	“I don't know, but I wish we did. These,” Dwyndolin replied, looking at the front of the bag she was eating from, “Goldfish are out of this world. Pizza-flavored Goldfish.”

 

	“I wonder if they also have goldfish-flavored pizza in this strange world,” Alalia suggested.

 

	“I bet they do,” Dwyndolin answered. “They seem to have all kinds of weird, wonderful foods.”

 

	Looking out the window, the girls saw a car pull up in front of the apartment. They opened the door and said goodbye to the boys.

 

	“Why don't you use your... What did you call it?” Ethelwulf asked.

 

	“Phone,” Dwyndolin answered. “That's what people were calling it back in our living quarters, anyway.”

 

	“Why don't you use your phone,” Ethelwulf continued, “to contact us when the two of you get back. That way we can figure out how to help them get past the Rock Dragon and everything together.”

 

	“Sounds good,” Dwyndolin replied.

 

	“I really hope this works,” Alalia said. “I miss our world. I miss home.”

 

	“We all do,” Ethelwulf replied. “We all do.”

 

	The girls got in the Uber and returned to campus. It took them a long time to first find their dorm and then find their room, but they did. Dwyndolin and Alalia got on their computers and were happy to find that the same keys did the same things they did on the boys' computers. They called the boys and put them on speakerphone.

 

	“What took you guys so long?” Arnold69 asked. 

 

	“It took us a little while to find our room,” Dwyndolin answered. “But now Alalia and I are back and on our magic devices. Everything, all the buttons and the thing called the mouse seem to work the same.”

 

	“Excellent,” Ethelwulf said. “Now we just wait until they get to the Rock Dragon and we'll help them out if they need it.”

 

	“Pfft,” Arnold69 replied. “If they need it.”

 

Chapter 16 - Enter The (Rock) Dragon

 

	The four friends all stopped where they were. Each one of them was blown away by the massive monster they'd stumbled upon. Luke was so in awe of its massive size, he didn't even notice that Alyssa had dropped an F-bomb. After all the times she criticized him for his colorful use of language, Luke was dying to catch Alyssa using the mother of all swear words herself. 

 

	Laying in the middle of the enormous chamber was a dragon made completely out of rock. Underneath it read - you guessed it - Rock Dragon in red. The friends had never encountered a dragon before, though they'd heard plenty of stories about them from higher-level players. 

 

	For a moment, they thought the dragon might be dead. It just laid there, motionless. But when Luke walked around to where its head was, he realized that it was merely sleeping.

 

	“Guys!” Stephanie whispered, trying to keep her enthusiasm in check. “Behind the dragon... The Orb! I can see it!”

 

	Right at the limit of the illumination spell cast on her, Stephanie could see a shiny orb resting on a stone pillar behind the dragon. Her face lit up the second she saw it. And so did the faces of all the others when they walked over to her, trying to be as quiet as possible.

 

	“That's got to be it!” Mitch whispered.

 

	“Yeah, but how are we gonna get it?” Alyssa asked, quietly. “There's no way we can get around the dragon on the right. That's where I just was an it's completely blocked.”

 

	“What about to the left?” Mitch suggested. “The only thing blocking the way is the dragon's gigantic tail. Maybe one of us could jump over it and go grab the orb without waking the dragon.”

 

	“It won't be me,” Stephanie whispered. “I'm too small.”

 

	“Me either,” Alyssa said.

 

	The girls looked at Mitch and Luke, who then looked at each other. Luke was significantly taller than Mitch and would have an easier time leaping over the dragon's tail. Mitch knew this and communicated it to his lifelong friend without saying a word. He simply nodded and smiled.

 

	“I got this,” Luke whispered.

 

	“You should take off your chain mail and leave your sword so you have an easier time and don't make as much noise,” Alyssa suggested.

 

	“No way,” Luke replied. “What if the dragon wakes up? You want me to be completely defenseless? Not gonna happen. Don't worry. It'll be all good.”

 

	“It better be,” Alyssa said, shaking her head.

 

	Luke walked up to the dragon's tail. It was several feet wide and went all the way to the wall of the chamber. He examined it closely, trying to figure out how much of a running start he'd need to jump over it. Confident with his assessment, Luke took several steps backward. The others watched him closely, eager to see what was going to happen. Luke took his trusty longsword and put it in the sheath on his back.

 

	“I got this,” Luke muttered, too soft for the others to hear.

 

	He took another couple steps back, then started running toward the dragon's tail. Luke jumped high, tucking his legs and easily cleared it. 

 

	Unfortunately, the tip of his longsword did not.

 

	As Luke jumped over the dragon's tail, the tip of his longsword hit it, making a loud scratching sound. When sheathed on his back, Luke's longsword went past his butt, almost to the back of his knees. It was, after all, a long sword.

 

	The four friends knew that unless the dragon was a super-deep sleeper, it was going to wake up. Not only did Luke's sword hit the dragon and make a loud sound, it also did a couple hit points worth of damage. They saw -2 HP float above its tail after getting hit.

 

	Sure enough, the mighty dragon started to move. They all took several steps back, readying their weapons. Luke was on the other side of the dragon and pulled out his longsword. Its massive tail swept along the floor, almost knocking him over. All four of them watched the massive monster pick its head up off the ground and open its eyes. The dragon's entire body was a silverish-grey color, but its eyes were bright, bright red. 

 

	“Um, guys,” Mitch said, talking in his normal voice. “I'm not so sure we're gonna be able to defeat this thing. Maybe we should run while we still can. Try to figure something else out.”

 

	“No fucking way,” Luke yelled. “We came all the way down here to get that orb. It's right there. Right there. If our characters were able to beat this thing, we can, too.”

 

	“Luke's right,” Alyssa said.

 

	“What was that?” Luke asked, interrupting Alyssa before she could continue. “Could you say that again?”

 

	Ignoring him, Alyssa kept talking: “We're not leaving here without The Orb. It's the sole reason we're down here. And it's our only hope of ever getting home.”

 

	“You're right,” Mitch agreed.

 

	They were all scared – even Luke. But the friends knew that they needed the orb to get home. As the dragon sat up and looked at them, they readied their weapons and spell books, waiting to see if it was friendly or not.

 

	It was not.

 

	The massive dragon opened its mouth, revealing several rows of sharp stone teeth, and let out a loud growl. It turned around and looked at Luke, then to its tail, and back to Luke again. After unleashing a second growl that echoed throughout the chamber, the dragon aggressively swept its tail at Luke. Hitting him right in the chest, the dragon's tail sent Luke flying backward all the way to the cavern wall, knocking the wind out of him. -59 HP, Stunned floated out of him. 

 

	The others prepared to attack. Stephanie opened her magic book and started casting Chisel. She was hopeful that it would do a lot of damage, as it had with the Rock Monster they faced earlier. Alyssa ran over to Luke and began casting a healing spell on him. He was temporarily stunned, unable to move. Mitch, overflowing with fear, was already halfway to shifting into his wolven form.

 

	The Rock Dragon sat up straight and spread its wings. Looking directly at Mitch, it turned toward him and began flapping them vigorously. He was now completely shifted into his wolven form and tried to advance on the enormous monster. Mitch didn't get very far, though. He was only able to take a few steps forward before the wind from the dragon's wings began to overpower him. 

 

	For a moment, Mitch was able to hold his ground. He did everything he could to resist the powerful wind. But then with one powerful flap of its wings, the Rock Dragon sent a gust of wind at Mitch so strong that it sent him flying backward, slamming him against the cavern wall. -68 HP, Stunned floated above him.

 

	Stephanie finished reading the final words of her spell and pointed at the Rock Dragon. The sound of metal hitting rock filled the cavern and a cloud of dust surrounded the massive monster. Eagerly waiting to see how much damage the spell did, Stephanie kept her eyes on the dragon. When she only saw -148 HP float out of the monster, Stephanie was so disappointed that she wanted to cry.

 

	As soon as Alyssa was done healing Luke, she ran over to Stephanie. The two of them darted out of the cavern, into the tunnel they'd come from. Once in the tunnel, Alyssa immediately pulled a sleeping potion out of her bag. At the same time, Stephanie took out her bow and handed a few arrows to her friend. Alyssa dipped the tip of an arrow into the potion and handed it back to Stephanie, who took it to her bow and pulled back the string.

 

	But Stephanie and Alyssa weren't controlling their own actions.

 

	The two girls had no idea what was going on and were both terrified. For the last thirty seconds or so, their bodies were being controlled by some outside force. They could still think and feel, but couldn't control what they were doing.

 

	Stephanie ran back into the cavern and took aim at the dragon. It had moved over to Luke and looked like it was about to have him for dinner. If Rock Dragons could salivate, it would've been – but they can't, so it wasn't. But the look in its eyes made it clear that it was about to start chomping away at the stunned warrior.

 

	As soon as the dragon saw Stephanie reenter the room, it turned toward her. Luke's illumination spell was still active and he was right next to the dragon, so she could clearly see its head. Aiming for the Rock Dragon's eyes, Stephanie let the arrow fly.

 

	Miss.

 

	The arrow hit the dragon in the neck, barely. It ricocheted off it, doing no damage. Stephanie ran back into the tunnel, where Alyssa had another arrow dipped and ready. She grabbed it, lined it up, pulled back the string, and ran back into the cavern.

 

	The mighty dragon was sitting up straight once again, wings spread wide. It started flapping them in the direction of the tunnel. Stephanie managed to fire off the arrow before the wind became too strong. 

 

	Another miss.

 

	Stephanie was terrified, running in and out of the cavern, shooting arrows at the dragon. She had no idea what was happening to her. It was all happening so fast that neither her nor Alyssa had much time to think about it.

 

	Again, Stephanie ran back into the tunnel. The wind from the dragon's wings was getting stronger and stronger. Alyssa handed her another arrow, then pulled out her spell book and began casting the spell, Shield. It was a short, easy spell to cast and a few seconds later, a transparent shield formed in front of Stephanie. For a third time, she went back into the cavern - or at least tried to.

 

	Even with the Shield spell, Stephanie couldn't get back into the cavern. The wind from the Rock Dragon was too powerful. Alyssa began shifting into her lioness form and got down on all fours behind Stephanie. Using her four paws to brace herself, Alyssa pressed her lioness head against Stephanie's butt and pushed, giving her just enough power to make it back into the cavern.

 

	Stephanie raised her bow and arrow for a third time, taking aim at the dragon's eyes. She let the arrow fly and watched it slice through the air. 

 

	Direct hit.

 

	The arrow pierced the dragon's left eye and it let out a growl so loud that a few pieces of rock fell off the cavern walls. It stumbled around, still flapping its wings, before crashing down to the ground. The mighty Rock Dragon picked its head up in a futile attempt to try and get back up. A few seconds later, its head fell to the ground and the dragon's only remaining eye closed.

 

	“What the fuck just happened?” Stephanie yelled.

 

	“I have no freaking clue,” Alyssa replied. “But I'm glad it did.”

 

	As soon as the Rock Dragon fell asleep, Stephanie and Alyssa regained control of their bodies. Shortly thereafter, Mitch and Luke were able to get up. 

 

	“That was amazing!” Mitch said, walking over to the girls. “How did you do that?”

 

	“We didn't,” Stephanie answered. “I don't know how to explain it. Like, I could still think and feel and see everything that was going on, but I wasn't controlling my body.”

 

	“Yeah,” Alyssa added. “Same here. That was the weirdest thing I've ever experienced.”

 

	“Maybe that fucking piece of shit cock dragon cast some kind of spell on you two,” Luke said as he walked over to join the others.

 

	“That doesn't make sense, though,” Mitch replied. “Why would the dragon cast a spell that made them put it to sleep.”

 

	“Who else could it be?” Luke asked. “We're the only ones here.”

 

	The four of them stood in silence for a moment, then looked at each other. They all thought of the same thing at the same time.

 

	“Our characters!” Stephanie said. “I can't believe I didn't think of it sooner. The scroll said that we were controlling them. What if now they're controlling us?”

 

	“Why would they help us to defeat the Rock Dragon?” Mitch asked. “That doesn't make any sense, either. If it was your characters that were controlling you, you'd think they wouldn't want us to beat the dragon.”

 

	“Unless,” Alyssa said, slowly.

 

	“Unless what?” Luke asked.

 

	“Unless they want us to get The Orb. Maybe things in the great afterlife or whatever they called it aren't what they thought they would be. Maybe they want to get back into Bloodfeast as badly as we want to get back to Boston.”

 

	The friends stood around and pondered that idea for a minute. Then, they all turned their attention toward The Orb.

 

	“We can try to figure this all out later,” Stephanie said. “Right now, we should probably grab The Orb and get out of here before the Rock Dragon wakes up. I'm guessing its not gonna be too happy when it does.”

 

	“You're right,” Mitch said and they walked over to The Orb.

 

	The four of them stood in front of the Orb of Displacement, looking at it in absolute awe. That little orb was responsible for everything they'd been through. Mitch picked it up and carefully put it in his pack. Then, they quickly exited the cavern and began the long journey back to the surface. 

 

	Once they felt they were a safe distance from the dragon, which was much too large to fit through the hallway, they stopped in the tunnel to take a much-needed rest. The four of them all took long naps, had something to eat, and healed their wounds. As exhausted as they were, all of them were beyond happy to finally have  found the Orb of Displacement.

 

Chapter 17 - Now What?

 

	The friends traveled back up through the tunnels, eventually getting back to the surface. After being underground for so long, they took a few minutes to relax and breathe the fresh air.

 

	“So, now what?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“Now that we have The Orb, we need to figure out how to use it,” Mitch said.

 

	The four friends looked to each other and all shrugged their shoulders, one after the other. None of them had even the slightest idea of how to proceed.

 

	“Back to the goddamn drawing board,” Luke said. 

 

	“Why don't we head back into town,” Mitch said. “We'll do the same thing we did to figure out how to find The Orb: Talk to anyone and everyone we can until someone gives us something to go on.”

 

	“So we're looking for anybody anywhere to tell us something about anything,” Luke said with a smirk. “Got it.”

 

	They all laughed and started walking back to downtown Northwind. The first place the friends went was to The TavInn for some food, drinks, and to talk to people. Like before, it was mostly filled with women and Luke enjoyed questioning several of them. His friends would've been much happier, though, if he was questioning the women about how to use The Orb like he was supposed to. Instead, he was flirting with the locals.

 

	“So I'm guessing you two lovely ladies have never been in a threesome?” Luke asked the women at a table in the back he sat down with.

 

	“I haven't, no,” an elven wizard answered.

 

	“Me either,” the other woman at the table, a human fighter, answered.

 

	“You know,” Luke said, putting a hand on one of each of the women's and flexing his muscles, “you really should try it sometime. I bet the three of us could have a lot of fun. I'm not sure how long I'm gonna be in town for, but we could get a room at the inn and...”

 

	“What do you think you're doing?” Alyssa interrupted, standing behind Luke.

 

	“What?” he replied, looking up at her.

 

	“You're supposed to be asking about The Orb. Not trying to corrupt the good women of Northwind.”

 

	“Why can't I do both?”

 

	Alyssa looked at the two women and said, “I know he's a handsome, muscular warrior but I feel I should warn you: An evil witch put a curse on his cock. It makes all the hair and fingernails fall out of whoever he has sex with. Do what you're gonna go, but don't say I didn't warn you.”

 

	The two women looked at Luke, then looked at each other. They grabbed their drinks, got up, and walked away from the table, shaking their heads.

 

	“Ladies! Come on! She's kidding!” he said, but the women kept walking away and took a seat at the bar. Luke turned his attention to Alyssa and said, “Fucking cock blocker,” and got up from the table. She didn't reply. Alyssa just flashed an evil grin, quite pleased with herself.

 

	The friends continued to spend the remainder of the day questioning people about the Orb of Displacement. They asked everyone they came in contact with, players and NPCs alike. At the end of the day, they had nothing. No one in Northwind was able to tell them anything about how to use The Orb. Discouraged, they went back to the TavInn to get some food and drinks before getting a room for the night.

 

	“Now what?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“I think we should head back to Lakewind,” Alyssa replied.

 

	“I agree,” Mitch said. “When we got transported into the game, our characters were all just south of Lakewind. Maybe we'll have better luck getting some answers there.”

 

	“It can't be worse,” Luke said, finishing his third mug of ale. “We didn't learn shit today. Actually, that's not true. We learned that Alyssa likes to cock block her friends.”

 

	Alyssa opened her mouth to speak, then shut it. There was a lot she wanted to say but didn't want to give Luke the satisfaction.

 

	“Alright,” Mitch said. “Let's settle in for the night and meet back here at first light. We'll grab a quick bite to eat then head south to Lakewind. Hopefully we'll be able to get some answers there.”

 

* * *

 

	The next morning after having breakfast, the friends left Northwind. They headed south down the road going between the two mountain ranges. The morning was more-or-less uneventful, aside from running into some other adventurers along the way. They questioned everyone they met about The Orb, but no one was able to tell them anything.

 

	The afternoon brought more of the same. They continued walking toward Lakewind, making good time. Just when the town came into view off in the distance, Luke stopped suddenly and raised his sword.	

 

	“Don't move,” he said. 

 

	The others weren't sure why Luke had stopped. Not at first, anyway. But when he started creeping slowly ahead, they saw what he was going after – another suicide squirrel.

 

	Luke kept slowly moving forward, being careful not to make any noise. The squirrel hadn't noticed him yet and was busy chomping away at some kind of nut. It was facing the other way and Luke got right behind it. With a smile on his face, sure that he was finally going to kill a suicide squirrel, Luke prepared to swing his longsword down and chop it in half.

 

	Suddenly, just as he was about to attack, Luke watched a arrow come out of nowhere and pierce right through the squirrel. +999 Exp floated out of it as its eyes closed and it dropped the nut it was eating. Luke's smile quickly turned into a look of intense anger. Stephanie's face, however, had a proud ear-to-ear grin on it. 

 

	“What the fuck!” Luke screamed, dropping his sword. “I was just about to kill it!”

 

	“I'm sorry,” Stephanie replied. “I thought it was gonna run off so I took a shot at it.”

 

	“Yeah, a lucky shot. Another lucky shot. What a bunch of bullshit. That squirrel was mine. Mine! You stole my kill, you snaky little elven bi-”

 

	“Watch it,” Mitch said, interrupting Luke, standing between him and Stephanie. “Do not talk to her like that. She killed the suicide squirrel fair and square and you're just mad because she beat you to it. You're the one being a little bitch right now.”

 

	Alyssa and Stephanie were both afraid to see how Luke was going to react – or overreact, as he was known to do. He slowly walked right up to Mitch, their eyes locked. Luke was significantly taller than Mitch and towered over him. As scared as he was, Mitch didn't back down. He stood his ground as Luke approached him and they stood toe-to-toe, staring each other in the eyes, silently. Though Mitch had never been good at standing up for himself, he had no problem defending Stephanie.

 

	“You're right,” Luke said, breaking the silence. “But it was a lucky shot. Let's keep going. We're almost to Lakewind.”

 

	He stepped away from Mitch and walked over to pick up his longsword. Both Stephanie and Alyssa breathed a sigh of relief. Neither of them wanted to see Mitch and Luke fight. Between Luke's strength and proficiency with his longsword and Mitch's ability to shift into a wolf, it wouldn't have been pretty.

 

	They continued down the road to Lakewind, arriving in the town shortly thereafter. The friends went to the tavern to get some food and talk to people. Just like in Northwind, no one was able to tell them anything about how to use the Orb of Displacement.

 

	“Now what are we gonna do?” Alyssa asked. “We've got The Orb but have no idea how to use it to get home. And neither does anyone else, apparently.”

 

	“Maybe she knows something about The Orb,” Luke said, looking at an attractive young half-elf who just entered the tavern. “I'd better go find out,” he continued, then got up from the table and started walking over to her.

 

	Mitch and Stephanie looked at Alyssa, expecting her to react like she usually does.

 

	“What?” Alyssa said.

 

	“No head shake?” Mitch asked.

 

	“No ‘He's so disgusting?’” Stephanie followed.

 

	“Nothing?” Mitch asked. “You always have something to say about Luke's antics.”

 

	“Yeah and it's no secret why,” Stephanie said and smirked.

 

	“What are you guys talking about?” Alyssa asked, angry at the insinuation.

 

	“Come on, Alyssa!” Stephanie answered. “We all know that you have a thing for Luke.”

 

	With a half-confused, half-angered face, Alyssa replied, “You're kidding, right? You think I like Luke? Both of you?”

 

	“Yeah.”

 

	“Yup.”

 

	“Get the fuck out of here!” Alyssa yelled.

 

	“See, you're even starting to sound like him!” Stephanie said.

 

	Her and Mitch started laughing. Alyssa became very angry, very quickly. It bothered her so much because she knew - on some level - that there was at least a drop of truth to it. Alyssa did the best she could to remain calm, taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly.

 

	“I don't have a thing for Luke,” Alyssa said, calmly. “The truth is, I can barely stand him. He's so...”

 

	“Disgusting,” Mitch and Stephanie both said at the same time and again, laughed.

 

	“Well, he is,” Alyssa concluded, then changed the subject.

 

	They spent the rest of the evening in the tavern eating, drinking, and asking everyone they could about The Orb. At the end of the night, the friends still didn't have any idea of how to use it. No one was able to offer them any information at all.

 

	After a long day of traveling and a long night of drinking, Mitch, Stephanie, and Alyssa all got rooms at the inn. Luke had already left, getting a room with the half-elf he was supposed to question about The Orb. Eventually, he did get around to asking her – after they had sex on his bed, then on the floor, and again outside near the outhouses. Not surprisingly, she didn't know anything about using the Orb of Displacement. 

 

	All four of the friends slept soundly that night. Sure, they were worried about trying to figure out how to use The Orb so they could get home. But between all the ale and the mutton they wolfed down – literally, in Mitch's case – the friends all fell right asleep as soon as they laid down. Even Luke fell right asleep, despite the half-elf's attempt to get him to go for a fourth round.

 

Chapter 18 - Gnome-Man's Land

 

	“So, what's the plan?” Alyssa asked as the four friends ate breakfast at the tavern.

 

	“I was thinking,” Stephanie replied with a mouthful of mutton, “maybe we should go talk to Larilda again. You know, the crazy crat lady. She knew about the Orb of Displacement. Maybe she knows something about how to use it to switch out of the game.”

 

	“It's certainly worth a shot,” Mitch said. “I can't think of anything better.”

 

	“Nope. Me neither,” Alyssa said. “I guess we're off to see the crat lady again.”

 

	They finished eating breakfast and gathered their belongings. Though the friends weren't overly optimistic, they went looking for Larilda to see if she knew anything about how to use The Orb. 

 

	It didn't take them long to find her. Larilda was pacing around anxiously near the weaponsmith. This time, she had two crats with her – one in her arms and another one resting on her shoulder. Larilda looked even more disheveled than before, wearing a tattered sweater that hung down all the way to her knees. She was rambling incoherently and the friends just stood there and listened to her, trying to make sense of what she was saying. None of them could. Eventually, Stephanie approached Larilda.

 

	“Excuse me,” she said in a soft, shaky tone. “Larilda? May we ask you a few questions?”

 

	The crat lady stopped rambling and looked at Stephanie. Their eyes locked for a few seconds before Larilda looked away and resumed her babbling. Luke, frustrated with Stephanie's passive approach, walked right up to her. He put his hands on Larilda's shoulders and shook her – not hard enough to hurt her, but certainly hard enough to get her attention.

 

	“Hey!” Luke yelled. “Crazy lady. Snap out of it. We need your help. I need you to focus for a minute. Then you can go back to talking to yourself like a psycho.”

 

	Larilda got quiet and looked up at Luke. He towered over her and assumed she’d be at least a little intimidated by him. Most people were. The others looked on, eager to see what she was going to do. Much to their surprise, she started speaking calmly and clearly.

 

	“What can I help you with?” Larilda asked.

 

	Alyssa walked up to her and said, “The Orb of Displacement – The one we asked you about before. Do you know how to use it? We want to use it to, um...”

 

	“To displace the gods,” Stephanie continued. “We want to use it to get to the great beyond.”

 

	Larilda didn't answer right away. Her eyes looked down to the ground and she stroked her chin, as if lost in thought. The friends stood around her, eager to see if she could help them. Finally, in typical crazy crat lazy fashion, Larilda launched into a manic tirade.

 

	“Displace the gods? You want to displace the gods? Only a fool would try to displace the gods. Ohhh, but they're no gods at all, are they? If they're the gods, then what does that make me? I guess I'm a god, too! That orb is dangerous. Too dangerous, if you ask me! No one should have that kind of power. One minute you're here, the next minute you're there. No warning. Not even the slightest hint that your entire reality is about to be turned inside out. It's not fair! But then again, nothing is fair in this crazy, mixed up world. You won't find fairness in this...”

 

	“Do you know how to make The Orb work?” Mitch asked, interrupting Larilda.

 

	“A spell, of course!” She answered. “But not just any spell. You won't find the spell that you're looking for in any old magic book. Oh, no. It's a spell that must be cast on each person crazy enough to want to displace a god. Don't say I didn't warn you, though. They're not my gods. That's for sure. Cast the spell, touch The Orb, and then you'll get to the great beyond. Beyond, for sure. But I don't know about great. I wouldn't even call it the good beyond. The question is, is it better than this? Better than here? Cast that spell and I guess you'll find out.”

 

	“What spell?” Alyssa asked. “Where can we learn this spell?”

 

	“It's not an easy one to learn, mind you. Most wizards, witches, warlocks, mages, and magicians have never even heard of it. And the few who have? Oh, they almost always wish they never came across such a wicked incantation. But if you insist on looking for the words that will send you to the great beyond, you must travel to Gnome-Man's Land.”

 

	“No man's land?” Luke asked. “Where's that?”

 

	“No, no, no!” Larilda replied. “Not no man's land. Gnome-Man's Land.”

 

	“And that would be...” Alyssa asked.

 

	“In the forest south of here. But don't ask me where exactly. I've never been. Why would I? I'm not wicked enough to cast such a evil spell. It's really more of a curse, if you ask me. You wouldn't know what it's like to be on the receiving end. But me? Let me tell you, it'll turn your entire world upside down. Or downside up, depending on where you're at to begin with. But the only place to find that malevolent incantation is down in Gnome-Man's Land in the northwestern part of the forest south of Lakewind. Don't ask me where it is precisely, cause I don't know. What I do know is that it's written on a tree. Which tree? That's for you to figure out. Not a task I'd want. You know how many trees there are in that forest? What you're looking for is a needle in a haystack, really.”

 

	“Is there anything else you can tell us?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“I can tell you that whether you're here or there, you'd almost always rather be there than here, or here than there. The grass is always greener, as they say. What do I say? I say stay put. No need to be displacing anyone. Just be happy with what you've got, where you've got it. Or don't. That's up to you. Me? I'll be staying right here, thank you. Unless I end up getting displaced!”

 

	Larilda laughed maniacally as she turned around and started walking off. The friends gathered around in a circle and started talking.

 

	“Well,” Stephanie said, cheerfully, “at least we have something to go on now.”

 

	“We barely have anything to go on,” Luke replied. “There are thousands if not millions of trees in that forest. How the fuck are we gonna find the one with the spell? You heard that crazy bitch. She said it's like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

 

	Angered by Luke's tone of voice, Alyssa turned to him and said in a less-than-friendly tone of her own, “Well then we'd better get going. It's gonna take us a long time to find that needle – a needle that I shouldn't have to remind you we need to get home.”

 

	“Yeah, yeah,” Luke replied. 

 

	The friends picked up a few supplies around town and Luke had his longsword sharpened by the weaponsmith before they headed south out of Lakewind. They followed the road out of town that led to the forest where Larilda said the spell could be found. It was a massive forest, one filled with all kinds of monsters. When the friends got to the edge of the trees, they stopped to discuss the difficult task at hand.

 

	“So, how the fuck are we gonna do this?” Luke asked.

 

	“I think we should just start walking through the woods, looking for anything out of the ordinary,” Mitch replied. “Look for strange looking trees or anything else that might give us a clue.”

 

	“Larilda said the tree was in the northwestern part of the forest,” Stephanie added. “That's where we are now. Let's spread out a little bit and start walking.”

 

	And that's how the friends spent the entire rest of the day. They walked, spread out, through the forest, looking for anything unusual. After an entire day of searching, they found nothing.

 

	“This is ridiculous,” Luke said as they sat around a campfire. “We're never gonna find that fucking spell.”

 

	“We're gonna find it,” Alyssa replied. “Even if we have to examine every tree in the entire forest, we're gonna find it.”

 

	“I know it sucks, Luke, but that spell is the only way we're gonna be able to get home,” Mitch said. “We have to keep looking for it. We'll do the same thing tomorrow that we did today. And the day after, if we have to. We're so close to getting home, we can't get discouraged now.”

 

	“Well said!” Stephanie added, smiling at Mitch. “We gotta stay positive.”

 

	“Whatever,” Luke said, shaking his head.

 

	The four of them settled in for the night around the fire. It was a cool night and the campfire allowed them all to sleep comfortably. They took turns keeping watch, as they almost always did when sleeping in the forest. Each of the friends spent a quarter of the night awake on guard duty, sleeping the rest of the time. Mitch spent a good chunk of his guard time thinking about Stephanie, admiring her beauty as she slept. That night, he made a promise to himself that if they ever ended up making it home, he'd finally ask her out. It was something Mitch had wanted to do for a very long time, but could never work up the nerve.

 

	The night went by smoothly and uneventfully. As the sun began to rise over the forest, the friends got up, had something to eat, and prepared for another day of spell searching. None of them were excited about the task, but knew it was necessary if they wanted to get home.

 

	The morning was spent walking through the northwestern part of the forest, spread out, looking at each and every tree. After a few hours of searching and not finding anything, they took a short break for lunch. Before long, the friends were back at it again, looking for the tree with the spell on it. They spread out and resumed their search. A couple hours later, they all stop suddenly after hearing a sound.

 

	“Did you guys hear that?” Stephanie whispered, just loud enough for the others to hear her. “What was that?”

 

	“I don't know,” Mitch answered, then pointed in front of them. “It's coming from over there. Whatever it is, I think there's only one of them.”

 

	They all raised their weapons and prepared for battle, though they weren't sure if it was necessary. Up ahead, they heard something moving around in the forest. None of them could see what it was yet, though. They carefully continued forward, until the sound suddenly stopped.

 

	“What happened?” Alyssa asked. “Where'd it go?”

 

	“I don't know,” Luke replied. “It sounded like it was right in front of us. Maybe, whatever it was, it decided to...”

 

	Before Luke could finish his sentence, a monster jumped out at him from behind a large oak tree. Startled, he jumped back and raised his sword, preparing to strike. Standing before Luke was a creature that none of the friends had ever seen before. They knew it was some kind of gnome, but it was much larger than any gnome they'd ever seen or heard of. It stood at almost six feet tall, taller than all the friends except Luke. 

 

	“Oh, I get it now!” Luke said, taking a step toward the gnome, sword raised. “Gnome-Man's land. He's a Gnome-Man, man. Half man, half gnome. But in about two seconds, he's gonna be half dead and half deader.”

 

	Luke took another step toward the Gnome-Man and prepared to swing his longsword. The other friends were right behind him, having walked over from their spread-out position. Just as Luke started to swing his sword at the Gnome-Man's head, it pointed at him, smiled, and blinked....

 

	Turning Luke into a chicken.

 

	The mighty human warrior was instantly turned into a chicken by the Gnome-Man. The friends had heard about evil trickster gnomes, but had never actually encountered one before. As soon as they saw what it did to Luke, they all snapped into action. Stephanie started reading from her magic book, preparing to cast an offensive spell. Both Mitch and Alyssa started to shift into their animal forms.

 

	The Gnome-Man laughed maniacally as it watched Luke run off into the forest. Its laughter didn't last long, though, coming to an abrupt end as Alyssa bit into its leg. Shifted into her lioness form, she started gnawing away at the Gnome-Man. It shrieked in pain as her razor-sharp teeth dug into its leg.

 

	Mitch finished shifting shortly after and joined in on the fun. On all fours, he ran up to the Gnome-Man and bit it in the other leg. Again, it unleashed a high-pitched scream as it fell to the ground. Alyssa and Mitch continued biting it over and over, tearing the Gnome-Man apart. 

 

	Stephanie was several feet away, reading off the final words of her spell. As it was getting mauled by the two shifters, the Gnome-Man looked over at Stephanie. It took a deep breath – its final breath, as it turned out – and smiled, pointed at her, and blinked. Then, the Gnome-Man's eyes shut forever as the shifters feasted on its flesh.

 

	While the shifters were chowing down on the Gnome-Man, Stephanie walked around the area looking for Luke. He was nowhere to be found. After Mitch and Alyssa finished feasting, leaving a bloody, torn-apart corpse, they shifted back into human form. When the two of them saw Stephanie, they couldn't help but laugh.

 

	“What?” she asked, feeling incredibly self-conscious. “What's so funny?”

 

	Alyssa walked up to Stephanie, stroked the long and bushy beard growing out of her face, and said, “We're not laughing at you, sweetie. We're laughing at the gift the Gnome-Man left you.”

 

	Stephanie touched her face and her eyes widened when she felt the beard. She knew something felt different since the Gnome-Man pointed at her and blinked its eyes, but didn't know what. 

 

	Now she did. 

 

	“I can't believe that fucking gnome gave me a beard!” Stephanie yelled.

 

	“Wow, Steph,” Mitch said, “you almost never swear.”

 

	“Well, I'm pissed!”

 

	“I know the beard's unsightly,” Alyssa said, “but at least the Gnome-Man didn't hurt you.”

 

	“That's true. But I'm still angry. And embarrassed.”

 

	“Don't be,” Mitch said, trying to comfort Stephanie. “You're the cutest bearded elf in all of Bloodfeast. And I'm sure it's not permanent. Whatever spell the Gnome-Man cast will wear off eventually.”

 

	“It better!” Stephanie replied. “I don't want to look like this forever. But we've got bigger problems than my beard. While you two were snacking on that stupid Gnome-Man, I went looking for Luke but couldn't find him anywhere around here. He must've run off pretty far.”

 

	“Why don't the three of us keep looking for the tree with the spell on it,” Mitch suggested. “And we'll look for Luke at the same time. He could be just about anywhere.”

 

	“Then when we find him,” Alyssa said, smiling, “we can make chicken stew.”

 

	“No cooking my best friend,” Mitch replied. “as delicious as he may be.”

 

Chapter 19 - Spellbound

 

	The three friends continued their search for the tree with the magic spell on it. Like before, they spread out and walked, looking at every tree along the way. Without Luke, they felt a little more vulnerable than usual. Even Alyssa, as disgusted as she usually was with his behavior, felt safer with Luke around. There's no denying it: He was the muscle of the group.

 

	They walked for hours and hours. After a while, all three of them were starting to get tired and discouraged.

 

	“What are we gonna do if we never find Luke?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“We're gonna find him,” Mitch answered. “We have to find him.”

 

	Mitch was trying to sound confident in front of Alyssa and especially Stephanie, but was himself afraid that he'd never see his friend again. They kept walking in silence, each of them lost in their own thoughts. Suddenly, they all stopped.

 

	“Did you hear that?” Mitch asked.

 

	“What?” Stephanie replied.

 

	“I did,” Alyssa answered and pointed to her left. “It sounded like it came from over there.”

 

	“What?” Stephanie asked again. “What did you guys hear?”

 

	A few seconds later, Stephanie realized what they were talking about. She heard clucking coming from somewhere to their left. The three of them ran over to where the sound was coming from. Standing next to a large tree was a chicken clucking away. They surrounded the chicken and closed in on it. When he was close enough, Mitch picked it up.

 

	“Gotcha!” he yelled.

 

	“Are you sure it's Luke?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“It has to be,” Alyssa answered. “Of all the times we've been out in this forest, we've never seen a chicken before. Wild turkeys, yeah. Chickens, no.”

 

	“It's him,” Mitch said. “It's definitely him.”

 

	“The question is, how do we get him back to normal?” Alyssa asked. “Will it eventually happen on its own or do we have do something about it?”

 

	“I have no idea,” Mitch replied. “None of us have ever had to deal with a half-human trickster gnome before. Hopefully Luke will just go back to normal on his own.”

 

	“Let's hope so,” Stephanie said, running a finger through her coarse beard. “And let's hope the Gnome-Man's spells wear off sooner rather than later.”

 

	The friends were all happy to have found Luke, even though they didn't know how to get him back to normal. As Mitch was holding Luke and the friends were talking, he kept clucking. 

 

	“Shhh,” Alyssa said to the chicken. “Don't worry, Luke. You'll either go back to normal on your own soon or we'll figure out a way. You have nothing to be afraid of.”

 

	Luke kept clucking away. Alyssa didn't actually expect him to understand what she said, but figured she'd give it a shot. The chicken continued clucking, poking his head over Mitch's shoulder.

 

	“Um, guys?” Stephanie said. “I think Luke's trying to tell us something.”

 

	“What?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“I think he's trying to get us to look at that.”

 

	Stephanie pointed to the tree behind Mitch. He and Alyssa had their backs turned toward it. They turned around and both of their jaws dropped when they saw it. Written on the tree, wrapping all the way around it, were several paragraphs. As soon as they read a little bit of it, the friends knew that they'd finally found what they were looking for.

 

	“This is it!” Mitch yelled, almost dropping Luke in the process.

 

	“Yes!” Stephanie chirped. “Yes, yes, yes!”

 

	“I can't believe it! It's the tree with the spell we've been looking for,” Alyssa said, then turned her attention to Luke and stroked his feathers. “You actually did something useful for once. Well done. And to think I was gonna turn you into stew.”

 

	“Bock bock!” Luke clucked.

 

	“I'm gonna get to work writing the spell down in my magic book,” Stephanie said.

 

	“Good idea,” Alyssa replied. “We'll break camp here for the night. Me and Mitch will get a fire going and figure out a way to keep Luke safe and contained. You just focus on copying down the spell so we can finally get the hell out of here.”

 

	Stephanie took out her spell book and writing utensil. Before she started writing, Stephanie read the entire spell beginning to end. It was a long spell, much longer than any of the ones she had in her book. The words were carved into the tree and wrapped around it several times. Stephanie had a smile on her face as she read the spell, knowing that it was their ticket out of Bloodfeast and back home to Boston.

 

	Meanwhile, Alyssa gathered up some firewood and Mitch built a small enclosure for Luke. Using a combination of sticks, rocks, and a blanket he had in his inventory, Mitch was able to make a suitable coop for his friend. Once she'd gathered up enough firewood for the night, Alyssa used her flint and steel to get a campfire going.

 

	“Um, guys,” Stephanie said after trying to copy the spell into her spell book. “I have a problem. We have a problem.”

 

	“What, your beard is getting in the way of writing down the spell?” Alyssa asked, laughing.

 

	“Ha ha. Very funny. I can't copy the spell.”

 

	“What? Why not?” Mitch asked.

 

	“Every time I start writing it down, the words disappear a few seconds later. See?”

 

	Mitch and Alyssa walked over to Stephanie and watched her write down the first few words of the spell. Just like she'd said, the words on the page slowly faded as soon as they were written.

 

	“I've never experienced anything like this before,” Stephanie said. “I don't know what's causing it.”

 

	“Maybe the spell can't be copied,” Mitch suggested. “Maybe it has to be memorized.”

 

	“Seriously?” Stephanie exclaimed, almost yelling. “Do you see how long it is? How am I gonna memorize all of that?”

 

	“I'm sorry, Steph, but I think Mitch is probably right,” Alyssa said. “When your character cast the spell on everyone before they all touched The Orb, did it pull up your spell book on your screen?”

 

	“No, I don't think so.”

 

	“So your character must've had to memorize it,” Alyssa said. “And you're the only one capable of casting it.”

 

	“So, what? I just read the spell over and over until I memorize the entire thing? That could take days!”

 

	“Why don't we sleep on it,” Mitch said. “Maybe we'll think of something else. If we don't, we'll stay here until you've memorized the spell. We'll stay here as long as it takes. I know you can do it, Steph. It'll just take a while.”

 

	“Yeah, well I hope one of us is able to think of another way.”

 

	None of them did. After sleeping through the night, the friends woke up refreshed but without any new ideas. They ate breakfast and then Stephanie got to work. 

 

	“If I was trying to memorize this back in Boston,” Stephanie said to Alyssa, “I'd definitely ask you for one of your Adderall.”

 

	“You know what?” her friend replied. “You just gave me an idea!”

 

	Alyssa took out her spell book and flipped through it. A smile appeared on her face as she found what she was looking for: a focus spell. Alyssa read the spell and pointed at Stephanie. Focus appeared over her head.

 

	“There you go!” Alyssa said. “Now you should be as focused as a laser beam.”

 

	“Great!” Stephanie replied. “Hopefully this spell doesn't keep me up for two days straight like Adderall does.”

 

	“Don't worry. My focus spell has all the benefits of Adderall with none of the side effects.”

 

	Stephanie began the arduous task of memorizing the long spell written on the tree. The focus spell that Alyssa cast definitely helped her, but it was still going to take a while. 

 

	Alyssa stayed with Stephanie and Luke while Mitch went off to hunt. Luke was by far the best hunter of the group, but Mitch was proficient enough to consistently catch small game. He went off into the forest, hoping to fetch a good meal for everyone.

 

	“I wish he'd just ask you out and get it over with,” Alyssa said to Stephanie as soon as Mitch was gone.

 

	“What are you talking about?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“Come on. You can't tell me you've never noticed that Mitch has a crush on you. Even Luke knows.”

 

	“Bock!” Luke clucked.

 

	“And it's no secret that you like him,” Alyssa added. “You guys would be so cute together.”

 

	“I don't think he likes me like that. And while we're on the subject, what about you and Luke?”

 

	“What about me and Luke?”

 

	“I think you two would make a cute couple. And it's obvious that you like him.”

 

	“Are you kidding me? I can't stand him!”

 

	“Can I get back to memorizing the spell now?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“Yeah,” Alyssa answered. After a long pause, she concluded, “But I don't like Luke.”

 

	“Sure you don't,” Stephanie mumbled under her breath, too soft for her friend to hear.

 

	She went back to reading the spell, doing her best to memorize each line. As she read it aloud to herself, Stephanie stroked her beard without even thinking about it. When she did, a big chunk of hair came out. She did it again and more hair came out. 

 

	“Yes!” Stephanie yelled.

 

	She pulled handful after handful of hair out of her face until it was all gone. By the time she got it all, there was an sizable pile of hair on the ground.

 

	“I can't believe that was all on my face,” Stephanie said.

 

	“I wonder if this means the trickster's spell wore off,” Alyssa replied. “If so, Luke should be turning back to normal pretty soon. Although, to be honest, I kind of like him not being able to talk.”

 

	“Cluck!”

 

	Turning to Luke, Alyssa said, “Oh relax. I'm just kidding.”

 

	“Cluck! Cluck!”

 

	Right before Stephanie and Alyssa's eyes, they watched the small chicken grow into a massive warrior. When the trickster Gnome-Man cast the spell on Luke, his weapon, armor, and items all disappeared. As he grew back into his normal self, they all reappeared. Neither Stephanie nor Alyssa were surprised by his first word once back in human form.

 

	“Fuck!”

 

	“Welcome back, Luke!” Stephanie said.

 

	“Thanks,” he replied, coughing out a couple chicken feathers, then turned his attention to Alyssa. “You wanted to turn me into chicken stew?”

 

	“You understood me?” she asked.

 

	“I understood everything.”

 

	Alyssa's face got a little red as she recalled the conversation her and Stephanie had a few minutes earlier. Even though she didn't admit to liking Luke, she was embarrassed that he heard her friend suggest it.

 

	“I was only kidding!” she replied.

 

	“Of course you were,” Luke said with a smirk. “You'd never turn someone you like into stew.”

 

	Her face now even redder, Alyssa replied, “I never said that I like you. Stephanie suggested that I like you and I denied it, just like I'm denying it again right now.”

 

	“Uh huh,” Luke said, still smirking, which drove Alyssa just a little crazy.

 

	Stephanie resumed memorizing the spell. Luke readjusted to being back in his human body and Alyssa went for a short walk, trying to calm down. She was upset that Luke thought she liked him and spent several minutes telling herself over and over that she didn't. It didn't occur to Alyssa that having to tell herself she didn't like Luke might indicate that she actually did like him - at least on some level.

 

	Mitch returned with a few squirrels – but no suicide squirrels – and a rabbit a little while later. He was happy to see that his best friend was back to normal.

 

	“Luke! I'm glad you're back to normal and no longer a chicken,” Mitch said.

 

	“Thanks, bro. Now you're back to being the chicken of the two of us,” Luke said, giving his friend a slap on the back. They both laughed. “And you got some food. Awesome. I'm fucking starving!”

 

	Stephanie took a break from memorizing and the four friends sat down to eat after they cooked up the food Mitch caught. With everyone being back to normal and getting home looking more and more realistic, they were all in a good mood. Even Alyssa was feeling better, cracking jokes here and there.

 

	“Why did the chicken cross the road?” she asked, looking right at Luke.

 

	He didn't say anything, but Mitch did: “Why?”

 

	“So he could pluck every skanky hen he came across and lay eggs on the corpses of his enemies.”

 

	Everyone laughed – everyone except Luke, of course, even though he secretly though it was kind of funny.

 

	“Cluck you,” he said, looking right at Alyssa. “And you know what a male chicken is called, right? A cock. So when you were stroking my feathers, you were really stroking my cock!”

 

	“Actually,” Alyssa shot back right away, “Mitch was holding you. So really I was stroking his cock!”

 

	There was an awkward silence between them for a few seconds. Then, they all burst out in wild laughter. It was the first time they'd all laughed like that since getting trapped in Bloodfeast. Once the laughter died down, Mitch asked Luke a serious question.

 

	“Hey, I meant to ask you: How did you find the tree we were looking for?”

 

	“I didn't,” Luke answered. “Someone was controlling me. Led me right to it. Then when I found it, I couldn't leave the area. Every time I tried, I got brought right back here.”

 

	“It must be our characters again,” Stephanie said.

 

	“Must be,” Alyssa added.

 

	“I'm really starting to think that they want to get back here as much as we want to get back there,” Mitch said.

 

	“It certain seems that way,” Alyssa replied.

 

Chapter 20 - There's No Place Like Home

 

	Back in Boston, all four characters were attentively sitting at their computers. Of course, they thought they were some kind of magical device that allowed them to control the friends back in their home world – a world they were all eager to get back to. Arnold69 and Ethelwulf sat in Luke and Mitch's apartment watching their screens and eating what little junk food they had left.

 

	“It shouldn't be long now,” Ethelwulf said. “Looks like the elf memorized the spell from the tree and now they're all heading to the spot where we switched before.”

 

	“Good,” Arnold69 said. “We're running out of food and I miss my longsword.”

 

	“What's the first thing you're gonna do if we get back to our world?” Ethelwulf asked.

 

	“If we get back? No, no, no. When we get back! When we get back, the first thing I'm gonna do is get me a big, tall mug of ale. Maybe two. Maybe ten. We'll see!”

 

	Like the guys, the female characters were in Alyssa and Stephanie's dorm room watching the friends on their computers. 

 

	“I'm so excited!” Alalia said. “It looks like we should be getting home soon.”

 

	“I know,” Dwyndolin replied. “I'm excited, too. But we shouldn't get our hopes up too high until we're actually back home.”

 

	“I can't help it. I'm sick of this weird, human-filled world. When we went to see the guys, I didn't see any elves anywhere. I didn't see anything but humans. Even I'm a human here when in our world, I'm an elf. I don't like it here.”

 

	“I know, sweetie. I don't like it here, either. And neither do the boys. Hopefully everything will work out and we'll be home before long.”

 

	“Let's hope so.”

 

	The characters continued to watch the friends work their way from the tree with the spell written on it to the spot where they'd originally swapped realities. Ethelwulf and Arnold69 stuffed their faces, eyes glued to their screens the whole time.

 

	“Arnold69, look!” Ethelwulf said, Cheetos dust spraying out of his mouth. “They made it back to the spot. It shouldn't be long before they cast the spell and we all get back home!”

 

	“No crap,” Arnold69 replied and took a long swig of his Mountain Dew Live Wire. “I'm watching the same thing that you are.”

 

	“I know, I know. I'm just excited. I can't wait to get back to our world.”

 

	“You and me both, man. There are no monsters to kill here. No gold to acquire. Nothing. Aside from the food, this world sucks.”

 

	The characters all watched their screens closely. Arnold69 chugged the rest of his Live Wire and Ethelwulf finished off his bag of Cheetos, though his fingers remained covered in sticky orange dust. Dwyndolin and Alalia had been snacking on some trail mix they found in the girls' dorm room, but were now too focused on their screens to keep eating.

 

	 They watched the friends stop walking and gather around each other in the same spot where they'd swapped realities. For a few minutes, nothing happened. Then, they saw Stephanie cast a spell on Mitch. A few silver stars circled around his head before disappearing. As soon as the spell was cast, he started digging through his bag. Ethelwulf saw his inventory screen pop up and the Orb of Displacement being selected.

 

	“It's happening!” Ethelwulf yelled. 

 

	“Man, I can't wait to get home and kill me some monsters,” Arnold69 said.

 

	The characters watched Stephanie go over to Alyssa and then Luke, casting the spell on each of them one at a time. A few silver stars appeared over each of their heads before disappearing shortly after. Finally, Stephanie cast the spell on herself. Like the others, silver stars briefly circled her head before vanishing.

 

	“This is it!” Alalia screamed. “We're going home!”

 

	“I certainly hope you're right,” Dwyndolin replied.

 

	The characters watched the friends gather around each other in a close circle. Mitch held out The Orb in the middle so they could all reach it. All four of the characters held their breath, hearts pounding, eyes glued to their screens. One by one, they watched the friends reach out and put their hands on The Orb in the same order that the characters had. 

 

	Luke was the first. He sheathed his longsword and put his large hands on The Orb. Next was Stephanie. She put her little elven hands on The Orb. And the last one to put her hands on The Orb was Alyssa. All four friends had both hands on the Orb of Displacement.

 

	The characters all watched eagerly from the edge of their seats. Ethelwulf and Arnold69 were so bloated from all the junk food they'd eaten that they could barely sit up, but were so excited that they still managed to do so. At first, nothing happened. The characters just saw the friends standing there in a circle with their hands on The Orb. Then, it slowly started to glow.

 

	The Orb got brighter and brighter until all their screens were completely white. The characters were so excited that they could barely breathe. Then, like before, there was a bright flash of light that blinded all of them.

 

* * *

 

	“Where are we?” Alalia asked, rubbing her eyes which had not yet come back into focus. “Did it work? Are we home?”

 

	“I don't know,” Dwyndolin replied. “I still can't see.”

 

	“Me either,” Ethelwulf said.

 

	“Ethelwulf?” Alalia called out. “Is that you?”

 

	“Yeah, it's me.”

 

	“Then it must've worked!” Alalia exclaimed.

 

	Sure enough, as the four characters regained their vision, they were all extremely happy to see that they were back in their own world. Arnold69 was thrilled to have his strong, muscular physique back. Alalia was happy to be back in her normal elven body. And both Ethelwulf and Dwyndolin were pleased to have their white magic and shifting abilities back.

 

	“We're back home!” Arnold69 yelled. “Yes!”

 

	“I was starting to think we'd never see this place again,” Ethelwulf said.

 

	“I know,” Alalia replied. “Me too!”

 

	The characters took a few minutes to let it all soak in. They were all overwhelmed with joy. None of them liked twenty-first-century Boston and were all relieved to be back home. A smile grew across Dwyndolin's face as she took a deep breath of fresh air.

 

	“It's good to be home,” she said. “You guys wanna head north into Lakewind to get some food?”

 

	“And some ale,” Arnold69 replied. “Lots and lots of ale.”

 

	“Of course,” Dwyndolin said. “Can't forget the ale!”

 

	The characters prepared to walk north up the road to Lakewind. They each looked through their belongings to check their supplies.

 

	“Hey guys,” Ethelwulf said. “Check this out. There's a scroll in my pack.”

 

	“What is it?” Alalia asked. “What does it say?”

 

	Ethelwulf read the first few words of the scroll to himself. It didn't take long for him to realize that it was a message from the four friends.

 

	“It's from the people we switched worlds with,” Ethelwulf explained.

 

	“Well, don't just stand there,” Arnold69 said. “Read it to us!”

 

	“Yeah, let's hear it!” Alalia added.

 

	“Okay. Here's what it says: If you're reading this then hopefully you're back in your world and we're back in ours. From now on, we won't control you any longer. You were never supposed to become sentient and self-aware. We have no idea how it happened but can't deny that it somehow did. Thank you for helping us all get back to where we belong. We couldn't have done it without you. While the grass may always seem greener on the other side, there's truly no place like home. Safe travels. May your lives be filled with prosperous adventure, unimaginable fortune, and good health. Signed, Mitch, Luke, Stephanie, and Alyssa.”

 

	“Awww,” Alalia said. “What a nice message.”

 

	“What did they mean when they said we were never supposed to become self-aware?” Dwyndolin asked.

 

	“I don't know and I don't care,” Arnold69 answered. “I'm just happy to know that they won't be controlling us anymore. Now we're free to go on our adventures without having to worry that someone will make us do despicable things.”

 

	“Yup,” Ethelwulf added. “Now we're completely in control of our own destinies. Which, when you think about it, is just as frightening as it is exciting.”

 

	“Yeah,” Alalia said. “Now we can do whatever we want to do without having to worry about being controlled by someone else. Speaking of which, I wonder what the people that were controlling us are like. I wonder what they're doing right now - if they're as happy to be home as we are.”

 

	“I guess we'll never know,” Ethelwulf replied. “But I'd like to think that they're as happy to be home as we are.”

 

	“I think we'd all be even happier if we got a few mugs of ale in us,” Arnold69 said. “Let's get going to Lakewind.”

 

	Ethelwulf rolled up the scroll from the friends and put it back in his pack. The characters grabbed their stuff and started walking north toward Lakewind. A gentle breeze was blowing down from the north and as they got closer to the town, they noticed the faint hint of a welcome scent.

 

	“I smell mutton cooking!” Ethelwulf said.

 

	“I'm gonna eat so much mutton and drink so much ale that by the end of the night, I won't be able to stand up,” Arnold69 replied.

 

	“More like you're gonna drink so much ale that you won't be able to shut up!” Dwyndolin joked.

 

	All four of the characters laughed. They got into town and, as planned, spent the entire evening at the tavern eating, drinking, and telling their tale to anyone who would listen. Not surprisingly, none of the patrons believed them but most found their story entertaining. 

 

	“And there were these metal machines that moved five times faster than a horse,” Alalia excitedly explained to a group of elves in the tavern. “It was crazy! And when you look up, all you see is these massive buildings. They went way up into the sky!”

 

	“Five times faster than a horse?” one of the elves asked, incredulously. “Buildings up to the sky? I think you've had too much ale!”

 

	“I'm telling you!” Alalia exclaimed.

 

	The rest of the night went on like that. Lots of eating, drinking, and story telling. Eventually, the four characters got rooms at the inn and slept better than they had in a long time. All of them were happy to be back home in their world of magic and wonder.

 

Chapter 21 - Home Sweet Home

 

	“Fuck yeah!” Luke yelled as he rubbed his eyes. “It worked! It fucking worked!”

 

	“We're home!” Mitch yelled, almost as loud as his roommate. 

 

	The boys were back in their Boston apartment. They were so happy to be home that they didn't even care the place was trashed and almost all their food was gone. As soon as Mitch's vision returned to normal, he looked for his cell phone so he could call the girls. After a short search, he found it under an empty bag of Cool Ranch Doritos. 

 

	“Mitch!” Stephanie exclaimed, answering her phone. “We're home! We made it! Let me put you on speakerphone.”

 

	“Hi guys!” Alyssa yelled. “You both there?”

 

	Mitch also put his phone on speaker and Luke shouted, “Yup. We're both here.”

 

	“I can't believe it,” Stephanie said. “I can't believe everything worked out. Now that we're back home, it all feels like it was just dream.”

 

	“If it was,” Luke replied, “then that was one hell of a dream.”

 

	“No way,” Alyssa said. “That was too real to be a dream. What a crazy adventure.”

 

	“For sure,” Mitch added. “Well, I just wanted to make sure the two of you got back safe and sound. I'll let you go so you girls can settle in. Do the two of you want to get together with the two of us tomorrow?”

 

	“Sure,” Alyssa answered.

 

	“Absolutely,” Stephanie replied at the same time.

 

	“Great,” Mitch said. “We'll meet at Dunkin' at, say, ten o'clock?”

 

	“Sounds good,” Stephanie answered.

 

	The friends settled in, cleaning the messes that the characters left. All of them except Luke, that is.

 

	“You're going out?” Mitch asked, noticing that Luke was getting dressed up as he walked past his bedroom door.

 

	“Bro, look at my phone,” he answered, holding up his cell. “While we were trapped in Bloodfeast, Megan, Melissa, Jessica, Robin, and Stacy all texted me. I'm going out to get me some sweet human pussy. After banging elves and wizards and shit in Bloodfeast, I've been craving some sexy human Boston babes. You wanna come with? I'm going over Jessica's and she's got a hot roommate who's single.”

 

	“No thanks,” Mitch replied. “There's only one sexy Boston babe that I'm interested in.”

 

	“Suit yourself. Have a good night, bro. I may or may not be back tonight.”

 

	“Don't forget, we're meeting the girls at ten in the morning.”

 

	“I'll be there. Don't worry. But right now, it's on like Don Juan!”

 

	Mitch finished cleaning the apartment and got comfortable on the sofa. He pulled out his bowl from underneath the couch, packed it, sparked it up, and put on an episode of Rick and Morty. Though his eyes were glued to the screen, his mind started wandering. 

 

	Mitch thought about the wild adventure he'd just returned from and all the crazy things he saw. Eventually, he started thinking about Stephanie and continued to do so until he drifted off to sleep.

 

	Meanwhile, the girls cleaned their dorm room. It wasn't nearly as messy as the boys' apartment, but the female characters did make a little mess while they were there. After they finished, the girls talked for a while and eventually fell asleep.

 

	All four of the friends slept incredibly well that night. Back in their own beds, they were all happy to be home. The only one who didn't sleep in his own bed was Luke. But he slept like a baby after having sex with not only Jessica, but her hot roommate, too. They were all glad to be back in Boston and slept soundly throughout the night.

 

* * *

 

	“You're late!” Alyssa said to Luke as he walked into Dunkin' Donuts.

 

	Mitch, Stephanie, and Alyssa were already there and had been since ten o'clock. Luke sauntered in about twenty minutes later.

 

	“Yeah, I had a thing – two things, actually – that I had to take care of this morning.”

 

	“So you had a good time last night?” Mitch asked.

 

	“Uh huh. And again this morning,” Luke replied with a smirk. “I'll tell you all about it later.” Alyssa shook her head.

 

	The friends all got coffees and breakfast sandwiches then sat down at a table. They always sat at the same table whenever they met at that particular location. In Boston, there are Dunkin' Donuts on every corner – literally – and they liked to meet at the one exactly halfway between where they lived.

 

	“It's so good to see you guys,” Stephanie said, taking a sip from her French vanilla coffee. “You know, back here in Boston, looking normal.”

 

	“It's good to see you, too,” Mitch replied, looking right at Stephanie. Then he looked to Alyssa and continued, “Both of you. All of you.” Stephanie smiled.

 

	“So I guess we won't be playing any more Bloodfeast MMO,” Alyssa said. “I guess we'll have to find a new game to play together.”

 

	“That'd be cool,” Luke replied as he stuffed his face with one of the three sausage, egg, and cheese sandwiches he bought.

 

	“I wonder how our characters are making out,” Mitch said. “It's too bad we never got to meet them.”

 

	“I know,” Stephanie replied. “I'm glad they decided to help us. Otherwise, we'd probably still be stuck in the game.”

 

	Alyssa raised her coffee cup and said, “Here's to our Bloodfeast characters. For helping us get back to Boston where we belong.”

 

	“Here here!” Stephanie replied.

 

	Everyone touched cups and took a sip of their coffees. The friends continued eating breakfast and talking about the wild adventure they'd shared together. They were all having a good time and spent well over an hour chatting. Eventually, the conversation started to wind down and they got ready to leave.

 

	“So what's everyone doing with the rest of the day?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“I was thinking about going to Harvard Square for the afternoon,” Stephanie answered. “Maybe do a little shopping.”

 

	Mitch's heart started beating faster. Even though his anxiety-ridden brain was telling him to just go home, smoke weed, and chill out on the couch, Mitch had a promise to himself he planned to keep. 

 

	“What a coincidence,” he said. “I was thinking about going to Harvard Square today, too. Wanna go together?”

 

	Stephanie smiled and replied, “Yeah. I'd like that.”

 

	“How about you, Luke?” Alyssa asked. “What are you up to today?”

 

	“Well, once I leave here I'm going to What Sup to see if I still have a job. I haven't shown up for work in days and I'm guessing my character didn't either while he was here.”

 

	“You walking?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“I was planning on it. Yeah.”

 

	“Then you'll be walking right past my dorm. You wanna walk me home?”

 

	“Sure,” Luke replied. “Whatevs.”

 

	“Cool,” Alyssa said and turned toward Stephanie and Mitch. “Well, you guys have fun. I'll see you back at the dorm, Steph.”

 

	The two pairs of friends went their separate ways. Alyssa and Luke started walking toward her dorm and his work. Mitch and Stephanie hopped on the red line to take a short train ride to Harvard Square. 

 

	The whole ride, Mitch was so nervous that he was practically shaking. When in the game, he promised himself that if they ever made it back to Boston, he'd ask Stephanie out. This was his chance and he knew that if he didn't ask her out then, he probably never would. 

 

	The T arrived at the Harvard Square stop and they got off the train. As always, Harvard Square was poppin'. Thousands of shoppers, tourists, performers, and others filled the streets.

 

	“Where do you want to go first?” Stephanie asked.

 

	“Before we start shopping, let's go over there and sit down for a minute,” Mitch answered, pointing to a bench a little ways down the street.

 

	“Okay.”

 

	As they walked over to the bench, Mitch's stomach filled with butterflies. He'd fantasized about asking Stephanie out a million times and built it up quite a bit in his head. She walked a little in front of him and Mitch admired her beauty – her beautiful butt, that is - as they made their way to the bench. After sitting down, he turned toward Stephanie and started talking.

 

	“Steph,” Mitch said, his voice a little shaky, “we've known each other for a long time now. I've always considered you a good friend.”

 

	Smiling, Stephanie replied, “I consider you a good friend, too.”

 

	“And there's something I've wanted to tell you for a while, but didn't know how to.”

 

	“What is it?”

 

	“I... Ever since we met, I... I think you and I...” Mitch said, struggling to find the words to say. “You know, I'm really not good at this.”

 

	“It's okay,” Stephanie assured him. “Keep going.”

 

	“I wanted you to know... I wanted to ask you...”

 

	“Yes?”

 

	Mitch was having a hard time putting his thoughts and feelings into words. He looked at Stephanie, her eyes wide, eagerly waiting to hear what it was he had to say. 

 

	Suddenly, Mitch thought of his character in Bloodfeast. When Ethelwulf got scared or angry, he'd shift into a vicious wolf and attack. No fear. No hesitation. No time to think – just act. He took a deep breath and tried to summon his inner wolf. Mitch wanted to just shut off his anxious brain and let his emotions take control – and it worked.

 

	Looking Stephanie in the eyes, Mitch brushed a few stray hairs out of her face, behind her ear. The gesture put a smile on her face but was nothing compared to what he did next. Mitch gently grabbed Stephanie's face and pulled it toward his own. He shut his eyes and started leaning in until their lips met.

 

	The kiss started off slow and sensual, but quickly progressed into something more. Before long, Stephanie and Mitch were making out wildly and passionately in the middle of Harvard Square. They were both swept up in the moment, completely oblivious to the world around them. Mitch's lips set Stephanie's body on fire. And Stephanie's reciprocation had Mitch feeling like the luckiest man in the world.

 

	After making out for quite a while, their lips finally unlocked from each other. They both pulled back slowly, opening their eyes. Mitch smiled, looking right at Stephanie. She smiled right back.

 

	“I've liked you for a long time,” Mitch said, no longer having trouble speaking. The kiss had completely killed his anxiety. “And I've wanted to ask you out for almost as long as I've known you but was too afraid. Well, I'm not afraid anymore, Steph. I want you to know how I feel, even if you don't feel the same way.”

 

	“But I do feel the same way,” she replied. “I've liked you for a long time, too. But I never thought you liked me like that. I've always known that you liked me as a friend, but had no idea you liked me, liked me.”

 

	“Well, I do like you, like you. You're the most amazing girl I've ever met in my entire life. I like everything about you, Steph. You're sweet, smart, funny, and so, so cute. And I want you to be my girlfriend.”

 

	“Yes!” she yelled, throwing her arms around Mitch.

 

	They hugged for a few seconds, which turned into another long make out session. Eventually, it came to an end and they resumed talking.

 

	“So, you ready to do some shopping?” Mitch asked.

 

	“Yup, let's do it!”

 

	“Then later, if you want, we can go chill at my apartment. I don't have much food, since the characters ate it all and I haven't been to the store yet. But we could smoke a bowl and watch a few episodes of Rick and Morty.”

 

	“Weed and Rick and Morty – two of my favorite things!” Stephanie exclaimed.

 

	Mitch smiled and replied, “You're awesome.”

 

	They got up off the bench and after a standing make out session, started walking. Both Mitch and Stephanie felt like they were floating on air. Smiling and laughing all day, they spent the afternoon shopping in Harvard Square, holding hands the entire time. Neither of them had ever been happier.

 

* * *

 

	“I really hope that Mitch is telling Stephanie how he feels right now,” Alyssa said as she walked with Luke.

 

	“No shit,” he replied. “He's been pining over that girl for a long time. I've tried to tell him time and again that he should just tell her. It's really not that hard to get laid.”

 

	“Mitch isn't trying to get laid. Well, he's not trying to just get laid. I think he really likes her. Even loves her, maybe. I see the way he looks at her.”

 

	“Yeah,” Luke replied. “It's an awful lot like the way you look at me.”

 

	“Pfft!” Alyssa grunted. “Please. He looks at her with longing and desire. I look at you with disgust and contempt.”

 

	“Uh huh,” Luke replied, casually. “Sometimes you do. But I've been with enough women to know the look when I see it.”

 

	“What look?” Alyssa asked, equally curious and annoyed.

 

	“The I-wanna-fuck-this-guy look,” he answered and grinned. 

 

	“Ha!” Alyssa yelled, loud enough to draw the attention of a few others on the sidewalk. “You wish, chicken boy.”

 

	“There you go referencing my cock again!”

 

	Alyssa shook her head and replied, “I knew I should've plucked you when I had the chance.”

 

	“Deny it all you want. But I know that deep down, whether you're willing to admit it to yourself or not, you're turned on by my muscular body and don't-give-a-fuck attitude.”

 

	“Whatever,” Alyssa said, knowing there was some truth to Luke's words. 

 

	Although she wished it didn't, Luke's cocky attitude and flawless physique did turn Alyssa on. What drove her even more crazy was knowing that he knew the effect he had on her. Whenever he brought it up, Alyssa always got at least a little irritated. She was trying to think of a way to change the conversation topic when they both noticed someone at the same time.

 

	“Is it just me or does that woman look a lot like Larilda, the crazy crat lady from Bloodfeast MMO?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“It doesn't look a lot like her,” Luke replied. “It looks exactly like her.”

 

	On the other side of the street, there was a homeless woman sitting against the side of a building. Her face was almost identical to Larilda's and looked to be around the same height and weight. She was even wearing an oversized sweater, something Larilda always had on. The only thing missing was a half cat, half rat resting in her arms.

 

	“You wanna go talk to her?” Alyssa asked.

 

	“Why the fuck would we wanna do that?”

 

	“I don't know. To see what she's like. I mean, she looks like she could be Larilda's twin.”

 

	“Seven billion people on this planet. Everybody looks like they could be someone else's twin. It's just a coincidence. Let's keep going.”

 

	“Fine,” Alyssa replied.

 

	They continued walking. Alyssa kept periodically looking across the street at the homeless woman until they turned a corner and could no longer see her. She couldn't stop thinking about how similar the woman looked to Larilda. But Alyssa knew that Luke was probably right, that it was most likely just a strange coincidence. Eventually they arrived at Alyssa's dorm.

 

	“Thanks for walking me home,” Alyssa said.

 

	“You gonna invite me in?” Luke asked, accompanied by a head tilt and half-smile.

 

	“Is that what you want?” she replied. “You want me to invite you in so we can get naked and have all kinds of crazy sex all over my dorm room? Is that what you want me to do?”

 

	“You know it!” Luke exclaimed.

 

	“Well that's too bad. Cause the only way you could ever get me into bed is if you used some sort of magical orb. And in this world, no such orbs exist. So I guess you're shit out of luck.”

 

	“Uh huh,” Luke replied. “We'll see. I know you think I'm charming.”

 

	“You pronounced that word wrong. It's pronounced disgusting. Not charming. I think you're dis-gus-ting.”

 

	“Disgustingly charming?”

 

	“Not even charmingly disgusting. Bye Luke. Thanks for the walk. I hope they let you keep your job.”

 

	“Yeah, me too. Later!”

 

	Luke continued walking until he got to What Sup. At first, his boss was furious that he'd missed work. But after a few compliments and a well-placed hand on her lower back, she forgave him and let him keep his job. Then he ended up banging her in the back room.

 

	So the four friends settled back into their normal lives in Boston. They decided not to tell anyone about their crazy adventure into Bloodfeast MMO and back. Who would've believed them? It would remain their little secret, which made the whole experience all the more special.

 

 

 

From The Author

 

	Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed reading Inside Out as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, I would greatly appreciate it if you would rate and review it on Amazon. 

 

	You see, when a book gets a lot of 4 and 5-star reviews on Amazon, it shows that book to more people who might also enjoy it, like you. The more 4 and 5-star reviews, the better.

 

	So if you enjoyed this book, please take a minute to leave me a good review on Amazon. It means a lot to me and will help others find my book.

 

Want More Mitch, Alyssa, Luke, and Stephanie?

 

	Book 2 of the Bloodfeast series is already in the works and will be available on Amazon soon. But you don't have to wait until then if you want a little more Mitch, Alyssa, Luke, and Stephanie!

 

	You can get a free bonus chapter by signing up for the Ellis Michaels mailing list. In addition to the free Inside Out bonus chapter, you'll be the first to know about upcoming releases, you'll get free bonus chapters to future books, and you may even get the chance to beta read upcoming books before they're released!

 

	You can sign up for the Ellis Michaels mailing list here.
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