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Just a quick recap of book one in case you read it a long while ago

 
	 Rohan gets a chance to play Prithvi Online for free. 
	 He explores the town of Kapilpura. He kills Raks, gains loot, levels up and makes friends. He even gets to taste dinosaur. 
	 He gets into a little quarrel with another player called Daddy1 and lands in the prison. 
	 A trip to another town goes horribly wrong and Rohan ends up meeting Death13.  
	 Daddy1 persuades Rohan and Grimguy to go searching for Death13. They are caught by Raks. 
	 Rohan finds himself in a universe of ones and zeroes. 
	 Rohan and Grimguy meet Mastermind, the creator of Death13. 

   



 
   

Chapter 1 
 It was like a blow to the face. 
 “You created Death13?” I said, while Grimguy gaped wide. 
 Mastermind nodded, looking away from us. 
 “It was the biggest mistake of my life.” 
 “But why did you create him? Death13 is deleting those perma players!” 
 “I fell into greed, but at the same time I had never anticipated that Death13 would actually delete players. Death13 is a junk code I created. I thought it would kill players and then the players would respawn or wake up in their capsules. But Death13 seems to have taken a life of his own. I designed the junk codesuch that it could absorb Karma from players and be able to get stronger. Karma is the most powerful entity in this world, though few players try to acquire more of it since it is so complicated.  
 “Death13 doesn’t do any good deed to acquire Karma and is an NPC on top of that, but he can absorb Karma from others and store it within himself to become more powerful. You see, the makers of Prithvi already had plans to install Death into this world, since the world governments had told them to do so. A few weeks ago they installed a prototype version of Death into the game world without telling anyone. The junk code I created had already been installed from before, and it was designed such that the moment Death was installed, it would merge with the code for Death and give birth to Death13, which was what happened. The game developers had designed the prototype version of Death such that it would only affect NPCs. They wanted Death in the game world simply to mean that the code for an NPC rearranges itself and leads to the creation of a new NPC. You know, like the concept of rebirth.  
 “But the junk code I had created messed up everything. The Kartoshi gang even paid me a big sum for that. However, it was only after I had installed the junk code successfully into the game system after weeks of relentless effort that they told me of their true plans. Their plan is to loot the game world of all its wealth and they don’t care if players are deleted. Going by current rules, a player can open a bank account in the game world after level 30.Any gold that a player stores into that account can be converted intoreal world money. They want to exploit this. They have already looted the accounts of many perma players after deleting them from the game world using Death13.” 
 “But why does Rohan have the tattoo? And he says he never knew it existed until today,” Grimguy said. 
 “It’s because of the free capsule through which he entered the game world,” Mastermind said. “The free capsulesautomatically createthe tattoo onthe back of anyone whouse them.” 
 “So you are also using a free capsule?” I asked Mastermind, who nodded. 
 “I am an important person to the Kartoshis after all.” 
 I thought about all that Mastermind had said. I suddenly realised why Serena had kissed me the other day: To distract me. I reckon she had thought I was better off thinking about the kiss than Death13. 
 “Why haven’t you told the real world police about this?” I asked Mastermind. It was easily the most rational way todeal with the problem. 
 Mastermind let out a vacant laugh. 
 “Firstly, I will be killed before I reach the premises of a police station. Secondly, do you really think the police can help? The Kartoshi gang is one of the biggest criminal organisations in the world, yet few have ever heard of it. Half the gang members—like you— don’t even know they belong to the  gang. The gang operates in many countries, including the superpowers, and many members of the gang hold political powers and influences. I am pretty darn sure that with aid from some loopholes in the law, the Kartoshi gang asked the governments to pressurize the game developers to install Death. NowI have a question for you: In what kind of a place is your game capsule located?” 
 “In an underground facility, which can only be accessed through a blacksmith’s shop.” 
 Mastermind looked amused. 
 “You never doubted that something could be fishy with the ‘facility’?” 
 I shook my head. Despite the bizarre location of the facility I had never doubted anything. 
 “The money made me blind, I guess.” 
 “Yeah, the money,” Mastermind said with a nod, “the one reason why most of the periphery gang members are spending ninety percent of their lives in the game. The Kartoshi gang is rich. It’s investing in the players and wants to reap a huge reward later on.” 
 I suddenly decided what I was going to do. I felt too guilty now. 
 “I am going to log out,” I said. Grimguy gasped, while Mastermind grabbed my hand, as though he could stop me that way. The log out button was inside my mind, I didn’t need my hands to access it. 
 “Do not do that!” Mastermind barked. “You only logged in yesterday. They will smell something is not right. They even have a system that keeps records of what a player does in the game world. Anytime a player quits, they go through these records to see the reason behind the player doing so. If they check yourrecords and find the reason, they will dispose you. And I will be in problem too.” 
 My heart sank. The log out button had appeared in my vision and I now dismissed it. I squatted down on the floor. It wasn’t easy to quit after all. What had I signed up for? I was so glad now that Dev’s wife had been upset when he said he wanted to play the game. I wished now I had married and had a caring wife, who would have prevented me from entering the game world. 
 I grabbed my hair. 
 “So no logging out?” I said. 
 “No logging out,” Mastermind repeated. I nodded. 
 “So what do I do now? I don’t want to be a contributing factor in getting people deleted from the game world. I don’t want to give any Karma to Death13.” 
 “Keep playing,” Mastermind said. “Do things normally. Just as you were doing them before you knew about all this. This is ultimately a problem of my creation and I will fix it.” 
 “Oh boy,” I said as I suddenly remembered. “There had been a malfunction with my capsule and they repaired it. I used a spell on Death13. Do you think they might have checked my records while fixing my capsule?” 
 “They might have,” Mastermind said, “and it’s unlikely that they will be very happy to know that you tried to use a spell on Death13. However, since they have allowed you to play instead of putting a bullet into your head, I thinking you shouldn’t be too worried. They are a powerful gang but they will try to avoid murder and unnecessary attention whenever possible. But at the same time, it is another reason why you shouldn’t immediately log out.” 
 “So it’s ‘the end’ for perma players like me, isn’t it?” Grimguy said. He looked quite grim, like a patient of an incurable disease who had been told he had only a week to live. 
 “I have a feeling it’s not so,” Grimguy said, and there was a small smile of hope playing on his lips. “But a feeling it is, not something I can be too sure about.” 
 “You know any way Death13 can be removed from the system,andcouldthe Kartoshi gang can be stopped?” I asked. 
 “I am not saying I exactly know but there is a small ray of hope. You see, all the quests that you come across are generated by the AI of the game world. The AI can no longer be manipulated by the game developers as far as creating quests is concerned. It will create any quest it wants to. And perhaps, just perhaps, it will come up with a quest to destroy Death13 once it sees how powerful Death13 has become by absorbing all the Karma. And the reward for that quest will be very big. Perhaps such a quest exists already, and we just have to find it.” 
 “But won’t such a big quest be out in the daily newspaper?” Grimguy asked, his grimness partly gone with Mastermind’s hopeful words. 
 Mastermind dismissed the question with a flick of his hand. 
 “The newspaper quests are listed by lazy NPC journalists. On the rare occasion that such a journalist happens upon Death13, Death13 would probably delete the NPC. There is a reason you never see the really big quests in the newspaper. The players happen to be harder working than NPCs, so they find the quests anyway.” 
 “Does Death13go about meetingallthe members of the Kartoshi gang, sending them friend requests?” I asked. 
 Mastermind nodded with some sorrow. 
 “He does unfortunately. I designed the junk code to be so myself. Whenever he meets a member he will send them a friend request. You see Death13’s attracted to the tattoo on our backs. It is important to keep the members of the Kartoshi gang safe after all. Death13 is a ‘friend’ of mine as well. But one thing I must say is that once a member of the Kartoshi gang goes perma, the tattoo disappears. After that, Death13 won’t regard them as a friend anymore.” 
 “Are there other members of the Kartoshi gang with you who want to stop Death13?” 
 “Unfortunately none that I know of,” Mastermind said. “There is a small possibility that one of the main members of the gang is against Death13 because his twin was killed in a family quarrel of the Kartoshis. But I do not know what his game world avatar is.  
 "Anyway,I was just hopingthat you and I could team up. You don’t want to support Death13do you? I first suspected you were a member of the gang when I saw you the other day. Death13 wasn’t doing anything to harm you, and when the other guy grabbed Death13’s neck you used your spell, and all three of you disappeared.” 
 “I am never supporting Death13,” I said. After all that I had heard of the Kartoshi gang and Death13, I would do my best to not support them. 
 “Then would you like to help me?” Mastermind asked. 
 “I don’t know about him,” Grimguy broke in, “but I sure would. I don’t want to be forever deleted from Prithvi.” 
 Mastermind looked at Grimguy. 
 “Any encounter with Death13 will be much more dangerous to you than to us, which is one of the reasons why I never tried to group together with a bunch of perma players to stop Death13since it would be dangerous for them, even though they would be more motivated for the cause than the non-perma players. But a helping hand is always useful.” 
 “I am in too,” I said. 
 “Great,” Mastermind said with a small clap of his hands. 
 “So what do we do now?” Grimguy asked. 
 “For now, you can keep playing as before. I must go now in search of the theoretical quest for bringing Death13’s downfall. In the scenario that I actually find such a quest, I shall contact you.” 
 Mastermind picked up his bag from the bed. He smiled at us. 
 “Thanks for joining me. It’ll be wiser to not tell about what you have learnt today to others, least someone who is a core member of the Kartoshi gang comes to know. Goodbye.” 
 And just like that he disappeared. 
 Grimguy and I remained staring for a while at the vacant space where Mastermind had been only a moment back. 
 “Is it possible to do that?” I asked, pointing at the empty space in amazement. 
 “Well, he just did it,” Grimguy said matter-of-factly, “must be some really cool spell. I wish I had that. It would be easier to flee from Death13 if I came face to face with him.” 
 “Do you think there is any chance Mastermind is lying?” I asked Grimguy. It was a small doubt. Though I was more or less convinced because ultimately what Mastermind had said made sense. 
 “I don’t care even if he is lying,” Grimguy said, “I’ll better be with him in his fight against Death13. Heseems like a wise guy filled with knowledge. Daddy1’s birthstone is mere dust now. I don’t wantthesame tohappento my stone.” 



 

Rohan.


Class: Multi-tasker
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Sex: Male
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Health: 639/650


Mana: 283


Intelligence: 90
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Chapter 2 
 I spent the remainder of the day in my room. Grimguy got busy with his impossible-to-solve puzzle once again, which was better than him being grim and brooding. I watched the multitudes of people outside the inn in the streets. There were so many players. Quite a few of them were perma players. Folks who had come to the game world because of some shit going on in their real lives. What was the chance that tomorrow Death13 won’t delete them? 
 The next day, for the first time in a while, Lovebird became online. I was happy and messaged her instantly. 
 “Hey,” I said, “it’s been some time since you last logged in.” 
 “Well, the past few days weren’t easy. We are a bit down on supplies in the real world.” 
 “That sucks,” I messaged, then thought for a moment. “Want to meet me?” 
 “Sure. Ladyjane just told me she and Rajahard were going hunting, and she was asking if I would like to go as well. Would youlike to jointhe hunttoo?” 
 It would be a good change to kill Raks for fun after all that had occurred to me recently. 
 “Sounds like a good idea,” I told her.  
 “Okay,” Lovebird said, “I am waiting for you near the tree where I buried my birthstone. You  rememberthe place, right?” 
 “Cool, I do remember. I’m on my way.” 
 Grimguy was still busy, so I decided to go alone. I had only left the Ravana inn when I received a message from Ladyjane inviting me for the hunt. 
 “I am already on the way, lol,” I messaged back. 
 “Cool,” she replied. 
 After a few minutes, I found myself walking down towards Lovebird. I waved at her and she waved back at me. 
 “The convict has returned,” she said, studying me with a smile.  
 The word “convict” started a train of thoughts in my mind, which ended at Daddy1 disappearing forever from the game world. Perhaps my thoughts showed on my face and I acquired a serious look. 
 “You okay?” Lovebird asked me, “Don’t like being called ‘convict’?” 
 I shook my head, forcing a smile on my lips. Lovebird needn’t know about all the shit that had happened to me in the past few days. She already had her boatload of problems to take care of in real life. The game world was a means of escape for her. Let it be so. 
 “Nah, call me ‘convict’ if you want to,” I said with a quick flash of teeth. 
 “Ladyjane said this one is going to be a really unique quest. Beyond The Line,” she said, changing the subject. 
 “The Line?” I asked. Now what was that? 
 “It’s some kind ofan imaginary line that lies deep in the land of the Raks. Once you cross it things get harder, or at least that’s what Ladyjane told me.” 
 “Harder is better, I guess,” I said. “Bigger rewards.” 
 “I am excited,” Lovebird said. Our eyes met, and the moment seemed to last. For me it was as if only her face existed as I admired her beauty. The wind blew, ruffling her hair, making her all the more gorgeous. I felt a lump in my throat. I didn’t know what I should say to her. 
 “They have come,” Lovebird suddenly said, blushing as she broke eye contact with me. 
 I turned to see Rajahard and Ladyjane approaching.  
 “How’s it going with you two?” Rajahard asked upon reaching. 
 “Doing good,” I said, “so this new hunt isgoing to beharder?” 
 “Yes, this hunt willnot be easy,” Rajahard said, “the village that we are going to attack is beyond The Line. Almost all villages situated beyond it have pterodactyls. The Raks sometimes even pick up humans from Kapilpura using pterodactyls.” 
 I recalled Chandra telling me he had been taken by a pterodactyl while out at night. At the same time, what was the connection between the Raks and the pterodactyls? I had never asked this to Chandra. 
 “I don’t get it,” I said, “Pterodactyls should be in Dinoland, shouldn’t they?” 
 “The chieftains of the Rakshasha villages usually have a magical ring that can be used to summon pterodactyls. But the pterodactyls need to be constantly fed. It is for this reason that they capture humans, both players and NPCs. But if the Raks are low on food supplies they won’t hesitate to kill someone of their own kind to feed the pterodactyls.” 
 “This ring of the Rak chieftains,” said Lovebird, “it can be used by players, right?” 
 Rajahard shook his head. 
 “I don’t know any player who has succeeded in doing that. It seems that pterodactyls can be summoned by the Raks alone. Either ways, this hunt is going to be fun, as there will always be other big loot that the bastard Raks will drop. Someday I hope to go perma, but only after I have become filthy rich after destroying dozens of Rakshasha villages.” 
 I wanted to tell Rajahard that it was a pretty bad idea to go perma thanks to the Kartoshi gang. But I didn’t want to make him depressed, so I could only hope that he would never become filthy rich. 
 We crossed the river on a boat. I recalled the other night, when scores of canoes filled with Raks had landed on the human side of the river bank. 
 “Sometimes Raks invade in their boats and canoes, don’t they? Why don’t humans have their own boats?” I asked Rajahard. 
 “You are not pleased with our service?”said ferryman. I bit my tongue. I should have spoken in a lower tone. 
 “Of course not,” I said, “you guys are trustworthy and provide such a great service.” 
 “You see,” said the ferryman, who was half-human and half-Rakshasha, ignoring my praise, “it is true that the Raks sometimes cross the river in their own boats. It’s not that humans cannot make boats, it’s just that theyseldom do. The Raks cross to the human side when the AI bids them, so that they can be killed by the players easily, and the players level up and get loot. Raks don’t get to level up when they kill humans or NPCs.” 
 The ferryman seemed to have quite a thorough understanding of the game world. 
 “They do get to eat though,” Ladyjane said darkly. 
 “Aye, but that’s a different thing altogether,” the ferryman said. There was no further talk with the guy. We paid him and went our way after reaching the bank. 
 It took us about an hour just to  getpast The Line, after which Rajahard raised a hand, signalling us. 
 “And now it gets way more dangerous from here on,” he said. “Be careful, or you might end up in the mouth of a pterodactyl.” And Rajahard contracted his facial muscles to look fear stricken. 
 Ladyjane grimaced at him. 
 “I hope you stop doing things like that,” she said. “Or I might have to get a different boyfriend.” 
 Rajahard knelt down suddenly so that I thought something had happened to him, his face covered with his hands. He began making sobbing sounds. Anybody could tell that he was faking them. 
 “That would be …” he said in a broken voice, “very tragic.” 
 “Can we just go to the village, Rajahard? Look, I am not getting a new boyfriend, all right?” Ladyjane said, lines of frustration on her forehead. Rajahard sprung to his feet at once. 
 “That’s better.” 
 “On a second thought,” Ladyjane said with a naughtier grin, shooting me a look, “perhaps it won’t be that bad to make Rohan my … you know.” 
 Rajahard looked at Ladyjane and then at me. He reminded me of an owl that had just woken up. Rajahard burst out laughing. 
 “Too bad, my love,” he said to Ladyjane, “Rohan’s already got Lovebird—” 
 “I think we should really get going,” Lovebird broke in hastily. “I would like to kick some Rak ass.” 
 “Yes, me too,” I said. I really wanted to get out of the awkward moment. Rajahard sometimes spoke too much. 
 Without waiting for the rest of us, Lovebird began to run. And we hurried after her. 
 “Hey... hey!” Rajahard said. “Guys, that’s not the way to the village!” 
 It took us a moment to get moving in the correct direction to the Rak village. Lovebird’s face had become red as a cherry. 
 As we were running, a dark shadow suddenly moved over us. 
 “Drop down!” Ladyjane said. We all dropped to the ground immediately. 
 I looked up to see through the branches of the trees a pterodactyl passing overhead, its great wings outstretched. 
 “I hope that thing didn’t see us,” Ladyjane said. 
 It was a moment before we consideredit safe to move again. It took us another half an hour to reach the village of the Raks. This village was a contrast to the villages I had been to earlier. This one had a big gate, which was guarded by four Raks. They were the giant warriors of level 30 who carried the big swords that they never dropped even after they were killed. 
 “How do we get past them?” Lovebird asked. Her face had finally lost the redness. I hoped Rajahard wouldn’t say things again that made her feel awkward. 
 “Simple,” Rajahard said.  “With spells and swords.” 
 “Can I use your sword?” Ladyjane suddenly asked me. I was a bit surprised. She was asking me the sword that I had taken from Ravana. “I always stay back,” she continued, “I really would like to join this fight.” 
 “Erm…” I began, not knowing what to say. Ladyjane was a healer, not a warrior or a multi-tasker. Using swords wouldn’t be easy for her. 
 “Have you gone round the bent?” Rajahard asked Ladyjane, and he was quite serious this time. “You are a healer. We need you to heal us.” 
 “Please, just this one time?” Ladyjane said, “Besides, don’t you tell me yourself that all I do is hide, while everyone else is out there fighting?” 
 “Why didn’t you become a warrior or a multi-tasker if you wanted to fight so much?” Rajahard said with an exasperated frown. 
 “Just this once… please?” Ladyjane insisted. Then she grimaced. “Screw it. I don’t need your permission to go fighting.” 
 “Fine, then,” Rajahard said. “Get us all killed. Rohan, give her your sword.” 
 With some hesitation, I gave Ladyjane the sword. Without the sword I felt quite vulnerable. Thankfully at least I had the paralysis spell. 
 “It will be great to fight with you by my side,” Lovebird told Ladyjane. 
 “I am not helping you with my spells,” Rajahard grumbled. 
 “Doesn’t matter,” Ladyjane said. “Rohan will, won’t he?” She raised a brow at me. 
 “Er, yes,” I said with a glanceat Rajahard wholookedquite crankyand seemed to have given up all hope on the fight. 
 Ladyjane and Lovebird cautiously approached the group of guard Raks, whileRajahard and I waited behind the bushes. 
 “Come on, you can help them,” I told Rajahard softly. “She just wanted to fight once. It’s not that bad a thing, right? She’ll have fun. This game was meant to have fun, right? To get away from boredom.” 
 “Yeah, well,” Rajahard said, his frown relaxing, “I guess you are right. I’ll help the two of them. But first, let’s see how they fare on their own. Oh, wait. Why don’t you send your pets to help them?” 
 My pets. 
 Danav and Danavma. 
 Why did I keep forgetting about them? I had been unable to summon them the other night because of the effects of the dart, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t call them today. 
 I summoned the two monkey people just as Lovebird and Ladyjane let loose their fury on the Raks. 
 “Go help them!” I said to the mother and son pair.  
 It was amazing to watch Ladyjane, or perhaps it was just her luck, but within just a few moments she had killed her first warrior Rak. The first time I had killed a Rak of level 30 it had taken me a good while, so it surprised me to see an inexperienced Ladyjane do the same  so quickly, though it must be noted that she did suffer a number of hits and her health dropped steeply. But just then Danav and Danavma reached the gate. They helped in the fight, keeping Ladyjane safe from further attack. Ladyjane utilised this opportunity to use the electric powers of the sword to bring down another Rak. Danav and Danavma meanwhile helped Lovebird kill the other two Raks. 
 Soon, the gate had been won and the ground was littered with loot. Both Ladyjane and Lovebird grinned at us as we approached the two of them. Neither RajahardnorI had used any spell on the mobs. The achievement was Ladyjane’s and Lovebird’s even though there had been help from my pets. Both of the girls looked badass, theiruntidy hair giving them a wild appearance. Ladyjane had the flat of my sword on her shoulder, her eyes fixed on Rajahard. 
 “See?” she said to him. 
 “Yeah, whatever,” Rajahard shrugged. “Thank Rohan, his sword and his pets.” Ladyjane’s face became pale. 
 Lovebird let out a giggle. Oh, I loved that sound. 
 “It’s not easy to use that sword,” I said to Ladyjane so that she lit up. “The first time I used it, it was quite difficult.” 
 “Thanks, Rohan,” Ladyjane said. “But I must say it is a very good sword, and Danav and Danavma really helped, and so did Lovebird.” 
 The she handed me back my sword, and picked up a vial of health that one of the Raks had dropped.  
 “It was fun fighting. But I guess I will stick with healing from now on.” 
 Next, we divided the loot amongst ourselves. 
 “Now let’s conquer the inside of this village,” Rajahard said. “I think—” 
 Just then Rajahard froze. He pointed at the sky. A pterodactyl was descending. 
 “Shit!” I cried. 
 “Down everyone!” Ladyjane said. 
 The pterodactyl scooped over our heads and then landed at some place inside the village. 
 “Great, we’ll have to fight that too now,” Rajahard said sulkily. 
 “Don’t worry,” Lovebird said, “It’s going to be fun.” 
 “It sure will be,” I added. “I’d like to try my sword on a pterodactyl.” 
 “I have never used my spells on a monster before,” Rajahard said, “dunno if my spells will cause it any harm.” 
 With fear in our veins, we entered the village. There wereRak children running about playing. When they saw us, they became frightened and ran to their homes in panic. Their parents came out with swords. They were mostly farmers and only a couple were warriors. It wasn’t hard to kill them all since there were six of us in total including Danav and Danavma. 
 We went towards the centre of the village,our hearts beating like drums. We knew we would come face to face with the pterodactyl any moment now. Lovebird was the first to see it and she gasped loud enough to give me a heart attack. The great monster with the bat-like wings was just in front of the chieftain’s hut. The chieftain and the village priest stood near the beast, sheer anger dripping from their eyes. The chieftain wore a big ring on his finger which he took to his mouth and muttered something. The pterodactyl began to move towards us.It did not take to the air yet, but it was still deadly. It opened its longmouthfilled with razor-like teeth, and made a screeching sound at us. 
 I swung my sword. Electricity leapt from it and hit the monster. 
 Its health dropped by 50. Not a big deal as its total health was 2000. The pterodactyl screeched againat us like a really mad bat. Then it flapped its great wings, such that we were almost thrownfrom our feet as the wind hit us. It took to the skies. 
 Higher and higher it went. 
 Abruptly it stopped flapping its wings and began the descent. I looked at the chieftain who was controlling the pterodactyl, the priest standing by his side. I swung my great sword and electricity hit the chieftain, throwing him backwards. 
 I gazed upatthe sky. The pterodactyl suddenly became confused. In its confusion it slowed down, and when it reached near the ground it didn’t attack us and instead flew to the sky again. I turned at the chieftain controlling the monster. If I could kill him it would be much easier to deal with the pterodactyl. 
 “Attack the chieftain!” I said to everyone. I swung my sword again, and electricity leapt from it. However, this time the priest waved his hand, and some kind ofa shield formed between us and the two Raks. The electricity hit the shield and harmlessly bounced away. 
 “First the blasted priest!” Rajahard said. 
 “The pterodactyl is descending again!” Lovebird said. 
 “My spells are not working on the priest,” Rajahard said in fury, “he seems to have some kind of a repellent charm about him.” 
 “If spells don’t work,” I said, while my heart beat fast as I saw the fast descending monster, “we must get physical. Danav and Danavma, go teach the Raks a lesson.” 
 Danav and Danavma ran towards the two Raks. But just then, the pterodactyl reached near the ground.Itgrabbed Danav with its claws and flew away. 
 “Damn it,” I said as a sinkingsensation took hold of my stomach. Danav was really strugglinghard in thereptile'sclaws and if the reptile dropped him he would die for sure. Danavma lost her temper and threw herself at the priest and the chieftain with a great shriek that was frightening even to me. 
 The priest threw some kind of spell at her and her health lowered significantly. But she was able to reach him and then it was hand to hand combat with the priest. Meanwhile the translucent shield had disappeared now that the priest was distracted. 
 I threw a quick paralysis spell at the chieftain, who froze for a moment. I ran and leapt upon him. Just then the spell ended and he hit me with his sword. I was thrown away. My health dropped by 100. 
 “Don’t worry,” Ladyjane shouted at me, “I am healing you.” My health began to rise again. 
 Lovebird too came running towards me. She helped me get up to my feet. And together the two of us attacked the chieftain. Thankfully, Rajahard paralysed him for a moment which was a great help, and though it took some time to bring him down we emerged victorious. 
 Then we turned towards the priest. The priest was of a much higher level than Danavma. But Danavma, being a mother, was determined. And she had brought his health down to a great extent, despite heavy losses to her own health. It was inevitable that she would perish if the priest, who was using both his dagger and his spells, was not intervened. 
 “I got him, Danavma,” I said, raising my sword. Danavma moved away for a moment and I was able to behead the priest, who died immediately. Despite dropping considerable loot neither the priest nor the chieftain dropped any health vials. Luckily I had some vials in my bag. I took one myself and gave one each to the others. 
 Meanwhile the pterodactyl was circling the sky overhead,Danav still in its claws. 
 “How do I get my son back?” Danavma said,a shiver of great emotion in her voice. 
 I had a sudden idea, although I wasn’t sure if it would work. 
 “Can’t you return to your home as you always do?” I asked her.  
 She shook her head. 
 “It’s not possible. Not with him in the claws of the beast.” 
 The warrior had dropped the ring.  I now went and picked it up. 
 “It’s impossible,” Rajahard said. “Only a Rak can control the pterodactyl.” 
 “No harm in trying, eh?” I said. Not sure how to use the ring, I rubbed it and said, “Descend.” 
 The moment I spoke the word, the pterodactyl seemed to forget how to fly. It literally fell from the sky. 
 “No!” Danavma cried. “My son will perish along with the beast.” 
 “And so will we,” Rajahard added, for the pterodactyl was falling directly towards us. 
 “Move out of the way,” Ladyjane said, as the pterodactyl uncontrollably fell towards us. We ran away from the spot where we predicted it would fall. But just then I remembered the ring. My saying “descend” had started the fall of the pterodactyl. What if I said “ascend”? It was a last chance at saving Danav. Danavma had rivers of tears flowing down her monkey-like face. 
 “Ascend!” I yelled at the ring. 
 Mere moments before hitting the ground, the pterodactyl flapped its wings. Instead of hitting the spot from where we had moved away, the pterodactyl now came towards us, even as ittriedin vain to stabilise itself by flapping its wings. My plan had gone entirely wrong. 
 The others ran away, but the out-of-control pterodactyl came directly towards me. The next few moments I could barely comprehend what was happening. The great body of the pterodactyl hit me. I was thrown away and then the body of the beast came to rest upon me, such that I was buried underneath it. Only my neck and head were out. Intense pain took over me, and my health fell. 
 My health plummeted and soon I had just 3 health left. Perhaps I was lucky because just then the pterodactyl moved its body away, such that I was no longer under its immense weight. Any moment I would slip to unconsciousness. Suddenly I realised that the pterodactyl was looking directly into my eyes. Those red eyes… they reminded me of Death13’s. My mouth felt dry and I didn’t know what to do. The beast was going to bite my head off. Not the best way to die. Not even in a game world. 
 And then Rajahard brought a sword down on the pterodactyl’s head. The head rolled off. Blood squirted from its neck and I was bathed in crimson. I lost consciousness. 
 To my surprise, I woke up just a few minutes later. And no, I didn’t respawn back at my room in the Ravana inn where my birthstone was. I woke up in the Rak village itself where I had lost consciousness.The others were gathered around me. A bruised up Danav with just 20 health was there too. My head was on Lovebird’s lap and she was holding a half-empty health vial next to my mouth. 
 “Drink the rest of it,” she said with a smile. 
 “I am sorry,” I croaked, “I shouldn’t have told the pterodactyl to ascend.” 
 “Danav is safe and so is everyone,” Danavma said, “drink the potion.” 
 I did. 
 My health climbed back to optimum. I sat up slowly. I still felt like a thousand needles were pricking me all over my body. But thankfully with every passing moment the number of needles seemed to be decreasing. 
 Rajahard handed me the sword.  
 “I can’t believe I actually used the sword and killed the blasted pterodactyl,” he said. “I keep teasing Ladyjane but my skills with a sword are usually pathetic.” 
 “They weren’t pathetic today,” Ladyjane said, smiling at Rajahard, her eyes filled with love. 
 The body of the pterodactyl had disappeared and so had its blood. 
 “Will the pterodactyl respawn?” I found myself asking. 
 “It might, it might not,” Rajahard answered. “Even if it does it will respawn in its original habitat, which is Dinoland. Not here, since the Raks only tamed it. But the Raks themselves will respawn in a matter of minutes.” 
 Danav and Danavma were also given health potions. Once their health was restored, I told them that they could return to their home after thanking them for all they had done for me today. 
 Just then I felt a fuzzy feeling as a message popped up. 

Quest completed!


Congratulations!


You receive 7000 gold!


You have levelled up! 


You can now access the map!

 It happened to the others too. Rajahard let out a whistle, since he had apparently received a new gift. 
 “Yay!” he said, “I can now do certain spells without requiring a lot of mana!” 
 “I just got access to the map,” I said. I selected thenew map icon, and the map appeared in the bottom left of my vision. I could see for twenty-five kilometres in every direction. However one drawback that the map had was that it didn’t show the names of any places. I didn’t mind, as I was sure that the names of places would start appearing on the map from the next time I level up. 
 “You can probably see in a radius of twenty-five kilometres,” Rajahard said, “I can see for thirty. I wish if only I could see more.” 
 “I can heal faster now,” Ladyjane said. 
 “What about you?” I asked Lovebird. But her mind seemed to be somewhere else altogether. 
 “I think I should log out,” she said, “I have been in the game for way too long.” 
 “If you are worried for your brother, you should immediately log out,” I said to her. 
 “Okay, bye everyone,” she said, her face pale with worry. She disappeared. 
 “I wonder what’s wrong with her,” Ladyjane said. “She barely stays in the game world.” 
 “She’s got problems at home,” I said. “Big problems.” 
 “I thought that too,” Ladyjane said, “but she hasn’t told anything about her problems to me so far.” 
 I thought of telling Ladyjane that Lovebird was from a war-torn country. But I held back my tongue since I didn’t know if Lovebird would approve of that. At the same time I had a sudden thought what if Lovebird was a member of the Kartoshi gang like me, and was getting paid for playing? It would explain how she had access to the game capsule, despite it being expensive. 
 “Let’s get going before the mobs respawn,” Rajahard said. The three of us ran back the way to the river. It took the same amount of time as before, but the time flew by quickly as we ran through the forest. There was also not much talk this time. 
 Reaching the bank, Rajahard and Ladyjane too logged out. They could have logged out in the village itself but they wanted to give me company. I returned to my inn, and threw myself onmy bed. Today had been an adventurous day. 
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Chapter 3 
 I was relatively surprised to find that Lovebird was online that night. 
 “I am sorry I had to log out suddenly today,” she messaged me. 
 “Not a problem,” I messaged back, “Is everything all right at home?” 
 “Yes, I was fretting too much.” 
 “Where are you? Near your birthstone tree?” I asked. 
 “No, I am with Ladyjanein the town. I’ll be hereonly for a few minutes though. We are just checking out some clothes.” 
 I looked at my own clothes. I had been wearing the same ones ever since I had landed in the game world.  
 “Cool,” I said. 
 “By the way there is a party tomorrow. Would you attend it?”  
 I had an abrupt vision of Death13 showing up in a party filled with happy people. It wasn’t a good vision at all.  
 “A party?” I asked. “Who’s throwing it?” 
 “One of the richer guys in the city,” she replied. “He’s good friends with Rajahard and has invited him and asked him to take his friends along.” 
 “I am not sure,” I said. “But I might go.” 
 “Please come,” she said, “we’ll have a good time together—if I am able to log into the game world tomorrow that is.” 
 Now with the promise of a good time together from a girl I was really interested in, it would be a sin to refuse. 
 “You have my word,” I said, “I’ll come. But you must give me your word that you will come at all cost.” 
 It was a moment before she replied. Perhaps she thought it was odd that I was askingher to promise. 
 “Well, I won’t say for sure. But I am buying new clothes and if all goes well I’ll log in tomorrow. Still, you never know when something goes up in smoke, lol.” 
 I thought it was a really lame joke on her part. Especially since I knew  about her real life, and the hardships she faced in the real world. 
 “Nothing’s going up in smoke, you understand?” I messaged her back. “You and your family are going to be safe.” 
 “I hope the war ends,” she replied. “Sometimes I doubt I am doing the right thing by being here, enjoying this world.” 
 “There is nothing wrong in seeking an escape.” 
 “There isn’t… But there is when you don’t share it with someone. Ah, well, forgetit. Ladyjane is calling me. Have to go.” 
 “Okay, take care,” I told her. 
   
 I later on asked Grimguy if he would like to go to the party as well, but he had totally immersed himself into solving the puzzle. He seemed to have found the puzzle pieces that he lost the other day. Grimguy had so far pieced together half the face of a Rak with really huge canines and a great tongue that lolled out. The Rak’s face was surrounded by animals and boats and strange symbols. 
 “You sure that the reward is going to be big?” I asked him. I seriously doubted that there was any large reward associated with solving the puzzle. But Grimguy was putting so much energy into it that I hoped I was wrong.  
 “The reward is unknown,” Grimguy replied, rubbing his hands together and licking his lips, even as he frowned with immense concentration at the half-solved puzzle. “But I think it’s going to be big. I will probably get a cool spell. If I don’t I’ll surely lose my head and destroy the puzzle.” 
 “Um, there is this party tomorrow,” I began. 
 “I heard about it,” Grimguy said. “Hecameto the innwhen you were away. He told Nanda to tell everyone to go to his party.” 
 “He?” I asked. I reckoned Grimguy was probably referring to the person who was throwing the party. 
 “Have you ever seen a big guy with a Dinoman pet in our inn?” 
 “Wiseazz!” I said in instant recognition.  
 “Yup, that guy,” Grimguy said. “He’s a good guy and I would have liked to go but… I would lose the flow of the puzzle. You’re understanding, right? I would find it harder to get totally invested in solving this puzzle after taking a break, although I would have liked some recreation.” 
 “But why is Wiseazz throwing the party?” I asked. “There has to be a cause for the celebration, right?” 
 “He regularly keeps throwing the parties,” Grimguy replied. “Some suspect it has got to do with Karma points. You make people happy, you get positive Karma. You know, Wiseazz is rumoured to be one of the players with the highest Karma levels in the game world.” 
 “Really?’ I said, impressed. From what I had heard, Karma was something very difficult to gain. “I guess his Karma makes him powerful.” 
 “Yup,” Grimguy said with a quick nod, even as he picked up a puzzle piece and checked where it fit best, “It’s next to impossible to get a Dinoman pet unless you have lots of Karma. But Wiseazz has few friends. He only accepts friend requests from people whom he really trusts andwhoare unlikely to reveal his Karma levels and stats to others.” 
 “You think Wiseazz has more Karma than the guy we stole Danav and Danavma from?That guy charges Karma instead of money, remember?” 
 “Yeah, I remember that shopkeeper,” Grimguy said. He placed the puzzle piece into the picture of the Rak and it seemed to be part of the Rak’s thick brow. Grimguy then touched his nose, as though recalling the fake fight we had set up to steal Danav and Danavma, and in which I had mistakenly broken his nose in a bid to make the fight look convincing.  
 “But that guy charges people Karma and doing so is not a good deed and he probably gets negative Karma for that, which would lower his positive Karma levels. But it’s a different case with Wiseazz. He throws parties, makes people happy and also does other good deeds all the time. I heard that he once stopped another player from killing a Rak child for entertainment, and got huge Karma for the deed. The AI frowns upon the killing of Rak children even though they are ugly and sometimes give trouble.” 
 After some time, I left Grimguy to his puzzle and went downstairs. There seemed to be more customers than usual. Some of them weretalking about Wiseazz’s party, and they seemedto lookforward to it. I got some food and settled down alone at a table. Once done, I was about to return to my room whenmy earscaught a talk. 
 “You know the other day I happened upon this unique quest,” one man with a goatee was saying enthusiastically, and for some reason his face looked familiar, “when I had gone to thwart the invasion of the Raks. This guy in a hood came and he began to kill the Raks and the players. None could defeat him however. Not even me. He attacked me, and then I found myself in this weird place of zeroes and ones. And then I woke up in my capsule in the real world. I am telling this to you because I have known you for long and you are trustable. Defeating this hooded guy might bethe nextbig quest out there. I am sure of that.” 
 Well, I for one was now sure that it wouldn’t be long before everyone came to know about Death13. And ultimately they would also realise that Death13 wasn’t any quest but a junk code that was deleting players and sucking Karma points. I returned to my room, brooding over the words of the man. I feared there would be quite a pandemonium once everyone came to know about the true identity of Death13. The thrill of trying to defeat Death13would be gone, replaced by sheer panic. And what if there arose a situation where nobody could log out? I gulped, catching a chill just thinking about it. Something like that wouldn’t happen. It couldn’t happen. With these comforting thoughts I lulled myself into a disturbing sleep. 
 *** 
 The party was only at night, so the day was left for me to do other things. I decided it was best to help Grimguy since he was really putting his heart and soul into the puzzle. But it turned out that my help wasn’t exactly helping. We would start talking about other things and then he would forget to put the puzzle pieces in the correct places. So I left him and spent the rest of the day looking out at the bustling city through my window, observing players and NPCs. 
 As evening dawned, Lovebird became online. I was glad that she had been able to do so. Rajahard and Ladyjane also became online.  
 Soon, I recieved Lovebird’s message. 
 “Where are you?” 
 “At the inn.” 
 “Wait there,” she said, “we’re coming.” 
 I looked at the mirror and observed myself as I waited for the others to come. Should I have bought new clothes for the party? The clothes I was wearing looked more like something that one wore while going for a hunt. The only thing lacking was my sword, which I had kept inside my bag for now. But then, there were sure to be other people in the party much worse dressed than me. So it wasn’t really a problem. I hadn’t cared too much about my clothes and my appearance in the real world, so it was more or less stupid to lose my head getting concerned about my looksin the game world. I already looked much better. And then I had the nice crop of hair now, something Iwould havegiven up anything to possess in the real world. I ran a hand through my hair and declared that I was ready for the party. 
 Shortly afterwards, Lovebird, Rajahard and Ladyjane arrived at my room. All of them were wearing expensive looking clothes. Rajahard was wearing what looked like a kimono which didn’t really go well with him, but which at the same time declared that he had tried his best to look good for the party. Ladyjane wore a black dress while Lovebird wore a pink one. Lovebird’s had flower-like designs at the bottom. 
 “Doesn’t he look cute?” Ladyjane said, pointing at Rajahard, who didn’t seem quite comfortable in his new clothes. Rajahard tried hard to smile, but all he could manage was show his teeth. 
 “Yeah,” I said, uneasily.  
 Rajahard was not looking cute. 
 “You didn’t get any new clothes?” Ladyjane said, looking at me as though I was someone dressed in rags. 
 “We didn’t call him out to buy clothes yesterday night,” Lovebird said. 
 “He’s good as he is,” Rajahard cut in. “Let’s go to the party. Don’t want to be late.” 
 “Yeah,” I added. 
 The big inn where Wiseazz was throwing his party was located in the southern part of Kapilpura. I recalled seeing it on another occasion before— the same day I had seen Danav in the cage for the first time. I realised this was the same part of the city from where I had acquired my pets. I was glad now that Grimguy hadn’t come to the party. If the shopkeeper—the rightful owner of Danav and Danavma— by chance happened to see me and Grimguy together, he would know that the two of us had faked the fight and stolen the pets. 
 The inn had been magnificently decorated. There were people dressed in funny clothes handing out sweets for free. And inside the inn sweet music was being played. The ceiling had also been decorated with colourful ribbons. There were many people at the bar, drinking all the free wine they could. Food hadn’t been served yet, so most of the people were sitting or standing around, enjoying the environment. I had a sudden chill however when I thought what would happen if Death13 came to this place. There were quite a few perma players, to whom the maximum threat was. I just hoped such a thing never happened. I also couldn’t fathom, how Wiseazz, with his rumoured levels of Karmapoints, hadn’t been attacked by Death13 so far. 
 “Good place, eh?” Rajahard said. 
 “Sure is,” I said, as I accepted some sweets from a man in funny clothes. I put one in my mouth and gave the rest to the others. The sweet had an intersting strawberry flavour. 
 “I can’t remember the last time I went to a party,” Lovebird said,  her eyes rather forlorn. 
 I placed a hand on her shoulder, and she smiled at me. 
 “You never said how I look today,” she said, turning a shade of pink similar to her dress. 
 I felt myself flush. I hadn’t thought she would say that. 
 “Ah… you… you look stunning.” 
 It was true. She looked gorgeous. 
 “Thanks,” she said. 
 Just then, the big man appeared at the door of the inn, accompanied by his ever loyal Dinoman pet. Wiseazz looked like a kind of Santa Claus at best. He was wearing a red robe with white edges, and a red hat. Only his beard wasn’t white. Reptilio was also wearing a red hat. But you could never tell whether he was happy or sad, because of his reptilian face covered with scales. Reptiles really don’t know how to give expressions, do they? Except when they are angry. Then they just open their mouths as wide as possible, which was likely what Reptilio probably would do when he was angry. 
 Many cheers came from those who were sitting inside. I clapped and so did the other people. Some even whistled. Wiseazz himself clapped too, and Reptilio tried really hard to smile, but it just wasn’t possible with his face. 
 Wiseazz cleared his throat. 
 “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said merrily, “I am really glad that you have come here today. You can drink and eat as much as you want to and be assured that everything’s free. Yes, it would burn a hole in my pocket, but it doesn’t matter. Just celebrate tonight, permas and non-permas alike.” 
 “You didn’t say why you are throwing this party exactly,” one random man asked, “acquired a chest full of Karma, eh?”  
 The merriness faded from Wiseazz for just a moment, but he quickly came up with a good-natured laugh. 
 “I would say it’s more like a MOUNTAIN of Karma,” he said. 
 The crowd present laughed. Had that been a joke or did Wiseazz really had impossible levels of Karma? Thankfully, Wiseazz settled the confusion with his next words. 
 “Ah, not really, I was joking. It’s just that I might be going to Dinoland the next month and then I wouldn’t be able to throw any big parties for some time. Anyway, enjoy for now! Live the moment! Now come on, someone give me a bucket of beer.” 
 Someone literally handed him a medium sized bucket that was filled with beer. The crowd then watched in amazement as Wiseazz downed it all in a matter of seconds. He then gave an earth shattering burp that nobody minded. 
 “Now that’s what I am taking about!” Wiseazz yelled, his face turning pink. 
 He sat upon a great chair near the bar and many people gathered around him. Rajahard and Ladyjane went too, while Lovebird and I remained behind, since Wiseazz had enough company for now. He kept throwing jokes and every few moments many people would laugh together. 
 “Play the music,” Wiseazz said in a drunk, but controlled voice. “LOUDER! I want to dance.” 
 And he came to the centre of the inn that was best lit and began to dance. He wasn’t a bad dancer, considering his enormous weight. Wiseazz asked a hand to Ladyjane since she was the closest woman to him. With a nervous look at Rajahard who didn’t seem quite pleased, she gave her hand to Wiseazz, who kissed it. They began dancing. After a minute Ladyjane excused herself and went back to Rajahard.  
 “Let’s all dance!” Wiseazz cried to everyone. 
 “Want to dance?” Lovebird suddenly asked me. 
 “Really?” I found myself saying. 
 She nodded. 
 “I am not a good dancer,” I said. I couldn’t remember any instance when I had danced in my life.  
 “But neither am I,” Lovebird said with a smile, her eyes sparkling. 
 Well, who was I to resist the offer? 
 We held each others’ hands and began to dance. It was mostly an awkward set of movements and for the most part we were staring into each other’s eyes and moving round and round. The inn seemed to fade and for a moment only the two of us existed. 
 “Is there something going on between the two of us?” I asked Lovebird curiously. I really wanted to know what kind of an answer she would give to that. 
 Lovebird shrugged. 
 “You never know.” But a shadow had passed over her face when she said that, and I knew that the two of us could never really know, at least for a while—and likely a long while at that— if we could have a relationship. I didn’t have any problems remaining with her in the game world forever (and no, I wasn’t worried about Death13 deleting Perma players at this point) but she had responsibilities back home. And the fact that her country was in the midst of a civil war complicated matters ten folds. I guessed only time would tell. 
 “Well, we can at least be close to each other, right?” I said. Lovebird wrapped her hands around my neck, and for a moment I thought she would kiss me. But she just hugged me. 
 “Yes, we can be,” she said. 
 After a moment we decided we had danced enough. Lovebird went and sat next to Ladyjane. Rajahard meanwhile had been talking enthusiastically to another player. I spotted Chandra, the NPC whom I had saved from the Raks when I had first entered the game world. He waved at me and I went over to him. He was leisurely sipping wine from a glass and observing everyone. 
 “Hey,” he said with a smile. “You stopped coming to our inn.” 
 “Yeah, sorry for that,” I said. “Been a bit busy.” 
 “I have been busy too,” Chandra said, “I heard you became the partial owner of the Ravana inn?” 
 “How did you know that?” I asked, surprised that he should know. 
 “Well, I am good friends with Nanda. He once came to our inn some days back. Hetalked about how his luck changed after you and your friend ended the curse over his inn.” 
 “His business seems to be booming these days though.” 
 “Good for you, if his business booms it means profit for you.” 
 “So, how’s everyone in your home? They didn’t come to the party?” 
 I recalled Chandra’s sister. I had been attracted to her, but I told myself better to not think such thoughts as I was with Lovebird now.  
 Chandra shook his head. 
 “Nope, I am the only one who came. Actually, my father and I are the only ones who are in Kapilpura for a few days. My sister and my mother are off to Drapud.” 
 I took leave from Chandra after a moment and was about to return to Lovebird, when suddenly a tiny bit of conversation coming from the bar caught my attention. There was a short man, an NPCby the name of Ratul, who was talking to another NPC in depressed words and  with a slur that comes after one has drunk considerably. Ratul was a young man with a clean shaven face and large eyes that seemed to barely fit in his skull. 
 “… This hooded guy came and boom, in the blink of an eyelid my cousin is gone!” 
 “And the hooded guy did nothing to you?” the other NPC asked Ratul curiously. 
 “I was a short distance away. I had gone to the woods because I had seen a tree with some lovely fruits. Doing so saved my life. I wish if my cousin too had come along with me. What am I going to tell everyone now?” 
 I approached the bar and drew a stool near Ratul. 
 “Um, I am sorry,” I said, trying to be as polite as possible, “but I overheard you talking about a hooded guy.” 
 “Yes, you heard it right, sir,” Ratul said, staking a sip from his glass and then shaking his head. His hair was rough and there were bags under his eyes. He looked pitiful. I didn’t know how I had missed him entirely until now, because he really stood out from the well-dressed people in the inn. There were poor NPCs present too, but they were wearing clean clothes and they didn’t look anywhere near as pitiful as Ratul and were enjoying themselves. Ratul on the other hand even had a mud stain on his sleeve. Perhaps he saw me staring at his dirty sleeve, so he spoke, 
 “I slipped and fell as I was running away after seeing what the hooded man had done to my cousin,” he explained. “Nobody’s going to believe me.” 
 “Too be honest, it does sounds a tad too impossible to be true,” the other NPC said. 
 “I believe you,” I told Ratul. His face lit up a bit. 
 “You do?” he said, “I am so thankful.” 
 “But I would like to know where the incident occurred.” 
 “I was on my way to Kapilpura from the town of Nesmat. We were passing the forest that lies between the two cities when the hooded man attacked.” 
 “That sucks.” 
 “I wish if I could only find my cousin,” Ratul said, gazing at his empty glass, “he’s two years younger to me. I wonder where the hooded man took him. I wish I had had the guts to attack the hooded man instead of fleeing. I shouldn't have been a coward.” 
 Suddenly a message popped in my vision. 

New Quest Available!


Help Ratul find his cousin!


Reward: 500 gold

 I shook my head. It was pointless to go searching for the cousin. He had been taken by Death13. Now Ratul’s cousin no longer existed. It sucked, but it was what it was. I couldn’t do anything now. But one thing that came to my mind was that at least for now, Death13 was staying in places that were less crowded such as the woods between cities. He probably didn’t want to come out in public until he had enough Karma. Also, the AI didn’t seem to think Ratul’s cousin was of much value, rewarding only 500 gold for the quest to find him. No thanks, the risk involved was just not worth it. I did not accept the quest. Instead I patted Ratul. 
 “Don’t worry about your cousin,” I told him, “you will find him. Or who knows? Perhaps he’ll return on his own.” 
 I left the depressed Ratul and walked back to Lovebird. Rajahard had also come to the two girls and  the three of them seemed super excited, Lovebird in particular. 
 "What happened?” I asked them. 
 “She got her first Karma points!” Ladyjane said, her expressive eyes wide, pointing at Lovebird.  
 “Really?” I concentrated on Lovebird and saw her details. Her Karma had gone from zero to 200. “That’s cool. What good deed did you do?” 
 “That old lady slipped, and I caught her just in time from falling,” Lovebird said, pointing at an elderly female NPC with a big head and waist but relatively thin legs. 
 “Give me a hundred Karma!” Rajahard said. 
 “Let her keep it,” Ladyjane snapped at Rajahard. 
 “Darn it, you can’t even understand when I am kidding!” 
 Lovebird giggled at the fighting couple and I too joined in on the laughter. But I had a queer sensation. I felt like this was something important. Rajahard had asked Lovebird for Karma points. Karma points were transferrable, but I had never really given much thought to that. Was it possible to accumulate lots of Karma just by asking people? No, this meant something more than that. Selfless deeds… damn, my mind felt like it was trying to undo a really complicated knot. Karma… selfless deeds… other players… transferrable… 
 And just then I received a message. It was Mastermind.  
 “Hey, can you meet me?” he said. 
 “Where are you?” I asked. 
 A moment passed before he replied. 
 “About a thousand kilometres away to the east.” 
 Was Mastermind kidding? He certainly wasn’t the kind that did. I had after all promised to help him. 
 “Look, this is serious. I am not kidding,” he messaged again. 
 “But how can I meet you when you are so far away?” 
 “Use a portal.” 
 “A portal?” 
 “Yes. The nearest one is in the Rak lands. Do you have a map?” 
 This was going to turn out way  serious than I had thought. 
 “I do. But it doesn’t show any portals or names of places.” 
 “Doesn’t matter. Portals are shown in every map of every level. You just need to know how to spot them. Okay now, open your map.” 
 I did. The map opened in my vision, showing everything that was in a twenty-five kilometre radius around me. 
 “Do you see red spots?” Mastermind asked me. 
 The Rak side of the map had tens and possibly hundreds of red spots. 
 “Yes, there are quite a few actually.” 
 “The ones you are seeing are the villages of the Raks. Focus more; you’ll see that there is one red spot that is darker than the others.The portal is there in that particular Rak village.” 
 I really focussed. Lovebird and the others probably thought I was acting funny, but they didn’t disturb me and they too fell silent, seeing that I was doing something important. 
 “Nope, I couldn’t find it,” I replied, giving up. 
 “There is. Try harder, you’ll find it.” 
 I concentrated harder. And then I finally found it. It was tricky to find as it was surrounded by other red spots and there was the green of the forests as well. But thankfullyI could see that it was just a shade darker than the rest of thered spots. 
 “Yeah, I found it.” 
 “See? It’s there. Now go to that Rak village.” 
 “What? It’s night!” 
 “Look, I could really use some help in the situation that I am in. But if you don’t want to help that’s okay. “ 
 “I’ll go,” I said. I had given him my word earlier, and I didn’t want to turn back now. But at the same time I couldn’t help but think that I had signed up for something that was harder than what I had fathomed it to be. 
 “Thanks. Look, this is not going to be easy, but it will be worth it. At least it should be worth it. I believe there is a weapon—an ancient artefact—which mightbe of great use to us… yes, might because I am not quite sure, but hey there is hope, right? Well, I believe that using this artefact it will be possible for us to destroy Death13 once and for all.” 
 “Will I take anyone with me? I mean it’ll be a bit tough to kill an entire village of Raks on my own to access the portal.” 
 “That’s your wish. If you take somebodyalong only bring people you really trust. And no, you don’t have to kill the Raks. Violence is not always a good thing, you see.” 
 “Then how am I going to get to the portal?” 
 “Just ask the Raks.” 
 I waited a moment before replying. I wasn’t sure what the Raks would do if I tried to talk sense with them. I was sure they would make a barbecue out of me, instead of allowing me access to the portal. 
 “Are you crazy?” 
 “Just give them some gold. Keep your sword inside your bag. Perhaps go with your hands raised.” 
 “I thought Raks considered humans as food.” 
 “Look, there are many places in the real world humans keep an animal as pet and consider it a part of family. Sometimes humans even worship that animal. And then there are places where the same animal is eaten by us. You keep those beautiful fish in the aquarium, yet you crave the taste of fish, right?” 
 Not really, I preferred chicken. But I could see what Mastermind was saying. 
 “Yeah, I get you.” 
 “Cool, come fast.” 
 I looked at Lovebird, Rajahard and Ladyjane. 
 “Who was it?” Lovebird asked, a tinge of concern in her eyes. 
 “A friend. He wants me to go. Now.” 
 “On a hunt?” Rajahard asked, and he looked rather eager. 
 “No, something else.” I considered for a moment if I should ask them to come along. But I didn’t know what kinds of risks were involved. Mastermind hadn’t told me specifically what he needed my help for. 
 “Want us to go along?’ Lovebird asked. 
 I placed a hand on hers. 
 “I am sorry, but this time I’ll have to go alone.” 
 She nodded, pursing her slips, slightly disappointed. 
 In a few minutes I was out of the inn. I took one of the horse-drawn carts to the river. From there I took a boat to the opposite bank. Paying the ferryman, I checked the map. My position was marked by two small blue concentric circles that were in the very centre of the map.  
 The darker red spot was seven kilometres to the south-east. It was well beyond The Line. I hoped I wouldn’t end up in a pterodactyl’s stomach tonight. That would really suck.  
 I began to run. I was glad this was a game world. Running seven kilometres in the real world would be quite a task. I used to run marathons while I was at school, but school was a distant dream from the past and so were the marathons. 
 The forest felt ominous. I had never been in the Rak side of the river during night. Any sound made my heart beat faster, even if the sound was made by a frogor an insect. I was thankful that I wasn’t panting that much. But just to keep my health at optimum, I stopped half-way to the village to drink a health vial. I had quite a few of the vials. 
 After some time I passed The Line. I looked up at the moon floating high above. A small dark object passed right below it. Was that a pterodactyl that was flying high? No, it was a cloud. I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 I continued on my run to the village that had the portal. But just then, I tripped on something and fell. It took me a while to realise that the ‘something’ was a rope. Immediately dark shapes jumped out from the bushes. I sprungback to my feet in alarm. 
 I was about to pull out my sword from my bag but then I remembered what Mastermind had said. 
 “Wait, please. I just want to use the portal,” I told the Raks. 
 The Raks burst out laughing like hyenas. There were four of them and their laughter sent a chill down my spine. The Raks were of the warrior class. 
 “What are we supposed to do if you want to use the portal?” one of them said, still giggling, even as I remained very alert. “We were kicked out of our villages. The village isn’t ours. The portal isn’t as well. But you, we can eat you and take your gold. Friends, attack the human!” 
 It had been a mistake to listen to Mastermind. The four Raks leapt upon me even before I could pull out my sword from my bag. They pinned me to the ground, while one snatched my bag from me. 
 “No!” I cried. 
 I tried to struggle, kicking at them. That was all my frantic brain was telling me to do at the moment, though there were many other wiser things I could have done. It was only when the Raks were tying my hands together with rope that my brain finally kicked into action. 
 I summoned Danav and Danavma. They appeared in a moment and when they saw what was happening to me, they threw themselves upon the Raks. I paralysed the Rak who had been rummaging my bag and had drawn out my sword. I grabbed my sword and ended his life with a few hits. Then I turned to the others. Danav was beating one, while Danavma was wrestling with two Raks, one of which was clinging onto her back. 
 I cast my spell on that one and pulled the Rak down from her back and slit his neck. The ones remaining were finished by my pets as I squatted down to catch a breath. Very soon, all sounds of the fight ended. 
 “Thanks,” I said to Danav and Danavma, as Danav resumed his original size.  
 “It’s our duty to help you,” Danavma said. 
 “I hope you weren’t busy when I called you,” I said, “it would suck if you were doing something important and then suddenly I summoned you and you had to come.” 
 “Nothing is more important for us than helping you,” Danavma said, and from her voice she really meant it. “But at the same time, I daresay, it would have been better had you come to this forest with your friends, especially since it’s night.” 
 “Yes, but it was important that I come alone just this once,” I said, “Anyway, you can return now. Thanks for your help again.” 
 Danav and Danavma bowed and then they disappeared. I picked up the loot that had been dropped by the Raks. I hadn’t known therewererogue Raks who had been kicked out from their villages existed. They must have been pretty bad even by Rakshasha standards. I got a lot of gold from the Raks. Had they stolen the gold from some rich Rak? There had to be rich Raks, right?  
 In a few minutes I reached the Rak village which was denoted by the darker red spot in the map. There were at least five guards at the gate. All of them were giant warriors. 
 I gulped just seeing them. Even in the scenario that I summoned Danav and Danavma it was in no way possible for me to defeat all of them. If I approached them, I would probably respawn in my room back at the Ravana inn where I had kept my birthstone. 
 I considered for a moment what I should do. Mastermind required my help and I had given my word to help him. If I turned my back now I would keep regretting this decision, and perhaps it would become difficult for me to look at myself in the mirror without thinking of the lowly act I had done. I took in a deep breath and put my sword into my bag. 
 I stepped out of the shadows of the trees, straight into the space being observed by the guards.  
 “Who is that?” one called immediately. 
 If anything went wrong I would throw a paralysis spell and run as fast as possible. 
 “I am a player,” I said, my heart in my ears, “I want access to the portal.” 
 “What portal are you talking about?” I was asked as two of the five guards approached me together. A shiver took hold of me. 
 “I know the portal is there in your village. If you want gold I can pay you. I have not come here intending harm of any kind.” 
 “As if you could actually harm us,” one of the guards laughed. I kept quiet. 
 “But if the portal is what you have come here for then you shall not be killed,” the same guard said, “as long as you pay that is. Go with Humabel. He’ll take you to the portal.” 
 The gates of the village were opened by the Raks. 
 “Come with me,” the Raknamed Humabel said, beckoning. “Few players come seeking the portal. Most are idiot enough to think that it does not exist.” 
 I couldn’t believe my luck as I went past the gates with Humabel. Was this really happening? Or was I dreaming? 
 The Rakshasha families looked up at me as I went along with Humabel past the many huts. Some were cooking meat, while others seemed to be just enjoying the night sitting around a fire. The children pointed at me like I was an antique piece from a museum. 
 “Human!” they said in their broken  voices. 
 I got a little scare as a dark shape that I had thought was a hut turned out to be a sleeping pterodactyl. It suddenly opened its eyes, obviously having smelled me, and opened its mouth wide. Its breath was filthy for sure. 
 “Tut, tut,” Humabel told the pterodactyl, “it’s a portal user who is going to pay gold.” And the pterodactyl went back to sleeping. I was quite astounded that the pterodactyl could actually understand Humabel. But then, even dogs can understand some gestures and words of humans. 
 “Are there player Raks,” I suddenly found myself asking.  
 “Of course there are,” Humabel said. “The humans seem to think that we are savage beings that are ever ready to kill and eat them— which isn’t false. But we have our own society. And there are real world humans who play as Raks in this world. But there are fewer of them than the human players. Too bad, because there are so many benefits of being a Rak. But the players who choose to go with a Rakshasha character live and play mostly to the Far East, and not in these parts.” 
 “Do the player Raks also eat humans?” I asked. I was just too curious. I also didn’t think that I was asking anything inappropriate which could get me killed. 
 “They can, but they mostly don’t. At least I have never seen a player Rak eat human meat. One came to these parts a few weeks back. We offered him human meat, but he rejected. Of course he didn’t refuse it outright, just said that he had a bad stomach. In the Far East humans are very few. Human meat costs a lot and player Raks aren’t interested in consuming it.” 
 “Do you think Raks and humans should be friends?” I dared to ask. I wanted to tell myself to stop. Curiosity could get me killed. I didn’t want to go down all the levels after working so hard to get to my current level. 
 “Not a long time from now Raks would conquer all humans and keep them in cages. And then we can eat them whenever we want to. That is what every Rak dreams.” 
 I gulped.  Raks were Raks.  
 Humabel took me to a place that had giant slabs of stones partially buried in the ground in a circle with a diameter of a few metres. He told me to wait outside the circle and he went inside it. Humabel knelt down on the ground and began saying words in a tongue that I didn’t understand (which was probably the original tongue of the Raks). Beams of light suddenly began to appear from each of the stones, meeting at the centre where Humabel was. Humabel stood up and came out of the circle of stones. 
 “Now just go to the middle of the circle and repeat the name of the place you want to go thrice,” Humabel told me. 
 At that very moment I remembered that Mastermind had never really told me the name of the place where he was. I looked up at Humabel, quite confused and angry with myself. 
 “Why aren’t you moving?” Humabel said, and he seemed to be getting impatient, “It’s not easy to keep the portal up for long.” 
 “Could you just wait a moment?” I said uneasily, “my friend said he would tell me the name of the place, but—” 
 “What are you saying?” Humabel thundered. “You think this is a joke!” 
 “Please just give me a minute,” I said hurriedly. Yes, this was all a creation of my own fault. “If you want I can pay you more.” 
 At the same time I sent Mastermind a message asking him to quickly tell me the location where he was. 
 Humabel raised his great arm and brought it upon me. He grabbed my neck and raised me above the ground, my feet dangling in mid-air. He was just too strong for me to do anything to stop him, and as I struggled to breathe, my health began to fall and I saw stars appear in my vision. I was dying. In front of me was Humabel’s ugly face and he sure looked angry with the worst glare that I had ever seen on anyone. I didn’t blame him at all for this. I had been a total fool. I felt my consciousness slip as my lungs were rejected of precious air. 
 Just then a message popped up in my vision from Mastermind. 
 “The Library of Karthulung. Sorry, forgot to tell you that.” 
 “Li… library of … Karthulung,” I whispered to Humabel with the last breath I still had left in me. Humabel let go and I dropped to the ground. I landed hard on my buttocks. My health dropped further. As I pulled myself back to my feet, I saw that I had only fifty health left. 
 “That would be 5000 gold,” Humabel said. “And three thousand more for making me wait.” 
 “Three thousand more!” I said, massaging my neck, which ached. 
 “You want me to grab your neck again, eh?” Humabel said and the threat in his voice was obvious. If I didn’t give him the money, he would kill me. 
 “Okay, fine, take it,” I croaked. 
 “You are the first idiot who has come here to use the portal without even knowing where he wants to go. You just wanted to waste my precious time.” 
 Humabel’s face however lit up the moment I paid him 8000 gold. Giving away so much money made me feel like a millionaire who had turned into a peasant in the passing of a moment. 
 “Now that I think about it,” Humabel said, as he gestured me to go to the middle of the circle where the beams of light met, “it’s not so bad that you forgot the name of the place where you want to go. I guess I would have to hire someone who can cast spells that can make players forget the names of the places they want to go.” 
 I grimaced hard. I went and stood in the middle of the circle of stones 
 “Remember, the return portal will be open for only twenty four hours,” Humabel said, “after that you would have find a different way to return.” 
 I repeated “The Library of Karthulung” three times. Immediately, the very ground began to pull me. A scream escaped my lips. 
 “Enjoy the travel!” Humabel said and he began to walk away. 
 The ground kept pulling me and very soon I was neck deep inside the soil. Was I being buried or would I actually be teleported to another place? I didn’t know. But it was scary as hell. Very soon, the ground had pulled my entire body inside it. 
 However instead of finding myself buried deep inside the ground with no way to breathe, I found myself in a different place. Here there were few trees around me, and in front of me there was a great building, which looked like an ancient castle that had been long abandoned. Even the great door of oak wood was in a ruined state, having been eaten by termites. 
 I stood up. That had been one strange way to travel. My heart was still galloping in my throat, and it took a moment for me to properly calm down. 
 “Are you here yet?” a message came from Mastermind. 
 “The library of Karthulung looks like an old abandoned castle, does it?” I asked. 
 “Come to the top floor, and look about the different rooms. You should find me in the largest room.” 
 “Okay.” 
 Just then I noticed that there was a small orb of light just next to my feet. I reckoned this was how the portal was kept open. In twenty four hours the orb would probably disappear and then I didn’t know how the hell I was going to get back to Kapilpura. 
 I checked the map, just to get an idea of where I was. 
 There was no sign of the Blood River anywhere on my map, and I was sure that I was a really great distance away from Kapilpura, perhaps even hundreds or thousands of kilometres away. At the edges of the map, there were quite a few red dots telling me of the location of the villages of the Raks. And in the top right of the map there was a particularly big red spot. I reckoned this was of some large village of the Raks. They certainly didn’t have the brains to create anything larger like a town or a city, did they? But I could be wrong. 
 I pulled out the sword from my bag. It was best with my sword in my hand. I felt much safer. I also drank a health vial. I was never going to approach Raks to use a portal without knowing the name of the place where I needed to go. 
 I approached the door of the castle, sword in hand. There might or might not be great dangers lurking within. It was best to take precautions. 
 “Why did you call me here? Are you in danger?” I asked, just to be sure. 
 “Just come where I am,” Mastermind messaged back. 
 I pushed the door of the castle, and it swung open with a great creak.  
 The inside was quite dark, but with the light of the moon streaming in I could make out the faint outline of a staircase leading upwards. At some places I could see bones strewn on the floor. There were also rusty shields and helmets lying around. I shivered. This place had probably been the site of some bloody battle in the distant past.  
 I took the stairs upwards. The stairs were also broken at several places, and once my foot got stuck in a hole in the stairs and I had a hard time pulling out my foot. In the second floor I could make out several rooms along a corridor. Here too there were bones and helmets and swords and shields on the floor. I began to check each room. They were pretty large, almost like halls. Theyhad book cases with shelves upon shelves of books. Tomes of thousands of pages. There were spider webs all about the shelves and many of the books were in a poor condition, having been attacked by termites, mice and whatnot. Out of curiosity, I pulled out a dusty book from a shelf. The moment I did so, nearly half of the book’s pages fell to the floor. 
 I found Mastermind finally in what was easily the largest of the rooms, at least four times the size of the others. He was peering over a large tome with the help of a candle’s yellow light. The chair and table he was using seemed to be from the age before time. 
 “I am here,” I announced to him. 
 He looked up, almost looking disturbed and offended at my sudden entry. But he smiled, or at least forced a smile onto his lips from what it seemed. 
 “Ah, come, come,” he said, beckoning me, “I am glad you have come. I hope you didn’t have any problem with the Raks?” 
 I recalled the time when I had nearly been strangled to death. 
 “I nearly died. You should have told me the name of this place earlier.” 
 “Ah, I am extremely sorry for that,” Mastermind said. He didn’t look quite sorry, because he seemed only partially immersed in the conversation with me. He kept glancing down at the pages he kept flipping even as he talked to me. 
 “So, what was this artefact you were talking about?” I asked. Mastermind held up his hand as he seemed to have found some important information in the pages. But then he shook his head and he closed the book with much exasperation. He seemed to have decided to give me his full attention now. 
  “There is this mythical artefact,” Mastermind said, “that I read about in this book,” he pointed at a book of no less than two thousand pages just beside the book he had just closed, “which apparently can be used to kill… no I am not sue if that would be the word. The better word would be ‘deceive’. There seems to be an artefact which can be used to deceive Death13.” 
 “But we don’t really want to ‘deceive’ Death13, do we?” I said, as I slowly walked towards him, while also observing the room. In many places on the walls fungi had grown. I was doubtful that the library would remain a library for long. 
 “We don’t. Our main goal is to remove him forever,” Mastermind replied with a nod. “But I feel that if we look further into this, we might find a way to remove Death13 forever. For the time being, I want you to browsethe books. If possible find me a book that tells where the said artefact is. I could only find a brief reference to it so far.” 
 “So this was what you called me for? To find some info about an artefact?” 
 “Well, did you think there was some monster that we’d need to slay, and then boom, we get some cool new ability that allows us to remove Death13 from the face of this world forever?” 
 Mastermind didn’t say this sarcastically, and there was a good-natured smile playing on his lips. I nodded. I guessed there were other things to do in a game world besides  killing mobs. 
 “Fine,” I said, exhaling and looking at the many books. This wasn’t going to be easy. “There sure seems to be a hell of a lot more books here than I have ever seen in my life.” 
 “It’s a library after all. Please allow me a shut eye,” Mastermind said, and then he leaned back onto his aged chair, putting his hands behind his head for support, and closed his eyes. I was afraid the ancient chair would collapse. 
 I began to browse through the books. Mostly the titles on the spines seemed to have faded, with only a letter or half-a-letter remaining. I picked up a book from a shelf at random. It turned out to be a book about ancient Rak rituals. There were illustrations even. The artist seemed to have liked Raks and had created them as lovely beings of remarkable beauty. Was it even possible for a Rak to be beautiful? I wished the shelves had been marked, telling what genre a book belonged to. Alas, they weren’t. And even if they had been, then the markings had faded a long time ago. But I had been intrigued by the ritual book. There was a second chair near the table and I began reading with the help of candle light. The book was teeming with silverfish.  
 I began to flip through the pages, reading a passage here and a passage there. There was one ritual that involved summoning spirits of ancestors. This I didn’t really understand. How could there be spirits of ancestors when every time you killed a Rak the mob would respawn in a matter of minutes? I hesitated, but then put this question forward to Mastermind. He replied without opening his eyes. 
 “That’s how the game developers designed the game,” he said, “They decided there should be spirits, but every time you killed Raks most of them would respawn and so would most of the other NPCs. The game developers created the world, and now the developers and the AI together run it, with most of the stuff being on the shoulders of the AI. The game developers can add something new to the game, but to a large extent the AI has powers to decide what to do with what has been added.” 
 “But isn’t that a scary situation?” I asked. “I mean what if the AI decides to do something bad?” 
 “Nah,” Mastermind said, his eyes still closed, “the AI works with some restrictions from what I know. It’s not a scary situation. The situation is scary now only because...” Mastermind suddenly opened his eyes that were filled with guilt, “… because I created and uploaded the junk code for Death13.” 
 “Wouldn’t the AI then try to eliminate the junk code?” I asked, filled with curiosity. 
 “There is a high possibility. Which is why I want my hands on the artefact that can deceive Death. Who knows, maybe the AI has made the artefact capable of totally destroying Death13? Anyway, this is complicated stuff and even I only understand parts of it. So just find me a book that tells the location of the artefact for now.” 
 Mastermind closed his eyes again. 
 I flipped through the pages of the book. I didn’t know how long it would take for me to find anything. A few minutes? Hours? Days? What if I never found anything? Just then I reached a chapter of the book titled “Marriage Rituals”. Yes, a chapter that talked about marriage rituals of the Raks. There was one illustration depicting both the bride and the groom lying down on what seemed to be a bed of hot embers. Under the illustration was written:  

Fig. 154, Through Pain 

 Apparently the ritual was meant to check whether the bride or the groom would leave each other during the torture session. If anybody left, they were killed, deemed unfit for any other bride or groom at all. I suddenly became very happy that I hadn’t chosen to become a Rakshasha. 
 And so it happened that I spent the entire night looking through books. There were volumes on widely different subjects. From the rituals books to history books to folk tales to cook books (and yes there was one section in a cook book that described in detail the different ways to cook a human).  I struggled to stay awake, as my eyelids became heavier with each passing moment. Soon, before I knew it, I had fallen into the blissful world of sleep. 



 
   

Chapter 4 
 I awoke when sunshine fell on my face. For a moment I felt like I was back in my apartment in the real world. But then I saw the ancient library I was in. Even Mastermind was hunched over the table in a deep sleep,snoring lightlywhile saliva drooled out of his mouth onto the table. 
 I rubbed my face and stretched myself, taking in the surroundings properly. It had been so dark yesterday night so I had missed most of the features of the library. But today I saw the library in all its details of devastation and ruin. I could seelines of ants at numerous places on the ceiling and the walls. There were plants growing near the broken window panes. It was a miracle in fact that the books were in a readable condition at all. But then, it was a game world and perhaps the developers had decided that an ancient library in a desolate are of the land of the Raks would be pretty cool. Too bad the library didn’t have any fantasy novels. I would have gladly spent the rest of my life in the library otherwise. 
 And then I saw ‘the book’. It wasright there at the bottom shelf of a book case. The title? 

Immortality.

 What attracted me more than the title, which bore close ties with Death, was that the book seemed to be in a newer condition than almost all the other books in the library. I quicklywent over and pulled out the book. It was a slimmer book, and had only about four hundred or five hundred pages. 
 I openedit. I almost dropped the book the next second as a message popped up in my vision. 

New quest available!


Defeat Death13


Rewards: A new beginning, plus hidden rewards

 I let out a shriek. This book wasn't  what Mastermind sought, it was what we needed. So the AI hadcreated a quest based on Death13 after all. Though I was euphoric, I  didn’t accept the quest immediately. I decided to go through the book first. 
 It essentially explained that to achieve immortality you needed to find an artefact that was located in a place called The Ruins of Drabund. Or at least that was what I understood by quickly skimming through the book. I reckoned Mastermind would understand the text much better. 
 “Hey, Mastermind,” Isaid aloud in my excitement. But the latter was too deep in his sleep. I went over to him and shook his shoulder. 
 “What?” he said, as he slowly opened his eyes. 
 “I have found the book,” I told him. “And something more.” 
 “What book?” he said. And then his eyes went wide as he remembered. “You did, really?” 
 “The AI has created a quest based on Death13,” I said. 
 Mastermind looked at me quizzically. He rubbed his face and yawned, still quite sleepy. 
 “I am not sure I get you,” he said. “But let me have a look at the book.” 
 I handed him the book, and the quest message which had been in my vision until then disappeared. I was little surprised when Mastermind cried out the next moment. 
 “There is a new quest to defeat Death13!” he said, his eyes bulging.  
 “Just like I said,” I smiled. 
 “But how can that be possible?” Mastermind said, shaking his head. “It’s got to be the AI,” he answered himself. 
 Mastermind hurriedly flipped through the book. There was no trace of drowsiness on his face now.He checked the spine of the book several times, as though astonished that the book was in sucha good condition compared to the rest in the library. 
 “Where did you find it?” he asked me, getting to his feet, a curious frown on his forehead.I pointed at the bottom shelve where I had made my discovery. 
 “There,” I said. 
 Mastermind quickly movedto the book caseand squatted down next to the shelf. His jaws fell open as he counted the number of books in the shelf, touching each with his finger. 
 “I am very sure that I checked this shelf yesterday,” he said, “and I don’t think this book was there.” 
 “Maybe the AI created the book today?” I suggested. 
 Mastermind shook his head, and touched his temples with his fingers as though he was having a headache. 
 “I- I,” he said, looking quite befuddled. He then sighed. “The AI does want to kick out Death13, doesn’t it?” 
  “Seems like it does,” I said. “But the important thing is that we have the book and, more importantly, thequest. Should we accept the quest right now? What do you say?” 
 Mastermind looked into my eyes. There was fear on his brows. A fear of the unknown that you get before embarking on a big challenge. 
 “This isn’t going to be easy,” Mastermind said. 
 “Well, it’s important that we get rid of Death13,” I said with determination. 
 Mastermind nodded. 
 “Let’s accept the quest together then, shall we?” 
 I touched the book he was holding and the quest message popped up in my vision again. Both of us accepted it. 

Congratulations!


Quest One Unlocked!


Read"Immortality" and find the first artefact.

 “Quest one? So this is a quest chain?Iguesswe’ll need to complete quite a few quests to defeat Death13then,” Mastermind remarked. 
  “I think you should rather do the reading part,” I told Mastermind as I had already skimmed through the book earlier. Mastermind nodded with much seriousness. He went back to the table. I decided to take a stroll along the corridor. 
 I went and stood in front of an ancient window covered with fungi and moss. The woods began at a short distance from the library. In the distance I could see monkeys jumping from one branch to another, whilebirds flew in thebluesky. 
 I could see the orb of light still there in front of the great door of the library. I hoped it would be possible for me to return to Kapilpura in a few hours. Still, I could barely believe my luck that of all the books in the library, I had picked up the one book that was pivotal for our success. I felt quite accomplished for the morning, though I was well aware that defeating Death13 would be far harder than conquering a Rak village. 
 Just then, I heard some noises coming from below, like someone was running up the stairs. I went to the stairs to investigate. My heart leapt to my throat when I saw eight Raks ascending the stairs.  
 “Catch him!” one of them cried. There was no way I could fight all of them alone, so I ran as fast as I could to the big roomwhere Mastermind was. 
 “Hey!” Iyelled, immediately grabbing his attention. 
 “What?” he said. 
 “Raks are coming.”  
 Mastermind let out a curse and got up. 
 “I don’t think they are normal Raks. They could only be players Raks that are members of the Kartoshi gang. They have been following me for a while now.” 
 “There he is!” I heard a cry, and I turned to see that the Raks were already in the corridor. I ran inside the room to Mastermind. 
 “What do we do?” I said. 
 “Let me... think,” Mastermind said, putting a hand on his forehead. But there was no time to think. The Raks had reached the door of the room. 
 “Run!” Mastermind said. 
 I kicked a big book case and it fell, making an obstacle for the Raks. But the Raks just leaptover it. I kicked more book cases. However, in a few moments we had been cornered, and there was no way we could escape without a fight. 
 “Shit,” I said, turning at Mastermind, who was as horrified as me. 
 “You are so many levels higher than me, do something,” I said to Mastermind. 
 “I can’t!’ Mastermind said, as the Raks made their way to us, stepping over fallen shelves and books. “They might be able to identity who I am in the real world if I use any of my spells on them.” 
 Just then I looked down at the floor of the room. It had so many cracks in it.  
 “Do you have any spell to create a hole in the floor?” I asked Mastermind. 
 Mastermind pursed his lips. 
 “Give us that book,” cried the Rak closest to us. “And we will let you go.” 
 The Raks wanted the book on immortality. So that was why they had come. 
 I grabbed the book from Mastermind. 
 “You want this, eh?” I said. “You come any closer and I will burn it.” 
 I moved my fingers below the book as though I really knew a spell that could create flames. 
 The Rak let out a laugh. 
 “Yes, go on, do it,” he said, while the other Raks also joined in on the laughter, “we want to destroy the book. If you do it for us we’ll only be happy.” 
 I focused on one of the Raks at random, and saw that he was a level 50 warrior. The players were obviously stronger and powerful than the NPC Raks. 
 “Yeah,” Mastermind whispered to me, “I can create a hole in the floor.” 
 Mastermind made a complicated motion with his hand. A burst of fire went from his palm and hit the floor with a lot of power. The next few moments were ones of utter confusion for me. There was a lot of dust in the air, and Icoughed like I was going to vomit out my lungs. 
 It was a minute before I could properly take in what had happened. I realised that the entire first floor had collapsed, such had been the intensity of Mastermind’s spell. I helped Mastermind stand up, as the Raks too pushed debris aside and got to their feet, grunting. 
 Mastermind and I ran to the door, and he blasted it away with a spell. 
 “What next?” I said, as I ran past the orb of light that was my only way to return to Kapilpura. I wanted to run back to it, but the Raks were in pursuit. “We can’t be running forever, can we?” 
 “Let me summon my good pet,” Mastermind said. And he said his summoning words. Just then one of the Raks shot an arrow and it hit my thigh.I fell down. I grunted as Mastermind tried to help me get back to my feet, but with the arrow embedded in my thigh, the pain would shoot up every time I tried to stand up. 
 “You carry on without me,” I told Mastermind, giving him a push, as the Raks neared us. 
 “I will be back,” Mastermind said and let go of my arm. He ran. 
 Six of the Raks gave him chase, while the other two boxed and kicked me. 
 “Tried to be clever, eh?” one of them said as he punched me on the nose. Stinging pain overcame my nose as blood leaked out of it. I recalled the time I had broken Grimguy’s nose and now understood what he must have felt like. 
 Luckily Mastermind had taken the book from me before fleeing. Despite all my pain, I managed to laugh a bloody laugh at the face of the Raks. 
 “I am useless to you,” I told them. Wrong words. 
 “Well, if you are useless to us then we can dispose you, right?” one of the Raks said, raising his sword. 
 I could have paralysed the Rak with my spell, but I recalled Mastermind’s words that doing so might make it possible for them to trace my real world identity. I didn’t want to die in my real life while sleeping inside a capsule. I rather preferred death in the game world, so I would be able to respawn in the Ravana inn. 
 The Rak brought down his sword. But just an inch from my neck he stopped, as a cry pierced the air. He looked up at the sky, and so did I. In the distance there was a pterodactyl, coming fast towards us. 
 On top of the pterodactyl was Mastermind. 
 But hadn’t Rajahard earlier said it was impossible for a player to control pterodactyls? Well, who cared? As long as Mastermind saved me, I wasn’t going to question anything. Even as I watched, the pterodactyl came closer and closer at breakneck speed and even before I could gasp, the pterodactyl grabbed two of the Raks near me with its strong claws, took them to the air and dropped them from the great height. 
 When the Raks hit the ground, they burst into a thousand pieces. Some of their organs came and fell on me even though the Raks had hit the ground a good distance away. Thankfully, the organs disappeared in a matter of moments before I could vomit. 
 The pterodactyl came and landed on the ground just next to me. 
 “Climb onto my pet,” Mastermind said, as the other six Raks now approached. 
 “But my portal,” I said, pointing near the castle door that had been blasted by Mastermind. 
 “Forget it,” Mastermind said hurriedly, “just get on top here.” 
 I pulled out the arrow from my thigh, and with great effort climbed onto the pterodactyl. Just then an arrow whizzed past my ear. That was close, I thought. The arrow had been shot by one of the Raks. 
 The pterodactyl turned its head at the Raks, screeched loudly and beat its wings. Very soon we had taken to the air and were climbing height rapidly. My head swirled as I looked down at the castle below which was becoming smaller with the second. 
 “Good boy,” Mastermind said to the pterodactyl, rubbing its head like one would rub the head of a loyal dog. “And Rohan, it’s a better idea not to look down.” 
 I nodded. Nausea was hitting me hard, and so was the wind as the pterodactyl was flying fast. I closed my eyes, and told myself it was okay. In my vision I could see my health declining slowly due to the nausea. I took out a health vial from my bag and put it to my lips. The nausea started to leave me slowly and I could open my eyes. The pain in my thigh also subsided. I looked at the clouds that surrounded us with fresh new eyes. I began to enjoy the flight. 
 “I thought it was impossible to control a pterodactyl,” I said to Mastermind once the nausea had completely left me. 
 “I am not controlling him,” Mastermind said, “he’s my friend and my pet. Only the Raks can control the pterodactyl with those rings that they use. When humans try to do the same, things usually go wildly wrong.” 
 I recalled the last time I had tried to control a pterodactyl with a ring. I had almost died and even nearly killed Danav in the process.  
 “How did you make him a pet?” I asked Mastermind. 
 “It’s a long story to be honest,” Mastermind replied, “I won him as a pet by completing a quest about a month ago. He’s a great pet, isn’t he? Do you have pets?” 
 “Yes,” I said, “Monkey people. A mother and son pair” 
 “Monkey people make good pets,” Mastermind said, “they are loyal, like my pterodactyl. His name is Pero by the way. But there are some pets which are lazy and they don’t obey their masters.” 
 “So where are we going by the way?” I asked Mastermind, checking my map. We seemed to be headed towards the east which barely had any red spot or Rakshasha village. 
 “Any place where I can read the book at peace,” Mastermind said. 
 “You said that if we use a spell on the Raks they might recognise us,” I said. 
 “Yes, there is apossibility,” Mastermind said in a more serious tone. “It’s because using magic on someone leaves traces on the person’s body which can be used to detect where the spell caster is located in the real world. It is a complicated process that takes time, but I didn’t want to take any risks.” 
 “So the other members of the Kartoshi gang don’t know what your online avatar is?” I said. 
 “Nope, they don’t. At least not so far. Though in the scenario that they come to know by some means, then I will have to go perma. Which wouldn’t be a great thing to do either, because then Death13 could forever delete me.” 
 Mastermind askedPero to land in a remote place at the base of a large mountain that was surrounded by a few trees here and there. Not far away from the mountain, a river flowed. It was colder here than other places I had been to in Prithvi. 
 I jumped down from the pterodactyl’sback after the beast had landed, and so did Mastermind. Mastermind thankedPero and then the pet disappeared. 
 “Now, let’s do some reading,” Mastermind said, sitting down on top of a boulder. 
 As Mastermind explored the book, I decided to explore the place. There were so many boulders here. I reckoned many of them had fallen from atop the mountain. I picked up a small rock and held it tothe sunlight. The morning sunlight felt good on my skin as I observed the rock. 
 Even now, I found it hard to believe that I was in a game world. The rock, which felt real asone in the real world, had been created by humans. So had been the mountain itself, and the river and the sky and everything. Even the body that I was presently in. Everything had been created by humans in this world. It was pretty amazing how technology had advanced for us to do these amazing things. A thousand years ago, who would have thought that something like this would be possible? This wasn’t magic, but science. But then, science was magic, wasn’t it? 
 I threw the rock away and observed Mastermind, absorbed in the book.  
 “So what does the book say?” I asked. 
 “It seems that the artefact is not just one, but it is a combination of several artefacts. That's why the first quest is to find the first artefact,” Mastermind replied. “It seems well have to find the smaller artefacts and then join them together to get the powerful artefact that can be used to destroy Death13.” 
 “And I assume it won’t be easy finding all the pieces of the artefact, would it?” I said. 
  “Nope. This book only points to the first artefact as of right now. But the book does promise that once we find the first artefact, it would tell us about the location of the second artefact. Drabund, the place where artefact number one is located, is farnorth,at the very edge of the Rakshasha lands, and borders Dinoland. There lives an old man in that place apparently who can lead us to the artefact. But the book also tells us to be wary of the old man himself. The book says we might have to fight a monster, or several monsters, just to acquire the first artefact. This is going to be very hard, Rohan. If you don’t want to do it, I can help you return to Kapilpura with the help of Pero.” 
 I thought about this for a moment. I would miss Lovebird and the other friends I had made in Kapilpura. But I had told Mastermind that I would help him. There was no turning back now. I had also seen how destructive Death13 was. I recalled Daddy1 and his destroyed birthstone and gritted my teeth. No, I would have to take a stance against this, regardless of whether it ended insuccess. Prithvi was a unique world and I wanted to preserve it as one. There needn’t be any junk codes going around deleting people. 
 “I told you earlier that I would help you,” I said to Mastermind, looking him in the eye, “I would help you no matter what losses I must suffer. Even if we have to face dangerous monsters, we would. But we need to destroy Death13.” 
 “Thanks,” Mastermind said. He closed the book and kept it inside his bag. 
 Just then I received a message from Grimguy. 
 “Hey, where are you man?” he said. 
 “Not far. Just a couple of thousand kilometres away from Kapilpura,” I replied. 
 He seemed to take a while to understand what I had said. 
 “Really?” he finally messaged back. 
 “Yup.” 
 “Did you use a portal?” he asked.  
 “Yes, there’s one in the land of the Raks. You can find it on your map too. It’s in the village the location of which is shown by the darkest red spot in the map.” 
 “The Raks didn’t kill you?” 
 “Yeah… They almost did. But that was because I forgot the name of the place where I had to go.” I hadn’t forgotten the name of the place. I hadn’t known the name of the place. “You just need to pay them a good amount of gold.” 
 “But where are you exactly? And why did you go so far away for? Is it some kind of quest?” 
 “Remember Mastermind? Came here to help him.” 
 “Has it got something to do with Death13?” 
 “Yeah. There seems to be an artefact that can be used to destroy Death13. We now need to find the pieces of the artefact and put it together.” 
 “Hmm… Why didn’t you ask me to go along with you?”| 
 “You were too busy with the puzzle.” 
 “Nah. I have given up on it. It was screwing my brain. It’s just not worth it.” 
 “Hey, you completed half of it. Why give up now?” 
 “The half I completed was the easier part. Plus, I seem to have lost some of the pieces. Anyway, listen, I want to go along with you too. I want to help Mastermind in every way possible.” 
 I relayedwhat Grimguy had said to Mastermind. Mastermind scratched his chin in thought. 
 “Tell him to wait for some time. Tell him to be ever ready. Anytime we will call him and he should come,” Mastermind told me.Grimguy was okay with this. 
 “Cool,” he said. “Call me whenever you need me. If you want, I can go and live with the Raks.” 
 “Haha. You don’t need to do that. Just go to them when we ask you to use the portal. Beware though, the portal costs thousands of gold.” 
 “I can manage that,” Grimguy said. 
 I ended the conversation with Grimguy. Only then did I see a message that Lovebird had sent me yesterday night, but I seem to have missed it earlier. 
 “Are you all right? Was worried for you since you left so suddenly.” 
 She was presently offline but I messaged her anyway telling her that I was okay, but it would be some time (possibly a long time) before the two of us would be able to meet again. 
 “The Ruins of Drabund are a long way away,” Mastermind said, jumping down from the boulder. “I guess, I will summon Pero again.” 
 So it happened that Mastermind summoned his pet. The two of us climbed the pterodactyl. Pero flapped his massive wings and off to the air we took. I knew at that moment that in the next few days I would travel large distances of the world of Prithvi. I was scared, but I was also excited. I was happy that I was at least taking the stance of the good side in the fight. 



 

Chapter 5 
 It was after a day of travel that we reached the Ruins of Drabund. It wasn’t easy at all to sleep while being on Pero’s back at night. My body ached for sitting for so long. But the great sights that I had had the opportunity to witness at night had been totally worth it. There was no better feeling than flying thousands of feet above the ground, the moon casting its silvery light on us and the clouds that surrounded us. It had felt like something out of a really nice dream. There were also the villages of the Raks, such a great distance below us. Sometimes the villages had fires lit, but the fires looked like mere dots from our position in the sky. 
 We landed about a kilometre from the Ruins of Drabund because we didn’t know what kind of danger lurked in the ruins. Whatever monster dwelled there was probably a hundred times more powerful than the strongest Rak I had ever killed. I knew that there was a great possibility that I might die during this most unique of quests. 
 The placewhere we landed was one of dense vegetation. There were centipedes and millipedes of extremely large sizes in the trees surrounding us. This was probably because Dinoland was not far away. 
 The Ruins of Drabund seemed to be the last standing walls of what might have been an old castle. The roof of the castlehad long gone. At least that was what I could make from the distance. 
 “Thank you Pero,” Mastermind told his pet, patting him on the head. “You can return now. But I might need you again in a few hours, so please stay alert. It is bad that you have to work so hard for me, but I am thankful for everything you are doing.” 
 Perorubbed his head lovingly against Mastermind's face. And hedisappeared. 
 “I don’t like this jungle,” I said, observing a giant spider kill a butterfly high up a tree. 
 “Neither do I,” said Mastermind,  “So we better do our job and get out of here as quickly as possible.” 
 We began to make our way through the jungle. It was more like wading through the vegetation. The place where we had landed seemed to have been a pond that had dried up, and the shrubs and grasses grew thick. I was very afraid that I would step on some snake. A bite might make my health drop to zero faster than I could drink a health vial, not to mention I had only a few health vials remaining now. I took out my sword from my bag, and began to clear the vegetation in front of me, hacking and slashing a path through the vegetation towards the ruins. Just then, I had an idea. Mastermind had easily destroyed the floor in the library. Would it be possible for him to make a straight way to the ruins by using his spell? I told him this. 
 “I am not quite sure of that,” Mastermind said. He looked divided. “What if I use my spell and the monsteror monsters dwelling in the ruins become alert?” 
 That was an issue. But I felt like whatever monster was in the ruin already knew that we had come, and it was probably watching us at the moment. But since Mastermind was hesitating, I decided to use my own powers. I summoned Danav and Danavma. 
 “You seem to have come a long way from home,” Danavma said. 
 “Yeah,” I said, “I guess this place is closer toyours?” 
 “Much closer than Kapilpura was for sure,” said Danavma, looking at the vegetation surrounding us. 
 “Can you help us get to the ruins by creating a path through this vegetation?” I asked. 
 The two monkey people were quite ready to do it. I gave Danavma my sword and she hacked at the bushes and the shrubs. Little Danav (who was not quite little right now since he had inflated his size)didn’t require any sword. Danav just uprooted the bushes and shrubs with his bare hands and helped his mother clear the way. 
 “I like your pets,” Mastermind said to me, now that we were making  faster progress towards the Ruins of Drabund. “They talk. My conversations with Pero are one sided.” 
 “I guess you can get pterodactyls as pets only after a particular level?” I asked. I reckoned bigger the beast; the more experienced a player must be to make pets of them. 
 “Yes. Level 50 is necessary to have a pet like Pero. Otherwise you cannot control them,” Mastermind replied. 
 It took us a good hour, but we were finally able to reach the ruins, which stood on a slightly elevated ground. The ruins themselves were covered in moss atmost places. There were also many stone slabs lying on the ground. The ruins were bigger than what they had seemed from the distance and covered a large area.  
 Should I send Danav and Danavma away? I wondered. But I felt safer with them around and I didn’t tell them to go, although they had completed the task I had originally called them for. Danavma handed me back my sword and I held the hilt tightly. I didn’t know what dangers would be falling upon us in the next few moments. Just then a message popped up in my vision. 

Second phase of quest one.


Defeat the shape shifter.


Rewards: The Helmet of Ravana 


Additional rewards: You level up.

 So the monster in the ruins was a shape shifter. Apparently Mastermind saw the popup too. 
 “So the artefact that we are after is the Helmet of Ravana, is it?” he commented “I recall hearing the name Ravana somewhere.” 
 “The inn where I live is named as Ravana’s inn,” I said, “Ravana was like the main villain in the ancient epic of Ramayana. He had ten heads Irecall.” 
 An old man stepped out from behind a wall. He was a frail man with a dark complexion. He had greying hair and a white beard. He seemed to have more bones than flesh and his skin was just attached to his skeleton. He wore old robes that looked quite dirty like they hadn’t been washed in months. I highly doubted that the old man had even taken them off in months. The most disturbing thing about the man was perhaps his belly. Despite his underweight body, his belly was abnormally large.  
 “Who are you?” Mastermind asked the old man. 
 I tried to focus on the man to get his details. But I failed. Was this a perma player? But something inside me told that the old man was probably not what he seemed and it was best to be on high alert. I had a queasy feeling in my gut that predicted that the old man was the shape-shifter of the ruins. 
 “I live in these ruins. This is my home,” the old man said, his voice coarse. He was looking at us with narrow eyes and he didn’t seem very pleased that we had come, “In fact, I should be the one asking you who you are.” 
 “We come seeking for the helmet of Ravana,” Mastermind replied. 
 The old man chuckled. His chuckle didn’t lighten the tension. Instead it made the tension thicker. I could hear Danavma’s heart beating fast, even she and her son seemed scared. I still wondered if it was better to send them home. But I was selfish and wanted to be protected from all threats. 
 “You should never seek immortality,” the old man said. “Go away. This is my last warning to you. If you do not return, what befalls you shall be something of your own doing.” 
 “We cannot return,” I found myself speaking, “doing so would mean that many perma players would be forever wiped out from this world.” 
 “That is none of my concern,” the man said. 
 “Please understand,” I said to the man. But he grimaced. The man suddenly grabbed his robes and pulled them hard. The clothes tore like they were made of paper. I had expected to see the ribs of the man. 
 But no. 
 The man’s central and lower body were like that of a millipede. He had dozens of little legs. And from the sides of his stomach grew two giant pinchers. He didn’t posses any human legs. The man—or whatever it was— was standing on the many legs of the lower body 
 With a rattlingnoise the man came at us. 
 I wasso revolted at the sight thatmy instincts took over me and I fled. I saw the man attacking Mastermind, and had to take control of my fear. The man grabbed Mastermind with his large pinchers. He opened his mouth abnormally wide, revealing strange mouth parts on the inside which looked like they belonged to an insect. The man was about to bite a helpless Mastermind when I let electricity jump from the tip of my swordwhichhit theman. 
 The man let out a sound of pain and fell backwards, letting go of Mastermind. 
 Mastermind sprinted towards me. 
 “What is this creature?” he said.   
 “No idea,” I said, “but we must kill it.” 
 The man got back up. Mastermind made motions with his hand and muttered a spell. Immediately a blast of fire escaped his palms and hit the man. He flew backwards and slammed against a wall, creating a lot of dust. 
 Once the dust settled we saw that there was a giant hole in the wall. But there was no sign of the man. Mastermind and Iexchanged glances.Cautiouslywe went approached the hole in the wall. But when we neared it, we couldn’t see the man on the other side. 
 Ievendared to go through the hole. But the man seemed to have disappeared. Had we destroyed him? Where was the artefact then? 
 “Is he gone?” Danavma asked me. 
 “Seems so,” I said. 
 “I am sorry, I couldn’t help you much on this one. But the creature was beyond me. I was paralysed with fear,” Danavma said, her words drenched with guilt. 
 “It’s okay,” I said. I decided it was best for Danavma and her son to go for the moment. “You can return to you home for now. I will call you when I need you. Okay?” 
 Danav and Danavma bowed before disappearing. 
 “I have a feeling the monster isn’t gone,” Mastermind said. He frowned suddenly, perhaps spotting something. He put his hand into a small shrub and pulled out what seemed like one of the tiny legs that had belonged to the man.  
 Mastermind flinched, realising what it was and threw it away. 
 “Perhapswe did destroy him?” I said. 
 “Where is the rest of his body then?” Mastermind said, shaking his head. "Let's search for him. I know he isn't gone." 
  And we began to move about the ruins. I always had a feeling that somebody or something was watching us.  
 And then, just as I moved past a wall, I saw the old man sitting on a stone slab, his back turned atme. Except he was wearing black robes this time. And his robes looked cleaner. I became paralysed in fear. It was with much effort that I controlled my fears and signalled Mastermind, who gasped when he reached me seeing the person. 
 “Look, we don’t have to fight each other if you just give us the artefact,” Mastermind said to the man. The man slowly turned around at us. 
 It wasn’t the man. 
 It was a woman. An old lady. Her wrinkled face sporting a smile. 
 “Fight?” she said. “What do you mean?” 
 “Who are you?” Mastermind asked, glancing nervously at me. 
 “Me? I live here,” the woman replied calmly, maintaining her toothy smile. “Come and sit please,” she gestured towards some stone slabs near her. 
 “Come, come,” she said again because the two of us weren’t moving. It was Mastermind who took the first step towards the stone slabs. Very soon, I found myself sitting face to face with the woman. 
 “Would you like to have anything?” the woman asked. For a moment I felt like there really was nothing wrong with her the way she was speaking kindly. But I had to remind myself no normal old lady would ever call some ancient ruins her home. 
 “No, thanks,” I said. 
 “We… we met an old man,” Mastermind muttered. 
 “Ah, he is my husband,” the woman said. She pulled some grass growing at an arm’s length from her and began looking at the roots with interest. Then she put the grass into hermouth. 
 My heart began to beat faster. I suddenly stood up. I didn’t like the way this was going on. I pointed my sword at the woman. 
 “Look, I don’t know what you are,” I said, my voice shivering, “but don’t pretend that you are a nice old lady. If you are a monster, show it. We have destroyed the old man who you claim to be your husband. We don’t want to do the same to you. Just give us the fucking artefact.” 
 The old woman began to chuckle. Her chuckles became manly, until her voice resembled exactly that of the old man who had turned out to be a monster. 
 Mastermind too sprung to his feet. 
 “Look, you didn’t destroy me, all right?” the lady said in the man’s voice. 
 Letting out a roar, I swung my swordto hit the woman. But she easily craned her neck in way that was physically impossible for a normal person, such that I totally missed her. 
 “You cannot hit me,” she laughed in the man’s voice. 
 I was infuriated now. I threw a spell at her, and just for a moment she froze. This time I swung my sword and I was able to behead her. Her head flew some metres, and rested on the grass, the ghost of her last laugh still on her face. 
 I stepped back as the body fell backwards. Blood spurted from the neck by the gallons. 
 Mastermind placed a hand on my shoulder.  
 “You did it,” he told me. 
 I observed the beheaded corpse. Why wasn’t it disappearing? The corpses of the Raks and other NPCs usually disappeared in seconds. 
 But the next minute, I realised why the corpse hadn’t disappeared. 
 Mastermind and I watched appalled as the corpse stood up and made its way to the fallen head. It picked up the head and then ran away, and disappeared behind a wall. I squatted down and grabbed my hair, pulling it in frustration. I felt so defeated. 
 “Wow,” Mastermind said. 
 “This isn’t happening, is it?” I asked him. 
 “It is, my friend,” Mastermind said, “I have been on Prithvi since the beginning. I have never seen anything of this kind.” 
 I looked at the splatters of blood on the ground where the corpse had been previously lying. Some of the blood was on the blade of my sword too. I removed the blood with my finger and wiped it on a stone slab.  
 We followed the trail of blood that the corpse had left behind. We went behind the wall where the corpse had gone. But there was nobody there, the trail of blood suddenly ending. 
 “She is gone,” said Mastermind. I looked around the place. I was pretty sure that the shape shifter would show up in some other form in no time. 
 “Be alert,” I told mastermind. “The moment you see anyone, freeze them. And then use your fire spell.” 
 Just then a voice began to sing and hum. It was the sweet voice of a young woman. I felt attracted to the voice. Deep inside my mind someone told me that the voice might belong to a land-dwelling siren. With much determination, I covered my ears. 
 But Mastermind hadn’t covered his ears. 
 He now turned at me, his eyes quite blank. 
 “Are you okay?” I said to him, maintaining my hold over my ears.  
 He didn’t reply. He did some motions with his hands. A blast of fire hit me before I could do anything more than gasp. I was thrown several feet away. I groaned as I looked at my charred clothes and my exposed stomach. My health levels had fallen by a hundred. 
 I picked myself up with brute willpower, sword in hand. The voice had stopped singing for now. Mastermind was looking at me as though he had awoken from a dream. 
 “What happened to you?” he said. 
 “You attacked me, damn it,” I said, my stomach and chest screaming in pain. 
 “I did?” 
 Just then the voice began to sign again, preceded by some giggles. I covered my ears.  
 “Don’t listen to that blasted song!” I cried. But too late. Once again, Mastermind’s eyes went blank. He made some motions with his hands, throwing a jet of fire at me. I jumped away, just in time as the blast of fire went past me and hit a wall, creating a hole in it. The voice abruptly stopped singing. And it began to groan instead. I saw through the hole created in the wall that a person was lying on the other side of it. I felt a wave of euphoria as I realised that the monster’s plan had backfired. 
 I approached the hole in the wall. The fallen monster was now struggling back to its feet. The monster had taken the form of a very attractive young lady. Dark hair, brown complexion and a shapely figure. Some of the rocks had grazed her shoulder, making it bleed. I felt attracted to her, and almost felt pity, lowering my sword absentmindedly. I saw that she had a health of 3800 remaining of 5000. I reckoned my attacks in her previous forms had lowered her health together with the injuries she had now sustained. Also, this was the first time I could see her health. Was it because this was the third form of the monster? Perhaps. But one thing I was sure of was that this was a unique quest without a doubt.  
 As I approached the monster, lustful thoughts began to fill my head. 
 “Close your eyes!” a voice in my mind screamed. “But why?” another part of my brain protested. 
 “Close your eyes if you don’t want to become her food,” the voice in my mind begged. 
 “I would gladly become food for her,” I thought instead. 
 “If you only close your eyes she would become yours forever,” the voice said. I couldn’t believe that I fell into the trick of my own mind. But I was glad that I did, for as soon as I closed my eyes, I seemed to come back to myself. I was here to kill a monster and nothing else. 
 I put my hands over my ears too for added protection. You never know when the monster would resume singing. But I couldn’t destroy it with all my senses closed, could I? I needed to find a way around the problem. 
 I turned towards Mastermind.  I opened my eyes. He seemed to have awoken from his trance, now that the monster wasn’t singing. 
 “What’s happening?” he seemed to ask me from the way his mouth was moving. 
 And then, the monster began to castherspell again with her voice. It was tiny enough with my hands covering my ears that it didn’t affect me. But it seized Mastermind once more.A smile crept onto my lips as a plan formed in my mind. 
 Mastermind waved his arms and then sent a blast of fire at me again. I leapt away and the fire hit the wall behind which the monster was. The monster ceased singing again as Mastermind came to his senses. I felt pity for him. But couldn’the figure out for himself observing me that he should cover his ears? Masterminds are supposed to be cunning, right? I reckoned it was mostly through sheer luck that Mastermind had gone up so many levels. I wished I was of his level. I would have probably destroyed the monster a good while back. 
 And just then, I felt a hand on my shoulder. It wasn’t Mastermind’s for he was standing at a distance in front of me. It could belong to only one person. 
 I shouldn’t have turned around, but I was so caught by fear that I whirled around to face the monster. 
 Immediately, I began to lose myselfto her beauty. 
 The voice deep in my mind yelled warnings at me. But I totally ignored it. The voice in my mind tried to trick meout of the situation, but I was clever now, and dismissedall tricks. It filled me with a great joy just to lay my eyes upon the beautiful lady. There was a sparkle in her eyes that totally melted me. She had suffered a wound on her lips, which was making it bleed on the side. 
 I touched her lips, feeling her pain, and she purred. 
 She took my hands together and she began to sing. I had long stopped covering my ears, and this time I let myself relish the sweet voice like the wine it was. The world began to fade. 
 I was in bliss. All that mattered in the world was the lady and her voice. At some point she stopped singing. And when I opened my eyes and came back to myself I saw that I was lying on the roots of a tree. I had 5 health remaining. And the Ruinsof Drabund was a tiny structure about a kilometre away. There were not many trees in the spot where I was, but bushes and grasses grew densely. There was a centipede on my chest, looking directly at my face. If that thing bit me, I would wake up at the Ravana inn, I was sure. 
 I picked up a small twig from the ground, and with extreme caution used it to remove the centipede from my chest. I felt like I had escaped the greatest threat in the world once I did that. I slowly stood up. The world whirled as I struggled to maintain my balance. I had only 5 health left. If I slipped and fell, it was enough to kill me. I tried to take stock of my situation. 
 I didn’t have my bag with me, which meant I had no access to my health vials. Plus, my sword was gone. I was in a jungle thousands of kilometres away from Kapilpura. A jungle filled with threats of all kinds. I recalled the beautiful face and the sweet voice with which the monster had stripped me of my senses. I was sure it was the monster that had brought me here. I couldn’t understand though why it had not killed me. Perhaps it thought I was already dead? Or maybe it wanted the forest to kill me? 
 My heart began to race as panic raised its ugly head. I took a few breaths to calm myself. It was okay, I told my restless heart. I was in the worst situation imaginable, but it was okay. 
 Wait, Mastermind had been there too. Where was he now? I looked around, but couldn’t see any trace of him anywhere. Had he died? I myself had my health at 5. There was a high possibility that Mastermind was dead. 
 And then, I spotted saw a leg sticking out of the bushes. I rushed to the leg and saw that the person it belonged to was none other than Mastermind. He didn’t have his bag either and he was unconscious. I felt pretty bad thatdespite our best efforts, the monster had defeated us. And not withsheer might, but with seduction and tricks.  
 I pulled Mastermind out of the bushes. There were many ants all over him and it took me a minute to remove them. I focused on him. He just had three health left. It looked like the ants had bitten him and he had red rashes all over his body. I reckoned even if he had possessed more health when the monster had first left us here, then due to the ant bites his health had fallen further. 
 I slapped his face lightly. He didn’t show any sigh of movement, but I knew he was alive because he was breathing. I slapped his face again, and he opened his eyes slowly. 
 “Where am I?” he asked. 
 “Not far from the ruins,” I told him, as I helped him sit up. “The monster castedher spell on the two of us and then she brought us here and left us.” 
 “Shit, I have only 3 health left!” 
 “Me 5,” I said. 
 “I’ll end up in level one if I die,” he said. 
 “I am pretty sure we’ll die in a few hours,” I said, and I was sad that I sounded so defeated and beaten up, “there are ants all over this place. They bite us, our health goes down. And if we don’t eat anything, our health goes down as well.” 
 “Shut up,” Mastermind said, grimacing at me. A fire suddenly seemed to have come to his eyes. “There is always a way out.” 
 “But there is nothing we can do,” I said. At that moment I saw a mosquito sitting on my forearm, sucking my blood. I swatted it. I saw that my health had fallen to four. Few hours? I reckoned we were going to die in a few minutes. 
 “We can,” Mastermind said, and there was so much positivity on his face that I felt bad I was thinking depressing thoughts. “Let’s check our options. So, what do we not have?” 
 “Our bags that contain the health vials. And we also don’t have a lot of time.” 
 “Yeah, you are right. If we go to the ruins again, we will be killed in no time.” 
 I was pretty sure we would die just trying to make our way to the ruins through the dense vegetation. 
 “But,” Mastermind said, “I can still summon Pero, and you can also summon your pets!” 
 I couldn’t help but let out a gasp of elation. There were still things that we could to do to fix the problem, weren’t there? 
 “And we can also message our friends, maybe tell them to bring health vials along.” 
 “That’s more like it!” Mastermind said, his facegoing red with determination. “We can call that guy… what was his name?” 
 “Grimguy,” I said, “I can also call some of my other friends who I really trust.” 
 “Yes, you are right,” Mastermind said, “if you trust them you can call them. I have been taking too many precautions lately, such that I have made myself unable to do anything without fearing that I would be traced. Doesn’t matter, as it takes time to trace and in that time it is always possible to go perma. The more people with us the better.” 
 “But they would take some time toreach us,” I said. I myself had taken at least a couple of hours to come to Mastermind after he had first contacted me when I was in Wiseazz’s party. 
 “No problem,” Mastermind said. “First we summon our pets. They will keep us safe, bring us food, and with the will of god we would survive the time required by your friends to reach us with the health vials.” 
 So in a few moments, Danav and Danavma, as well as Pero had appeared at the scene. We told them of our predicament. 
 Danavma placed a very mother-like hand on my shoulder.  
 “I shouldn’t have left you,” she said, “but everything will be all right now.” 
 Now that I thought of it, it was probably good that Danav and Danavma had left me. Who knows? The monster might have found some way to get them under its charm as well, and then with all of us low in health it would have been impossible to even think of doing what we were planning now to save our lives. 
 Danav created a fire, whileDanavma and Pero together cleared the vegetation around us. They chased away any snakes or large poisonous insect that might bite us and kill us. The sunlight fell on my face and I relished its warmth. I messaged Grimguy meanwhile. 
 “Hey, can you come along?” I messaged. 
 “Yes,” he replied immediately. “I have been sitting in my room waiting for you to call me.” 
 “Okay, good,” I said, “the place we are located in is the Ruins of Drabund. About two kilometres from it actually, but we are creating a fire, and it shouldn’t be that hard for you to find us once you reach here. Talk calmly with the Raks. Have you seen the darker red spot in the map?” 
 “Yes, I have found it,” Grimguy said, “I wish I had known about its existence earlier though. I could have been able to see the entire world of Prithvi by using the portal.” 
 “Be careful though. The use of the portal requires a large amount of gold. You have enough gold, right?” 
 “Yes, don’t worry about that. I’ll also take some gold from Nanda along, just in case.” 
 “And don’t forget to bring all the health vials you have. My health is only 4 right now. Please try to come fast.” 
 “Health is only 4! What are you saying? What happened?” 
 “I’ll tell you when you come. But come fast.” 
 “Okay, okay. I am on my way.” 
 Rajahard and Ladyjane weren’t online presently. But surprisingly, Lovebird was, and now I messaged her. She had seen the message I had sent her yesterday though she had not replied to it. Perhaps she hadn’t wanted to disturb me. 
 “Hey. Can you come to me?” I said. 
 “But you said you are thousands of kilometres away.” 
 “Are you doing anything important?” 
 “No. I am just wandering about the streets of Kapilpura. Rajahard and Ladyjane are offline too. I was thinking of logging out.” 
 “I have the most adventurous adventure for you. You want to join it?” 
 “Of course.” 
 Lovebird had her problems at home and it would be bad to expect too much help from her. But she was a good warrior. And it was better with her around. Plus, anytime she needed to return home, it was quite possible for her to log out. But she had no knowledge about Death13 at the same time. Should I tell her about the junk code? I would, but not now. 
 I told her where I was and how she could come. Like Grimguy she was quite surprised. But when I told her that I was about to die, she said that she would come no matter what. I felt really grateful to her. I knew though that she couldn’t be in the game world for more than a few hours, which in turn made me feel selfish for calling her. 
 Danav set up the fire and then brought us wild berries and fruits from the jungle that he knew to be edible. Some of the fruits I had never seen in the real world, not even in photographs, but I trusted Danav’s knowledge even though he was only a very young monkey man. But since his mother approved of the fruits, Mastermind and I began to eat them. They were actually quite good in taste, and I observed in amazement as my health increased to ten. I reckoned if I ate enough it would be possible for me to regain all my health without requiring the health vials. But soon my stomach was full and I could eat no more. I felt thirsty and asked Danav if he could fetch us water from somewhere. To my surprise he just broke the branch of a small tree and water began to pour out of the broken branch. I put my mouth below the branch and eagerly drank the water. It had a peculiar taste, but as long as it quenched my thirst, I was quite okay with the taste. 
 Mastermind also drank from the same branch. 
 “It’s interesting that the game developers put resources like this in the forest,” he remarked, “they sure took a lot of inspiration from the real world.” 
 Yes, now I recalled a survive-in-the-wild television reality show where an adventurer went to a forest with just a knife and survived there for an entire month. I recalled a scene where the adventurer had drunk water in the same way as I had done today. 
 Slowly an hour rolled by, and the place that we were in was now quite clean of vegetation. The ants and other insects had also been chased away, partially thanks to the smoke from the fire. Pero and Danavma both sat down now, looking quite tired. 
 “Thanks,” I said to them, “this is really helping us.” 
 “You saved my son, remember?” Danavma said, “I’ll always do my best to protect you in return because I will always be in your debt.”  
 “Your friends are coming, right?” Mastermind asked me. 
 “They are,” I assured him. “But it takes time. Even I required a few hours.” 
 “It would be good if we could do away with the monster today itself,” Mastermind said. “Or at least if we could get our bags back, even that would be cool.” 
 I inwardly hoped that the monster hadn’t destroyed the bags. Player bags could be destroyed, right? But what would happen if we couldn’t get our bags back? 
 “Is there any way for us to get new bags?” I asked. 
 “Well, if we die we’ll get a new bag each,” Mastermind said. “But all the bag would contain is your gold and the main weapon that you use. No health vials, message stones or other stuff you might have collected.” 
 “We can’t get a new bag without dying?” I asked. The player bags were special because a lot of things could be put into them even though they were so small.  
 “I have never known anyone get a new bag without dying,” Mastermind said. “But I have heard you can get a new bag from the bank by going through some complicated procedures.” 
 “Do you have a bank account here in Prithvi?” I asked curiously.  
 “I do.” 
 “What happens when a player with a bank account dies and respawns?” 
  “The bank account remains as it is. You can still access all the banking facilities after you respawn.” 
 That was interesting. Dying and respawning in the world of Prithvi wasn’t like one needed to start from scratch again. You got to keep bank accounts, gold and the main weapon you use. So you could climb back up the levels much quicker. 
 After a while I decided to message Grimguy. 
 “Where are you?” 
 “Just nearing the village with the portal,” he replied, “But I don’t know why I can’t shake off the feeling that someone is following me.” 
 Someone following Grimguy? Who could it be? 
 My heart leapt when I thought of Death13. 
 “Be careful,” I messaged him. I really didn’t want Death13to attack Grimguy. He was a good person. Deleting him from thegame world would be bad. At the same time, I didn’t want to strike fear into him. Thankfully I received another message from him after a minute which took away all such worries. 
 “Haha,” he told me, “it’s your girl, Lovebird. She’s been following me. Apparently she was trying to catch up to me. She seems to have forgotten that I am in her friend list and she could just message me easily.” 
 “Haha. But that’s good news. I was afraid Death13 was following you. And yes, it was I that asked Lovebird to come.” 
 “Hey, don’t remind me of Death13, man. Not when I am in the forest. It’s scary.” 
 “Okay, I won’t. But just be careful still.” 
 “Cool. We have seen the village. The Ruins of Drabund, right, that’s where you are?” 
 “Yup. Not far from it. Don’t go directly to the ruins. There is a monster there, a shape shifter. Watch out for signs of smoke and come to us.” 
 I ended the conversation with Grimguy. I felt much relaxed now. I just hoped the Raks won’t create any problem for him and Lovebird. 
 “They will be here in no time,” I told Mastermind. 
 “That’s good news,” Mastermind said, but he seemed to be brooding. I hoped we would be able to kill the monster within today. 
 I told Danav to make the fire smoke. Soon a good volume of smoke was going up in the air. Grimguy and Lovebird shouldn’t have much difficulty finding us. 
 It was about half an hour later that I got the next message from Grimguy. 
 “Okay. We are here. We can see the ruins and I think we can see the smoke as well. But the jungle is so thick that it will be a bit problematic to get to you.” 
 I suddenly had an idea. I turned to Mastermind. 
 “Hey, they have reached here!” I told him, so that he lit up. “But Grimguy is saying it would take them some time to reach here due to the forest. Do you think you can ask Pero to find and bring them? It would be quicker that way.” 
 “That’s not a bad idea actually,” Mastermind said. He told Pero to bring Grimguy and Lovebird. Pero flapped his wings and took to the air. 
 I messaged Lovebird. 
 “A great pterodactyl is going to pick you and Grimguy. Don’t worry though, he’s on our side.” 
 Lovebird didn’t reply. Perhaps she was surprised. In another five minutes though, Pero was slowly descending. With his claws he was carefully holding Grimguy and Lovebird. The two of them looked scared to death. 
 Pero placed them on the ground. Both of them immediately slumped down. I rushed to Lovebird and helped her sit up. She had gone pale, her health dropping. Mastermind meanwhile helped Grimguy sit up. 
 “I would have preferred making my way through the forest,” Grimguy said. 
 “Sorry,” I said, biting my lip, “I really forgot you’d feel nauseous.” 
 I took their bags and then I took out a couple of health vials. They drank the health vials and the colour slowly returned to their faces. I drank one as well and gave anotherto Mastermind. As my health increased, I really felt grateful to Grimguy and Lovebird. It was only because of them that I needn’t die today. 
 “So, tell us about all that really happened,” Grimguy said, now that he seemed to be feeling better.  
 I glanced at Mastermind. This was going to take a while. By the time, Mastermind and I were done, Grimguy and Lovebird had a lot of questions. Lovebird on top of that seemed upset that I was telling her about Death13 and all my other adventuresonly now. It took a while to explain to her that it was because Mastermind had told me to keep quiet. Mastermind also told her that he feared that a scenario might occur where the gang members could trace our true locations, and then it would be the end of the two of us. Only after explaining this did Lovebird say that it was okay.  
 Next the four of us set about making a plan to defeat the monster. 
 “She sings really well, and her looks…” I didn’t say further. I didn’t think Lovebird would be very happy if I said that I had nearlydied because I got lost admiring the beauty of another woman— who didn’t happen to be a woman in the first place. 
 “The moment your eyes fall on her, you’ll lose yourself to bliss,” Mastermind finished for me. 
 “She can’t be that beautiful,” Lovebird said. 
 “Not in her other forms, only when she is a girl,” I said, trying to avoid Lovebird’s eyes. 
 “In that case, I would like a peek at her,” Grimguy said. 
 Mastermind grimaced. 
 “You haven’t seen her, yet you have already fallen for her. Wow,” there was much sarcasm in his voice, “in such a case, consider us having already defeated the monster.” 
 “Well, I take back my words then,” Grimguy said, turning a shade of pink. 
 “You are men,” Lovebird suddenly said. “That’s why you fall for her, at least in her woman form.” 
 “That’s the problem, isn’t it?” Mastermind said. Then he suddenly seemed to understand what Lovebird really meant, and his eyes went wide. 
 “Which means I shouldn’t fall for her,” Lovebird said with a smile like she had conquered a mountain. 
 “Well, that depends, you know,” Grimguy said. “It’s not guaranteed that simply because you are a girl you won’t fall for her.” 
 Lovebird narrowed her eyes. 
 “Look, I am not into girls, okay?” 
 “Then that’s that,” Grimguy said. “You will go to the ruins and slay the monster.” 
 “I don’t think it will be a great idea to send her alone,” I said. “What if the monster attacks her in the form of the old woman or the old man? Or what if the monster takes the form of a seductive man? You never know.” 
 “Rohan is right,” Mastermind said. “I think it’s best that we all go together.” 
 “And this time, we are not leaving you,” Danavma told me. 
 “So, all of us will go together,” I said. “But first, Mastermind, can you go to the ruins on Pero’s back? Take a look at the ruins from the sky to see where our bags are?” 
 “Not a bad idea,” Mastermind said. Then a shade of fear crossed his face. “But I am afraid that the monster might attack me from the ground.” 
 “Don’t say that,” Grimguy said. “You are our leader. If you show fear, we are done for.” 
 Mastermind looked a bit taken aback at this. 
 “All right, fine,” he said. “I’ll go and have a look from the skies. Pero, come along.” 
 Mastermind climbed onto Pero’s back. And in a matter of moments Pero and his master were climbing height. 
 “I shouldn’t have said that,” Grimguy said, uneasily scratching his head. 
 “Mastermind is a good guy,” I told him, “but he has his own fears. He doesn’t like using spells although he does know a good number of them. He fears that using spells might allow the gang members to trace his real location on earth and get to know about his true identity.” 
 “I don’t have any such fears thankfully,” Grimguy said. “I am perma.” 
 We all watched as Mastermind and Pero circled above the Ruins of Drabund. Even as we watched, Mastermind had his hands over his ears for there was the faint sound of a sweet song in the air. 
 “Man,” Grimguy said, looking like he had drunk wine, “I could barely hear her voice. But it’s a damn beautiful one.” 
 “And also a dangerous one,” I said. 
 Mastermind and Pero flew back to where we were and landed. 
 He climbed down. There was sweat on his brow. Like he had barely escaped death. 
 “She’s there in her beautiful form,” he panted, “and she was sitting on a stone slab just near which were our bags. When she saw me, she began to sing.” 
 I scratched my head. Defeating this monster sure seemed like a big task. I felt weak without my sword in my hands. Then I remembered that there was always a solution. Mastermind and I had successfully saved ourselves even though the monster had stripped us ofalmost all our health. 
 “We just have to attack her when her back is turned to us,” I said, as a plan formed in my mind. I looked at Mastermind and Pero. “Pero will carry all of us to the ruins. But he will drop us at different spots. We will all move towards the monster in the middle of the ruins with our ears covered. When she tries to bewitch one of us, the others will attack her.” 
 Lovebird placed a hand on my shoulder. 
 “That plan should work without a doubt.” 
 The plan finalised, we set to making it reality. Mastermind seemed a bit queasy as he didn’t want Pero to carry so much weight in one go. But Pero looked rather enthusiastic, and he let us all climb onto his back. 
 Pero flapped his massive wings and took to the air. For a moment it seemed like he wouldn’t be able to carry all of us as his height dropped and we began to panic. But Pero beat his wings even harder, and he took us towards the ruins. 
 Once we were near enoughto the ruins, I spoke, 
 “Wait, I am going to jump down here. Best of luck, everyone.” 
 The ground was only a few metres below and I leapt from Pero’s back. I landed on the ground roughly, but quickly stood up. My health fell just by 5. I would have used a health vial but I didn’t want to waste any more health vials by using them for such a minor loss. 
 Pero took the others away and I saw him dropping them at different locations around the ruins. 
 I created a quick group and then messaged everyone. 
 “Everyone, go into the ruins cautiously.” 
 Once he had dropped off everyone, including Danav and Danavma, Pero took to circling the sky overthe ruins. Ifelt a sense of safety to see him every now and then, flying overhead. 
 I entered the ruins. At any point there could be the monster. I put my hands over my ears as a precaution. If I saw the monster, I would use my paralysis spell. 
  I stepped past a broken wall, and my heart skipped a beat. The monster was right there and she was looking directly at me. Almost immediately I began to lose myself to her beauty. I let my hands fall from my ears and she began to sing. She stepped closer to me and ran a finger across my face. I purred. 
 I took her hand in my hands, staring at her sparkling eyes. Just then, some kind of a powerful force hit her and she was thrown away from me. 
 I cried out, but since I was no longer looking at her face, the charm ended, and I came back to my senses. I looked around. Mastermind had attacked the monster with his fire blast. The monster was getting back to her feet when I cast my paralysis spell on her. She froze for a few moments. I picked up a fist-sized broken stone slab from the ground and ran to her. I hit herhard on the head. I felt extremely happy as I saw her health drop by 50. Next, I began to repeatedly hit her head multiple times. Luckily, she was facing away from me and I felt no remorse as her skull cracked and blood leaked out.  
 But just then, my paralysis spell ended and before I could cast another one, she began to sing. Too bad, I hadn’t put my hands over my ears. I became enthralled by her voice again. 
 Thankfully,she caught fireat that precise moment, and she ran away from me in her agony. I came back to myself and saw that Grimguy had cast the spell. The monster began to run this way and that. I recalled that Grimguy’s spell was also meant to paralyse, but apparently only one part of the spell was working on the monster. But the fire alone was good too. I could barely see the monster’s face because she was totally covered in the flames. 
 Taking advantage of the situation, I cast a paralysis spell on the monster and she froze. I grabbed another fist-sized stone and used both my hands to hammer onto her head repeated times as the fire began to die out. Just as I felt that she was about to spring back to life, I took a dozen steps away from her. 
 It was Mastermind’s turn now, and he hit her with a blast of fire just as the paralysis spell ended. She sailed through the airand hit a wall. 
 “Here are your bags,” Lovebird said, appearing from behind a wall with two bags in her hands. One she threw to me and the other to Mastermind. 
 “Thanks!” I shouted to her. 
 Just as the monster was stirring again, Danav and Danavma entered the scene. They sprinted to the monster and began to beat her up. I watched extremely pleased as her health fell steeply. My pets weren’t even allowing the monster a chance to show her face to us or to sing, hitting her again and again. 
 In a final attempt, with only 400 health remaining, the monster took the form of the old man with the many legs that we had first met. Now it was very much possible for me to look the man in the eye and I wasn’t afraid at all. He had a scowl pasted on his face, even as he bled from many wounds we had given him. 
 Danav and Danavma backed away. Grimguy cast his spell on the monster and he caught flames again. I pulled out my sword from my bag and approached the monster as it tried to beat out the flames in panic. 
 Just five hits were required and then the monster crumbled to the ground, its health zero. I let out a sigh. This had been tough. The others came and gathered near me. The monster disappeared, and in place of it a helmet materialised. 

Quest one completed!


You have killed the shape shifter of the Ruins of Drabund!


You receive the helmet of Ravana!


You receive 20,000 gold each!


You have levelled up!

 I had a fuzzy feeling following this message as I levelled up. After all the hard work, I knewthis was a good end to the day. I picked up the fallen helmet and raised my sword to the air. 
 “We did it guys! We fucking did it!” 
 All the others began to cheer as even Pero landed on the ground near us to join the celebration. I handed the helmet to Mastermind and then wrapped my arms around Lovebird in a tight embrace, lifting her from the ground for a few moments. 
 “Your plan worked!” she told me, looking into my eyes. 
 I just kept smiling at her for a moment, before Grimguy let out a cough, and I thought I had beenromanticenough. I placed her back onto the ground. 
 “This was the hardest quest,” Mastermind said. 
 “I reckon, the other quests will be even harder,” I said. It was obvious. 
 “So, what next?” Grimguy said. 
 Mastermind took out the book of immortality from his bag. The sun was setting in the distance. He flipped through the pages and with the orange light available he pointed at a particular word in the book that formed the heading of a chapter. The Tournament of Death.

 “Now what is that?” I asked. 
 “Thischapterhasonly just appeared becausewe killed the shape-shifter.Let's see what it contains... Hmm, looks likethe tournament is a weekly one held in a place called Dhagotistil. This week’s tournament will be held the day after tomorrow,” Mastermind replied. “I guess whoever wins the tournament will win the next piece of the artefact. But first we need to get to Dhagotistil and unlock quest number two, as per the book.” 
 “The tournament of Death, eh?” I mused. Why should there be “Death” everywhere? 
 “I am sorry guys, but I think I will have to go now,” Lovebird said apologetically. 
 “Wait a minute,” I said. She had stayed for quite long, and I was thankful to her for that. But if she just logged out now, it would create quite a few problems. I turned to Mastermind. 
 “When are we going to Dhagotistil?” I asked him. 
 Mastermind glanced at Pero and at the others present.  
 “I would have liked to start the journey now, but for tonight let’s just rest here,” he said. “Let’s begin tomorrow morning. Pero is quite tired, and I think we have accomplished enough for the day.” 
 “Some rest will be good,” Grimguy said. 
 “If you log out now then you will have the option to either re-enter the game in this location, or the place where your birthstone is,” I said to Lovebird. “You will be able to log back here tomorrow morning, right?” 
 “I should be able,” Lovebird said, “I hope you don’t mind me leaving for the night.” 
 “No, it’s okay,” I said, “if by any chance you are not able to log in tomorrow morning, then don’t come to this place at all later on in the day, because we would have left. And then it would be impossible for you to return to Kapilpura. The orb of the portal would have also expired in twenty four hours. Just select Kapilpura, all right? You’ll be safer doing that.” 
 Lovebird kissed me on the cheek. It was her first kiss to me. 
 “Thanks for thinking about me,” she said. And then she logged out, waving at us, and disappeared. After sometime, I asked Danavma and Danav to go back too. They had helped us tremendously for the day, and Mastermind also told his pet to go and rest. In a few minutes, Grimguy, Mastermind and I were the only ones present. 
 “We never really looked at the artefact properly, did we?” I said. Mastermind had put it inside his bag and now he took it out and let us have a good look. 
 The helmet seemed to be made of pure gold. At least as pure as gold could be in the game world. Intricate designs adornedthe helmet. 
 “What kind of an artefact would the larger artefact be?” Grimguy said. “A person’s head?” 
 The remark made me think. A helmet was meant to fit on a person’s head. Where else would a helmet fit? 
 “It can be a statue’s head, we don’t know yet. Perhaps it’s a whole statue of a person” Mastermind said. 
 “Possible,” I said. “Perhaps the artefact is some kind of a statue that needs to be awakened, and then it would destroy Death13 for us.” 
 After we had observed the helmet to the content of our hearts, and speculated all the things it could be a part of – which included the statue of some powerful animal, a sleeping warrior, or perhaps the helmet was not really a helmet at all. But then, the quest messages had said it was a helmet, so it had to be one, right? Perhaps it was a helmet that was not worn and used in some other way. The possibilities were infinite. 
 We created a fire as darkness fell. We had conquered the Ruins of Drabund. We were able to find some rabbits. We ate the meat and went to sleep in the midst of the ancient ruins, the stars shining down on us. I looked at the face of the moon, as Mastermind and Grimguy began to snore, and a cold chill came over me as the fire died. I imagined the face of my brother on the moon’s face. I had taken my stance against evil. Prithvi Online had become much more than a game for me. Yes, I had lost my brother because of my obsession with games. But I will save the lives of thousands of perma players and make my brother proud, wherever he was. 



 

Rohan.
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Chapter 6 
 It was Lovebird who shook me awake. 
 She smiled down at me. 
 “It’s morning!” she said. 
 I couldn’t believe that she had been so punctual. Or was I dreaming? I rubbed my eyes. No, Lovebird really had come. 
 “Everything all right back home?” I asked her as I slowly sat up. It seemed like the sun had risen only a short while ago.  
 “There has been a ceasefire for a few days,” she said with a bright smile.  
 “That’s excellent news!” I said. Mastermind and Grimguy were still sleeping. A fly came and sat on Grimguy’s face and he tried to swat it, but it flew away. I woke up the two of them, and said that we should get going immediately. After a quick breakfast, Mastermind summoned Pero. The four of us then climbed atop the beast and off we went. As the Ruins of Drabund became smaller and smaller, I couldn’t help but be thankful for the challenges it had offered. I thought about the monster in the form of the beautiful young woman. She had been just about the most attractive woman I had seen in life… Or had she? Nah, I was better off with Lovebird. 
   
 It was an hour later when we first saw them. At first we thought they were birds. Then we realised that they were actually pterodactyls, three of them. And the pterodactyls had Raks atop them. 
 “Don’t fail me this time,” Mastermind said to Pero as the tension began to rise. Pero flapped his wings harder, fuelled by the desperation of his master. But the other pterodactyls were at least twice Pero’s size and had larger wings. They began nearing us despite Pero’s best efforts. 
 “What’s going to happen now?”  Grimguy said, fear dripping from his voice. 
 “Why are they pursuing us?” Lovebird said.  
 “I think they are players, who else can they be?” Mastermind said, “They are probably members of the Kartoshi gang. Perhaps they saw us from some village that was near the Ruins of Drabund. You never know. We are in Rakshasha territory after all.” 
 I turned and focused on one of the Raks. Doing so was hard because the flight was unsteady; Pero flapping his wings made his body bob up and down. Yes, the Rak was no NPC. It was a level 40 player. It was safe to assume that they rest of the Raks were players too. 
 As the Raks approached fast on their flying reptiles, Mastermind became more and more worried and so did the rest of us. 
 “Do something,” he said to us. But there was nothing really that could be done, right? The last time I had used a spell on a pterodactyl it hadn’t worked at all. Using the spells on the Raks would be pointless, because the pterodactyls would catch us anyway. 
 “There is nothing that we can do,” I said. 
 “There is always something,” Mastermind said, “we defeated that shape shifter yesterday for god’s sake.” 
 I had come to like this trait of Mastermind. He occasionally became fearful, but he never lost hope.  
 “Damn it, I am doing it myself,” Mastermind said. He turned. It was difficult for him to move properly, as he was the one sitting just behind Pero’s neck. He made motions with his hands and set a jet of fire at the pterodactyls. He missed them completely. 
 “Let me try,” Grimguy said. He muttered words under his breath. One of the Raks seemed to become paralysed for a moment and his body caught flames. His health fell by about fifty. But since he was of a higher level, the effects of the spell ended quickly. 
 “Wait,” I said, as an idea came to me, “I have a plan. Don’t attack now, wait till they are closer. It’ll be easier to attack them without missing them.” 
 Meanwhile, I pulled out the sword from my bag. Pero tried his best to keep his distance from the other pterodactyls, but they were just too fast for him. In a desperate bid, Pero suddenly slowed and dived down. 
 “Hold on tight!” Mastermind yelled, though with the wind roaring at my ears I could only barely hear him. I just made sure to keep a hold on Lovebird. I would be devastated if she fell. 
 The other pterodactyls dived as well. 
 “This is exciting!” I heard Lovebird say. Well, at least someone was enjoying this.  It was a game after all. Better to enjoy it than to not, right? 
 The pterodactyls had come close enough to us that it was now possible to take proper aim at the Raks. I swung my sword just as Pero ended his dive and began to climb the heights again. Electricity leapt from my sword and by sheer luck it hit one of the Raks. Gripped by the electricity, the Rak made an abrupt move which caused him to lose his hold on the pterodactyl. And he fell. Down and down he went until he could no longer be seen. 
 There were still seven Raks left though, and they seemed infuriated at us, me in particular for what I had done. 
 One of them sent a ball of fire at me. Evading it wasn’t an option, because it would hit Lovebird otherwise. So, I swung my sword and met the ball of fire. The ball burst when it came in contact with my sword and I closed my eyes, blinded by the flames. I almost lost my grip on the sword and it would have met a similar fate to that of the Rak that fell. Thankfully, I was able to regaina tighter hold on the hilt of the sword. 
  “Mastermind,” I yelled over the roar of the wind, “use your fire blast!” 
 And he did. He shot a blast of fire at one of the Raks. The fire hit the Rak with such intensity thathe was thrownoff the pterodactyl and plummeted towards the earth. Two down, six remaining. Perhaps, we could win, after all. 
 Lovebird took out a bow and a quiver of arrows from her bag. 
 “Where did you get those?” I asked her. 
 “Remember the time we attacked the village that was beyond The Line?” she said, as she took aim at one of the pterodactyls. 
 I recalled that time. She had gone before telling what new ability she had received after levelling up. 
 “Yeah, I remember that,” I said. 
 She let loose her arrow. 
 It hit the neck of one of the pterodactyls. But the arrowhead wasn’t able to penetrate the thick skin of the flying reptile. 
 “Shoot at the Raks,” I told her. 
 She pulled her bowstring again. 

Twang.

 The arrow hit the eye of one of the pterodactyls. It suddenly came to a halt in mid-air and began trying to remove the arrow with its wings. Bad decision. All three of the Raks fell. The pterodactyl too went down. 
 “Actually, I was aiming at something else,” Lovebird said to me with a grin. 
 “I am impressed,” I said. 
 “I used to practise archery,” she said, “before the war that is.” 
 There were two more pterodactyls left. One had a single rider, while the other had two. 
 I swung my sword and electricity leapt from the tip and hit one of the Raks. Too bad, he didn’t fall down. Though his health did plummet significantly. 
 Lovebird fixed another arrow. She only had twoextra arrows remaining at the moment. 
 She let it go. Unfortunately, this time the arrow missed the left eye of one of the pterodactyls, passing by an inch from the eye without doing any damage. 
 Lovebird cursed. She pulled out her other arrow. Thisone hit the eye of one of the pterodactyls. The reptile abruptly stopped in mid-air, and though the Raks didn’t fall off, the pterodactyl descended down, too busy in trying to remove the arrow embedded in its eye. It was also definitely in a lot of pain and it gave up on the chase.  
 Now there was only one pterodactyl and one Rak remaining. 
 Lovebird released herlast arrow. But she missed, and this time by a wide distance. 
 “Sorry,” she said to me with a crestfallen face. 
 “Sorry?” I laughed, “You downed two pterodactyls on your own! Be proud of yourself.” 
 “I think I can take care of this one,” Mastermind said. He made motions with his hand and a blast of fire went and hit the only remaining Rak, throwing him backwards so that he fell off the beast with a great yell. 
 But the pterodactyl was determined to keep chasing even without its masters. 
 I tried to hit it with my electricity, but the electricity seemed to have no effect whatsoever on the flying reptile. Mastermind tried his fire blast. But the fire could do nothing to the thick leather-like skin. Grimguy’s paralysis and fire spell didn’t work either. 
 And the pterodactyl closed in on us. 
 “Can’t you give up?” Mastermind yelled at it in his anger. “Your masters are long gone!” 
 The pterodactyl was flying only a few metres away from Pero. The beast tried to bite Pero several times, but failed. But it still kept trying. I swung my sword at the beast as it came nearer. I hit its face, missing its eye by an inch. It was my mistake. 
 The beast became infuriated. 
 It snapped its jaws at me. I evaded. In the process, I lost my hold on Pero. Before I knew it, I was falling. Lovebird let out a shriek, her eyes wide and her hands outstretched towards me.  
 The sky and the earth danced around me. My head began to spin. Pero might have been able to catch me, but with the blasted pterodactyl on his tail, it was just impossible for him. 
 I tried to steady myself to stop the spinning. But it was in vain. The only element that had control over me now was gravity. Darn it!Why did the game developers have to create gravity in this world? They could have certainly done without it. 
 After a while I became used to the spinning. One moment the sky would be below me, the next moment the ground would be above me. I closed my eyes. I accepted my fate. In a few minutes I would hit the ground and that would be the end of me. 
 It was all dense forest below. I could make out some particularly big trees despite the spinning. They were getting larger and larger. 
 In the last moments, I sent a final message to Lovebird. 
 “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine.”  
 Fora split-second I was slapped by a dozen tree branches. Next, I hit solid ground. 
 There was a moment of intense pain. Pain of the kind I had never really had the chance to face in real life. And then, the pain was gone. There was blackness all around me for some time. I could see my stats though. I was down to level one. Thankfully my gold was still there, and I was allowed to keep the Ravana sword as well.  
 My room at the Ravana inn appeared around me. I sighed as I placed my bag on the bed. The message stones were gone. I couldn’t contact my friends now. I felt like shit. 
 There was the log out button right there. I wanted to press it. Get out of the game. Why was I even struggling for a cause that didn’t really matter for me?It was the perma players after all that Death13 was after. 
 But no, I couldn’t do that. I shook my head. What was I thinking? 
 People were in danger and I needed to do everything I could to help them. I knew inwardly that it would be akind of redemptionto losing my brother to my gaming addiction. 
 But right now, to help anybody I really needed a message stone so that I could contact Mastermind and the others. I recalled that I had acquired the last message stone from a Rak. Did I have time to go on a hunt?  
 No, I had to find a different means. I had even lost my ability to cast the paralysis spell. If I walked into a Rak village all alone, it would be the same as offering myself for sacrifice. It would simply be a complete waste of time 
 Who could help me? 
 Rajahard and Ladyjane? But I needed to contact them,and that was quite impossible right now. Could Nanda,the innkeeper,help? I was not sure. He was an NPC. I didn’t think he had a lot of knowledge about how to acquire a message stone. He spent his entire day sitting at the bar or cooking in the kitchen. 
 Then who? 
 Wiseazz? Could he help? But he wasn’t even a good friend of mine. I had talked with him only on one occasion before. Would he even recognise me? Perhaps I could introduce myself as a friend of Rajahard’s to him? 
 But there were other questions still. What if he had already gone to Dinoland? And if he hadn’t already, would I be able to find him in the same inn where he had last thrown the party? 
 The least I could do was check at the inn. Doing something was better than doing nothing. Perhaps Wiseazz knew of a way to become a perma player without requiring to get to high levels? I had used my spell earlier on the player Raks and there was a possibility that they would be able to trace my location in the real world. My body hair stood on their ends as I caught a chill though it wasn’t cold at all. For all I knew, my survival might depend on becoming a perma player. 
 I exhaled, calming myself. I looked around the room. This was going to be okay, I told myself. I recalled Mastermind’s words: “There is always a way out.” 
 Just then I realised that the door of the inn was closed from the outside. As if the problems I had already were not enough. I had been the one to lock it from the outside when I last went out. 
 It took a lot of banging on the door to get the attention of someone walking in the corridor outside. 
 “Who’s in there?” Nanda’s voice asked. 
 “It’s me, Rohan. I died and respawned,” I said.  
 Nanda opened the door from the outside. I said ‘thanks’ to him in utter hurry, and then I ran downstairs. To my surprise, when I reached downstairs I saw the big Wiseazz sitting at a table talking to a woman, his pet Reptilio standing behind him with the expressionless face. 
 I couldn’t believe my luck. I needn’t cross half the town of Kapilpura to get to Wiseazz. I reckoned when you really wanted something everything in the universe did conspire to bring it to you. I couldn’t recall the book where I had read that, but it was a quote that had stayed with me. 
 I rushed to Wiseazz’s table. He looked up quizzically at me. He seemed to be having some important talk with the woman, who had blonde hair and was gaunt. Reptilio didn’t look very pleased either. But then, you could never really tell with the Dinoman. 
 Wiseazz raised an eyebrow at me. He didn’t look quite merry today. 
 “I am Rohan, remember me?” I said, and damn I could really feel the impatience in my own voice. I wished I could have talked normally, but I couldn’t help it. 
 “Rohan?” Wiseazz said.  
 “We talked the other day,” I said with some hope. 
 Wiseazz didn’t look like he remembered. 
 “Um, I am Rajahard’s friend,” I said to nudge Wiseazz’s memory. I was probably being rude, interrupting his conversation with the gaunt woman, and he wasn’t very happy for that. 
 “Ah, yes, I know Rajahard,” Wiseazz said. “You are his friend?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Well, good for you.” 
 And Wiseazz turned towards the woman, ignoring me. 
 “So, the way to Dinoland—” he began, but I needed to get answers to my questions. 
 “I really wanted to ask you a few things,” I said to Wiseazz. 
 “I am having a really important talk, could you come a bit later?” Wiseazz said. He was trying hard to be good natured to me, but the exasperation in his voice was gleaming. 
 “Please,” I said, “this is also really important.” 
 “Look, you are taking her time,” Wiseazz said with a visible grimace, gesturing at the woman, “she is a busy lady.” 
 I looked at the lady. She didn’t look happy either at my interruption. 
 “Please, I don't want to disturb you, but this is really, really important,” I said to the two of them. 
 “It’s okay,” the woman said with a forced smile. She was an NPC going by the name of Romena. I got to know this by focussing at her. She seemed to be some kind of a travel expert. She had a health of 10,000, which meant that she was an extremely important NPC without a doubt. Romena turned to Wiseazz. “Let’s meet in the evening.” 
 And she stood up and left. 
 “Hey, please, don’t go,” Wiseazz said after her. But she had already reached the doorway. 
  Wiseazz bit his lip and looked my way. 
 “It was hard getting an appointment with her, you know,” he said. He wasn’t angry at me from the way he looked. He just seemed frustrated at his luck that I had to ruin his plans. 
 “I am sorry,” I said, “but I really wanted to know how to get a message stone.” 
 Wiseazz looked at me, as if I had asked him how one acquired a glass of water. 
 “You don’t know that?” he asked me. 
 “I know one can get it from Raks. But I died. And if I go alone on a hunt, it will be impossible for me to defeat Raks.” 
 “Ah, so you died?” Wiseazz said. I nodded. Suddenly his whole demeanour changed. And he became the merry Wiseazz that I had known him as. 
 “I see why you are desperate then,” he said with a smile, “have a seat.” He pointed to the chair Romena had been sitting a minute ago. 
 “I died once,” Wiseazz said, “not long after I first came to the game world. I was trying to kill a big monster with my friends, and then I died and suddenly lost touch with my friends. I didn’t know how to get a message stone quickly and the other players were not helping me much. So I understand your situation well.” 
 “Thanks,” I said, feeling grateful to the big man. “So, how do we get a message stone?” 
 “Simple,” Wiseazz said with a smile, “just borrow it from another player. Sometimes players have two or more message stones. I would have given you one if I had an extra stone. Unfortunately, I don’t have one at the moment. I’ll just ask the people present in the inn if they have extra stones. But before that, do you want to ask me other questions?” 
 “Um, um,” I struggled, trying to remember the questions I had, now that Wiseazz was letting me ask whatever I wanted to, “Yes. Do you know how we can go perma… without, you know, attaining the higher levels?” 
 Wiseazz bit his lip.  
 “I am not sure about that. They are always changing the rules about going perma. Your best bet would be the bank. Just inquire there.” 
 “And where would the bank be?” I queried. Ihad lost my map as well after dying. All I had was the gold and the sword. 
 “Did you come to the party I threw?” Wiseazz asked, slightly raising his brow. “I feel like I saw you there. But I was too drunk.” 
 “Yes,” I said, “I did go, but I had to return fast. But it was a fun party.” 
 “So anything else you would like to ask me?” he said, leaning back in his chair. Reptilio began to massage Wiseazz’s head. The Dinoman’s eyes were fixed on me and I felt a bit uneasy because of his stare. 
 “Um, I heard a rumour that you have a lot of Karma,” I began. 
 Wiseazz smiled. He leaned towards me, a grin on his face. 
 “That’s not quite a rumour. But I am not transferring my Karma to you,” he let out a small chuckle. 
 “Well, I just wanted to know how one acquires Karma. You know, like a lot of it,” I said. I had put basically the same question to him the last time I spoke to him, but he had evaded the question then. 
 Wiseazz didn’t reply my question immediately. He seemed to observe me, as if trying to see through me if I was a good person and if I was deserving of the knowledge about how to acquire high levels of Karma. 
 “I haven’t told that to anyone in a long while,” Wiseazz said, “and I won’t to you either. But believe me, it’s better that way. What I will do is show you the way how to acquire big Karma. There are three points,” Wiseazz dropped his voice very much now, so that he was speaking in a whisper. Whatever he was going to say next was undoubtedly something of great importance and I too leaned towards him. “First, Karma points are transferrable. Second, you can make people do good deeds. Third, no harm in asking Karma from people who you helped gain Karma points, right?” Wiseazz grinned, like he had just given me the secret to the universe. I let the words sink into my brain. I revised the points in my head. I recalled that I had thought something similar while in the party.  
 “Thanks,” I said. I didn’t get all the points, but I knew now that the points were the key. A little bit of thinking should get me closer to the actual process of acquiring high levels of Karma. I was about to get up, leaving Wiseazz to himself, when the latter raised his finger. 
 He sent me a friend request. 
 I focussed on him and saw his stats 

Wiseazz


Class: Multi-tasker


Race: Human


Sex: Male


Level: 300


Strength: 550


Health: 1989/2000


Mana: 1430


Intelligence: 458


Karma: 1235567

 My jaws dropped. 
 “You have over one million—” 
 Wiseazz put a finger to his lip. 
 “Shhh, not so loud. And never tell about it to anyone. Do I have your word?” 
 “I promise I won’t ever tell about it to anyone. Thanks for your time. I am really grateful for all this.” 
 “Now, wait a minute, take your message stone along.” 
 Wiseazz stood up. He placed a hand on my shoulder. With him up, most of the people in the inn had their heads turned towards him. 
 “Anybody has an extra message stone?” he said in a booming voice, “My friend here needs it.” 
 One man raised his hand. 
 “I have a spare one,” he said. “Got five in total. I guess I can give him one if he wants it.” The man pulled out a message stone from his bag and he beckoned me. I went towards him. Just then there was a noise at the doorway, and three soldiers burst inside. 
 “Wait!” they shouted, their fingers pointed at me. I froze. What was going on? “You wait right there, don’t move.” 
 And before I knew it, the soldiers were over me, pinning me to the floor. I struggled, but I was just not powerful enough to throw away all of them. 
 “Let me go!” I said. “What have I done?” 
 The soldiers began to tie my wrists and legs together. The other people in the inn tried to get a better look of what was going on, crowding around us. 
 “What is this?” Wiseazz said in his loud voice. “He is a friend of mine. What has he done that you should treat him such?” 
 “He murdered two players, after torturing them repeated times,” one of the soldiers said. 
 That was a total lie! 
 I was about to protest, when the soldiers put a ball of paper into my mouth and tied a cloth around it, so that I couldn’t speak. 
 They lifted me up. I tried to speak, but all that came out was a muffled voice that even I didn’t understand. 
 “Why are you stopping him from speaking?” Wiseazz said. 
 “We are under orders,” one of the soldiers barked back at Wiseazz. “And if you talk too much, you’ll end up in the prison as well, so you better shut up.” 
 And the soldiers carried me out of the inn. Once out, they took me to a horse carriage. There was a big box towards the back of the carriage that had a single hole in it. The soldiers opened the box, threw me inside it and then closed the lid. 
 Claustrophobia seizedme. I had been to the prison before. But the soldiers had treated me much better, becauseI had given myself up to them. On top of that, why had these soldiers lied to Wiseazz? I had not killed any players. Wait, I had killed some player Raks before dying. But that was in a different land where the human soldiers didn’t exercise any powers. Besides, wasn’t it afact that humans and Raks were at war? And wasn’t it okay to kill them regardless of whether they were players or NPCs? 
 I could only look at the sky through the tiny hole. The wide blue sky was such a stark contrastto the box I was in. I had never felt this helpless in my life. Not even when I had stared Death13 in the eye. 
 The carriage came to a halt. I felt the box being lifted. The wide blue sky was replaced by the ceiling ofa place inside which the soldiers had brought me. This place was dark from what I could see through the small hole. And I was pretty sure this wasn’t the prison. 
 I felt like being rushed down some steps and after a short while, the lid of the box was opened. A burly soldier lifted me up and threw me onto an uncomfortable chair and then tied ropes around me, fastening me to the chair, as if it was not enough to just tie my hands and feet. 
 I was in a small room that was presently quite crowded with three burly soldiers. I wasn’t sure if they were soldiers in the first place, but they were wearing the soldier uniform. A single torch burnt onthe wall. And there wasa single door in the room, no windows of any kind. I reckoned this was an underground place. 
 The soldiers untied my mouth and I spat the ball of paper out. My mouth felt quite abused and it pained badly, my tongue especially. 
 “Why have you brought me here?” I managed to say, despite the pain. “This is not the prison.” 
 “A smart ass, are you?” one of the soldiers said. He had a goatee and no moustache. He was not the burliest one among the three, but he was well toned. He had short cropped hair. I focussed on him. 

Killerman


Class: Sooooldier


Race: Human


Sex: Male

 And those were the only details that I could see. Apparently he noticed that I was checking his details. Why were there four o’s in the class name? It didn’t make any sense at all. I focussed on the other two soldiers. One of them had five o’s and the other had three. Were they NPCs or were they players? I couldn’t understand at all. 
 Killerman let out a laugh. 
 “It’s called Mess-up Potion,” he said, “Once you drink it, you can mess up your details for a certain time limit. You can change your class to anything you want to, though there are always a few letters more. We went with 'soldier'. The potion added some extras o’s on its own. But the deed is done, and no one suspected us.” 
 “You are players, are you?” I asked. “And … Are you members of the Kartoshi gang?” 
 I shouldn’t have asked that. 
 Killerman placed a foot on my chest. It was highly intimidating as I realised that I was totally at the mercy of these people. If they were indeed members of the Kartoshi gang they could probably trace my location in the real world. I gulped. 
 “Of course, we are,” Killerman said, looking at me like I was some inferior being. The other two men stood by his sides, scowls pasted on their faces. “Looks like you have come to know a lot.” 
 “How did you find me?” I asked. 
 “It’s not a great idea to use magic on our members, you know,” Killerman said. “It makes it easy to find your position in the game world. Not in a long time, we will be able to find your location in the real world too. It makes me sad that after all the money you were given, you decided to put your nose into these silly matter. Why try to find what we are up to? Can’t you be happy with the money?” 
 “Please let me go,” I said. 
 Killerman laughed. 
 “You really expect us to let you go? Come on. Now tell us whatever you know about Death13. And tell me about the other players with you. Were they also members of the Kartoshi gang? Were they traitors like you? Trying to bite the very hand that is feeding them, eh?” 
 “Why are you destroying the perma players?” I asked, “Can’t you find other ways of making money?” 
 “Perma players are just digit codes. Like the NPCs. They are no different from them. No harm in deleting some digit code if that can make you a ton of money, am I correct?” Killerman said, and he looked quite relaxed. 
 I stared at him. How could anyone be so evil? 
 “Besides,” Killerman continued, “In the very near future something else is gonna happen too.” He grinned at me. He looked like he wanted to tell me that something much worse than deleting perma players was going to happen. “Now speak. I am asking you nicely. How did you come to know about Death13?” 
 “I met him,” I said. “He is on my friend list.” 
 “Well, we are in his friend list as well,” Killerman said. “But how did you come to know that he was going about deleting perma players?” 
 “I saw him attacking one. The birthstone of the perma player was destroyed.” 
 “Interesting,” Killerman said, “too bad, your sharp mind is going to get you into trouble.” 
 He suddenly leaned towards me, so that his face was just next to me and I could feel his breath on my cheeks. His breath stank of cheap wine. 
 “Now tell me about your friends. Be honest. I am talking about the people who were with you atop the pterodactyl, who know about Death13 and have the helmet of Ravana. Tell me their real world names.” 
 I kept quiet. There was no way I would tell the real names of my friends to Killerman. I had enough self-respect in me. That I did not
know the real names of my friends helped. 
 “Find that out yourself,” I said, glaring hard into Killerman’s eye. He slapped me. 
 “Some guts you got,” he said. “Okay then, as you wish. I will find about your dear friends myself. Too bad they didn’t die with you, or they would have been sitting next to you here.” 
 Killerman took a step back from me. 
 “Mayester,” he said to the burliest man, “you can have a little fun with good Rohan, who has been so cooperative with us. Just don’t kill him, all right? Or you will be killed instead.” 
 Killerman and the other man went out of the room. They closed the door behind them, leaving Mayester alone with me. Mayester grinned at me. He looked like one of those kids that bully everyone at school. I was his next victim and he seemed intent on having a lot of fun with me. 
 Mayester didn’t waste any time. He hit my face hard. I felt my jaws break. Mayster’s fist was like a hammer. 
 My health dropped by fifty immediately. 
 Mayester than proceeded to grab my nose. He put his fingers into my nostrils as I struggled to breathe and then he pulled my nose hard. Intense pain shot up my face, and my eyes became watery. Another 25 health went just like that. Mayester kept laughing the entire while, taking pure bliss in torturing me. 
 “There is always a way out,” Mastermind’s voice echoed in my mind. At the same time I could see Mastermind’s fearful face. Mastermind had his flaws but he always tried to get over them. As Mayester landed another punch on my face, and tears rolled down my cheeks to mix with my blood, I couldn’t see any way out of this situation at all. 
 “In a few moments we’ll know in which capsule you are,” Mayester said, massaging his fist that had stains of my blood on it. “There is a reason why each of our capsules are numbered.” 
 “I don’t like your face, man,” I found myself saying. I had suddenly realised what the way out was: Death. 
 I just needed to insult Mayester enough that he would kill me. Simple as that. And he looked the kind of guywho lost his head easily. Once dead, I would respawnbackat the inn. 
 “You don’t like my face?” he laughed. “You should look at yours.” 
 “Your face looks like it was shat out by a horse,” I said. That was one of the most disgusting things I had ever thought. But hey, I needed to get out of the situation right?“Imagine your head slowly emerging from a horse's ass—” 
 He hit me. This time with twice the force as before. I felt like my head would fly out of my neck. As the pain subsided, I saw that my health had fallen by a hundred.  
 I let out a laugh. 
 I needed to push Mayester further. I had only 256 health remaining so far. Three hard punches would be quite enough. 
 “Put your lips together,” Mayester warned me. His temple veins had popped out and his face was red with anger and he was fuming. “Or more pain shall befall you.” 
 “Just imagine,” I continued, “first your hair comes outof the horse’s ass. Then your forehead. Then your eyes. Just stop there. Your eyes try  look at the new worldwith awe while your nose and your mouth are still buried in the horse’s ass!” 
 “You bastard!” Mayester said. He kicked my chest. One hundred health gone. 
 “No, no, no,” he said to himself, shaking his head, “I shouldn’t be hitting you so much. Killerman doesn’t want you dead. I should control myself.” Mayester squatted down. He was so angry that he was visibly shaking. He was certainly a hot headed guy, wasn’t he? Meanwhile, my chest was on fire. 
 I coughed out blood. I could barely speak, but I still managed to laugh. 
 “And slowly your nose emerges,” I said. “But when your mouth is about to emerge… well, you don’t want to come out of the horse’s ass and so you bite it. Just imagine that!” 
 “Just shut up!” Mayester yelled at me. “You are trying to trick me, aren’t you? Well, I am going away from here. I’ll see you in the real world.” 
 And he made towards the door. My heart leapt. With him gone, all my hopes would crumble. 
 I laughed out loud. 
 “Oh, I just had another vision!” I said. I didn’t look at him, instead preferring to look at the ceiling as though I was really enjoying imagining whatever I was imagining. I didn’t hear the door open. I had his attention. I began to laugh. I laughed hysterically. I laughed because my life depended on it. “I… I am not telling you though,” I said between my forced fits of laughter.  
 “Tell me,” Mayester said coldly, “I am listening.” 
 “God,” I laughed, “I- I can’t tell you! It’s hilarious!” 
 “Tell me, go on,” Mayester said, and he came towards me. There was murder in his eyes. 
 “I can’t… shit, your family—” 
 I wasn’t able to say beyond that word. Mayester began punching me like I was his biggest enemy. With the pain came the pleasure of seeing my health drop. 
 Soon I had only 10 health left. Mayester raised his hand a final time, his face contorted in utter fury.  
 “Die!” he yelled. He hit me. My health went to zero. 
 “Thanks,” I muttered, as everything blacked out. 
 After a while, I found myself back in the Ravana inn. I couldn’t believe that my plan had actually worked. Now, the foremost thing to do was to get out of here. I would have to go perma. It was the only way, because once the Kartoshi gang found out in which capsule I was in, I was sure that they would kill me in the real world. Before that happened, I had to permanently transfer my consciousnessto my virtual body. My heart ached forI would never be able to return to my apartment where I had all the photographs of my brother, and I would not be able to meet Dev ever. But I had no choice. I needed to exist in one form or the other, even though it meant that I could be deleted by Death13. But once all parts of the great artefact was found, perhaps it would be possible to destroy Death13 and I could live out a happy existence in the game world. Perhaps in the future Dev and his wife might also decide to come to the game world, once they see that it was possible to become immortal here. 
 I took in a deep breath. This time I picked up not only my bag, but also my birthstone. I would take my birthstone with me. I was lucky that the gang members had not taken away my birthstone from the room. I didn’t want to take any more chances. 
 The door of the room was open, because I hadn’t closed it the last time. I ran downstairs. Wiseazz was still there. When he saw me his mouth fell open, and many of the other people present in the room reacted in a similar way. 
 “Why did they catch you for?” he asked, “And did you die?” 
 “No time to explain,” I said to him, panting, “I need to go perma. Where did you say the bank was?” 
 “It’s not far from the inn where I held my party.” 
 “Okay, thanks,” I said and without waiting for any kind of response from him I dashed out. 
 I ran. As fast as I could. I was sure that the gang members would come to the inn again, dressed as soldiers. And if anyone told them which way I had run, that would be additional trouble for me. So I had to make as much distance from the Ravana inn as possible. 
 It took me about fifteen minutes to reach the inn where Wiseazz had held his party. I asked at a shopabout the bank, and was given the directions. Very soon, the bank came into sight. 

POB


Prithvi Online Bank, Kapilpura branch.

 I sprinted towards the bank. Just then a random person came from nowhere and grabbed my collar. 
 “Hey! What are you doing?” I said. Was he a member of the Kartoshi gang? 
 No. 
 It was the shopkeeper. The guy I had stolen Danav and Danavma from. But that didn’t stop me from thinking that he might as well be a member of the gang, what with his habits of charging Karma points. 
 “Got you,” he said, flashing teeth. “That day you fought and quarrelled with a guy in front of my shop. It was the same day someone stole Danav and Danavma from me. Some days later I saw you walking around with the very guy you had fought with. You know, I can join the puzzle pieces.” 
 “Let me go. I made peace with that guy. I have no interest in your pets,” I said. I tried to wrench his hands away, but he was too strong for me. 
 “Don’t lie, my friend,” he said. Many people in the streets had taken to watching us. They wanted some free entertainment no doubt. “You think I am a fool, eh?” 
 “Didn’t you see my details before you caught me?” I yelled at him. “I don’t have any pets.” 
 “You died and fell to level one,” he said. “That’s why you lost the pets.” 
 “Look, even if I did steal them, I cannot return them to you now.” 
 One of the worst things about dying was that I could no longer summon Danav and Danavma. I would probably never meet them again in life because the game world of Prithvi was just too big. 
 The man punched my face. 
 “See? You just accepted your crime!” He spat at my face. 
 “Okay, I accept it. I was angry at you because you didn’t treat me well even after I offered you the gold.” 
 My heart was really sinking now. Why did the bank have to be in a place so close to the man’s shop? 
 He was no member of the Kartoshi gang, that was sure. But he was eating my time, and the real villains would come and catch me, and I will be done for. 
 The man slapped my face. I tried to block his hands with my own, but he removed my hands and slapped me still. 
 “Stop it,” I told him, even as he kept hitting me. How the hell was I going to get rid of this man? 
 “Stop it, eh?” he said, “Do you even know how hard it was for me to acquire the pets?” 
 “Okay, okay, fine,” I said. “I’ll give you your Karma points.” 
 He stopped slapping and let out a venomous chuckle. 
 “You have zero Karma points,” he said. 
 “Yes, but I do know of a way one can get a lot of Karma points,” I said. I didn’t want to betray Wiseazz, but at the same time I really wanted to get rid of the man. 
 “And that would be?” 
 “Why are they running?” 
 “Why— what?” the man said. 
 Everyone in the streets were suddenly running in utter panic. What was happening? I noticed that the man had let go of my collar observing the many people running as though their lives depended on it. I took my chances and dashed towards the bank without sparing a single glance back. 
 I ran up the steps of the bank. The guards at the entrance were puzzled at the behaviour of the people in the streets, but they allowed me to enter the bank anyway. 
 The bank was big. I put my hands on my hip and took a few breaths to calm down. So how does one go perma? 
 There was a help desk, behind which a chubby young girl wearing spectacles was sitting. She was an NPC going by the name of Rosma. 
 I approached her. She smiled at me, revealing a gold incisor that actually was a plus point on her appearance. 
 “How may I help you?” she asked me. 
 “I want to go perma,” I said. 
 “As per the current regulations you will need to pay five thousand gold if you want to go perma.” 
 “So I don't need to be a higher level player?" I said, almost not believing Rosma. My heart wanted to dance at this point. 
 "Nope. That requirement was removed very recently." 
 "Cool! I have the gold." I could barely stop smiling.  
 “Sweet. Do you also have a bank account?” She obviously couldn’t see my details being an NPC, otherwise she would have known that I was in no position of holding an account being at level one. 
 “No.” 
 “Hmmm… then you will have to fill up this form. You also need to write the reason why you want to go perma.” 
 And she handed me a yellow form that had quite a few blank spaces which required my details. I began to fill the blank spaces one by one. My reason for going perma? I just stated that I was tired of the real world. Rosma then directed me to another counter. I went there and handed the form to the man sitting behind the counter. He was a fat man and he wore big glasses. He peered at my form. 
 “You don’t have a better reason for going perma?” he asked me. “Normally people go perma if they are terminally ill or are old or something like that.” 
 “The reason I have provided won’t do?” I asked. Would the form not be accepted? I was suddenly afraid. 
 “No, it’ll do. But I was just saying.” 
 The man put the form in a drawer and thenhanded me a card containing my name. He pointed at a door which had two concentric circles painted on it. I reckoned it was some kind of a symbol. 
 “Go there, and hand the card to the person sitting inside the room. He’ll make a permanent player out of you.” 
 I turned around. 
 The man suddenly slapped his forehead. 
 “Wait! Wait!” he said. “I am really losing my memory, aren’t I? I forgot to ask you the money, and I need to give you a receipt as well.” 
 “So how much money should I give you?” I asked, thinking it was quite weird on the part of the developers to create NPCs who forgot things. Realism was important, but sometimes it wasn’t required. 
 “Five thousand gold,” the man said. I was very thankful that I still had the gold despite my double deaths. I gave him the money and he printed me a receipt. 
 “Okay, now you can go and get turned into perma,” the man said with a smile. 
 Inside the room the door to which had the symbol of the concentric circles, there was a lean balding man. He was dressed in a lab cloth and there was a capsule in the room. I handed him the card. 
 “Get inside the capsule,” he told me, as he opened the lid for me. I lay down in the capsule. I had a déjà vu feeling as I felt like I was in my capsule in the real world. He closed the lid. I heard the sound of a button being pressed and the next moment the inside of the capsule became very bright with a blue light. The blue light lasted for about five seconds and then the man opened the lid. 
 “And that’s how you go perma,” the man told me, flashing teeth that had wide gaps in between. 
 “Is that it? Am I a perma player now?” I asked, ecstatic. 
 “You are,” the man said. “Why don’t you try selecting the log out button?” 
 I was a bit fearful as I clicked on the log out button. I expected myself to wake up in the real world. Nothing such happened. I wanted to jump about, though at the same time I was thinking of Dev and my other friends back in the real world. I thought of all my belongings in the real world. What would happen to them? I didn’t know. But I had a job to do in the game world: to save the perma players, and that was what I decided to focus on. 
 I thanked the man and went out of the room. Suddenly a message popped up. 

Everybody. Please stay calm under all circumstances. Please do not panic. 


The developers of Prithvi.

 Apparently everybody present in the room had received the message, both players and even the NPCs. Immediately a murmur started. 
 And just then, one of the guards rushed in. 
 “There is a hooded man in the streets outside terrorising everyone!” he cried. 
 A hooded man? 
 That explained the message.  
 And it also explained why the people had been running around earlier. 
 The people inside the bank had been at bliss, totally cut off from the pandemonium outside. On the plus side I was a perma player now. On the minus side, if Death13attacked me I would be forever deleted. The tattoo onmy back won’t help me. I might have escaped being traced in the real world, but there was a possibility that a worse fate awaited me. 
 The message had asked everyone to be calm. The guard had created the spark of panic, and now everyone began to rush outside. I couldn’t see the point at all. Wasn’t the bank safer? Death13 was in the streets outside. They should have remained in. 
 But I wasn’t any smarter, I followed the crowd outside. 
 And there I saw him. Death13 was hovering at least ten metres above the ground, shooting electricity randomly and sucking Karma, destroying the perma players. There was so much shoving and pushing going on that I suddenly found myself in the middle of the street. And there was Death13 just a hundred metres away from me. I became paralysed with fear.  
 Death13 pointed his hand towards a person who was standing just a few metres away from me. He was not a perma player. But I had a sudden rush of adrenaline and the hero in me awakened. I leapt, pushing the man out of the way, so that the bolt of electricity from Death13’s hand missed the man and hit the ground instead. I pulled the man to a safer place behind a nearby building, as Death13 turned to another prey instead. 
 “Thanks,” the man gasped, taking in a lungful of air. “Why is everyone fleeing? And who is that hooded figure?” 
 “He is Death13,” I said darkly. 
 “Death13?” 
 “Yes. And you should rather log out right now.” 
 The man nodded. 
 He let out a shriek. 
 “I can’t log out! Shit!” 
 “What?” I said. But that couldn’t be possible, right? 
 “Try again,” I said, observing the man as a fit of terror seemed to seize him. 
 “I can’t log out!” he said again, “Shit, why is this happening? I had to go to an important meeting in a few hours!” 
 I suddenly realised what was happening. I recalled what Killerman had said. So this was what was worse than Death13 just destroying perma players. Somehow the Kartoshi gang had made it impossible for people to log out. Now they can destroy all players, both perma and non-perma. It was the worst case scenario possible. Something right out of a nightmare. 
 So this was the reason why Death13 had attained the guts to come out in the open from the forests in between cities and towns. I lamented why I had turned myself into a perma player. Had I just wasted 5000 gold? What had been the point? I would have gotten stuck in the game world anyway. It was the same as going perma. 
 The man meanwhile began to sob. There was no way I could really help him at the moment, so I didn’t bother to give him any consolation. Just then I sighted Wiseazz in the distance. He seemed to have thought Death13 was some unique quest and he was throwing fire at the hooded man. Death13 got agitated and began throwing electricity at Wiseazz.  
 As Wiseazz was preparing to send more fire at Death13, the latter threw a bolt of electricity. Wiseazz tried to evade. But he was slow this time. The electricity struck him. My heart stopped. 
 Surprisingly, Wiseazz didn’t immediately disintegrate as most of the other players struck by Death13 had. I focussed at Wiseazz and saw that he was rapidly losing Karma. It was currently at 880000 and going down slowly. It looked like he was staying alive at the loss of Karma. Somehow Wiseazz was able to get behind a building, so that the electricity from Death13 was hindered. 
 Wiseazz seemed to have realised that he had lost much hard-earned Karma and this time he didn’t retaliate at Death13. Instead he ran back the other way. At a point Reptilio joined Wiseazz and the two of them disappeared round a corner. 
 I went to the streets. Death13 was a short distance away, his back turned at me, so I felt relatively safe. 

Go to the Rak village, get to the portal, a voice ordered inside my head. 
 I decided to heed that voice. It was the best thing I could do now. I must reunite with Mastermind and the others at all cost. 
 “Look there!” I heard a familiar voice, “He’s the one, isn’t he?” 
 It was Mayester. Some of the other members of the Kartoshi gang were also with him, including Killerman. Mayester was pointing directly at me. Luckily, they were on the other side of the street. 
 I ran at full speed now, not looking back once, though I was sure that they were hot on my tail. 
 “You have nowhere to go!” I heard Mayester cry. 
 “You will forever be deleted!” Killerman said. “You have gone perma, but if you want your real body to be disposed with honour, slow down.” 
 They were all shooting spells at me. But they didn’t manage to hit me. As I ran, around me people became paralysed or were hit by flames. Some even burst into a thousand pieces. This only made me more fearful and I ran at breakneck speed. At the same time I was sure that the gang members would throw my real world body in a river or do something similar. It sucked, but I couldn’t do anything for my body that had served me so long. 
 Running like mad in half-an-hour I left the town of Kapilpura behind me, and raced towards the bank of the blood river. I would have taken a carriage had I got one. But the carriage drivers were more interested in saving their own skins than in saving me frommeKillerman and the others. 
 Once I was at the river, I paid one of the ferry men to get me across. It was only when I had reached the other bank that I saw the gang members reaching the human side of the river. 
 I remembered well the route to the village of the Raks that had the portal, and ran in the direction as fast as possible. 
 It took me an hourand a half to reach the Rak village and by that time the sun had set. Once, along the way, a pterodactyl scooped low in a bid to catch me. Thankfully there were many trees at that spot and it gave up and went its way. I for one was more afraid of the gang members than the pterodactyl. 
 Humabel and the other Rak guards were at the gate of the village. 
 “So you have come to use the portal again?” Humabel said aloud. 
 “Yes,” I said, taking a quick glance behind. I didn’t know if I was being chased, but I still felt like the gang members were in my pursuit. There was however a possibility that they might have confused their way inthe forest. 
 Humabel and the other Raks were actually looking quite friendly. Well, if you give a lot of gold to Raks they become friendly. No big thing, right? 
 “You seem worried,” Humabel said to me.  
 “Some folks were giving me chase, I don’t know if lost them,” I said. 
 “Folks? You mean Raks?” 
 “Humans, unfortunately,” I said. 
 “Oh, by the way, you didn’t come back through the portal the last time. How did you return?” 
 “I died,” I said. 
 “That is not good,” Humabel said, trying to sound like he was sad for me though I knew that all he wanted was my gold. “You work so hard to get to the higher levels and then you die and you are back to level one. It’s better to be an NPC. If we die, we respawn without losing any levels, well most of us do anyway.” 
 “I am not quite sure that will be so anymore,” I said, recalling that Death13 had attacked the Raks the other night when Daddy1 was forever deleted. 
 “What do you mean?” Humabel said, curiosity dripping from his voice. 
 “Never mind. You will come to know about it soon.” 
 “Hmm, I hope you at least know the name of the place you want to go this time?” 
 I stressed my memory. Yes, I knew it well. 
 “Yup. You don’t have to strangle me.” 
 “Too bad, I could have done with some extra gold. Didn’t find any way to wipe memory either.” 
 We went to the circle of stones and then Humabel activated the portal. Once all the rays were meeting in the centre, he turned to me. 
 “So where are you going this time?” he asked. 
 “Dhagotistil,” I said. 
 “Ah, there were some other players who went to the same place yesterday,” Humabel said, “anyway, that would cost you 10,000 gold.” 
 Portal travel was not cheap. At this rate, I would be a beggar soon. With much reluctance I gave Humabel the gold, who told me to come to use the portal again in the future. 
 I went to the centre of the circle of the stone slabs where the light rays met. I repeated “Dhagotistil” three times. The earth pulled me and this time I wasn’t afraid at all, having experienced the process earlier. 
 In a few moments I found myself in a different part of the world of Prithvi. There were many tents all around me. In the distance there was what looked like a great statue of a Rak who had his eyes closed. It was at least a hundred feet in height. 
 It was a statue, right? I hoped so at least. If it wasn’t then… well, I wouldn’t wake it up even if someone offered me a million gold. 
 There were many people moving about. Not far away I spotted a raised platform, that looked like some kind of a wrestling ring, ropes marking its boundaries. There was nobody there presently though. 
  “Great,” I muttered to myself, “did Mastermind and the others come here?” 
 That would have been the rational thing for them to do. Unless they were downed by the pterodactyl which had caused me to fall from Pero’s back. 
 I wished there was a message stone with me. 
 “Um, sir,” I said to a man with a turban who was passing me. He had a pointed beard and a moustache. He was a player, a wizard going by the name of Babaguy. 
 He turned to me. There was something very stern about his eyes. Had I not been desperate I wouldn’t have wanted to talk to him. 
 “What do you want?” he asked coldly. 
 “Um, do you have a spare message stone,” I said in a tiny voice that sounded like a squeak. 
 Babaguy beganto search hisbag. He took out a message stone and gave it to me. 
 “Here, have it,” he said, “it’s the only one I have, but I don’t require it and it was just taking space in my bag.” 
 “You don’t require it?” I said, looking at the message stone. 
 “I have no friends,” Babaguy said. Perhaps it was just that his face was made that way, but a permanent scowl seemed to hang on his face which bothered me a lot. “Anyway, I will be on my way.” 
 “Thanks,” I muttered, having a surreal feeling as Babaguy walked away. I was surely lucky. 
 I quickly put the message stone in my bag. I now had the ability to message all my friends and I could barely believe it.  
 The first oneI messaged was Mastermind.  
 “Hey, where are you?” I asked. 
 “At the place of the tournament of Death in Dhagotistil,” he replied after a moment. “Where are you?” 
 “Same place. Just reached here a few moments back.” 
 “Good, I expected you to come. But there have been a few problems with us. With Lovebird specially.” 
 “Problems? With Lovebird?” Did she also fall from Pero’s back or something similar happened to her? 
 “Not something of that kind. Come to us first. You see the giant sleeping Rak?” 
 “Yes,” I said, while my mind began to wonder what must have happened to Lovebird, my heart beating faster. Also, did Mastermind say “sleeping giant”? So that wasn’t a statue?  
 “That big statue isn’t a statue?” I asked in my astonishment. 
 “No. It isn’t. First come to us. Search for us around the giant Rak. The three of us are together.” 
 I went towards the sleeping giant. Many other people present were also marvelling at it. Just going near it made a chill run down my spine. 
 It took me a handful of minutes, but before long, I found the three of them. I ran to them once I saw them. Grimguy and Mastermind were standing, while Lovebird was sitting on the grass, her face in her hands. Grimguy had a hand on her shoulder. Both Mastermind and Grimguy looked quite upset though they tried to smile at me. 
 “So you made it, eh?” Grimguy said. 
 “What happened to her?” I asked them. Lovebird was sobbing. 
 “She can’t log out,” Mastermind explained. Only now did Lovebird look up at me. She stood up and wasted no time in hugging me tight. 
 “I can’t log out,” she cried. 
 I put my arms around her and kissed her forehead trying to give her some consolation. I had never thought of her when I had come to know that players could no longer log out. I remembered that I had been the one who had called her on the quest to get the artefacts and to defeat Death13. Now she won’t be able to return to the real world. She had a brother to look after on top of that. I felt so guilty. I wanted to run away from her. I felt like a really selfish brat. 
 “It’s all the doings of the Kartoshi gang,” I said, not just to Lovebird, but also to Grimguy and Mastermind. 
 “Now I see their plan,” Mastermind said. “Funny, they never told me about doing this. But then, I had been hired by them to create the junk code. They had no real reason to share the entire plan with me.” 
 “So what happened after you died?” Grimguy asked me. “We tried to save you and Mastermind made his pet dive to catch you. But you already hit the ground. And then there was the other pterodactyl chasing us. We had a tough time getting rid of it.” 
 “I am glad that you could at least make it backto us,” Lovebird said, breaking the embrace and running a hand down my face. I rubbedthe tears from her cheeks. “Do not cry. I am responsible for all that has happened to you. If I hadn’t called you yesterday to the Ruins of Drabund, you wouldn’t have become interested in the quest. And you would have been able to stay out of the game before they made it impossible for players to log out.” 
 Looking around the place, I thought it was funny that none of the players here seemed worried that they couldn’t log out. I reckoned they were so excited about the tournament that they hadn’t tired selecting the log out button. Also, most of the people here seemed to be perma players. So it didn’t really matter to them that the other players were also stuck in the game world. 
 Lovebird smiled at me with a light shake of her head. 
 “You are not faulty, Rohan,” she told me in her sweet voice, “it was my decision to go to Drabund and then to accompany you guys in this quest. You didn’t force me or anything. Besides, that they made it impossible for people to log out doesn’t mean that it has become impossible to log in. I am sure had I logged in only now, I would have become stuck in the game as I already have. I only wish I had never played the game in the first place. I found a free capsule and I couldn’t resist playing it. If there is anybody’s fault, it’s mine.” A tear rolled down her cheek, but I couldn’t help but think about the free capsule she had spoken about. 
 “Lovebird,” I said to her, “by any means, you are not being paid to play this game, are you? How did you get the free capsule?” 
 Lovebird shook her head and let out a light laugh. She was better off that way than sobbing. 
 “I am no member of the Kartoshi gang if that is what you are afraid of,” she said. “A plane carrying about fifty of the capsules had crashed not far from our home. The plane had been taken over by the Northerners, but our people captured it from them. Most of the capsules had not been damaged and they were therefore distributed among the families of those who helped capture the plane from the Northerners. One of the soldiers involved was my uncle and since he didn’t have any use of it, he gave it to me because I was fascinated by it.” 
 That explained everything. It brought considerable relief to me. 
 “It sucks that I am stuck here now though,” Lovebird said in a sadder tone, “I wish I had not been that fascinated with the capsule. It has cost me.” 
 “Do not worry,” I told her, looking her in the eyes, “we will find all the artefacts and then we will defeat Death13 and the Kartoshi gang. We will win and everyone will be able to log out.” 
 I then recounted to the three of them all that had happened to me following my death. They all listened to my words with extreme interest. Mastermind couldn’t believe that Wiseazz had actually survived the attack of Death13. 
 “I guess having high levels of Karma does help, doesn’t it?” I said. Then I remembered the three points Wiseazz had told me that can be used to get more Karma. I decided to not tell the three points to them. Instead, I would try out the three points on them. They were my friends after all. 
 “That is amazing,” Mastermind said. “More Karma means protection. At the same time, I cannot understand how they were able to trace where you would respawn.” 
 “I think it had something to do with me dying perhaps?” I said. “Because you and Grimguy also threw spells at the Raks, but they weren’t able to do anything to you.” 
 “Well, they tried to catch all of us, but we escaped,” Grimguy said, “you fell and died. At the same time, congrats on becoming a perma player.” 
 “I think I wasted my money doing that,” I said, “I mean, everyone is technically perma as the matters stand.” 
 “I am afraid you didn’t waste your money,” Mastermind said. “But I don’t know how to prove my point.” 
 “What are you saying?” I asked, not understanding Mastermind. 
 “You know, it’ll not be a great thing if the members of the Kartoshi gang got stuck in the game world,” Mastermind said. “I think they are the only ones in this world who can still log out. Which means… I might still be able to log out.” 
 Lovebird gasped at this. She seemed to think it was unfair that Mastermind should be able to log out while she was stuck in this world. 
 “I am afraid to prove it though,” Mastermind said, “I don’t really want to go back to the real world.” 
 “Can’t you log back right in?” I asked. 
 “What if it makes them suspicious of me? I am in one of the Kartoshi gang’s capsules after all,” Mastermind said. “I will also have to drink the foul liquid again.” 
 “Anyway,” Grimguy said, “who’s going to fight in the tournament tomorrow?” 
 “I am at level one,” I said, “So I guess one of you three must do it. What kind of tournament is it anyway? Do we have to defeat this monster Rak?” 
 Just thinking about it made my hair stand on end. I would be the size of a mouse when compared to the Rak, and just as harmless. 
 “Yes,” Mastermind said, “but first it is required to win the fight-as-you-wish tournament.” 
 I couldn’t really see the logic of the tournament organisers. What was the point of the fight-as-you-wish tournament? 
 “But how can they be sure that whoever wins the fight-as-you-wish tournament will be able to fight the Rak?” I asked. 
 Mastermind let out a laugh. 
 “This tournament has never been won,” he said. 
 I raised a brow at him. 
 “Really?” Everybody in the tents nearby looked so enthusiastic that I had thought surely there was some hero who had defeated the giant Rak before. 
 “How often is this tournament held?” I asked. If it was held once in a year or two, then it was unlikely that any actual players had fought with the Rak. Since the game world had been launched only two months back. 
 “Every week,” Mastermind replied. “Tomorrow is the day of the tournament. Nobody has won it so far, but we must win despite everything. If we want to get the artefact to destroy Death13 that is.” 
 “You think I will stand any chance?” Grimguy asked, extending his arms, presenting himself like he wanted us to decide if he could fight in the tournament. 
 “Mastermind should be stronger than you,” I said. I hadn’t really meant to be so straightforward, but Mastermind was many levels higher than Grimguy. 
 Mastermind chuckled. 
 “There are players who are in level 150 or more,” he said, “you think I will have any chance against them? The Rak himself is a unique one of level 300. No particular class. So he probably has the powers of warriors and priests and farmers and workers. Everything. He might just use his massive foot and trample you so that you wake back in the place where you have kept your birthstone.” 
 “I brought my birthstone along,” I said. “I was too afraid to leave it in the inn.” 
 “In the last week, the guy who won the fight-as-you-wish tournament and got to fight the Rak could only survive fifteen seconds from what I heard,” Mastermind said, “And the one before that week survived about ten seconds. Plus, there is a huge fee to participate in the tournament. At least 20,000 gold. Most of the people here have come to watch the tournament and only a brave and rich few are going to fight and try their luck.” 
 “Twenty thousand gold, eh?” I repeated. “I don’t think I have that much gold left.” 
 “I do," Mastermind said, "The gold is no worry of mine.But what I am worried about is that if we don’t defeat the Rak tomorrow, we’ll have to wait an entire week before we can fight it again.” 
 “What are the chances that we are going to defeat the monster tomorrow?” Grimguy said. “Lower than none? There is no way we can defeat the monster.” 
 “There is a way,” Lovebird said, and she really seemed to be clinging to that ray of hope. “There is always a way.” 
 “She is right,” Mastermind said, “there is always a way out. The quest wouldn’t exist if it was impossible to defeat the Rak.” 
 Just then I noticed that there were guards standing around the Rak. Warrior Rakshasha guards as well as human guards. At lease fifteen of them were there and they had created a perimeter around the sleeping Rak. There were many other player Raks in the tournament field as well. It seemed that this was a place where Raks and humans coexisted. 
 “Are we in some kind of a neutral area?” I asked Mastermind. 
 “Yes, we are,” Mastermind said. “Here anyone of any race can come. This land belongs to everyone.” 
 “Don’t you think it’s odd that guards should be positioned around the Rak?” I said. 
 “I guess they are there to protect the players and not the Rak,” Grimguy said. “But I don’t think they will have any chance if the monster decides to swat everyone.” 
 I observed the Rak for a while. I focussed on him to get the details. 

Kumbhakarna: Version 2.0


Class: None


Race: Rak


Sex: Male


Level: 310


Strength: 7660


Health: 4456/5000


Mana: 566


Intelligence: 121


Karma: 3000

  “He actually has 3000 Karma?” I said. 
 “He sure did some good deed at some point,” Mastermind said. 
 “And look, he is named Kumbhakarna,” I said. 
 “Well, Raks always have weird names,” Mastermind commented. 
 “But Kumbhakarna is not a random name!” I said. The more I thought about it, I felt like I was on the verge of solving some puzzle. “It’s the name of one of Ravana’s brother! You guys don’t know the story of the Ramayana?” 
 All three of them shook their heads. 
 “I just knew Ravana was some Rakshasha who kidnaps a lady. The story is something like that, right?” Grimguy said. 
 “Yes,” I said, “Kumbhakarna was the brother of Ravana. He slept for six months at a time. This one seems to sleep for only a week. Well, it was not easy to awake the actual Kumbhakarna before the six months were completed. He was ultimately killed using a weapon called the Brahmastra.” 

Quest Two Unlocked!


Find the Brahmastra and defeat Kumbhakarna!


Rewards: Unknown

 My jaw dropped. 
 I couldn’t believe it. I had unlocked the quest just by speaking the word “Brahmastra”? The other three gaped, apparently also receiving the pop up. 
 “Now that’s something,” Grimguy said. He didn’t look so grim anymore. 
 “You have done it!” Lovebird said with a clap, excited that I had unlocked the quest.  
 “Wait, wait,” I said, “it’s not done yet.” 
 “But it explains why nobody has been able to win the tournament’s second phase!” Mastermind said enthusiastically."Because the Brahmastra is required to defest the monster Rak!"  
 Just then, some players who were passing us looked our way with curiosity. 
 “I guess it will not be a bad idea to talk in a low voice,” Grimguy whispered. 
 "TheBrahmastraisa weapon, right?” Mastermind said in a tiny voice this time. 
 “Yes,” I said, “a very powerful one from what I know. I thought you could acquire it by performing some ritual or by praying to a god. But that’s mythology. I wonder how we will get the Brahmastra here.” 
 “Will it be possible that the organisers know about it?” Lovebird asked. 
 “They have to, right?” Grimguy said, “But I am not sure if they will give it to us just because we ask them.” 
 “You know what,” I found myself saying, “I need a different place to think. Away from all this place.There are so many people here.” 
 The others agreed. And so we began to walk away from the field of the tournament. Soon we reached a place that was at the edge of the woods. It was darker here, now that we were away from the light of the torches and fires in the field. I looked at the great Rak, Kumbhakarna. He was sleeping not a big distance away from the wrestling platform. I scratched my chin. I knew now that it was possible to defeat Kumbhakarna. But first we needed to find the Brahmastra, which existed without a doubt. 
 Just then, I received a message from Rajahard. 
 “Hey, where are you?” 
 “Where are you?” I asked him instead. 
 “In Kapilpura. What’s going on here? Everyone is running around. There are buildings destroyed. There is utter chaos here. I am in your inn. But here too there is a lot of destruction.” 
 “Did you log in only now?” I asked. 
 “Yes, Ladyjane and I logged in only now. The other day we realised that we lived only a block away from each other in the real world. We went on a date. You know, she actually looks so much like she is in the real world. She is with me right now.” 
 “Well. It was probably the last date you went with her in the real world.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Why don’t you try to log out? Nobody’s told you?” 
 I then explained to him all the chaos that had been happening and about Death13 in as few words as I could. Rajahard didn’t seem that bothered at all. 
 “Well, looks like I saved the gold that I would have otherwise spent to go perma. So, what do we do now? Come to you using the portal?” 
 I told about what Rajahard had said to Mastermind. Mastermind shook his head. 
 “It’ll be a bit problematic,” he said, “if we defeat the giant, then we will have to proceed to the next quest in search of the other parts of the artefact. Plus there is no portal in a radius of fifty kilometres here. Pero cannot carry everyone around. Let them stay in Kapilpura and tell them to keep letting us know all that is going on there. Kapilpura seems to be the main placeof Death13's attack.” 
 I messaged this to Rajahard. 
 “That sucks. But we’ll keep letting you know whatever shit is going on here.” 
 “Cool. Just make sure to keep your distance from Death13.” 
 “Man, I am totally enjoying this end-of-the-world feeling though!” 
 I ended the conversation. Rajahard really was a unique man. People were being deleted and he had the chance of suffering the same fate, yet he was excited about it. 
 “Why haven’t the game developers made it impossible to log in? It would save so many people!” Lovebird said. 
 “They are afraid,” Mastermind said in a brooding voice, “they would rather have people forever stuck in the game than make it impossible to log in. If they did it, then the real world will know that something is wrong with the game.” 
 “But wouldn’t the real world come to know about it still?” I said. 
 “They will. But it will take some time. The game developers are desperate. Perhaps they will make a run before anyone finds out in the real world that players are getting stuck in the game.” 
 “I wish there was a way to communicate with people in the real world,” Grimguy said. 
 I decided to focus on the task at hand. The Brahmastra was the main thing we should be concerned about as of the moment. 
 “Can we beat up the tournament organisers andforce them to tellwhere the Brahmastra is?” I said. I wasn’t serious. But the three of them said it wasn’t a bad idea, considering how little time we had. Mastermind even said he would summon Pero for the task. But I told him to wait. We needed to think it through. 
 “I heard what you folks were speaking,” a voice said suddenly so that all the four of us were taken with surprise. But I had heard the voice before, just who it belonged to, I wasn’t sure. 
 “Who is that?” I saidin a cold voice, looking into the darkness of the woods. I dislike folks who eavesdrop. 
 A figure came towards us. Before long, I realised that it was Babaguy. The same man who had given me the message stone. 
 “You?” I said in surprise. 
 “Me, that’s right,” Babaguy said, and he still had the stern expression stuck to his face. “And I can help you.” 
 “You two know each other?” Lovebird said, looking at me with wide eyes. 
 “He was kind enough to give me a message stone when I asked if he had a spare one,” I said. I turned at Babaguy.  “So, can you help us in any way?” 
 Babaguy observed the four of us with a considering eye. 
 “I can. But first tell me all you know about Death13.” 
 “You are a member of the Kartoshi gang, aren’t you?” Mastermind suddenly barked. “You have come here to get us.” 
 “Yes,” Babaguy said. “I am a member of the Kartoshi gang. But I am not here to do any ill to you. I am sick of my brother who is focusing too much on looting this game world. I wanted to be a king of crime, but I don’t want to resort to mass murdering for that.” 
 I watched as Mastermind’s jaw dropped. 
 “You are… the younger brother?” he asked Babaguy, his eyes on the verge of popping out. 
 “Yes, I am. I have been humiliated too much by my brother. If there is any way I can take revenge on him, I will.” 
 “I thought you held your brother in high regards,” Mastermind said. 
 “I had to pretend, or he would have killed me, like he killed my twin. My twin and I were from a different wife of my father.” Babaguy frowned as he focused on Mastermind. “What’s your true identity, Mastermind?” 
 “I was the guy who was asked to create the junk code for Death13.” 
 “I remember you, then,” Babaguy said. 
 “Wait a minute,” I said suddenly, “let’s keep introductions aside. How can you help us?” 
 “First tell me how youplan to destroy Death13,” Babaguy said. 
 I exchanged glances at Mastermind. Mastermind nodded at me, indicating that it was safe for me to speak. I told Babaguy all about the bookof immortality and about the different artefacts required to create the supreme artefact that could destroy Death13. Babaguy listened wearing his stern expression. 
 “So, you are in search for a Brahmastra?” he finally said, once I was done. 
 I nodded eagerly. Did he know how to find aBrahmastra? 
 “Enrol in the fight-as-you-wish tournament,” Babaguy told me instead. 
 I raised a brow. I had almost been expecting him to hand me a Brahmastra. 
 “What?” 
 “Do as I said. You will win the tournament. And you will also be able to defeat Kumbhakarna.” 
 “The wrestling will be a waste of time!” Mastermind said. 
 “Trust me. I know you have reasons to not trust me, but for once, please do.” 
 I looked from one to the other. I turned to Mastermind. 
 “Why don’t you join the fight-as-you-wish tournament? You are the most experienced player.”  
 “No, not him,” Babaguy said, before Mastermind could open his mouth. “You, Rohan, that’s your name, right? You will compete in the fight-as-you-wish tournament.” 
 “Why me?” I asked. “I am the weakest right now.” 
 “Don’t ask too many questions. Now let me be alone.” 
 And without waiting for any other word from us, Babaguy went back into the woods. I scratched my head, as he disappearedinto the foliage. 
 Our heads full of questions, we made our way to the tent of the organisers. 
 It was the biggest tent there was, and the people there sitting behind the desks were expensive looking folks wearing costly clothes. I enrolled myself as a player in the fight-as-you-wish tournament. 
 “You are in level one, my friend,” the man who was taking down names laughed, “you really think you have any chance in this tournament?” 
 I looked at my three friends. 
 “Go on,” Mastermind whispered to me. “Let’s trust Babaguy this once.” 
 “Just write my name down,” I told the man. He laughed again, shaking his head, as though amused at me. But he wrote my name. I could barely believe that I had put so much trust into a person whom I had met barely an hour ago. 



 

Rohan.


Class: Multi-tasker


Race: Human


Sex: Male


Level: 1


Strength: 150


Health: 478/500


Mana:149


Intelligence: 60


Karma: 0

   



 

Chapter 7 
 We rented one of the tents for the coming night. The owners were very happy for the 1000 gold that we gave them, probably because the tent had a few too many holes. But it didn’t look like it would rain at night and we felt relatively safe from the outside world in the tent.  
 A few temporary stalls had been set up in the tournament field, and we had dinner in one of those.  
 Then we lay down on our mattresses. Mastermind blew out the candle. For a moment, I observed a hole in the tent right above me. My mind began to wander to the times I had lived in the real world and if I would ever be able to return. Suddenly I noticed Lovebird looking at me. She was sleeping just a couple of metres away from me, her eyes sparkling. 
 “Good night,” I said to her, because no other conversation came to me. 
 “I hope this works out,” Lovebird said, “I hope Babaguy will really help us.” 
 “I don’t know,” I heard Grimguy say. “I doubt him. Why didn’t he explain things to us in a better way? Why keep us in the dark?” 
 “I think we can trust him,” Mastermind said, “I have seen him in the real world. He was a very serious kind of person most of the time. But whenever his brother was near, he would force himself to smile brightly and to talk with his brother like they were the best of friends. It was always clear to me that he hated his brother, and the hate undoubtedlydoubled after hismore cheerfultwin was killed.” 
 “I feel like trusting him,” I said, “but what if he doesn’t help us?” 
 “I was thinking the same,” Grimguy said. “You know what, then I would paralyse the player you were fighting with, and then Mastermind would summon Pero and the four of us will make a run from here.” 
 “That can always be done,” Mastermind said. “But I don’t think we will need to do it. I feel that Babaguy knows something about the Brahmastracan be used to kill the monster Rak.” 
 “Let’s see what tomorrow brings,” I said. 
 *** 
 I gulped. 
 The players were all of higher levels than me. How on earth was I going to fight them? 
 Grimguy patted me on the shoulder. 
 “I’ll help you by paralysing them, you don’t need to worry at all,” he told me. I smiled at him, but I wasn’t sure. I had a feeling that the ropes that marked the boundary of the wrestling ring were magical. Anybody from outside was probably unlikely to be able to cast any spell on the players inside. 
 Lovebird gave me a quick hug. Mastermind didn’t say anything to me. He was too busy looking around at the crowd, hoping for some sign of Babaguy whom we had last seen yesterday night. 
 I walked into the ring with the other players as the organisers had told us to. There was a referee too, like in real world fighting matches. This one wore a tall flat hat and he had a twirled moustache. He looked comical overall in the black suite he was dressed in. He was an NPC. 
 There were sixteen players in all and we lined up inside the ring. 
 “Ladies and gentlemen,” one of the organisers said following a drum roll, his voice made magically loud so that he didn’t require any mike. He was a plump man with cherry-red cheeks and a maneof hair. I focussed on him to see that his name was Bhusan. “Thanks for coming to the tournament of this week. Let’s wish our players all the best. And let’s hope that one of them will be able to bring down the great Kumbhakarna 2.0!” 
 The people present looked at us and clapped. Grimguy gave me a thumb’s up from where he was standing in the crowd. 
 “The rules of this wrestling match are simple,” Bhusancontinued. “You attack your opponent with all you got. You can use spells, swords whatever. Doesn’t matter. You need to either pin your opponent to the ground and then count to ten, or you need to lower the health of your opponent so much that they surrender in fear of dying and losing all the levels they have gained. The winners of the initial rounds will fight among themselves and finally there will only be two left. Whoeverwins thatfinalround will begiven an opportunityto fight and beat the great Kumbhakarna, who meanwhile is still in the land of dreams.” 
 A laugh passed over the crowd at the last words. I looked at Kumbhakarna in the distance. He was my only chance at defeating Death13.  
 I vowed to give my best. 
 “Now,” Bhusan said, “before every fight, the fighters will be given health vials to drink. But they are not allowed to drink health vials in the midst of a fight. Doing so will immediately get them disqualified. Okay, now let’s begin. Fighters number one and two please remain in the ring, the other fighters can leave the ring for the time being.” 
 My number was four and so I was to fight the second fight with fighter number three. I went back to my friends. I felt nervousness climb my skin as the first two fighters were given the health vials. I watched with my hands folded as the bell was rung and the fight began. 
 The fighters looked quite similar to each other. Both were warriors and both had dark red hair. They were also of the same levels. But the fight ended quickly. One of the guys was using a much more powerful sword than the other. The sword gleamed like goldin the sun. The moment it touched the other guy his health fell by three hundred, leading to a “Wow” wave over the audience. 
 The other guy knew that he would lose and he just gave up, although he still had a couple of hundred health left. I gulped. I hoped that even if I won the first round, I would not get any chance to fight the guy with the powerful sword in the rounds that followed. 
 The fight ended and the referee raised the arm of the winner.  
 “Okay, now numbers three and four please come to the ring,” Bhusan announced. I was about to go, when I suddenly felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned, it was Babaguy.  
 “You?” I said, “Where have you been?” 
 “Once you win the fight-as-you-wish tournament and go to fight Kumbhakarna, just repeat ‘We1ap2on3’ thrice. You understand me? Remember, you will be able to use the Brahmastra only once. Aim at Kumbhakarna’s head, and kill him. Also make sure to use the weapon only when he comes to attack you, and you are in real mortal peril. Don’t attack him with the weapon, only defend yourself and in the process he shall meet his end. And you shall get your artefact.” 
 “But where is the Brahmastra?” I asked. 
 “Now go and fight, they are calling you,” Babaguy said, ignoring my question. And he stepped away from me and disappeared into the crowd. 
 “Fighter number four please come to the ring, or you will be declared defeated!” Bhusan said. I ran to the ring. 
 Number three, my opponent was a middle-aged wizardess called Damini. As we were given the health vials to drink, she gave me a cold smile that said, “You are done for.” 
 The bell was rung. I had the Ravana sword in my hand and before my opponent could utter a spell, I swung my sword at her. It caught her by surprise and hit her face. Her health fell by fifty. 
 “Nice,” Damini said, licking her own blood. I didn’t wait and swung my sword again. This time she dodged with a very elegant move of her legs. She whispered a word and suddenly I was in flames. 
 I screamed, and nearly dropped my sword as intense pain took hold of me. My health began to fall steeply as I saw through the flames that the wizardess was smiling. I had a wild idea just then. The wizardess hadn’t paralysed me and so I ran to her and caught her, and embraced her in a tight grip. 
 “What are you doing!” Damini screamed as the flames from my body made her health go down too. By the time the flames ended and I let go of her, the health levels of both of us were around the same. Mine 196 and her 201. I grinned at her. That had been a wild thing to do. 
 Damini contorted her face with anger and she was about to throw another spell. But I was quick. I threw my sword at her, the tip piercing into her stomach. Her health fell and she was at ten health by the time she was able to pull out the sword from her belly. She raised her hand to the referee, indicating that she had surrendered. 
 I exhaled as both of us were made to stand by the referee’s side. The referee raised my arm. I couldn’t believe it. I had actually won the round. The wizardess was at level fifteen and I at level one. Suddenly a funny sensation seized me. 

Congratulations!


You have defeated a player of a higher level in a legitimate fight.


As a reward you go up by five levels!

 Five levels? How crazy was that? I couldn’t stop grinning at my friends in the crowd, who were waving at me. Mastermind had a curious expression on his face. I went to my friends feeling like I had conquered the world. 
 “Did you see that?” I said to them.  
 “Here, drink this,” Grimguy said, throwing me a health vial. Though I had levelled up my health was down. Drinking the health potion pushed my health back to optimum. I watched Damini in the distance walking away with a sulky expression on her face. 
 “That was nice move,” Mastermind said. “You used her spell against her. Good job. By the way, what was Babaguy saying to you before the fight?” 
 I told him quickly what he had said. 
 Mastermind raised a brow. 
 “He just toldyou a word? He didn’t give you any weapon?” 
 “I think repeating the word three times can summon the weapon,” Grimguy speculated. “Why don’t you try it and see?” 
 “He said the weapon can be used only once. If I repeat the words and it actually appears, then I won’t be able to use it when I require it,” I said. 
 I waited with the others and watched as the other players fought. 
 It took about an hour for the rest of the fights in the first round to get over. Then Bhusan called the victors to the ring. There were eight of us. 
 “Now, let’s get to the second round, shall we?” the referee said, “The second round will remove some of the useless muscle that scraped by in the first round.” 
 I hoped Bhusan wasn’t referring to me by ‘useless muscle’. 
 “Now, now,” Bhusan continued. He then told which player would fight whom. My opponent this time was the last person I ever wanted to fight with. It was the guy with the all-mighty sword. 
 Our fight was scheduled to be the third fight of the round. As I walked away from the ring to my friends, I glanced back to see the sword guy flashing his big sword at me. He was at level thirty and went by the name of Swordking. I just grimaced back at him.  
 I tried to shake away my fears, telling myself that the Ravana sword was probably superior to the one Swordking had. The first two fights were over in fifteen minutes. Among the victors was a player of the Multi-tasker class, who had summoned a monkey man and let the monkey man fight for him, while he himself simply watched his opponent being beaten up. I thought it was odd that a player should be allowed to summon a pet in the fight. The second victor was a Rak player. He had basically bitten his opponent to surrendering. 
 And then Swordking and I were called to the ring. My heart hammered loud in my ears. I told myself that I had survived the first round and I will survive this round too, no matter what. I met Swordking’s deathly grin with a straight face. The bell was rung and the fight began. 
 I didn’t attack right away like I had in my first fight. 
 This time both of us circled each other. Swordking was a warrior, and he would have much better fighting skills than a Multi-tasker like me. I wished I had not lost my paralysis spell. 
 Swordking suddenly moved like he was lunging at me. I raised my sword to block the forthcoming attack. Instead, Swordking fell to the floor and kicked my legs. I lost balance. Swordking took his chance and slashed my stomach with his sword. I lost 300 health immediately as a fire of pain took hold of my stomach. He attacked again swiftly, but I was able to block him with my sword. He backed away, preparing for another attack. I bit my lip, trying to ignore the pain in my stomach. 
 The pain would be gone the moment I drank a health vial, I told myself. But if I lose this fight, I will lose the opportunity to fight Kumbhakarna. 
 Swordking raised his sword again. At that very moment, I released a bolt of electricity from my sword tip. It hit him. He hadn’t been expecting it at all, and his eyes went wide as he was suddenly seized by the electricity. He fell backwards, losing a hundred health. I sprung to him. This was my moment. I hit him repeated times, and each time I hit him, his health went down by 50. He had a total health of 700 and by the time he was finally able to block my attacks, his health became 450. 
 I stepped back from him once he was back on his feet. There was sheer anger dripping from his eyes. I knew he would now be throwing all his fury at me, but he would also be restless. I must use his restlessness to my advantage. 
 Swordking swung his great sword at me. I dodged it more by luck than by intention, or perhaps it was he who missed me.His sword cut empty air, I hit his neck with my own sword. He lost 250 health right away. Glaring hard at me, he stepped back, a shivering hand on his neck that was leaking gore. If he hit me only once, I would lose all the health I had. I had to be extremely careful. 
 “What do you think of yourself, eh?” he said to me, as the two of us began to circle each other again. 
 “Don’t take it personally,” I told him, “I have to win this at all costs.” 
 “All costs my foot!” he yelled. And he leapt forward. I met his sword with mine. He was very strong and I could barely keep up as he pressed his sword against mine. I gritted my teeth as I missed my footing and slipped. I fell, losing ten health. Swordkingled out a roar, and threw a dozen attacks at me. Thankfully I was able to block them, my heart in my throat the entire while. I released electricity. It hit Swordking and his health fell steeply. He held up his hand, his health at 25. 
 He had surrendered. 
 My mind was in a daze as I panted while my arm was raised by the referee as the victor. I made my way back to my friends, tripping once on a stone, so dazed I was. 
 The crowd present clapped. A level six player had defeated someone of a much higher level than him. I looked at my sword. It had played a big role. My friends too clapped hard. Just then, the exciting feeling took hold of me as I went up by five more levels. I couldn’t believe it. Joining this tournament was the best thing I had done. At the same time I noted that despite levelling up, I was not given the map or any spells or extra abilities. I reckoned such rewards could only be had by completing quests or killing Raks. But I had gone up by a total of ten levels in the past few minutes, and I was not complaining at all. 
 “Just two more fights left, my friend,” Grimguy said to me.  
 I nodded. Ihad to win those fights. 
 I watched as the next pair of fighters fought. It was the last fight of the second round. It was over in a matter of minutes. The fight was between a Rak and a wizard. The wizard won, thanks to his spell of paralysis. The Rak was not of a high level and because of this the wizard’s spell lasted on him for a longer duration and meanwhile the wizard, even with his poor handling of a 50 gold sword, attacked the Rak as many times he wished.  
 After the fight, all the victors of the second round were called to the ring. There were only four of us. 
 “Okay, ladies and gentlemen,” Bhusansaid, “we have reached the third round. Preparetobe even more thrilled from now on. We have cleaned some of the useless muscle, but a little of itstill remains. The third round will remove it all and only the real fighters will proceed to the fourth and final round.” 
 Bhusan then told whowould fight with whom. My opponent in this round it seemed was the Multi-tasker who had earlier summoned his pet to fight his opponent. The player went by the name of Lightlord.  The fight between the two of us would be the second fight of the round. 
 I waited with my friends, and watched as the first fight took place. It was between a Rak and a wizard. The Rak won. The Rak, who went by the name of Mahasura1, used a similar technique to whatI had utilised to defeat Damini in the first round. Barely had the bell rung that he let himself loose on the wizard. Mahasura1 even went further than me. He grabbed the wizard’s mouth, after having pinned him to the floor with brute strength, so that the wizard could not utter any more spells. The wizard surrendered when his health was at 5, but Mahasura1 blissfully continued to beat the pulp out of him. The result was that the wizard died. 
 Mahasura1 stood up after the wizard had vanished. A wave of gasps passed about the crowd. Some of the people said that Mahasura1 hadn’t done right in going on beating the wizard even after the latter had surrendered. Bhusan however decided to blissfully ignore this. 
 “That is the first death ofthefight-as-you-wishtournament in a month,” Bhusan said, “but life is tough. The Rak wins!” 
 And the referee raised the arm of Mahasura1, who laughed like mad, showing his demonic canines to the crowd. 
 Next I was called to the ring along with Lightlord. 
 “Fight well,” Lovebird said to me with a meek smile as I left.  
 “I will,” I answered. I was much more confident as I approached the ring, fuelled by my earlier victories. But I told myself not to let the confidence get to my head, or else it would blind me.  
 “My pet will beat you up like you are a toy,” Lightlord said to me. 
 “I’ll tear you and your toy with my sword,” I smiled at him. 
 The bell rang. 
 Perhaps fearing that I would attack him too quickly like Mahasura1 had attacked the wizard, Lightlord immediately summoned his monkey man. 
 I grimaced as the big pet appeared in front of me. He didn’t even wait for any kind of directions from his master and just rushed at me. I closed my eyes, lifting my sword as he threw a punch at my face. 
 I heard a yell and opened my eyes. The pet’s fist had hit the sharp edge of my sword. The pet lost fifty health even as his hand bled. I grinned. Just then I noticed that Lightlord was mumbling something under his breath and then he pointed his hand at me. I leapt, such that the monkey man was between me and Lightlord. The spell hit the monkey man instead of me, and he froze. 
 “Thanks!” I said to Lightlord. I wasted no time in hitting the monkey man with my sword a dozen times so that he died. The crowd cheered. 
 Now it was just me and Lightlord. 
 “You will pay for that,” Lightlord said, his face convulsing with anger. He had no doubt acquired the monkey man with great effort. 
 Before Lightlord could throw another paralysis spell, I swung my sword, such that electricity hit Lightlord. He let out a scream and fell down. His health dropped by 100.  
 But he still had 600 health remaining. As he was slowly getting to his feet, I sprung to him and I hit him several times with my sword. His health dropped fast. 
 Lightlord muttered a spell. I froze. Shit.

 With a smirk of vengeance, Lightlord pulled out his 50 gold sword and began to attack me. My health began to go down. It was depressing to experience the pain and see my health falling, but not be able to do anything. 
 And then, the spell ended.  
 But I didn’t move. Instead I let Lightlord keep attacking, unaware that the spell had ended in his thirst of revenge. Just then, as he raised his sword to hit me again. I raised my sword, and the tip went into his neck. His health declined.  
 He tried to pull his neck back, even as the blood oozed profusely, and get rid of my sword. But I didn’t let that happen. I held his clothes, pulling him closer to me, so that my sword emerged through the other side of his neck instead. 
 I didn’t let him go, until his health had dropped to 14. Then I myself pulled back my sword. Lightlord fell on his knees, grabbing his bleeding neck. He signalled the referee that he had surrendered. 
 I made a jump of victory and yelled at the crowd, which cheered like mad. I felt invincible as I levelled up once again. The referee raised my arm. I made my way back to my friends. 
 “So that’s it,” Bhusan said, “the end of the third round. The fighters will be allowed to rest for a few minutes and then we will proceed to the fourth round. After that will be the fight with Kumbhakarna which is the main highlight of our weekly tournament. So far, nobody has had the guts or skills to defeat the mighty Kumbhakarna. Let’s see if the winner of the fourth round will do any good. Now, we shall begin preparations to awaken Kumbhakarna as the two fighters rest.” 
 At least twenty men with trumpets formed a circle around the sleeping Kumbhakarna. The blare of the twenty trumpets was a large sound, even though I was a good distance away.  But Kumbhakarna didn’t even flinch. The trumpets blared for a minute or two. Finally one of the men shook a hand at the organisers, signalling that Kumbhakarna couldn’t be awoken. 
 Bhusan stood up with a laugh. 
 “It seems mighty Kumbhakarna is in a sleep too deep today,” he said, “we’ll require to send someone to his ear with a trumpet and awaken him. Any volunteers from the crowd? You will be paid 500 gold.” 
 “I will do it,” a man raised his hand. To my surprise I saw that it was none other than Babaguy, who had earlier disappeared into the crowd. Everyone watched as Babaguy walked to the sleeping Kumbhakarna. Babaguy took a trumpet from one of the men already present there and then he began his climb of the mighty Kumbhakarna. Everyone waited in bathed breath as Babaguy climbed higher and higher. It was no different from climbing a small hill, perhaps even harder. Once Babaguy nearly lost his footing and fell. But he was able to grab Kumbhakarna’s naval just in time, and he continued his climb. When Babaguy finally reached Kumbhakarna’s ears, the crowd present clapped. 
 Babaguy put the trumpet to his lips and it blared in Kumbhakarna’s ears. 
 The eyes of the giant Rak snapped open. He immediately slapped his ear, so that it was only by extreme luck that Babaguy was able to jump to the giant Rak’s shoulder and escape being swatted to death. 
 “Who has dared to awaken me from my sleep?” Kumbhakarna roared, his voice like thunder. He stood to his feet. Many of the people let out cries and screams of panic. 
 “It is us, o mighty one!” Bhusan said. “Your friends with whom you made a deal.” 
 “What deal?” Kumbhakarna demanded. “I cannot remember any deal.” 
 “Please stress your memory, o mighty one. You agreed to fight the winner of the fight-as-you-wish tournament every week at this time.” 
 Kumbhakarna scratched his chin and yawned. 
 “Yes, yes. I remember that,” he said. “So who is the fighter that dares to face me?” 
 “Please allow us a few minutes, o mighty one,” Bhusan said, “you told us in the beginning that you would like to watch the fight between the fighters of the fourth round. The fourth round takes place in a few moments, so we have awoken you beforehand.” 
 “Yes, yes, I remember saying that as well,” Kumbhakarna said, scratching his bare and hairy chest. “Now carry on with the fight.” 
 “The fighters, please come to the ring,” Bhusan called. 
 I was about to go, when Mastermind grabbed my arm. 
 “Win this one,” he said, and he was dead serious, “this round will decided whether we can defeat Death13 or not.” 
 I nodded. 
 “I will win,” I said. 
 I went to the ring. The Rak, who went by the name of Mahasura1 snapped his jaws at the air in a display of threat. 
 The bell rang, and the fight began. 
 I let myself loose on the Rak immediately. He had a sword too, but it was little match against mine. I hit his sword so hard with mine that it shattered into two. 
 Mahasura1 let out a growl, looking at me in fury. 
 “It will cost you,” he said. 
 I raised my sword to hit him and finish him off. It was over confidence on my part for I should have backed away. Mahasura1 immediately fell on his knees instead. He grabbed my foot and turned it such that I fell down. 
 The next moment, Mahasura1 had stabbed my chest a dozen times with his broken sword. My health fell by three hundred just like that. I tried to hit him with my sword. Too bad, in trying to do so, I moved my knuckles in a bad way such that my hold on the sword was weak. Mahasura1 hit my hand, and my sword fell sideways. As I tried to pick it up, Mahasura1 grabbed my arms, not letting me move, totally pinning me to the ground. I tried to kick him away but my kicks barely had any effect on him. He was a Rak and was of a higher level. He was much stronger than me.  
 And then things only got worse as Mahasura1 bit me on the neck. My neck in utter agony, I watched as my health dropped steeply. But I was not prepared to give up at any cost. I kept struggling. Beyond the ring, I could see the faces of Lovebird, Grimguy and Mastermind. All them had extreme emotions on their faces. Lovebird had her mouth cover in horror. 
 The referee began to count. 
 “One, two, three…” 
 I didn’t know whether my health would deplete first or the referee would count to ten. I gave a final effort, trying to push Mahasura1 away. A tear rolled down my temples as I failed. 
 “… and TEN!” the referee cried. 
 With a sickening laugh, Mahasura1 finally let go of my neck. My health was down to 3. I had never felt worse in my life as I stood up with much effort. 
 “And Mahasura1 shall fight Kumbhakarna the mighty!” Bhusan said out loud. 
 With my shoulders hunched, I made my way out of the ring towards my friends. I couldn’t meet their eyes at all. I felt terrible. 
 Grimguy placed a hand on my shoulder. 
 “You tried,” he said to console me. 
 “But trying was not enough,” Mastermind said so that I only felt worse. I distanced myself from Lovebird. I had just ruined her only chance of ever returning to her family. 
 “This sucks,” I said in a low voice. 
 “Okay, come and fight me,” Kumbhakarna said to Mahasura1. “Here I wait for you.” 
 With his chest puffed up, Mahasura1 approached the place where Kumbhakarna was. 
 “I request the viewers present to move away from Kumbhakarna,” Bhusan said, “there have been instances before where non-fighters were accidentally trampled by him. If such a thing happens to you, you are solely responsible, not us or Kumbhakarna.” 
 “Yes, get out of the way,” Kumbhakarna yelled at the people. 
 I watched as Mahasura1 stood in front of Kumbhakarna. How would the fight turn out? Yes, Mahasura1 looked super confident, but he didn’t have any chance against the mountain that Kumbhakarna was. This was like a fight between an elephant and a rat. Yes, a rat could scurry around fast. But one stamp from the elephant, and the rat would be flattened with all its guts and brains out. 
 A bell rang. 
 The crowd waited in bathed breath. 
 Kumbhakarna threw a lazy fist at Mahasura1, meaning to trample him. It was by sheer luck and extreme effort that Mahasura1 was able to leap out of the way. 
 Kumbhakarna let out a roar like the eruption of a volcano. 
 “You actually survived that, eh?” he said. 
 And the next moment he had picked up Mahasura1, and was hanging him upside down by his leg. I pitied Mahasura1. Maybe it wasn’t so bad that I had lost the first round. 
 Mahasura1 tried to grab Kumbhakarna’s finger, even as the latter watched in amusement. Mahasura1 actually succeeded. He bit Kumbhakarna’s finger. The latter suddenly flinched, not having expected that. He dropped Mahasura1. Mahasura1 cried out as he fell. He had certainly not thought about that. His health went zero the moment he struck the ground. 
 And that was the end of Mahasura1. 
 He would probably respawn somewhere, cursing himself why he had bitten Kumbhakarna. He might have actually survived a bit longer if he hadn’t. 
 “So that’s it,” Bhusan said in a sorry voice. “Kumbhakarna the mighty remains undefeated and remains to sleep another week. Ladies and gentlemen, thanks for coming. Let’s meet another day.” 
 As I watched Kumbhakarna sitting down cosily, preparing to go to sleep, my legs suddenly began to take me towards him. 
 “Wait!” I cried, in the loudest voice possible. Kumbhakarna actually heard it, for the crowd was relatively quiet at that point. “I want to fight you.” 
 “I only consider the winners of the fight-as-you-wish tournament fit enough to fight me,” Kumbhakarna told me in a sleepy way. How could he feel sleepy so fast? He had only just woken up. 
 A laughter caught hold of my throat. I hadn’t expected that at all. 
 “Because they always lose?” 
 “What do you mean?” Kumbhakarna said, his eyes suddenly bulging, his drowsiness gone. He seemed to be trying to understand if I was trying to insult him. 
 “You fight the winners of the wrestling match because they always lose,” I said, “You have never tried to fight the losers of the fight-as-you-wish tournament, because you cannot fight them. You are afraid of them.” 
 Kumbhakarna laughed. 
 “Are you serious? Me? Afraid of losers?” 
 “Yes you are,” I barked at him. “You are too afraid a loser would kill you. And then you would be remembered as the guy who was killed by a loser.” 
 “Look, if somebody is not worthy of fighting me, I do not waste my time on them,” Kumbhakarna said. The first lines of anger were now appearing on his face. 
 “Let the mighty Kumbhakarna sleep,” Bhusan said in his magically loud voice, “you lost, so you are not worthy to fight him.” 
 “I challenge you,” I said to Kumbhakarna, ignoring Bhusan, “fight me. Defeat me if you have the guts. Try fighting a loser just once.” 
 And then, exceeding my expectations, many people in the crowd present began to shout at Kumbhakarna to fight me. 
 “Fight him!” they shouted, “Prove that you can fight both winners and losers!” 
 Kumbhakarna looked conflicted, as the crowds requested him more and more to fight me. Kumbhakarna looked from Bhusan to me to the crowds. Then the frown on his forehead suddenly disappeared. He raised a hand. The crowd became quiet instantly. 
 “The mighty Kumbhakarna will never refuse a challenge,” he said to me, “I shall fight you today. And for the attitude that you have shown, I will make sure to give you as painful a death as possible.” 
 “Now that’s something!” I said, feeling a rush of adrenaline. 
 “O might Kumbhakarna, are you sure of this?” Bhusan asked. 
 “Yes, I am,” he said, “let the bastard try out his luck, before I tear his limbs and put him into my mouth.” 
 “Okay then,” Bhusan said in a confused voice, “ladies and gentlemen, please make your distance from the mighty Kumbhakarna.” 
 I watched as the crowds moved away from me. Some of them wished me luck, while some others called me an idiot and laughed. 
 The bell rang. 
 I inhaled. 
 “So go on,” Kumbhakarna said. “Do whatever you want to do. You are free.” 
 “Use it only when he attacks you,” Babaguy’s voice spoke in my mind. “Use it only for defence.” 
 “Why?” I said to Kumbhakarna, “You don’t have the guts to attack me first?” 
 Kumbhakarna seemed to have a sudden fit of anger. 
 “You speak too much!” he yelled. And with great force he brought down his mighty fist down towards me, his fist being easily the size of a small elephant. 
 “We1ap2on3,” I said thrice in swift succession, as I leapt away just in time to avoid the great fist of the giant. The pace where the fist hit a crater was formed and there was dust everywhere, the ground rumbling and shaking. 
 A spear appeared in my hand out of thin air. Diamonds studded its shaft, while the spearhead was made of gold. This was the Brahmastra without a doubt. How just the muttering of the special word three times had brought it to me, I had no idea. But I had to use it, and I would. 
 Before Kumbhakarna could throw another fist at me, exasperated as he already was at having missed me the first time, I hurled the spear with all might towards his head. He tried to block it, but the spear was too fast. It went and struck him in the forehead, right between the eyebrows. 
 Where the spear hit, a great explosion occurred. I closed my eyes, the explosion was so bright it was blinding. 
 When the light from the explosion was gone, I dared to open my eyes again. 
 Where Kumbhakarna had previously been there was a great crater. There was no sign of the giant Rak. A lot of dust was suspended in the air. In the middle of the crater, I could see a little glowing object. 
 I ran down to it. 
 The glowing object was a breastplate of the kind worn by warriors. It was made of gold and was studded with gems. I picked it up. It was heavy. A pop up appeared in my vision, a fuzzy feeling taking hold of me: 

Quest Two completed!


You have killed Kumbhakarna 2.0!


You receive the breastplate of Ravana!


You receive 20,000 gold each!


You have levelled up!

 Immediately another message appeared. 

You have unlocked a new spell!


Just say “Bad Dreams” to turn the dream of a sleeping person into a nightmare

 And yet another… 

You can now access the map!


 

   



 

Rohan.


Class: Multi-tasker


Race: Human


Sex: Male


Level: 18


Strength:850


Health: 696/700


Mana: 351


Intelligence: 210


Karma: 0

   



 

Chapter 8 
  “I don’t understand one thing,” I said, “how did Babaguy come to know that saying that word would bring me the Brahmastra?” 
 “Well, he did tell us to trust him,” Mastermind said with a smile. 
 The crowd was dispersing now. Tents were being removed, but there were many people who were still talking about how I had defeated Kumbhakarna. It had nearly been two hours. I even heard a few speculate that I had cheated. But the giant Rak was dead and gone. No respawning for a unique NPC like him. I had singlehandedly ended the long running Tournament of Death. No more would players wrestle every week in the tournament in hopes of getting a chance to beat Kumbhakarna. 
 I had wanted to go in search of the next artefact right away, but Lovebird had told us to take rest at least for a few hours. Even though it meant that she would have to stay in the game world for longer. 
 “But where did Babaguy go though?” Grimguy said. “He should have at least come to us after you defeated the giant.” 
 “I have a feeling that we will meet him again,” I said. “At some point.” 
 “So where is the next artefact located?” Grimguy said. Mastermind took out the book and flipped through the pages. He smiled at us. 
 “Dinoland.” 

The End… for now




 

Rohan and friends continue their struggles against Death13 and the Kartoshi gang in Perma-Death Online: Book 3.


Book 3 is the final book of the series and will release in a few months.


To receive notifications whenever I release a new book, you can sign up for my newsletter through the following link:


Click here to sign up for my newsletter




 

Author’s Note:

 Thanks for reading the story. I hope you enjoyed it. If you didn’t, I am sorry, I tried. Be sure to leave a review on Amazon, as reviews are an indie author’s best friend. Praise me like I am Shakespeare or shoot me down with criticism. I’ll be thankful for both. 
 If you think I can improve in anyway, please send your suggestions to my email ajauthor@rediffmail.com




 
 Some cool facebook groups that you might like to join: 

RPG GameLit Society


LitRPG books


Litrpg


Gamelit

   

 


 

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   



Table of Contents
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8


images/calibre_cover.jpg





