
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    Roger couldn't sit still, and more than once, his homeroom teacher Ms. Xin cast him venomous glances. He didn't care. He was watching the clock, counting down the minutes and seconds until the bell rang. 
 
      
 
    It was finally here. At 5pm sharp, the servers were going live. Three hundred people from his city had been selected, and twenty thousand of them worldwide. School? There was nothing further down his list of priorities. 
 
      
 
    He had told no one, of course, not even his friends. He'd been shoved into enough lockers to know what was coming if anyone found out he was invited to the most famous MMORPG in the world. It made him squirm just thinking about it. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes? It had been thirty minutes half an hour ago! Why was time moving so slow? 
 
      
 
    'Roger,' came Ms. Xin's warning voice. 'Pick up your pen.' 
 
      
 
    With a scowl, he grabbed his pen, glanced down at the worksheet in front of him. Who cares when Tiberius Gracchus was elected as Tribune? He certainly didn't. Names and dates swam in front of his face, and he quickly zoned out and off into another world. 
 
      
 
    'Roger.' He started, and a murmur of chuckles rippled across the room. 
 
      
 
    'I'm doing it,' he said. 
 
      
 
    'No you're not.' She rose from her seat, began weaving her way through the desks towards him. 'You've done nothing all lesson.' 
 
      
 
    'So?' he mumbled under his breath. 
 
      
 
    'What are you going to do when it's time to enter the workforce?' Her voice was raised now, and Roger's hands tightened around his pen. 
 
      
 
    'I'm already in the workforce,' he muttered. He'd been working since he was ten. Eyes swiveled towards him. He could feel them boring into him. 
 
      
 
    'I mean a career,' said Ms. Xin. 
 
      
 
    He squeezed the pen under his thumb and forefinger. 'What if I don't want a career?' 
 
      
 
    Her presence now loomed large over his shoulder, though he refused to meet her gaze. 
 
      
 
    'Then why even come to school? Just drop out and stop wasting everyone's time.' Whispers accompanied her words. This was about as far as she'd ever gone. Roger kept his gaze downward. 
 
      
 
    'If I don't want to do my work its none of your business.' 
 
      
 
    She had never liked him, and he had never liked her class. It seemed that every lesson was a chance for her to get upset at him. For staring out of the window. For not doing the homework. 
 
      
 
    'Get out then, Roger. Get out, get out, get out!' 
 
      
 
    He looked up at her now, could see the whites of her eyes. He'd really gone and done it now, but he was too angry to care. He took a hold of his half opened pencil case and shoved it into his bag, before slinging it over his shoulder and bumping his desk out of the way. 
 
      
 
    The attention of the class made him feel light headed, but he managed to wind his way through the rows of desks and make it to the door. He didn't look back, and the door slammed with a loud thud behind him. For some reason he knew it was the last time he would ever go through that doorway. 
 
      
 
    He looked around at the courtyard. A few crows picked at discarded food scraps. A sheet of paper tumbled past in the wind. The overcast day made the whole place look deserted, and for a moment he imagined that he was the only one left in the whole world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter I - Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    His hands were trembling. He left the Humanities department, passed the library and walked straight on out of the school gates. The nerves began to settle as he reached the station, and it wasn't long before he'd all but forgotten about Ms. Xin, and school entirely. 
 
      
 
    He bought a soft drink from the chip shop, and for the first time it seemed like Frank was happy to see him. 
 
      
 
    'Early finish, eh?' said the man. Roger nodded, feeling giddy. 
 
      
 
    He caught the 3 o'clock train for the first time in his life, and even managed to snag a double seat all to himself. The dirty sprawl of suburbia whisked by at a leisurely pace, though somehow the colours seemed brighter this afternoon. 
 
      
 
    The train began to slow down, and the LED board read Heathrow Station, his usual stop. Not today. There were high pitched voices at the doors, and as they opened footsteps bounced into the carriage. He could hear the group settle into the seats below, voicing streams of gibberish. He wondered if they were talking about Fantalia. 
 
      
 
    In fact, how many people on this train are headed there right now? 
 
      
 
    Not many, probably. Most players would already be lined up and waiting to go in. That thought had Roger aflutter with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the woman sat furthest from him. She looked tired, stray strands of hair had slipped from her tight ponytail, and the gentle side to side rocking of the train was lulling her to sleep. Not her. 
 
      
 
    There was a man in front of her, white whiskers clung to a bald pate. He was immersed in a worn old book. Roger doubted he knew much about games. 
 
      
 
    Eventually his eyes settled on a young woman with a toddler squirming in her lap. She looked out the window with a wistful expression. Roger couldn't quite understand how someone could be sad when he was feeling so excited. 
 
      
 
    The next station was St Clare, and the first of many high rise buildings slid into view. He saw the giant State Bank logo, atop a giant tower of shimmering black glass. A hefty pack of people were lined up here, and they scurried into the carriage like a press of ants. 
 
      
 
    He was soon sharing his double seat now, but he wasn't really bothered. The city had become unusually interesting today, and he found himself fascinated by the mix of folk in professional clothing, the bustle of cars, taxis and trucks, the occasional whirring of the light rail. 
 
      
 
    The carriage was abuzz, and some of the folk looked like they were dressed for an event. 
 
      
 
    '...news reporters...' 
 
      
 
    'Entry at 5...' 
 
      
 
    '...applied 8 times...' 
 
      
 
    'All stations to Central Park,' blared the speakers. Roger downed the rest of his drink, and flipped the bottle over in his hands. He hummed a tune, and his sideways glance caught the gaze of a small group of colourful girls. 
 
      
 
    'Are you going to the grand opening, too?' asked a girl with purple highlights. 
 
      
 
    Dammit. Roger nodded and scratched the back of his head, painfully self conscious. He heard her friends giggle, and the sound chafed at him. He looked anywhere but at them. 
 
      
 
    Purple hair continued, 'I thought you looked like a gamer' 
 
      
 
    People were shuffling off the train now, and Roger waited for a gap. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah.' 
 
      
 
    'Let's go together', she said, falling in behind him. 'Do you know anyone who made it in?' 
 
      
 
    'Uh, no. No one.' Descending the steps, he could see dandruff on the scalp in front of him. 
 
      
 
    'Neither', said the girl. 'It's really sad.' 
 
      
 
    He stepped onto the platform, and followed the press to the station exit. He tapped out on his transit card, and set off down the street towards the Fantalia Online headquarters. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter I - Part 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    He could hear the heavy tread of the other girls behind him, and he chanced a glance back at them. They were all around his age, perhaps a year or two older. 
 
      
 
    'We jigged school,' said purple hair with a giggle, as if reading Roger's mind. 'The opening is gonna be huge.' 
 
      
 
    He could see her eyes appraising him, and her brows narrowed. 'Do you go to Cranbrook?' 
 
      
 
    That's weird. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah.' 
 
      
 
    She gave him a dark smile. 'Oooh, so you're a rich kid, huh?' 
 
      
 
    'No', he said, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    She drew up beside him, and serious eyes studied his face. Despite being a couple of inches taller than her, even in her platformed shoes, he began to wilt under her gaze. 
 
      
 
    'You're so quiet.' 
 
      
 
    'Sorry.' 
 
      
 
    'Don't be sorry. It's nice.' 
 
      
 
    An awkward silence. One in which Roger was torn between the desire to make conversation and just be left alone. 
 
      
 
    'Katelyn, by the way.' 
 
      
 
    He mumbled his name. 
 
      
 
    'Nice to meet you, Roger.' She sighed, and glanced back at her friends. 'I really hope they do another round of selections, don't you.' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah, true.' 
 
      
 
    'Don't you think it's kind of scary, though?' 
 
      
 
    Roger raised an eyebrow. 'How come?' 
 
      
 
    'Well, it's supposed to be like living in a totally different world, right? With like, a whole new body. Don't you think that would feel weird?' 
 
      
 
    'I guess so.' He lapsed into thought. In truth, it had troubled him. He was no stranger to virtual reality. He could play them for hours at a time, sometimes to the point of feeling disoriented upon returning to the real world. But none of them gave you total immersion. You always knew in the back of your mind that if you just took off the headset you'd be back in your room, on the couch or in the arcade. But this was different. 
 
      
 
    Like stepping into another dimension. He'd watched the trailer a million times. Total immersive VR experience. There would be no taking off the goggles. From log in to log out, the developers promised that you would be in another world entirely. Well, that's what the website said, anyway. No one knew who the developers were. 
 
      
 
    The streets were filled with traffic, and horns sounded off every three seconds. He didn't come to the city too often, but the traffic had never been this bad. 
 
      
 
    Lights and 3D renderings jumped out at him, each of them clamouring for his attention. Cafes, taverns, clothing stores, tobacconists, restaurants, a cacophony of sights and sounds and smells, all trying to wrangle his interest and take his money. Not today. He passed his favourite game store, and for the first time in his life had no desire to go in. 
 
      
 
    'Can you hear the crowd?' said Katelyn. 
 
      
 
    He could. There was quite a commotion coming from up ahead. He passed the glowing blue entrance of the Chinese embassy and rounded the corner onto Main street. Katelyn gasped. 
 
      
 
    Hundreds crammed the street, a writhing throng of signs and costumes and waving arms. Officials were dotted about in fluorescent jackets, maintaining the line of barricades that cordoned off the street. A woman in a white hardhat was waving pedestrians through with a long glowing rod. And there, behind glowing orange barriers, was a long line leading all the way up to headquarters, where an unlit sign spelled the word Fantalia. 
 
      
 
    'Oh my god, there they are,' said Katelyn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was already making his way over, drawn to the spectacle like a moth to classroom light fixtures. He drew his phone from his pocket, fumbled in his pin and pulled up his selection email. 
 
      
 
    'Roger,' Katelyn was calling him. 'Roger where are you going?' She shoved through the press, and her friends were lost in the crowd. 'Why didn't you say?' 
 
      
 
    Roger shrugged, but he was grinning from ear to ear. A security guard stopped him, and he held up his phone like an FBI agent's badge. The man gave him a curt nod and put a hand in the small of his back, leading him up the stairs and towards the line. 
 
      
 
    'Good luck!' Katelyn shouted, but whatever else she had to say was swallowed up by the chaos. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter I - Part 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The crowd was chanting. 'Let, them, in. Let, them, in. Let, them, in.' 
 
      
 
    Roger had a view of the entire street from up on the steps, could see clearly the assembled camera crews and their reporters. He slipped his bag off of his shoulder and dove a hand into the front pocket, searching for his beanie. His fingertips grasped the soft acrylic and he quickly pulled the hat over his head. 
 
      
 
    If anyone from school recognised him his life was going to suck even worse. Who wanted to be on TV anyway? Especially if you weren't getting paid. 
 
      
 
    He noticed others in school uniforms, and he wondered if they had told their schoolmates. One girl was clearly inner city by her look, short skirt and knee high white socks with a green blazer on top. She gave him a smile as he passed, but he looked away. 
 
      
 
    The Fantalia Inc sign was unlit, and it gave the building a deserted feeling. Roger felt himself smile at the terrible thought that the whole thing had been one big practical joke. It would be just his luck. 
 
      
 
    But it couldn't be. The process had been far too rigorous. Doctor's certificates, parental consent forms, MRI scans and extensive questionnaires. It had been official, and Roger had jumped through all the hoops. 
 
      
 
    The excitement here was a palpable feeling, an electricity that made Roger's skin prickle. There were some tired faces among the lot, disheveled clothes and eyes with dark circles around them, but the energy was high. Roger let himself enjoy the moment, though he couldn't help but remain on the lookout for someone who might know him. He drew up to the back of the line, behind a business man with sweaty armpits and a days worth of body odour. Right now, it didn't bother him in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    The time on his phone read 4:06. Just under an hour until doors opened. He was earlier than planned, but it was no matter. He just hoped the place had a bathroom. His bladder hung low and heavy on his abdomen. 
 
      
 
    The sun was on it's way down, and the bright city lights and that of the crowd grew sharper as the sky darkened. It looked like there was a concert going on in the street, and he felt like he was on stage with the crowd waving their phones below. He'd only ever seen such a sight in video and never thought much of it until now. People everywhere, and all here for the same thing. It was rather invigorating, and he felt a stupid urge to wave. He stuffed it into the deepest recesses of his being. 
 
      
 
    After a moment he was studying the man in front of him, and wondered what his life was like. What made him interested in something like Fantalia Online? He was old enough to be married. Have teenage children. He looked like the type of person that had a mortgage and drove a mid-range vehicle. His hair was a little greasy, and he wore no tie with his crinkled shirt. 
 
      
 
    Was he trying to escape his wife and kids? Roger thought of his own father. He and his mother rarely spoke to each other, but his dad never played video games or anything like that. He thought they were a stupid waste of time. He never did anything outside of work, really. Just him and mother, in the shop all day. 
 
      
 
    Maybe gaming was simply this man's hobby. If Roger had to guess, he would've been in college around the time when VR really started to take off. He would've seen the evolution of the technology, unlike Roger, who had been in nappies in his uncle's granny flat, already gazing around at the command centre of an alien starship. 
 
      
 
    He wondered if the man's wife knew where he was. Did she even care? Maybe she was running the kids around while this man was lining up to play games. That didn't seem fair. Unless of course the guy was the sole income earner. Roger wondered what the man's kids thought about it. 
 
      
 
    It was at that moment that the man turned around, and to Roger's dismay, their eyes met. The fellow flashed him a crooked and stained smile. 
 
      
 
    'Nice to meet you', he said, eyes crinkling into half circles. 'Exciting, huh. Not long now.' 
 
      
 
    Roger nodded, awash with guilt for his assumptions. 
 
      
 
    'Yes, yes,' said the man, and he put his hands on his hips and stretched his back with a loud series of cracks. 'Yes, very exciting times. Very exciting indeed.' 
 
      
 
    Roger felt particularly awkward in the light of this man's beaming face, and he quickly looked away to the steadily growing crowd. 
 
      
 
    'I feel like a celebrity', said the man, and with a big belly laugh he jumped up and raised his hand in a triumphant peace sign. 'Yeah!' he shouted with a grin. A couple of heads turned, accompanied by awkward laughing, and Roger shuffled away ever so slightly. 
 
      
 
    'We dreamed of stuff like this as kids', said the man. 'Well, those of us fortunate enough to be indoors while the other kids were outside.' He chuckled again to himself. 'Different now for you kids. though.' 
 
      
 
    Roger had heard all this before from uncle Zed. How lucky kids were nowadays with all the technology. How they used to have to visit the library to do an assignment, how the only games on your phone were snake and tetris. Roger didn't really care then, and he didn't need to hear about the past now, but it was clear this man had no intentions of shutting up. 
 
      
 
    'So, tank, healer or dee-pee-ess?' The man's eyes were intensely bright, firing well-intentioned lasers into Roger's face. 
 
      
 
    'Uh,' started Roger, 'I dunno, probably some kind of melee.' 
 
      
 
    'Ah, I see, I see, so you're yet to decide. Wise, very wise.' He reached into his top pocket and pulled out a crumpled cigarette packet. 'I hope you don't mind you see. I'm addicted, very addicted.' 
 
      
 
    Roger did mind, not that it mattered. His dad was a smoker too, and he hated it. He would hate when his dad would kiss him on the cheek after having one, or when the smoke would waft in through his bedroom window. 
 
      
 
    'It's different for you kids now, very different. No warnings back in my day, no. It was very cool. Did it for the girls. Different times.' 
 
      
 
    Now that he'd started conversing, Roger had a hard time imagining this guy with a girl. Not that he could talk. Talk unkindly about this man, or to girls, for that matter. The second hand smoke arrived, and he took a couple of small steps away. Unconsciously, the man followed. 
 
      
 
    'I'm unsure, as well,' he said. 'I've always played the healer type, right from the very start. I think I like to heal. It makes me feel useful.' 
 
      
 
    Roger glanced at his phone. 4:47. The man pressed on, either unheeded by Roger's body language or simply uncaring, though his suspicions leaned towards the former. 
 
      
 
    The man explained that he had started healing for his older brother, who carried him around for dungeons. He had healed so much, apparently, that he started having dreams about it. 
 
      
 
    'But my parents didn't like me playing. Not unless I'd done all my study.' He gestured at Roger with his burning ciggy. 'You're very lucky to have such supportive parents.' 
 
      
 
    Roger had been zoning out, switching continuously between opening his phones display, and politely nodding at the endless dialogues. He raised a hand and scratched at the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    'Uh, yeah. Very lucky.' 
 
      
 
    Goodness me. He had made up his mind. He would be a solo player. 
 
      
 
    The man finished his cigarette, and ground the butt under the toe of a scuffed leather shoe. 4:51. Flash of a cellphone. The clucking of a pigeon as it settled on a nearby street sign. Loud talking smoker man went silent, though only to fish another cigarette out of his pocket. An obnoxious whinnying laughter erupted from further down the line. 
 
      
 
    More people had arrived to queue up behind Roger, and he found himself dumbstruck by how late these people had made their arrival. He studied the newcomers, and to his eyes, one of them looked at least seventy. Surely this old man was retired? He should have been the first one here. A sizeable paunch distended his maroon sweater. 
 
      
 
    The chants of 'let them in' had returned, competing with the less successful 'Fan-tay-zha, Fan-tay-zha.' 
 
      
 
    Another quick glance. 5:01. 
 
      
 
    5:01! What was going on? Roger's stomach lurched. That couldn't be right. It's not like his phone was fast. In a frenzy, he pulled up the selection email again. 
 
      
 
    Doors will open at 5:00 p.m sharp. Please wait in an orderly fashion outside. 
 
      
 
    Five p.m sharp. It was now 5:02. 
 
      
 
    'Let, them, in. Let, them, in.' 
 
      
 
    And then there were cheers, and Roger felt blue light douse the side of his face. Virtual Fantasy Inc. The sign shone brightly, and the lights inside the building came on, revealing a pair of sliding doors. They opened up wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter II - Part 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roger's jaw hung slack, feeling as though he had walked into a dream. A year had passed since Fantalia Online's announcement. A year to the day, and in that year, pundits and skeptics, media, internet forums, chat groups had all chattered and argued over the feasibility of such a project. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'We don't have the technology.' 
 
      
 
    'Marketing ploy.' 
 
      
 
    'Twenty years away.' 
 
      
 
    'Lack of funds.' 
 
      
 
    'Too ambitious.' 
 
      
 
    They were wrong. All of them. They were so wrong that it was almost laughable. 
 
      
 
    Like futuristic terracotta warriors, electronic souls brightly glowing from within, tall pods stood in rows that stretched from one end of the antechamber to the other, as if he'd stumbled into the inner sanctum of some ancient space age emperor. 
 
      
 
    Luminescent lines ran across the dark ceiling like radioactive lichen, and they bathed the hall in a gentle sapphire glow. Dark glass made up the walls, dotted intermittently with light up panels. The room's reflection glimmered in the glass, giving the illusion of multiple rooms separated only by a narrow window. He thought that it quite looked like the tinted glass in detective series. 
 
      
 
    'Hello?' called out one of the group. 'Is anyone there?' 
 
      
 
    The place was as silent, empty and desolate as a tomb. Roger had seen not a single staff member. Entry had been standard enough, although the lack of staff was eerie to say the least. Roger had scanned his codes on the touchpad at the security doors, followed the hallway down and through a pair of double doors. It had taken many minutes for them all to assemble here, and Roger had expected a bustle of staff and security to be ushering them to their stations by the time he arrived. 
 
      
 
    He stood there with his hands in his pockets, his schoolbag digging into his shoulders, and waited. Already people began to grow restless, and the atmosphere was transitioning from excitement to bewilderment. Disappointment began to well up in the room like a draught of stale air. 
 
      
 
    'Where the hell is everyone?' 
 
      
 
    The frustration had given some individuals confidence, and they began walking up to the pods, hands poking at the small screens on the front. 
 
      
 
    'Hey these things are numbered.' 
 
      
 
    'No shit, dude. What's your point?' 
 
      
 
    The first man ran a hand through his long hair, and turned on his phone's torch function with the other. 
 
      
 
    'Didn't each of us get a number?' he said, running light over the closest machine. 
 
      
 
    'That's true,' remarked a familiar voice. Roger glanced over at Loud Smoker Man's voice. He had a near tablet-sized phone in hand, and he swiped at it with a pointed finger. 'I'm number thirty three', he said, holding his phone up like a trophy. His teeth and glasses glowed with the icy blue interior lighting, giving the impression of some kind of dweeby android. 
 
      
 
    '144 here', said a woman. 
 
      
 
    '127.' 
 
      
 
    The room echoed with a chorus of shouted numbers, and the crowd began dispersing in search of their corresponding pod station. Roger remembered seeing the number next to his name, but he hadn't thought much of it. 
 
      
 
    300. Lucky 300. 
 
      
 
    He closed his phone. 
 
      
 
    Let's go. 
 
      
 
    The hall was filled with the scuffle of frantic footsteps. Roger made a turn, was nearly bowled over by one rather large lady swaddled in a bundle of shawls and jumpers. He made a mental note that if there happened to be a PvP function, he would look for this woman on the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    True to his predictions, his console was at the very back of the room. There was a sleek, white couch in the corner, and like some kind of sign from the angels, next to that was an entrance to the bathroom. Roger dumped his bag and hurried over. 
 
      
 
    What he found was a restroom for kings. A black, marble urinal lined an entire wall many Roger lengths long, and the grainy marbled doors opened up to reveal fully automated toilets, all lit by a warm orange light. He relieved himself with great enthusiasm, and washed his hands with lavender soap in a gilded silver basin. 
 
      
 
    Rushing back to his pod, he wiped his damp hands against his trousers. It was awaiting his verification, and the code scanned with a satisfying jingle. There was an almost noiseless whine as the pod opened up, and Roger took a couple of astonished steps backwards. 
 
      
 
    The machine began to split open at the centre like a cracked egg, and then revolved to reveal its insides, a man-shaped unit equal in size with Roger's own height and build. He looked around, saw the other pods coming alive. 
 
      
 
    Ding, ding, ding. The screen was demanding his attention. A headphone symbol flashed across it, and Roger reached for the pair flashing in their holder. He placed them on his head, and the ringing stopped. They were comfortable. Too comfortable in fact, almost like they weren't there. Almost like they had been molded for his ears alone. 
 
      
 
    'Welcome,' they said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter II - Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Roger nearly jumped at the female voice. 
 
      
 
    'Brave adventurer,' it continued. 'Welcome to Fantalia Online. I am Elys. I will be your guide to this Virtual Reality Integration Unit, or VRIU.' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked over at the pod next to his. Its owner was already inside, eyes closed and headphones on. 
 
      
 
    'Brave adventurer. Please listen carefully, and obey all instructions for successful integration. Before you know it, you will be transported to another world. This world has its own rules, and its own possibilities. To prepare you for this journey, there are certain steps that must be taken. Please take note of the screen in front of you, and use it to select your response.' 
 
      
 
    The voice rattled off a bunch of generic questions concerning the information Roger provided, and he tapped the screen as required. 
 
      
 
    'Thank you for your assistance. Your safety and enjoyment is paramount, and it is through your cooperation that we can ensure the most comfortable integration.' 
 
      
 
    Roger followed the instructions mutely, and clambered into the body-shaped grooves. He started when the pod began to tilt, slowly but surely until Roger was facing the iridiscent ceiling. 
 
      
 
    'In a moment the capsule doors will close. You may open these at any time. To open them, simply release the catch at your fingertips. Practice this now.' 
 
      
 
    Roger's fingers brushed over a small handle, he hooked it with his middle and pointer fingers, and gently pulled. 
 
      
 
    'That's the one. If you feel uncomfortable, claustrophobic, or happen to prematurely disconnect from your experience, you can quickly and safely open the VRIU with these squeeze release handles.' It was a small comfort. Roger wasn't claustrophobic, but the idea of waking up stuck in this box was an uncomfortable one to be sure. 
 
      
 
    'Your VRIU will constantly run diagnostics and disseminate information pertaining to your individual experience.' 
 
      
 
    He was getting nervous again as the voice prattled on. He didn't realize there was so much operational protocol to be followed. 
 
      
 
    Is it really that risky? 
 
      
 
    Forum posts, speculative articles and opinion pieces started swimming through his head. His heartbeat began to throb in his ears. 
 
      
 
    He'd scoffed and laughed at the critical voices, deriding them as cowards and crybabies. It had been so easy from the comfort of his room, but here and now with the moment upon him, the doubts were creeping in. He took a deep breath, tried to will his heart to slow down. 
 
      
 
    'I am detecting an increased adrenaline response. This is perfectly normal. Integration can be a daunting process. Please try to remain calm. Remember, you are in control.' Roger's breaths shuddered out. In this anxious state the creepiness of this situation dawned on him. The strange pods, the empty room, the absent staff. His head swivelled about, and he saw that most of the other pods had already closed, their occupants bundled inside. 
 
      
 
    Did any of them feel like he did? Were none of them beginning to have similar doubts? 
 
      
 
    'Please try to slow your breathing, three hundred. In for four seconds, then out for four seconds.' 
 
      
 
    He could leave anytime, he knew. Could just walk out, leave the pod empty and head home. In twenty minutes he'd be on a train back to the shop. Could grab a bite from the night market on the way. He wasn't a prisoner. 
 
      
 
    'Integration is a daunting process. Please try to remain calm. You are in control.' 
 
      
 
    He pulled the headphones off, dropped them in his lap. Quiet. Just the soft whirr of cooling fans and the customary whine of electronic processing. The voice in the headphones was still talking to him, and he let it chatter into the void. 
 
      
 
    I'm okay. It's okay. His breathing was already slowing down. The others seemed to be adjusting just fine, even though the pods had swallowed them whole. At least, none of them seemed to be screaming and thrashing to get out. 
 
      
 
    Alright. He exhaled sharply. I'll try again. He put the headphones back on. 
 
      
 
    '-are in control.' 
 
      
 
    'I know, I know', mumbled Roger. He tried to be comfortable, letting his head collapse into the cushioned indentation. 
 
      
 
    'Please continue to breathe normally, three hundred. When you are ready, we will begin the first round of diagnostics. Please remain still.' The machine grew louder, and Roger waited patiently, letting his chest rise and fall, trying to keep his eyes focused on a single point above him. It was an old technique, one he used as a child when the night terrors kicked in. He found it funny that such painful memories somehow prepared him for this moment. 
 
      
 
    'Diagnostics complete. Thank you for your patience, brave adventurer. The VRIU capsule will now close. Please close your eyes and relax.' 
 
      
 
    The moment of truth. Roger squirmed, trying to get as comfortable as possible while the capsule door turned slowly on its hinge. He closed his eyes, could feel a tingling sensation on his face as the shadow of the door passed across it like an eclipse of the sun. It clicked into place. 
 
      
 
    'Well done. Please remain calm, and allow us to perform a second round of diagnostics.' The machine kicked back into action, and the low thrum of the fans made the capsule vibrate ever so slightly. 
 
      
 
    'Thank you for your patience. No anomalies detected. If you have not already, you may now open your eyes.' Roger did as he was bid, and found himself staring at a dark screen. 
 
      
 
    'You will now be departing this dimension, and ascending into the next. Have courage, brave adventurer, and allow yourself this journey to a new world.' The screen flashed white, and opened into the three-dimensional render of a tattered envelope. The envelope opened, and a letter emerged, stained and worn. It read: 
 
      
 
    You are about to join the most immersive MMORPG experience in the world. Fantalia is a beautiful world, filled with wonder and mystery and a great many trials. In order to ensure successful acclimation to Fantalia's unique gravity and atmosphere, you will first be transported to our state of the art training facility. This safe room is designed to make your transition comfortable and enjoyable. 
 
      
 
    Roger felt many things. Fear. Excitement. Trepidation. Curiosity. His breath whistled through the vents, and he waited. 
 
      
 
    'When you are ready to go, just say the words, 'I'm ready'.' 
 
      
 
    Breathing. In. Out. In. Out. 
 
      
 
    'I'm ready.' 
 
      
 
    Breathless seconds slipped by. Then the screen went dark. Roger felt his guts lurch, and the whole world disappeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter II - Part 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything was white. Like the flash of a camera. The control room in the Matrix. An infinite bare expanse, white as far as the eye could see. Roger closed his eyes. Mistake. A strong wave of vertigo hit him, and he staggered. 
 
      
 
    I'm here. 
 
      
 
    The realization brought with it a surge of panic, and he doubled over, head swimming. His 'body' felt ten times bigger than it should be, and then much too small. He rocked back and forth on his heels, trying to establish some semblance of balance. The ground tilted, and he sprawled face first into a smooth, hard surface. 
 
      
 
    It didn't hurt. In fact, it didn't feel like much of anything at all. Such a strange sensation. It was as if his senses registered that something was there, that some force was exerting upon his body, and that it was supposed to be solid. He lay still. Whether it was gravity or aught else, who could say? But he was rooted to the spot, and recognizing this replaced his panic with a gentle burgeoning of relief. 
 
      
 
    He reopened his eyes, and his vertigo began to smooth over like the surface of a still pond. His surroundings were tangible, and to his utmost surprise, he was breathing. It felt... real. It was disconcerting, to say the least, but there was a movement inside him. Like a signal his brain was interpreting as the expansion and contraction of his diaphragm. 
 
      
 
    How odd. It was almost like being in a dream, whilst remaining totally conscious. But this was different. He was awake. Wide awake. He looked down at his hands. Flexed them. They were his hands, and yet not quite his hands at the same time. They were missing details. Textures. The diagnostics had given the machine a good blueprint, but it still looked like a game. To this day, no matter how good they got, they never quite captured real. 
 
      
 
    But damn was it close. And he was in the game! He noticed the frayed sleeves over his wrists, and he gazed down at his new outfit. 
 
      
 
    Noob clothes. 
 
      
 
    A tattered jacket, with pauper boots and baggy brown pants made from a kind of rough spun fabric. He could really feel the clothes. There was some kind of weight to them. Some kind of energy field in the area where the clothes met his 'skin'. 
 
      
 
    The light had toned down considerably, tuning out to a neutral grey rather than searing white. Roger took in his surroundings, and made out the clearly discernible edges where walls met floor and ceiling. He was in some kind of room. 
 
      
 
    And he was not alone. A flash of movement snatched his attention, and a small figure flitted through the air towards him, accompanied by the flutter of tiny wings. 
 
      
 
    'Hello', it squeaked, and Roger took a step back despite its small stature. If he had anything to compare it to, he would call it a tiny dragon. Big blue eyes stared as it hovered in the air before him, inquisitive, searching. 
 
      
 
    'Uh, hey', said Roger. His voice sounded odd in his ears. It was his voice, but somehow a little off. Imperfect, like a mimicry, which he supposed is what this whole thing was. 
 
      
 
    Duh. 
 
      
 
    The creature darted behind him, and he turned to follow. 
 
      
 
    'Welcome to Fantalia', it said, its high-pitched voice the kind of thing you heard in a children's cartoon. Roger was already annoyed. It reminded him of all the cute creatures that girls squealed and babbled about in school. 
 
      
 
    This is the tutorial? 
 
      
 
    'How are you feeling?' 
 
      
 
    'Uh, good.' Roger felt so stupid talking to this thing. He imagined the developers sitting in a room, watching this conversation unfold on screen. 
 
      
 
    'Great', said the creature. 'No sickness, dizziness or discomfort?' 
 
      
 
    'Not really', said Roger. The creature flickered past his face, and he felt an imperceptible wind tug at his hair. 
 
      
 
    Pretty cool. 
 
      
 
    'That's good! Uhuh, very good.' It swept around his head again, and then through his legs and back in front of him. 'I'm Sopherus. I'm a Pikshie. We're native to Fantalia, and our job is to guide brave adventurers like you.' It paused again, and Roger had barely opened his mouth before it continued. 
 
      
 
    'Strong, silent type, huh? That's good. Seriousness is important for a successful adventurer, but try to enjoy the journey too, okay?' If the creature's little green snout could smile, the expression it made now would be one. Its round little body was soft like a pig's, with four limbs and a tail like a bipedal lizard. It was so cute that it almost gave Roger a headache. 
 
      
 
    'I lived here all my life, so I don't even think about what it must be like for a visitor. Please, take your time to get used to the air here. There's no hurry.' 
 
      
 
    It spiraled off towards a corner of the room where a small table had appeared. 
 
      
 
    'Please, join me when you're ready.' 
 
      
 
    Roger did so, though it was a rather precarious affair. Unused to this form, he approached the table like a mannequin walking on a pair of stilts. The creature didn't pay him any mind, alighting on the table next to a hefty tome as thick as the creature was tall. It set little, clawed hands to the hardcover, and opened the book to the middle with a thud. 
 
      
 
    'This is the tourist's guide to Fantalia,' it said. It danced across the tome's surface, drawing attention to various things with its little pointed tail. 'This book is full of all sorts of maps and diagrams, all intended to introduce you to the kinds of sights and objects you'll come across in your travels.' 
 
      
 
    'This,' Its little tail pointed to a wooden building with a great rectangle sign, 'is an inn, called The Dancing Foal. Inns are hubs for Fantalia's adventurer's. You can use inns to rest, post jobs, find work, or even just rest, relax and get to know the other denizens of Fantalia.' 
 
      
 
    'The rest I'll leave for you to find out. Isn't that part of the fun? But in the meanwhile, I suggest that when we venture out into the open world, we make for the nearest inn.' 
 
      
 
    'We?' The thought leaped from Roger's tongue. 
 
      
 
    The creature nodded, blue eyes staring up at him. 
 
      
 
    'We pikshenes are your constant companions. We're really useful!' 
 
      
 
    Roger raised his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    Seriously? 
 
      
 
    'So what's this room? How do I get out.' 
 
      
 
    'Ah, of course', said Sopherus. It jumped off the book and made a beeline for a rather nondescript section of wall. It knocked three times and a wooden door appeared, sporting a dark metal handle. 
 
      
 
    'This room is a training facility. We want to make sure you feel nice and healthy before you venture out into the world beyond, but you seem pretty sure of yourself. If you have any questions, you know who to ask.' It tapped the grainy wood with its tail. 'As soon as you're ready, head through this door.' 
 
      
 
    It hovered there, and Roger accepted that for the time being, it would be coming with him. It didn't matter though. He was excited now. He moved towards the door, gaining more confidence in his gait with every step. Sopherus moved aside as he reached for the door handle. It was almost cool to the touch. 
 
      
 
    He opened the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter II - Part 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His footsteps hit stone. A town. Where was he? He turned around, but the room was gone. He hadn't even heard the door close behind him. Where was the pikshene? 
 
      
 
    'Sopherus,' he murmured, then instantly regretted it. The creature appeared in a flash. 
 
      
 
    'Hey,' it said. 'What do you need?' 
 
      
 
    He looked around, determined to find his way without the creature's help. There were other people here. Wait. Some of them he'd seen before. Did they all start here, in the same place? He looked left. Right. Saw a sign. 
 
      
 
    Heathcliff, it read. 
 
      
 
    So he was in a place called Heathcliff. An inn. He needed an inn. There, on the corner of the street. He willed his new body towards it. He could feel himself gaining confidence, and his walk turned into a jog. 
 
      
 
    'Inn's are the best places to find your feet,' said Sopherus. 
 
      
 
    He opened the door and headed inside. The air felt different in here, but he couldn't quite put a finger on why. It was like the kind of stuffy pressure you felt coming home after spending the evening out in the cold. A fire burned in a hearth in the corner, where a pair of non-player characters chatted. 
 
      
 
    'This influx of adventurers today has been quite something.' 
 
      
 
    One of them glanced over at Roger, a dapper fellow with a red beret. 
 
      
 
    'Here's another one,' he murmured. 
 
      
 
    Roger blinked. That was strange. The non-player characters in starting areas were typically kind and helpful, like the pikshene. 
 
      
 
    'Pay them no mind', said Sopherus, perching on Roger's shoulder. 'We just aren't so used to visitors here.' 
 
      
 
    'I don't care', said Roger. 'They're just lines of code.' 
 
      
 
    He glanced about the room, feeling oddly self conscious. 
 
      
 
    Even the AI is judging me. 
 
      
 
    A man wearing a white turban stood behind a counter, upon which were a stack of ale tankards. Roger approached him. 
 
      
 
    'I just got here', he said. 'What am I supposed to do now? Where do I get a weapon?' 
 
      
 
    The barman smiled a knowing smile at Sopherus that pissed Roger off. 
 
      
 
    'Isn't this what you're here for?' he said. 
 
      
 
    The pikshene alighted on the bar, barely taller than the shot glass next to him. 
 
      
 
    'This one's different. Can't tell him anything.' 
 
      
 
    Roger folded his arms. 'You told me to go to an inn,' he said. 'I'm here, aren't I?' 
 
      
 
    Sopherus looked at him with narrowed eyes. 'We pikshenes are very intuitive. I know that you're not going to ask for help, so I gave you the next best option.' 
 
      
 
    Roger blinked. Just who exactly programmed this feisty little thing? 
 
      
 
    'Alright then.' His arms stayed folded. 'I'll find it on my own.' He turned on his heel and strode outside, nearly bumping into someone on the way out. 
 
      
 
    He looked around at the village. Typical RPG starting area. A small hamlet, hemmed in by woods on all sides. In the centre of the square was a number of signs, each pointing in a different direction. 
 
      
 
    Loch Arbor. Edgetown. Dysteria. Each name meant nothing to him. He would just have to pick one. Dysteria sounded the most interesting and immediately he imagined a giant elf city, with tall trees and abodes amidst the branches. 
 
      
 
    He set off down the road. Sopherus trailed behind him, humming a strange song. 
 
      
 
    'The wilds are dangerous', said the pikshene. 'You shouldn't venture out unarmed.' 
 
      
 
    Roger shrugged. 'Until I find a weapon, I have no choice.' 
 
      
 
    As if on cue, a voice thundered over the entire area. 
 
      
 
    'Fantalia world first. The first recorded death was a player from Switzerland.' 
 
      
 
    Roger had nearly leaped out of his skin at the voice. 
 
      
 
    The first death? Was every world first going to be announced in that manner? Welp. If I die out here, at least I'm not the first. 
 
      
 
    He was soon in the forests proper, and the path meandered through a dense thicket. Roger's head was on a swivel. He could smell pine, and the scent was so analogous to the real world equivalent that he forgot what pine really smelled like. This was what he was here for! He really was in a faraway forest, adventuring to unknown locations. 
 
      
 
    The forest grew thicker, and the trees obscured any view mere feet from the path. A rustling noise caught his ear and he froze. He couldn't see what was causing it, and so he proceeded with caution, careful not to produce unnecessary noises. 
 
      
 
    He could feel anticipation rising inside him. Sopherus was silent. Vefore he could get any further, snapping branches whipped the air and a horned monster burst onto the path. 
 
      
 
    It saw him, eyes rolling over white. The creature charged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter III - Part 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    The monster barrelled towards him, and Roger evaded by a hair, tripping over his own feet and sprawling on his side. He staggered to his feet, watched the creature as it turned around for another charge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a boar. A typical, low level forest boar, with small tusks and a soft hide. Roger felt like an idiot. Worse, he was ashamed at how scared he was feeling. He didn't get out of the way the second time. 
 
      
 
    It took him low in the shin, and he felt something akin to a shock of low-volt electricity mark the area. A strange sensation, serving only to confuse him further. Where was his HP bar? But the boar wasn't done, and it tucked its head for another strike. 
 
      
 
    Roger danced away from the creature, and with a frantic stomp, brought his boot down right between its eyes, creating an opaque flash where the contact was made. 
 
      
 
    I don't think that did much. He tried again, but this time it jumped, struck Roger square in the abdomen, and drove him off the path and into the bushes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It snorted and squealed, and its cleft hooves sent a shock over Roger's body. It scrambled over him and back into the undergrowth. Roger's vision was pulsing red now, and his body felt strange where the creature had struck him. Was he dying? He felt a lump swelling in his throat. Nothing could ever go right for him. Nothing could ever be easy. The boar was coming back, jaw foaming with blind rage. He was going to die to this level one mob. He was too stupid to be real. 
 
      
 
    As the boar raced towards him, snorting and grunting and lowering its head, Roger closed his eyes. The impact never came, and there was a loud crack as it sailed past him and into a tree. 
 
      
 
    'I knew it,' he said. He had crouched down at the last minute, and he stood up with a triumphant smile. 
 
      
 
    As he had guessed, the creature only had a handful of attacks. A lunge and a charge. In this thickly vegetated section of forest, both were dangerous with no armor and no weapons, but they were predictable. Like all enemies in games, there were certain tells that revealed the monsters intentions. 
 
      
 
    He waited, anger simmering under the surface, just enough to help him concentrate. The boar was bearing down on him once again, tucking its head once more, and Roger grinned a savage grin. The inevitable leap came, and he drove his fist right into the creature's snout. There was a bright crimson flash, a dull shock down his arm, and then the boar was on the ground. It writhed on its side for a moment, and Roger took his chance. 
 
      
 
    Rage boiling over, he kicked and stomped at the creature, eliciting a number of scarlet flashes until his boot went right through the creature and sent him slipping onto his butt. The boar was disappearing before his very eyes. He had killed it. 
 
      
 
    'Dude.' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked up, dazed, breath heaving in his chest. There was someone on the path, garbed in green leather with a short bow slung over their shoulder. 'Did you just beat that thing to death with your bare hands?' 
 
      
 
    Roger turned to look at the corpse, but it was fully gone now. In its place was a strip of leather and a broken tusk. 
 
      
 
    'I guess so.' He picked himself up off the floor, began the unnecessary exercise of brushing himself off. His breathing was coming in gasps. 
 
      
 
    'You don't have a weapon?' The man lifted his cap. He was in his thirties, maybe. A little red creature peeked over his shoulder, dark eyes glistening. Roger was used to playing with adults online, not actually interacting with them face to face. 
 
      
 
    'I dunno,' he replied. 'Haven't found one.' 
 
      
 
    'Where's your pikshene? He should have told you where to go.' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Yeah. I wanted to find it myself though.' 
 
      
 
    The man looked confused, but eventually just shrugged. 'Fair enough. That was crazy though, man.' He gestured at the loot the boar left behind. 'I think I'll call you Fist from now on.' 
 
      
 
    Roger thought he could feel his face burning, but he wasn't sure. 
 
      
 
    'You gonna loot that or what?' said the man. 
 
      
 
    Roger looked at the perfect square of leather. 
 
      
 
    'I don't know how.' 
 
      
 
    The man lifted his hat, scratched at a head of short hair. 'Did you complete any of the tutorial?' He appeared rather concerned. 'Never mind. You get your pikshene to do it. They loot for you, gather, collect, whatever you need.' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked about for his little green companion, but he was nowhere in sight. 
 
      
 
    'Call him,' said the man. 
 
      
 
    'Okay,' said Roger, feeling stupid. 'Alright. S-Soph. Sopherus.' 
 
      
 
    The pikshene appeared from right out of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    'At your service!' 
 
      
 
    'Where did you go?' said Roger. 
 
      
 
    'I was here the whole time. You just didn't want to see me.' 
 
      
 
    Roger's shame deepened. 
 
      
 
    'Can you loot that, please.' 
 
      
 
    'Gladly.' Sopherus hovered over the items, and with a loud breath, his belly swelled up many times its normal size and he sucked the loot straight through his open jaws. 'Ah, very good. Our first items.' 
 
      
 
    Roger's mouth was agape at the display. Sopherus burped. 
 
      
 
    'Pretty cool, huh?' said the man. 'Now you should probably ask him where to get a weapon. It is a him, right?' 
 
      
 
    Sopherus was watching Roger again, little face expressionless. Roger couldn't look at him, at least not directly. He spoke to the tree, watching Sopherus from the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
    'Ah, Sopherus. Where do you think I can find a weapon?' 
 
      
 
    'I thought you'd never ask.' The little creature danced over, but Roger refused to make eye contact. 'The weapons master in Heathcliff.' 
 
      
 
    Roger sighed, shoulders bowing. The town he had first arrived in. 'I'm not going back to Heathcliff.' 
 
      
 
    'You're in luck,' said the man with the bow, and he held out his hand, enclosed in which was a notched short sword. 'Got this off a kobold in a cave over there.' He gestured to somewhere off the track. 
 
      
 
    Roger stared down at it, mute. 
 
      
 
    'It's alright,' said bow man. 'It doesn't seem worth much.' 
 
      
 
    Roger took it, mumbled 'thank you'. He swung it left and right, admiring the white lines it traced with each swing, the sing of metal cutting the air. 
 
      
 
    'I figured you were a melee type,' said bow fellow. 'Gray, by the way.' 
 
      
 
    'Roger.' The two shook hands. 'Hey, what level are you?' 
 
      
 
    Gray smiled. 'That's another thing your pikshene can tell you.' 
 
      
 
    'Level two,' said Sopherus, floating up between them. 
 
      
 
    'Say. Gray hiked a thumb over his shoulder. 'Want to go hunt some kobolds? You might find some other gear to go with that sword.' 
 
      
 
    Roger was reminded of the loud smoking man he'd met earlier. This guy didn't seem that annoying, though. In fact, he'd actually been pretty cool so far. 
 
      
 
    'Okay, sure.' 
 
      
 
    Gray didn't wait. 'Then let's go.' He set off at a run, and Roger stared at him for a few seconds before following. 
 
      
 
    They were back-tracking towards Heathcliff, but quickly turned down a small trail that Roger had missed the first time. There were more boars here, and Gray unshouldered his bow and took a shot. His first arrow missed, but the boar failed to notice. 
 
      
 
    'Sorry.' said Gray. 'Still getting used to this thing. Lucky these ones don't aggro if you miss.' He didn't have to reload, the bow seemed to do so automatically. The next arrow he aimed true. It sunk into the boar's side with an amber flash, made it pitch forward and wriggle, quickly disappearing. One shot. 
 
      
 
    'Crit,' said Gray. He took aim at a second boar. It hit the creature in the leg, and its response was swift. 
 
      
 
    Roger felt flush with excitement. He scrambled forward, his new sword a comforting weight. He intercepted the boar, but a second arrow caught it on the snout and put it out of its misery. A dry disappointment settled on him as he watched it disappear. Gray's pikshene sucked up the creature's loot without command. 
 
      
 
    'Thank you, Monte,' he said, continuing on down the path. 'Don't worry Roger, there's plenty of mobs ahead.' 
 
      
 
    Roger followed, eager to get some experience and loot for himself. He cast a glance about for his companion. 
 
      
 
    'Sopherus, where are you?' 
 
      
 
    'Here.' 
 
      
 
    Roger pointed at Gray's pikshene. 'Why don't you automatically loot?' 
 
      
 
    'You never asked.' Sopherus looked indignant, eyes wide and mouth open. 
 
      
 
    'Okay,' said Roger. 'Uh, auto loot please.' 
 
      
 
    'You got it.' 
 
      
 
    Was it really that easy? So far, every order Roger had given, this thing had just jumped to obey without question. 
 
      
 
    'Here we are,' came Gray's voice from further ahead. Through the thin tree cover a dark cavern loomed, and small, two-legged rodents about half Roger's size wandered the entrance. 'There were too many for me, but if we work together we should be able to clear out the whole cave.' Roger nodded, eyes narrowing. This was what he signed up for. 
 
      
 
    Twang. Gray's first arrow hit with a flash, but it drew the attention of three kobolds at once, who muttered as they lumbered towards them. 
 
      
 
    'You no belong here.' 
 
      
 
    Roger closed in on one with his sword held high. A satisfying red flash accompanied his blow, drawing the creature's ire. Roger was impressed by the sheer detail of the monster's face. Ugly little things they were, wrinkled and fanged. 
 
      
 
    It clawed at him with a dirty mining pick, and Roger's sword flashed red as he parried. Shockwaves ran down his arm. He struck back, scored a red streak on the creature's face. Unperturbed it struck back, and Roger felt another jolt as the creature's weapon caught him in the side. 
 
      
 
    His third blow put the creature down, feet kicking feebly as it faded from existence. It left behind some copper coins and a small burnt out candle. Roger watched with mute fascination as Sopherus sucked the contents into his belly. 
 
      
 
    'Fist! A hand.' 
 
      
 
    Oops. Right. 
 
      
 
    Gray was locked in a hand to hand struggle with the final kobold, blocking its mining pick with his wooden bow. Roger ran up from behind, struck hard at the creature's exposed back and was rewarded with a great splash of amber. Critical hit. The kobold fell face first. 
 
      
 
    'Nice,' said Gray, flashing a wide grin. Roger realised that he also wore a smile. Sopherus noisily gobbled up the loot. 
 
      
 
    Beaming, Gray pointed towards the cave entrance, now swimming with pinpricks of moving light. 
 
      
 
    'Let's do it.' 
 
      
 
    Exuberant, they rushed into the cave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter III - Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    The cave bore the scars of intensive mining, fainty lit by bracketed torches. The creatures were somehow creepier here, in the dark underground. Thankfully they carried thick wax candles on their humped backs, which made them easy to discern in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    'You no belong here.' 
 
      
 
    A tiny candle bounded towards the pair, and Gray sent an arrow in that direction. A red flash blossomed and dispersed, and then the creature was upon them. Roger's little sword lashed out and red streaks burned into his vision. The candle dropped, and promptly disappeared. Sopherus's looting echoed off the cavern walls. 
 
      
 
    More kobold's came now. The roaming patterns were unlike a typical RPG. Usually, enemies were prone to wander down specific routes, unlikely to respond to noise or sight or other stimuli. That was not so, here. The creatures heard the racket, and curiosity drew them to the pair, squawking and barking. Myriad candles streamed towards them, and a thrill raced through Roger's guts. 
 
      
 
    'Let's focus on the same target,' said Gray. 'They'll go down quicker.' 
 
      
 
    'Okay,' said Roger, and grit his teeth. 
 
      
 
    Gray's missiles would draw them, and Roger would leap out at them from the shadows. He aimed for their backs, and his efforts were met with golden flashes. 
 
      
 
    He alerted Gray to this revelation. The creature's were slow, and their heavy picks left them wide open for counter blows. But there were many of them, and Roger could not stop the series of blows that rained down on him. Shocks rippled down his body, and his vision was quickly swimming with red. He backed up, narrowly evading yet another strike as Gray put an arrow into his assailant. 
 
      
 
    At that moment the cavern lit up with rainbow colored sparks, and he felt a giddy tremor through his body. 
 
      
 
    'Level two,' said Soph, and the blood-red mist pervading Roger's sight lifted like the passing of a storm. 
 
      
 
    ''Grats,' said Gray, mid draw. 
 
      
 
    Roger was too preoccupied to reply. He laid about himself left and right, and his imprecise blows were dealing little damage. He was also tiring. It was not the burning pain of muscles filling with lactic acid, nor the panicked sensation of lungs gasping for oxygen. It was as if his body refused to move correctly. Each swing came as if underwater, the profound sensation akin to thrashing in cement. 
 
      
 
    He was starting to freak out, and the last two kobolds were far too much. An arrow struck each of them, then a third killed one outright. Gray streaked past the corner of Roger's eye. Positioned directly behind the last kobold, his arrow lit up its back in golden splendor. 
 
      
 
    It crumpled to the floor, and Roger with it. Rainbow glitter showered over him, accompanied by a breathless 'woo hoo'. Gray had reached level three. He was looking down at Roger now, whiskered jaw jutting. 
 
      
 
    ''Grats,' said Roger weakly. 
 
      
 
    Gray's laughter clattered off the mine walls like a falling skeleton. 'Shouldn't have skipped the tutorial.' He offered Roger his hand, and then lurched him to his feet. Energy and vitality was returning to Roger's limbs, and after a few moments he was back to normal 
 
      
 
    'You should have a little more health and stamina now,' said Gray. 'The faster you move, the more stamina you'll use, kinda like real life I guess. Missing will also net you a higher stamina penalty.' 
 
      
 
    More and more it dawned on Roger how unprepared he was. It was like being back in school, where he was just an idiot that no one took seriously. Never read the text. Never did the assignment. Things were supposed to be different here. He was supposed to be different. A hand clapped him on the back. 
 
      
 
    'Chin up,' said Gray. 'We survived, and now we're even stronger. Should make this cave a little easier.' 
 
      
 
    He was right. The further they delved, the swifter their encounters. They began to work in tandem. Gray would lure the kobolds, Roger would strike at their unguarded backs. The loot was piling up. Coins, candles and bits of junk, most of which Sopherus assured them was sellable. 
 
      
 
    A barely standing wooden bridge spanned a lengthy gap, and the pair made the crossing with care. Roger could feel the precarious wooden beams tremble and creak under his feet. The crossing opened up into another cavern, and a stench akin to wet fur swept over them. 
 
      
 
    The place was filled with bones. They were gnawed and cracked, and so numerous as to form a carpet on the rocky cave floor. There was a hefty snoring, and sitting at the foot of a pile of bones at the end of the cave, slept the biggest kobold of all. 
 
      
 
    'The Cave Chieftain,' murmured Gray, face drawn. 
 
      
 
    'What is that?' It was three times as big as any of the enemies they had faced so far. 
 
      
 
    'Boss encounter. There was a wanted poster in Heathcliff for this guy.' Roger's interest was piqued, and his excitement grappled with the need to make a swift exit. 'Think we can take him?' 
 
      
 
    'I dunno.' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah. He's level four.' 
 
      
 
    'How can you tell?' 
 
      
 
    Three voices hissed back at him. 'Ask your pikshene.' 
 
      
 
    'True.' He cast a glance at Gray's companion, its little black eyes shining like a beetle's carapace. 'So what's the strategy?' 
 
      
 
    'This time, you lure it. I'll find its weak spot.' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked down at his sword. Was it him, or did it look a little more... notched than before. 
 
      
 
    'Is this thing gonna break?' 
 
      
 
    Gray clucked his teeth. 'Its durability is low,' he said. 'Choose your hits wisely. Also you'll need to evade, instead of block. Oh, and, 'he grabbed Roger's arm, 'it's gonna be way tougher than normal. Be careful.' 
 
      
 
    Roger felt something he hadn't felt in a long time. It took him a moment to find the word for it. Pressure. Yes. He looked at Gray. This dude who he had met no more than an hour ago, was depending on him. 
 
      
 
    'I'll wait for your move,' said Gray, and he skulked off down one side of the chamber. The beasts' snoring muffled their steps, and its bed of bones softly rattled with every breath. The detail was sickening, from the smell down to the scattered remains. Remains which, to Roger's eyes, closely resembled a humans. 
 
      
 
    Could you get eaten in this game? 
 
      
 
    He inched closer and closer. He was grateful that he could still see Gray, despite the archer being hidden away in the darkest corner of the cavern. Quiet as a mouse he slipped through the darkness, the way he'd seen it done in a ninja documentary. Toe-heel, toe-heel. He was mere feet away when... crunch. His foot split bone like kindling, and the creature sprang awake like it was late for school. 
 
      
 
    A high-pitched roar shook the cavern, and the creature hefted a giant leg bone, pulled from the hip of a horse by the looks. 
 
      
 
    Roger lunged backwards, the ground cracking and popping like fireworks, and the creature plunged towards him. It was at least a head taller than he, and twice as wide. It let its arm fly, and there was no avoiding that morbid club. Roger felt a dull shock in his chest, even as his feet left the ground and the sensation of weightlessness accompanied him as he sailed into a pile of bones nearby. 
 
      
 
    He sank into the stack of brittle, broken limbs, and his whole world went red. He was still reeling when the cave chieftain was upon him. He only hoped that Gray would run. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter IV - Part 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    The finishing blow never came. With an odd grunt, the creature, stopped, turned, and bounded off on stout legs towards the other end of the cave. Right where Gray had hid himself away. 
 
      
 
    'No.' Roger struggled to his feet. Something small and crimson darted towards him. It was Gray's pikshene. It burped something onto the floor, and Roger stared dumbly. His vision was pulsing, and it was hard to distinguish the object from the refuse littering the floor. He picked it up, and there was no mistaking it now. Health potion. 
 
      
 
    'Thank you.' 
 
      
 
    He ripped off the cap, and it fragmented into a fine mist. His vision began to clear, and he looked up to see Gray perform an impressive evasive roll. The creature was slowing down, and Roger surmised that enemies probably had stamina too. It was taking very little damage from Gray's arrows, however. Tiny red splotches burst on the creature's furred hide. 
 
      
 
    'Get behind it,' Gray shouted, but Roger was a step ahead. The creature's wide, humped back loomed before him, and he raised his sword to strike. To his dismay it turned, club at the ready. The blow sailed past the tip of his nose. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied, the creature lumbered off after Gray once again. 
 
      
 
    That's weird. 
 
      
 
    How had it sensed him coming? Roger had been directly behind it, in what should have been its blind spot. 
 
      
 
    'Quickly, Fist.' Gray was trapped in a corner, hidden by the monsters mound of a back. 
 
      
 
    Get there on time. 
 
      
 
    Roger gritted his teeth and held his sword aloft in unison with the creature's club. Once again it turned to face him but this time Roger was swat to the ground like a fly. He hit the deck hard, his sword splitting in two. He'd blocked, just in time, but now he was weaponless, and the creature's maul was preparing for round two. 
 
      
 
    He rolled, and the impact shook the ground beside him. He scrambled away, and the creature followed. 
 
      
 
    This is bullshit. 
 
      
 
    If you attack it, it follows you. If you don't attack it, it follows you. On top of that, the damn thing has eyes in the back of its head. 
 
      
 
    'Stupid game,' Roger mumbled. 
 
      
 
    His first attack, it had taken one swipe at him and then chased after Gray. Now it was as if Gray never existed. He chanced a glance over at his companion and saw his bow flash. The arrow landed, and that was all the creature needed. Like Roger had passed Gray the ball, it thundered off in the other direction. 
 
      
 
    Crunch, crunch, crunch. It bounded across the bones of its last hundred meals. Roger's eyed widened. 
 
      
 
    'That's it.' 
 
      
 
    He looked down, and decided on a different approach. He traced a peculiar route through the room, hopping from one area to the other like he was playing 'the ground is lava'. Gray was running, but the cave chief was faster and its club faster still. A hard whack on the legs sent Gray spinning like a rag doll, and his bow flew from his hands. 
 
      
 
    Make it in time! 
 
      
 
    The club rose to finish the job. Roger jumped. His balled fist drove into the creature's back, flashed gold. 
 
      
 
    'Got you.' 
 
      
 
    He would have liked a second to admire his work, but that was not an option. The chieftain was hot on his heels, and Roger skipped, jumped and jived away. The creature began to appear confused. It scratched at the top of its head with a long, clawed finger, swung its pale gaze from left to right. 
 
      
 
    Roger watched, and from the ground selected a nice long limb, shaped like a dog's bone. He launched it at the far side of the cave. 
 
      
 
    With a roar, it lurched towards the noise. Theory verified, Roger threaded his way around the cave, crunching not a single bone underfoot. He hoped Gray would catch on. 
 
      
 
    He did. An arrow sped towards the chieftain and the chase resumed, but Gray was gone like a ghost, and the creature's club found only air. The duo danced around the cave, making as little noise as possible, all the while delivering maximum damage. Attack. Evade. Retreat. Attack. Evade. Retreat. 
 
      
 
    It's health whittled away slowly, but the minutes of attrition wore it down. Finally, Roger drew his fist back and gave it one final whack. Its massive bulk slumped to the earth with a satisfying thud, and a small bronze chest appeared. Rainbow lights strobed the cave walls, and Roger's body tingled. 
 
      
 
    'We did it,' he said, and a breathless Gray appeared beside him, still faintly glowing from his own level-up. 
 
      
 
    'Hell yeah,' he said. 'And we dinged, too.' He was panting for breath. 'How did you know it was blind?' 
 
      
 
    'All bosses have unique mechanics.' Roger smiled. 'I noticed its eyes right away. They were white as snow.' He'd known a dog with white eyes. 'We knew that its rear was probably its weak spot, so every time it heard me get close, it had to defend.' His eyes followed the carpet of cracked bones and rotting foodstuffs. 'And it knew I was getting close by the racket I was making stepping on all this gross stuff.' 
 
      
 
    Gray was nodding along with a fair degree of enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    'It chased me whenever I got behind it, and it chased you whenever you attacked it. But why didn't it chase you whenever you were directly behind it.' 
 
      
 
    Gray laughed. 'Because I wasn't making all that noise.' He clapped Roger on the back. 'You know, Fist, I underestimated you.' 
 
      
 
    Roger shrugged, feeling awkward again. Gray gestured at the chest. 
 
      
 
    'You do the honors. Don't worry, whoever did damage to the boss should be able to loot it.' 
 
      
 
    Roger knelt down and unlocked the clasp, and was greeted with a shower of sparks. Inside was a slew of silver coins, a leather vest, and a pair of shimmering red health potions. 
 
      
 
    Both Sopherus and Gray's pikshene appeared, and the cave was filled with slurping noises as they each sucked the chest's contents into their bellies. 
 
      
 
    'And so I guess that's that,' said Gray. 'Thanks you Monte.' He scratched his pikshenes chin. 
 
      
 
    The deafening beep of a public service announcement shook through the cave. 
 
      
 
    'Attention, adventurers. Ten minutes until server shutdown. Please find a safe place to log out.' 
 
      
 
    Gray and Roger looked at eachother. 
 
      
 
    'Makes sense,' said the archer. 'Can't be in here too long your first time. We better get going.' 
 
      
 
    They left the boss's chamber, crossed the rickety bridge and headed up through the spiral of mining tunnels. Roger was amazed by how far they had come. 
 
      
 
    'Sopherus, what is the time?' 
 
      
 
    The pikshene materialised beside him. 
 
      
 
    'It is just past one o'clock in the afternoon, Fantalia time.' 
 
      
 
    'Uh oh', said Gray. 'Respawns.' Kobold shadows were visible in the sunlight streaming through the cave's exit. 'Start running.' 
 
      
 
    The shadows surged towards them. 'You no belong here.' The pair sprinted past, the early effects of stamina depletion beginning to take hold. 
 
      
 
    'Keep going,' said Gray. 'They won't chase us far from the cave.' 
 
      
 
    He was right. By the time they reached the woods, they had only wild boars to deal with. 
 
      
 
    'Attention, adventurers. Five minutes until server shutdown. Please find a safe place to log out.' 
 
      
 
    Soon they were back on the forest path, and Gray turned to Roger. 
 
      
 
    'A pleasure, Fist.' He offered Roger his hand, and Roger was surprised by the archers firm grip. 'I'd add you to my friends list,' he continued, 'but I don't think they have one. Going for the whole realism thing, I think. Despite the tiny dragons that eat loot, the kobolds and whatnot.' 
 
      
 
    Roger nodded. He hadn't even expected to make a friend at all, but here he was, on the first day no less. The thought came up that when he would look back on these times, this evening would be a pleasant memory. 
 
      
 
    'Well,' said Roger. 'Thanks. For all the tips and stuff. I'll see you around.' 
 
      
 
    'No problem,' said Gray. 'We'll duel one day. Your fists verse my bow, eh?' He gave him a wave. 'Happy hunting.' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah you too.' 
 
      
 
    'Alright, Monte.' The pikshene clung to his left shoulder. 'Let's log out.' Gray was still waving by the time he finally disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Roger stood there for a moment, took one last look at the area. Truth be told, he couldn't wait to come back. 
 
      
 
    'Okay,' he said. 'Okay. Uh, let's log out, Soph.' He looked down at his hands. It was odd to see his body disappear around him. Sopherus wiggled a tiny paw at him. 
 
      
 
    'See you next time!' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter IV - Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He awoke to an open pod door, and the gentle blue phosphorescence above. There was a low murmur in the room as the others woke up as well. Despite lying down for several hours, he didn't feel rested in the slightest. It certainly didn't feel like he'd been asleep. His mind was abuzz with the lingering anxiousness of his numerous encounters and reeling with a torrent of new and interesting imagery. 
 
      
 
    Gray. The floor of bones. The giant cave chief. Sopherus. His face flushed. He had been such a dick today. 
 
      
 
    'Thank you for visiting the world of Fantalia,' said Elys. His chair began to tilt forward. 'We hope you enjoyed your first adventure. For successful integration, you must give yourself time to adjust to the VRIU. Please allow twelve hours before your next adventure. The data recorded will be used to enhance your experience, so expect a more seamless process the next time. You may now remo-' Roger pulled the headset off. 
 
      
 
    His real body felt so different. Heavier even, like it required more effort to do anything. He amended that thought, thinking back to the stamina penalty in the cave. The main difference was, he supposed, that he healed right back up to full after every engagement. This body was ready to go to bed. 
 
      
 
    A hundred voices caught his ears as the room returned to life. People were walking around, stretching and pacing. There were some drawn faces, and Roger thought perhaps integration hadn't been so smooth for everyone. One man sat on the edge of his pod, his head cradled in his hands. 
 
      
 
    He headed into the bathroom, and listened to the creak and click of stalls opening and locking while he relieved himself. The whole biological process was rather novel after the last few hours. He was amazed by how solid his body felt, how many components there were to it. 
 
      
 
    He washed his face and stared into the tall mirror. A pair of sunken eyes stared back at him. Boy, was he tired. He hadn't slept last night at all, nor the night before that. FO's release had not helped his lifelong insomnia one bit. 
 
      
 
    He adjusted his beanie, headed back out and scooped up his schoolbag on his way to the door. There was still no one else. No smiling faces to escort them out of the building, or ask about the experience. Roger kept an eye out, hoping to avoid loud, smoking guy. 
 
      
 
    It was cool outside, and a gentle sea breeze danced on his sweaty skin. He breathed in the smells of the windy street. Still bustling, still lit up. It was Main street, after all. The crowd had gone now, but there were still a few fanboys and girls about. Most of the barricades had been removed, but there was a fair amount of litter on the street. He looked at his phone. 8:35. 
 
      
 
    'Roger.' 
 
      
 
    It couldn't be. 
 
      
 
    'Uh, Katelyn?' 
 
      
 
    She was alone this time, and he relaxed a little. Her purple hair was perfectly straight under her black headband. 
 
      
 
    'Roger! How was it?' 
 
      
 
    'Pretty good.' He was still trying to process the experience. 
 
      
 
    'Pretty good?' Katelyn' pouted. Roger wished he could be interesting. Could say the right words to get a good reaction, but he could only shrug. Katelyn watched him, then her eyes dropped to the floor. 'Do you want me to go away?' 
 
      
 
    Roger started to panic. How was it so easy for him to mess things up? 
 
      
 
    'No,' he said, honestly. 
 
      
 
    Katelyn's eyes rose slightly. 'Really?' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah.' He was jostled by another player leaving the building, and so he moved out of the way. 
 
      
 
    'Are you hungry?' Katelyn asked. He nodded. 
 
      
 
    'Let's go get sushi, then.' She turned on her heel and he followed, watching her pale legs as her tall shoes struck the pavement with a loud knock. She looked back at him, thumbs tucked into her back pockets. Had he been staring? He turned his head from side to side, made a show of surveying the area. 
 
      
 
    'Uh, where are your friends?' 
 
      
 
    'They had to go home.' 
 
      
 
    'Oh.' They walked some more. 'How come?' 
 
      
 
    'Uh cause it's a school night? Silly.' 
 
      
 
    Roger's cheeks warmed. 
 
      
 
    'Well then how come you're still here?' 
 
      
 
    Katelyn smiled. 'Because I wanted to hear all about the game.' They passed the Chinese embassy. There was a gallery of restaurants and food shops up ahead, along the way to the station. Roger came here from time to time after spending an evening at the game store. It took a second for him to realize she was still staring at him. 
 
      
 
    She's intense. 
 
      
 
    'Well, it started off kinda bad 'cause,' he looked up and off to the side, 'I kinda skipped the tutorial.' 
 
      
 
    He had expected mockery, but instead laughter burst from Katelyn's mouth. It was a sweet noise, and his spirits lifted. 'Oh my god, Roger, why would you do that?' 
 
      
 
    He scratched the back of his head. 'Well, there was this little dragon thing there. He was really annoying and I just wanted to get going.' 
 
      
 
    Katelyn resumed her giggling. 'A little dragon thing?' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah,' said Roger, and he began to share his experience with Sopherus in the training room, all the way up to his first encounter in the woods outside Heathcliff. The more he talked, the easier it became, and Katelyn's giggling ushered out words that he often struggled so much to say. He was just about to mention his meeting with Gray, when Katelyn stopped in front of the sushi stall, hands on her hips and her eyebrows furrowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter IV - Part 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    What do I want?' she said, pouting slightly as she pressed her finger into her lips. It was mesmerising, the way she moved from moment to moment. She didn't seem to care what other people thought at all. From her hair, to her clothes, and the complete lack of regard for anything but what she was going to order. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Roger mumbled his own order, and took his order without a word. They sat down on a pair of stools by the window, and Katelyn urged him to continue. He forged on with a mouthful of sushi, but it was only after he finished, his stomach full and his butt sore from the hard stool that he realized he was talking to a stranger about something he'd intended to keep a secret. A girl, too. 
 
      
 
    Instant regret swamped him. He couldn't trust this person. If anyone at school found out, he'd never live it down. They already thought he was a dork. He trailed off mid-speech, and it suddenly felt as if the gap between he and Katelyn stretched for thousands of miles. 
 
      
 
    'Are you alright?' she said, eyes searching his face. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah.' He felt sick. 'I gotta go now.' The stool creaked as he rose. 
 
      
 
    'Oh, ok.' She sounded surprised, but she stood up. 'Let's go then.' 
 
      
 
    They walked the rest of the way in silence. This was the hour of the salary man, and it did nothing for Roger's mood. This was what awaited him when he finished school. Crestfallen men in creased suits strode past, some with patches of sweat where their armpits were. Women too, in pencil skirts and day-old make up. Everyone was tired. Some were off to eat, some to drink, others were racing home to do it all again tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    That familiar feeling began to wash over him. The one that sprung up on him at certain times, ever since he was small. It dyed everything the same color, so that everywhere he looked he saw it. On the way here it had been just the opposite. That's sometimes how it went. Go up so high that you had to go down again. He felt it carry him away downstream and soon he was lost in the murky depths of his mind. 
 
      
 
    The train pulled right into the station as they arrived, and the ride was silent. Katelyn didn't bother asking him any more questions, and he was silently grateful. He bid her farewell with a cursory nod, and shambled off at his stop. He hoped she would forget all about him. For sure she thought he was a real loser now. 
 
      
 
    He walked home, as nothing but the shuffle of his trousers and the scuff of shoes on the sidewalk. The boxed in houses appeared closed off, hidden away by tall hedges, lonely lights peeking through drawn curtains. 
 
      
 
    Ding, dong. The shop bell jingled. 
 
      
 
    'Welcome home.' His mother smiled, her tired eyes lighting up briefly from her vigil behind the counter. 
 
      
 
    'Hey.' 
 
      
 
    'How did your studies go?' 
 
      
 
    'Good.' His eyes never left the floor. 
 
      
 
    'That's good.' Her slight arms wrapped him up in a hug as he tried to pass, and he returned it with one arm. 'Dinner's on the table.' 
 
      
 
    'Thanks.' 
 
      
 
    He slipped out the back and into the living room. There was tomato rice and tuna waiting for him, and he forced it down despite his earlier meal. His dad walked in during, looked at him with his ever furrowed forehead. 
 
      
 
    'Don't forget we need your help tomorrow. Please come home straight after school.' 
 
      
 
    Roger's stomach sank. He had forgotten. Bonfire day tomorrow. That meant he would be at the shop all night. No Fantalia. He nodded, mouth full of ash, and his dad strode from the room without a second glance. 
 
      
 
    Roger rinsed his plate off, stacked it with the rest and dragged himself upstairs. His room was cool, and his blinds gently fluttered in the cold draught. For a moment he gazed out at the lights that bathed the empty streets and his mind drifted away in the autumn breeze. 
 
      
 
    The window screeched as he drew it shut. He tossed his backpack in the corner, starfished onto his bed and fell asleep atop the covers, school uniform and all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter V - Part 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    His alarm was a gleaming green light in the darkness. 4:22. He trembled, and the cool air plucked at his exposed skin. His school clothes were drenched. He'd been spinning in the dark, falling, falling, falling, watching soft blue lights recede into the blackness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shadows at the corner of his room were morphing and forming ragged edges, slowly creeping at the corners of his vision. His hand fumbled for the lamp shade, and the room was soon aglow with a warm golden light. 
 
      
 
    He tried to slow his breathing, three in, three out, and sat up. His room was a mess. There were clothes strewn about, half opened game cases, books, pamphlets, boxes, his dirty sneakers. His handheld console sat on top of the washing basket, which itself was overflowing with a mix of dirty and clean garments. 
 
      
 
    The bed creaked, and his feet touched the carpet. The long, arduous process of sorting through that hellish pile would have only compounded his anxiety before, but not he was just grateful for something to do. It now became his therapy, and he watched his hands separate, divide and fold each piece of clothing like it was his job. 
 
      
 
    Clean pile, washing pile. Shirts. Trousers. Socks. Underwear. They rose like little buildings from his bedroom floor, shirts leading the way, trousers slowly drawing level. He found a pair of sweatpants he hadn't worn in months. 
 
      
 
    The residual effects of his dreams began to subside. Clothes went neatly into their little hidey-holes. He tumbled boxes and paper and wrappers into the bin, placed books back on shelves, replaced his handheld to the bedside table. Game boxes went into the television cabinet, and he wiped the dust from the TV screen with an old shirt. 
 
      
 
    He straightened up his desk, lined his worksheets and exercise books up in neat rows, and put the stationery in some semblance of order. The carpet needed a vacuum, the window needed a good wipe and the furniture could use a polish, but he'd done something. He didn't feel so good, but his room was tidy. 
 
      
 
    The first shades of daylight were trickling in, and he opened the blinds and shut off the lamp. No point trying to nap, he would have to accept that today was going to be a long one. He slipped from his room and tiptoed down the stairs, breakfast in mind. 
 
      
 
    The milk splashed his cereal, and he stabbed at it until it lost all shape. An old habit. There was nothing but the soft clink of his spoon on the bowl, and the crunch of his own chewing in his ears. He found himself enjoying this simple silence before his parents rose. 
 
      
 
    He was washing his bowl when he heard them stir. Water gushing through the pipes, the blinds being pulled open. Six o'clock every morning he heard the same routine. Two pairs of footsteps creaking floorboards, the rumble of the kettle, and eventually the rattle of the shop shutters. 
 
      
 
    He took a lukewarm shower, careful not to steal all the hot water. Theirs was one of the few houses still running gas since his dad refused to spend on solar heating. 'They pay for the installation, and I'll never use a gas cylinder again.' 
 
      
 
    Backwards old man. 
 
      
 
    He threw on his cleanest uniform, and hefted his basket down to the laundry. He didn't know where his mother found the time, but he always had fresh clothes, ironed and folded. Carry the dirty clothes down, bring the clean ones up. As he bundled his clothes into the machine, he felt a faint sense of gratitude. Maybe it was time he did his own? 
 
      
 
    More importantly, when was the last time he'd been ready for school this early? He clomped down the stairs in his school shoes. His father was in the living room, seated at the table with his head in the newspaper. 
 
      
 
    'Don't forget about tonight,' he grunted, not even looking up from his paper. Roger said nothing, and let himself out the front door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter V - Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    He still carried the gloom of the night before, but the day brought with it the promise of warmth and sunlight. Most everyone was still inside. The old man on the corner was hosing his garden. His eyes met Roger's and his face formed a wrinkly smile. Roger felt a quick smile on his own lips before his eyes met the pavement. 
 
      
 
    The station was only a couple of blocks away, and he could hear the drone of buses in the distance. He arrived soon after, took the steps up to platform three and plonked down on a bench with his backpack between his heels. 
 
      
 
    He spent the better part of the ride to school catching himself as he nodded off. There was a pair of elderly folk in his carriage dressed in clothes from what seemed like another era. They smiled to each other as he passed in and out of consciousness. 
 
      
 
    Before long he was at school, all old grey brick and bright green lawns. It was drab and cold to his eyes, even in the cheerful sun. His stomach began to sink. 
 
      
 
    He spent the first two periods slumped over his desk, only to appear awake and alert whenever a worksheet passed his way or the teacher wandered over. He was the first one out the door when the bell rang, and he sat on the bench alone at recess. 
 
      
 
    His thoughts drifted to Katelyn for the first time that day, and he had to admit to himself how much he had enjoyed her company. It had been nice to be listened to, even if he was too stupid to realize that she was only listening because of his ties to Fantalia. Or maybe he had craved company so much that he was willing to pretend she was interested in him. People always wanted something, though. 
 
      
 
    The metal bench made a metallic rasp as someone plopped down on the bench next to him. He glanced at the newcomer. 
 
      
 
    'Hello,' they said. He said. A short, chubby kid that Roger had never met. The face looked familiar, he supposed. He must have passed him in a hallway sometime or something. 
 
      
 
    What does this dweeb want? He stifled a scowl. 
 
      
 
    'Hey.' The kid's smile was off-putting. What did he have to be so happy about? 'I'm Donald.' 
 
      
 
    'Okay.' 
 
      
 
    'You're Roger.' 
 
      
 
    Roger raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    'Do you know my cousin, Katelyn? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter V - Part 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    'How...' He felt sick. Her cousin went to his school? 
 
      
 
    'Don't worry,' said the boy, leaning in closer. 'I won't tell anyone.' 
 
      
 
    'What... what did she tell you?' He leaned back from Donald's face, the boy's eyes over-large in those circle lens glasses. 
 
      
 
    Donald smiled, the wires of his braces glinting in the sun. 'Nothing, really. She only wanted to see if you went to my school.' 
 
      
 
    Roger shook his head. There was no way. 'That's it?' 
 
      
 
    'Well...' Donald's voice trailed off. 'I promised to keep it a secret.' 
 
      
 
    Roger's stomach continued to sink. 
 
      
 
    'I won't tell anyone, I swear.' The boy did look conflicted. It was in the way his pudgy face crinkled up and his bottom lip pouted. After a moment an excited smile returned to his face. 
 
      
 
    'Can you just tell me what it was like?' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked around, wondering if his day could get any worse. 'Ask Katelyn, I already told her.' 
 
      
 
    A cheer sounded across the courtyard, where the seventh graders were playing what looked to be a fairly intense game of handball. 
 
      
 
    'She won't tell me anything,' said Donald, tone pleading. 'She only asked if I knew you and what you were like.' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked at Donald. 'She asked about me?' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah,' said Donald. 'I told her I had seen you before but I didn't really know you.' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked away. A group of seniors chattered to each other at a nearby table. The end of the year was approaching, and most of these kids would be off to college next year. They didn't look too bothered. The thought of going to college was not a pleasant one for him. 
 
      
 
    He noticed that Donald was staring at him, and he sighed, pushed his hair out of his face and began to divulge the events of last night, attempting to relate them in a way that was as general as possible without all of the embarrassing details. 
 
      
 
    Donald wasn't having it though, and the questions poured from him like the sweat poured from his scalp and down his cheeks. He sure sweat a lot for someone sitting in the shade at midday. The bell rang, and Roger had never been so grateful to return to class. 
 
      
 
    'I'll see you at lunch,' said Donald, but Roger simply shouldered his bag and walked off. He couldn't even remember what class was next, but any direction was preferable to here. He disappeared around a corner and checked his diary. Ugh, History with Ms. Xin. He knew that he wasn't going, but he wondered how he was going to spend the next hour. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later he was in the bathroom, sitting atop the toilet lid with his phone in hand. The FO discussion forum was alive with activity. He scrolled down, then stopped. Something had caught his eye. 
 
      
 
    2.2k replies? 
 
      
 
    'My experience with Fantalia Online' read the heading. 
 
      
 
    Roger paused. This guy had to be full of crap. There had been forms. Dozens of them. Disclosure contracts. You were not to speak about the game to the press or on public forums. Roger had merely glanced over the forms and he knew that. Sure, people were going to tell their friends and family, that kind of stuff always happened. People shared sensitive information all the time. But this guy was making a forum post? Roger clicked through to his profile. It was a burner account. The only posts were related to the thread in question. 
 
      
 
    He clicked on the link and began to read. We started off in a small training room, where I was greeted by a tiny creature who, for the sake of anonymity, I'll call Tiny. 
 
      
 
    Wow. This guy was for real, or at the very least had a friend in the game. He went on to describe the tutorial, and Roger felt himself flush even as he sat there reading. 
 
      
 
    According to this guy, the tutorial was not too extensive, but it equipped you with the necessary information to go out into the world, whereas Roger had been clueless from the start. It even allowed you to choose a weapon. 
 
      
 
    The poster went on to discuss the village he started in, a snowy hamlet nestled in the mountains. There had been wolves, and an icy cave where a giant yeti made its den. A team of players had teamed up in order to fight it. It sounded so cool. If Roger hadn't been invited, he sure would be filled with jealousy right now as he read this person's account. 
 
      
 
    He refreshed the page, and the comments and upvotes jumped dramatically. He began to read them. There were the usual trolls, doubters and haters. 
 
      
 
    OP is full of shit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sounds terrible. 
 
      
 
    Tutorial room? Is this a game for five year olds? 
 
      
 
    Is the stupid talking pet optional? 
 
      
 
    Roger chuckled at the last one. Unfortunately it was not. Down the rabbit hole he went, until he had read damn near every comment. Before the bell rang, several more posts had popped up recounting their experience. They all started the same way. One poster even mentioned a traumatizing integration experience, and that thread quickly became one of the most popular. 
 
      
 
    Roger could see many who were concerned about what this all meant. Was this going to become a thing of the future? People integrating their entire lives into these virtual worlds? 
 
      
 
    Why Fantalia Online is the biggest threat to humanity we've ever faced, said one. Roger entered it. This user was a little more crackpot than the others he'd seen. In their eyes, Fantalia Online was only masquerading as a game. What it really was, was a plot by the elite to acclimatize humanity to a kind of virtual matrix, where they could be exploited and controlled, ushering in what the poster referred to as the NWO. 
 
      
 
    The world watches to see the outcome of this new technology, wrote SafetyPants92, even as lesser VR models explode in popularity. This is the beginning of a new way of life. As people escape themselves, from their boredom, depression, anxiety, this new technology offers a way to escape these problems, a promise of a better life in a more engaging and more interesting world. If you think the corporations aren't aware of this, you're crazy. 
 
      
 
    Roger read on, not truly comprehending, but intrigued nonetheless. Fantalia Online had been divisive and controversial from the very beginnin. Personally, it all made him want to log on more than ever. 
 
      
 
    Then a wave of sickness hit him as he remembered his plans for the night. It would be another day or two before he could return to that world. Bonfire Night. A stupid tradition for old people. 
 
      
 
    I hate it. 
 
      
 
    He hated how it made him feel, when people wore their fancy dress around town, lighting each other's little fire sticks at the bonfires. It didn't mean anything to them anymore. It's not like people believed in the spirits and gods from the old days. Everyone looked so happy over such a stupid little ritual. People were dumb. 
 
      
 
    When the bell finally rang, he waited for the rush of students to pass before he moved to his next class. Math. His least favorite and worst subject, right behind history. He used to be good at it, which made things even worse, cause it was all the more noticeable to his parents when his grades started slipping. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He liked Mr. Clayton, the bushy browed old man who taught the class, but even his easy manner and soft voice couldn't provoke Roger into any real meaningful work. He was the last one to class, and he slipped in with a sheepish look on his face. 
 
      
 
    The class was slow, and Roger passed in and out of consciousness. He was just so tired. It had been getting worse, lately. Maybe this is what it was like to get old. He wondered how tired Mr. Clayton must feel. 
 
      
 
    At lunch he hung out at the library, purposefully avoiding Donald. Sure enough he nearly had a heart attack when the boy sneaked up on him, giant backpack giving him the appearance of a kind of pudgy, bipedal snail. 
 
      
 
    I should've known, he thought, a dork like this will usually be found at the library. 
 
      
 
    'I've never seen you here before,' said Donald. 'Are you studying for finals?' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah,' said Roger, thinking of the perfect excuse. 'I really need to study, so I can't chat.' 
 
      
 
    Donald perked up at the word study. 'It's okay!' he said, eyes wide as saucers. 'We can study together.' 
 
      
 
    Goddamnit. 
 
      
 
    They sat opposite each other at a square desk in the corner. The library was air-conditioned, but but not uncomfortably so. Roger pulled his books out, and grabbed the first thing that caught his eye. Maths. Of course. 
 
      
 
    He opened his book to the most recent page. He'd written '253' at the bottom in blue ink. He narrowed his eyes at it 
 
      
 
    Ahh yes, the questions Mr. Clayton left for their homework. 
 
      
 
    With a weary sigh he pulled out his textbook and opened it to two fifty three. Pythagoras. Ah yes, that's right. That's what they had been working on the last week. Not that he could remember. What was Pythagoras important for again? He flipped back to two fifty two. Fifty one. Fifty. Eventually he found the chapter foreword. 
 
      
 
    He started reading, tunes steady jingling in his ear. He turned them down so as to hear himself think and slowly made his way down the first paragraph. Anything other than talk to Donald for another minute. 
 
      
 
    Hm, this isn't so bad. The examples following the text were pretty straight forward. He put the equation into his calculator just to make sure he got it. 
 
      
 
    So that's what those weird symbols were for. 
 
      
 
    It finally came to try it on his own, and his fingers tapped away at the buttons. He checked and double checked his answer, and with a small degree of dread mingled with curiosity, flipped to the back of the book to where the answers were. 
 
      
 
    I... got it right? 
 
      
 
    It took a full ten seconds for the fact to sink in. He could do it. Without anyone's help, at that. Without looking over and copying the kid next to him. He wouldn't admit it yet, but it was a kind of rush. He worked through the book with a kind of frenzied excitement, ignorant to the world around him. By the time lunch was over he was halfway through the questions Mr. Clayton had left for him. 
 
      
 
    He looked up. Donald was returning his books to a colorful anime binder. There were pictures of girls in maid outfits and various teen protagonists. Roger even recognized a few of them, comic book fan that he was. 
 
      
 
    He'd never done this before. Studied on his own time. In the library. He returned his own books to his bag, albeit it not as carefully as Donald did. But he'd done something. It was an intoxicating feeling. 
 
      
 
    He gave Donald the barest of goodbyes, caught up in his own little moment of triumph. He walked to the next class with a sense of purpose, rock music blaring in his ear. It wasn't until he reached his geography room that he realized he'd walked the whole way with his head up. Had even looked a few people in the eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The momentum carried him through Geography and then Science. His mood was elevated, all the way until he arrived at the station outside of Cranbrook High School and remembered that he wasn't going into the city tonight. He was going home. To work for six more hours, the equivalent of another school day, while watching everyone run around in dress up with large smiles plastered on their face. The train arrived, an old banged up metal clanker, and he slumped in a corner. 
 
      
 
    He got to the shop at about four, and his mother was wearing her Bonfire outfit over her usual work clothes, her fox ears standing tall on her perfectly styled hair. She had a pair of chopsticks in her bun. It made her look at least five years younger, and Roger caught himself smiling. That quickly faded when she bid him put on his own set of ears, and he was about to argue before he saw his dad stalking down the aisle with a sour look on his face. 
 
      
 
    'What took you so long?' he said, looking sweaty and fed up. 
 
      
 
    'I came straight home,' said Roger. 'Do you realize what time school finishes?' 
 
      
 
    'Roger,' his mum pleaded, but he was already through the door and on the way up to his room. Nothing was ever good enough for that guy. He threw on his work clothes, really nothing more than a pair of jeans and a collared shirt. 
 
      
 
    His dad ordered him around all night like he was a sweatshop factory worker rather than his son. Even moreso than usual, in fact. For some reason he thought it necessary to bark to Roger that there were customers every time the bell jingled. 
 
      
 
    'I know,' he would murmur under his breath. 'Why even install the stupid buzzer?' 
 
      
 
    He was getting better at dealing with customers, but he still sucked at small talk. He served one gentleman, who unleashed a lengthy diatribe about the mosquitoes, and Roger could only nod mutely as the man discussed breeding patterns and water sources. 
 
      
 
    'Mm.' That was all Roger could get out. 'Oh. Mm. Ah.' Why did people have to talk so much anyway? 
 
      
 
    'Oh, and these too please,' said the man, adding a packet of mints to the pile of snacks he'd already purchased. Roger wondered if this wasn't for a party the man was hosting, but judging by his considerable paunch, he supposed the man was quite capable of polishing these off himself. 
 
      
 
    The man shook his head at the price and mentioned something about the supermarket being cheaper, before handing over the cash and watching with an eagle eye as Roger counted it out for him. He wandered off without even so much as a 'thanks', and Roger wondered if he was uncharacteristically rude or just in a world of his own. A lot of the customers were like that. 
 
      
 
    'Roger, we need more glowsticks.' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Father again. With a sigh, Roger hurried off to fetch another box from the storeroom. The glow sticks were selling like hot cakes tonight, especially with the teens. Thank goodness none of them went to his school, he thought every time a new batch of them walked in. 
 
      
 
    To his relief his mother had returned from the bathroom and was available to work the counter again, so Roger could stack the glowstick pallets on the shelf and avoid the wrath of his father. 
 
      
 
    At around nine the customers began to slowly dwindle, and by then there was only one or two every ten minutes until finally the clock turned eleven and they began to close up. Roger watched people walking past the window. Heard the laughter and joy in their voices as they spent the night with their loved ones. 
 
      
 
    The white shop light was sterile compared to the colorful lights of the merry goers outside, and with a wistful sigh Roger hooked the shuttered doors and lowered them. They closed completely with a low rumble. 
 
      
 
    'Well done tonight,' his mother told him. 'We'll get dinner once I've done the till. Go find your father in the meantime and see if he needs you.' 
 
      
 
    His dad was moving some boxes around the storeroom, and he had Roger join him. The pair worked in silence, save to grunt or take a breath, and soon the place was returned to the same condition as before, save for being a bit less packed. They had moved a lot of stock tonight. 
 
      
 
    'Roger,' his father said, just as Roger was leaving the room. 'Don't ever talk to me like that again.' Roger began to walk away again but the short, coarse bark from his father stopped him. 'You hear ME?' 
 
      
 
    'Yes.' He didn't even look at the man, and stomped his way up the steps and into his room. He was too afraid to slam the door shut, but when he'd locked it behind him he wailed away at the pillow until his fists were shaking. 
 
      
 
    He hated him so much. Hated the shop. Hated working so late. Hated seeing other people having fun with their families while his own made him stay indoors, married to their stupid business. 
 
      
 
    As his breathing began to slow, he noticed how much cleaner his room was than usual. It gave him an odd satisfaction, despite his anger, even though he warred with the impulse to tear down all four walls and be done with it. He wondered what his dad would do then, and he smiled an evil little smile. 
 
      
 
    There was a gentle knock at the door, and his mother's soft voice wafted through the key lock. 'Would you like dinner now, Roger?' 
 
      
 
    He took four steps to the door and it clicked open. His mother stood there, eyes tired and a wan smile on her face. He nodded at her, and followed her out the door and to the van. 
 
      
 
    'Your father was just stressed tonight, that's all.' 
 
      
 
    Ah, here it is again, Roger thought. The excuses for his behavior and the pretense that he isn't just a jackass that you wished you never married. 
 
      
 
    'The business causes him a lot of stress. Sometimes he forgets what else is important to him.' 
 
      
 
    Roger shook his head. 'Then why not just sell it and get a normal job? It's not like it makes that much money anyway.' 
 
      
 
    His mother's face softened, he could see it in the occasional orange flash of the passing streetlights, and she looked so fragile that for a moment Roger wondered who the parent was. 
 
      
 
    'You know how he is. He doesn't like to give up.' 
 
      
 
    Yeah, you're right. He certainly had a hard time giving up that as well. 
 
      
 
    'You know,' his mother continued, and there was something in her tone that caught Roger's attention, like she was going to tell him a secret. 'When father first considered buying the store, he told all his friends.' 
 
      
 
    Roger recalled those days. When he was small his father would get together with his pals and play cards. There were drinks and cigars, and the room would be filled with a smoky haze. Roger hadn't minded too much, cause his dad would sometimes put him on his lap and let him throw the dice. The men all smelled like whiskey, but they had seemed to enjoy his presence, and were nice to him. 
 
      
 
    'They all laughed at your dad. Told him he was stupid, and that he should do something with his degree instead.' His mother smirked, sad and happy all at once. 'I think that was the reason he went through with it. Just to prove them wrong.' 
 
      
 
    'He's selfish,' said Roger. 'He dragged his wife and kid into it.' 
 
      
 
    The flashy yellow logo of the drive-thru appeared around the next corner, and the van jiggled them as his mother pulled in. She seemed preoccupied, and they both lapsed into silence until they reached the booth. 
 
      
 
    'Large beef burger meal, please,' his mother said. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 'Coke for the drink?' the speaker blared. 
 
      
 
    'Diet coke please.' 
 
      
 
    'No worries, anything else?' His mother turned to Roger. 
 
      
 
    'I take it you want the nugget meal. It was always your favorite.' Roger opened his mouth to disagree, to say it hadn't been his favorite in some time and that if she paid attention to who he was now and not how she remembered him as a kid they'd both be a lot better off, but looking at her earnest face stopped him dead in his tracks. 
 
      
 
    'Yes,' he said. 'Please.' 
 
      
 
    He ate his meal on the way home, ravenous as he was. His mother bought him the 20 piece. He was a growing boy after all, she assured him, and he was stuffed by the time they pulled into the driveway. 
 
      
 
    His mother would make herself something with the leftovers, as she always did. It's how she stayed in such good shape while his dad just got rounder and rounder. 
 
      
 
    His dad did manage to thank her for the meal, which he ate in his study in front of the computer. Roger could hear politicans speaking nonsense through the computer speakers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He got to his room, and all the sleepiness he'd accrued after closing the store had evaporated. He took a good look at what had been left undone from the night before. He slipped from the room and thirty seconds later was back with a box of sprays and a microfiber cloth. 
 
      
 
    'Time to clean those windows.' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VI - Part 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another long day of school, another History period spent in the bathroom. He scrolled through the Fantalia Online board absent mindedly. People had stopped posting their experiences, and the general conversation had returned once more to mindless speculation. But something was off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The posts from yesterday. They were gone. Deleted. Had the FO executives flexed their muscles and taken them down? It was a mystery, and more than a few threads on the subject had popped up, many with hundreds of thousands of views. 
 
      
 
    Roger had to admit that if you were a player in FO, you were pretty much a celebrity at the moment. Judging by the posts flooding in across the boards, the hype had reached another layer of intensity after the first wave of user experiences appeared. Even the doubters and the skeptics seemed to be silent now, though there were always one or two dissenting voices in every conversation. 
 
      
 
    His vim and gusto for study escaped him today, like the air let out of a balloon. He would be to logging in tonight. That's what mattered. What he had to do now was survive. Sooner or later either Ms. Xin or his classmates were going to figure out that he was skipping History despite being at school. The thought gave him a stomach ache, but it was something he had to ignore. He would deal with it when the time came. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The days were getting hotter and hotter, and the muggy heat sunk into Roger's clothes. His butt felt itchy on the old wooden stools in the science department, and he couldn't have concentrated on the class even if he tried. 
 
      
 
    He hid himself away at recess, in a little alcove near the canteen where a group of seventh graders played their handheld consoles. The tinny of the 64 bit music made him smile, and he remembered a time when he played with his own friends behind the de-mountable classrooms in primary school. He could hear the music from Battle Network 15 in his one free ear. The latest Dir En Grey album thundered in the other. 
 
      
 
    He spotted Donald on the way to Geo, but it was easy to act like he couldn't see him in the throng of students. He wasn't even exactly sure why he was hiding. It's not like he was cool enough for people to care who he hung out with. Donald was irritating, but then again he had proven himself trustworthy, in that he hadn't ratted him out to everyone about Fantalia Online. 
 
      
 
    By fourth period he had decided he would return to the library at lunch. Sure enough Donald was there, and with an excited smile wobbled his way over to Roger's table. One of his buttons was broken, and pale pink skin could be seen underneath. He took a quick look to his left and right, and then leaned over the table. 
 
      
 
    'Did you get to play last night?' he said. 
 
      
 
    'No. Bonfire night.' 
 
      
 
    'Ah, did you go out with friends?' 
 
      
 
    Roger scratched at the back of his head. 'Yeah, kinda.' 
 
      
 
    Donald nodded. 'I understand. It's healthy for a gamer to maintain a social life. Very good.' 
 
      
 
    Weirdo. 
 
      
 
    'Do you have a girlfriend?' said Donald. Roger didn't like the smile he was projecting towards him. He averted his gaze. 
 
      
 
    'No.' 
 
      
 
    'Oh, good.' Donald sounded pleased. 'You should totally date my cousin.' 
 
      
 
    Roger's face was in flames. 
 
      
 
    'Why would I?' he said. 
 
      
 
    'Why not?' Donald was leaning over the table again, the edge pushing into his stomach. 'She's cute isn't she?' 
 
      
 
    'Dude, what the hell.' Roger's brow furrowed as he sent the boy a quizzical look. 'It's totally strange to call your own cousin cute.' He realized his voice had risen an octave. 
 
      
 
    Donald looked offended. 'I don't mean it like that. Jeez. I could never like her, not since we were five when she...' he cut himself off. 'No, I shouldn't tell you that otherwise you won't want to date her either.' 
 
      
 
    Roger folded his arms. 'Anyway, I'm not here about all that. I came to study.' 
 
      
 
    'Ah, yes.' Donald placed his palms on the desk and sat back in his seat, looking as though he had suddenly become aware of himself. 'True, true.' 
 
      
 
    Truth was, Roger didn't much feel like studying. He caught himself thinking about Katelyn, though her face was quickly becoming a blur to him. He often had trouble remembering things in detail. They came to him more as a fuzzy feeling than a concrete vision. Katelyn was a pleasant feeling, although he knew he'd screwed that up. And he was still upset that she hadn't even waited a day to tell her cousin all about him. 
 
      
 
    The bell rang and he'd barely made a dent in his exercise book. He had tried to write a paragraph on the text they had been studying in English, but he couldn't remember any of the story elements. 
 
      
 
    Maths was a pleasant surprise for him. When Mr. Clayton came around to check the homework, Roger expected the same subtle cluck of the teeth as he realized Roger had done nothing, followed by the gentle remonstration that he was a smart boy and should use the gifts he'd been given. 
 
      
 
    Instead, for the first time Mr. Clayton beamed at him fully, and gave him a clap on the shoulder to go with it. Roger didn't know how to take that, and he stared down at his own handiwork with a degree of embarrassment and maybe even something that could be called pride. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Clayton marked the answers with his fine red parker pen, ah'ing with delight as each question turned up correct, working provided and all. 
 
      
 
    'Well done, Roger. Hopefully we see a lot more of this moving forward.' 
 
      
 
    Roger heard a few murmurs, and a few of the good kids shoot him sour looks. 'Why should you be praised for doing what you're supposed to?' those looks told him. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the lesson was a progression on what they'd already done, and Roger found himself able to follow the large majority of it. Mr. Clayton gave him another 'keep it up' as he made his way past, and Roger continued working all the way through to the bell. He started when the bell rang, in fact, so caught up was he in working out the cosine of the hypotenuse. 
 
      
 
    They finished with English, and it was back to the de facto looks of disappointment as he turned in three words worth of homework. Mrs Teegan was a stern looking woman, with rectangle glasses that made her eyes look too big, and she called each student up to the desk individually as they worked through Shakespeare. 
 
      
 
    'Why do you give me this, Roger?' Her tone was official and business-like, and it never failed to make Roger feel like some kind of ape. 
 
      
 
    'I dunno,' he said. 'I tried to do it but Shakespeare is really diff-' 
 
      
 
    'I know,' she said. 'Which is why I asked the class yesterday that if anyone needs help they should ask me before they go.' 
 
      
 
    Roger shrugged. 'I didn't hear you.' 
 
      
 
    'Of course not.' She had finished writing her comments in a small, printed script that was the literal transmission of her personality to text. 'I want this homework completed by Monday next week. Thank you.' 
 
      
 
    She called out the next student and Roger lumbered back to his desk. He tried to read the comments she had left but his will was gone, and he spent the next half hour drawing elliptical patterns in the back of his book. The drawings became more messy and frantic until finally the final buzzer tolled and Roger fled the room like there was a bomb in there. 
 
      
 
    He was a hundred yards from the platform when the 3:03 pulled into the station. He pelted across the asphalt and up and down the stairs, leaping through the closing doors like the hero of an adventure movie, eliciting stares from the other passengers. He blew his sweaty fringe out of his face, and the cool air tingled on his forehead. 
 
      
 
    The stations passed one by one, and the clouds grew ever more menacing until there was a smattering of rain on the windows. Roger hadn't brought an umbrella, of course. When the doors opened up at Central Park the rain was crashing down. He held his blazer over his head as a shield, and had to slip and weave as folk hurried onto the train, under shelter and out of the downpour. 
 
      
 
    He arrived at the FO headquarters, soaking and disheveled. One of the players was leaving, looking like they had been playing the game for a week straight. Their eyes were sunken into dark rings, and a whiff of body odor struck Roger as he passed. 
 
      
 
    He signed in, still a little unnerved by the complete lack of staff. It was good to be back, though. The place was pristine, and he passed through the dimly lit hallway and finally into the main room. The A/C made him shiver now. As he walked past the pods he could see that at least half of them were occupied. A couple of people were lounging in the central cafe, one of them sipping a coffee. 
 
      
 
    It was like a little sanctuary away from the world, and Roger felt a large degree of peace here, despite the nerves budding inside at the prospect of reintegration. He reached his own console in the far corner, and ran a hand down the side. 
 
      
 
    'Welcome back, brave adventurer. Will you be returning to the world of Fantalia today?' 
 
      
 
    'Yes.' 
 
      
 
    'Then please, strap in and get comfortable.' 
 
      
 
    He hoped being wet wouldn't mess with the machinery. He settled in, placing the earphones over his head. They seemed to fit even better than yesterday, which he thought odd. In fact the whole pod was a little more comfortable than before. 
 
      
 
    'If you haven't noticed, your VRIU has been altered to enhance and personalize your experience.' Roger shuddered, and it had nothing to do with the wet. It was like the damn pod had read his mind. 'Please, remember that you are in control. When you are ready, we'll begin integration.' 
 
      
 
    'Ready,' he said. 
 
      
 
    The doors began to close. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VI - Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he 'came to', he was back in Heathcliff. Right where he had started. He looked around, left, right, and then something green flitted across his vision and he felt a sensation on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    'Welcome back,' said Sopherus. 
 
      
 
    'Oh. You.' 
 
      
 
    Welp, he really was here again. 
 
      
 
    'Why am I back in Heathcliff?' 
 
      
 
    'Sorry for the inconvenience,' said Sopherus, sounding more like a company employee than a half foot pikshene. 'Everyone was reset to their original location after the server shutdown. Guess it took more than we thought to handle the influx of players.' 
 
      
 
    'I see.' Well, there was one thing he was going to do right this time. His eyes caught sight of a pair of crossed swords. The blacksmith. He wandered over with a gleam in his eye, and did not return for several minutes. He left the building with a satisfied smile, and a pair of heavy, spiked gauntlets. Fist was it? So be it. 
 
      
 
    'You spent all your money on those?' said Sopherus. He looked Roger up and down, from his old boots to his rough spun clothes. 
 
      
 
    'What's with you?' said Roger with a scowl. 'You're supposed to support me.' 
 
      
 
    'Well I'm just being honest.' Sopherus looked a little bit guilty. 'You're rather impulsive.' 
 
      
 
    Roger shrugged. 'I just do what feels right.' He swept his vision around the courtyard, really taking in the village properly for the first time. It had everything you needed to start your adventure. The signs on all the shops were self evident, wooden boards with various pictures painted on them. His eyes caught one, a bag of gold with coins spilling out of it. Looked like a pawn shop to Roger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'What you got for me?' asked the dusty old merchant as Roger passed through the swinging doors. 
 
      
 
    'A whole bunch of junk,' he replied. 'Soph?' He watched as Sopherus burped out a pile of tusks, melted candles, pick axes and an assortment of copper ore fragments onto the desk. It spilled everywhere, but the merchant simply watched like this happened all the time. 
 
      
 
    'Eighty ruperen,' said the man, and Roger nodded. 
 
      
 
    'You're not even gonna bargain?' Soph looked indignant as he stood amidst the little mound of barely valuable treasures. 
 
      
 
    Roger shook his head. 'I dunno what anything's worth.' 
 
      
 
    The merchant waited patiently, and Roger held out his hand, but it was Sopherus who the merchant handed the coins to, tipping his cupped hand directly into the creatures mouth. 
 
      
 
    Eighty ruperen wasn't a lot. Roger's gloves had cost him four hundred, which was all the coin he'd accrued from looting the kobold's cave. 
 
      
 
    The head, he suddenly remembered. That would be worth a penny, surely? 
 
      
 
    'Hey, Soph, where do I turn in my quests?' 
 
      
 
    'To the place you got them, silly!' 
 
      
 
    Roger raised his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    Was he always this rude? 
 
      
 
    'I never picked this quest up,' he said. 'Guess I'll try the inn.' 
 
      
 
    'Good idea.' 
 
      
 
    Roger returned to the inn, and the turbaned innkeeper with the smug smile. Sure would be nice to test my new gauntlets on this guy, he thought. 
 
      
 
    'I have the kobold chieftain's head,' he said. The innkeeper barely moved a muscle, running a rag around and around a pristine shot glass. A pair of customers from the corner - the same as last time - started to chuckle. One threw up his hands. 
 
      
 
    'Well, if that isn't the thirtieth time we've heard that today.' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah,' said his friend, snickering into his mug. 'Heroes everywhere.' 
 
      
 
    Roger wasn't going to take it lying down this time. He scowled, and threw them the middle finger. 
 
      
 
    'What a heroic gesture,' said the first, prompting another round of mirth. 
 
      
 
    'Whatever.' The people in this world were really starting to get on his nerves. The NPC's. The AI. Whoever created them must be a real jerk. The innkeeper dropped more coins into Sopherus's maw. 
 
      
 
    'Two hundred ruperen,' he said. 
 
      
 
    Not bad. It finally felt like he was getting somewhere. 
 
      
 
    'Take another look at the job board before you go,' said the innkeeper. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah, yeah,' said Roger. He heard the merrymakers murmuring to each other. He tried his best to ignore it and zone in on the board. A bunch of low level quests. Kill this many creatures. Collect this many herbs. No. Boring. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They had said this game was a revolution. The most advanced and immersive MMORPG to date. Not a carbon copy of every RPG formula just with better tech. He felt disappointment seeping into his gut. No. There was more to it. He had already experienced the possibilities that first night with Greg. Graham? Gray. It didn't have to be so generic and boring. He had made up his mind, and he stalked from the inn without looking back. 
 
      
 
    Sopherus followed. 'You're not going to grab any quests?' 
 
      
 
    'No,' said Roger. 'I'm going to make my own.' The trees were waving. The breeze. He could feel it. A toned down version of the real thing, but it was there. This was what it was about. A new world. A home away from home. An adventure, away from the drudgery of reality, the idiots, the burden of parents, school, public transport. 
 
      
 
    He set off down the road, reinvigorated. He retraced his steps into the woods, yearning for the boars to test him. One did, thrashing through the brush with characteristic savagery. Roger's gauntlets landed heavy, making short work of the beast. He continued down the trail in this manner, punching anything to cross his path, which happened to be only boars for the time being. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was about midday here by his estimate, though it would be getting dark in the real world. He wondered if this place was big enough to have time zones. If the developers had even thought that far. Surely they had? 
 
      
 
    Another boar attacked, and Roger put an end to his philosophizing to strike it between the eyes. As it faded to nothing and Sopherus sucked up the loot, he noticed a parting between the trees up ahead. He raced towards it, and the woods opened up to reveal a magnificent view beyond. 
 
      
 
    Royal blue fields rolled away as far as the eye could see. A long, winding river opened up onto a wide lake, where giant, long-necked creatures resembling furred dinosaurs grazed. He stood for a moment, just watching them. Every footstep created little shimmers of sound, akin to falling timber. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Beyond them was a town nestled in a bend of the river. Further beyond that was another forest, this one darker and more thickly treed than the one he had passed through, a blanket that covered mountains so tall they cast a shadow over the plains. A column of smoke appeared over the hills to Roger's left, and he wondered at its origin. 
 
      
 
    'Where are we, Soph?' 
 
      
 
    The creature appeared to his right. 'You know,' he started. 'You can assign voice commands to certain functions. For example, try saying, 'Map.'' 
 
      
 
    'Oh. True.' Guess that was covered in the tutorial, too. Man that was really going to keep biting him in the ass, wasn't it? 
 
      
 
    'Map, please.' A piece of weathered parchment materialized in the air before him, and he snatched it up and unfurled it. He scanned it with a degree of fascination, tracing his finger over the names of various locations. Many of them were blanked out. Undiscovered territory, perhaps? 
 
      
 
    It wasn't as big as he had first thought. If he was reading it right, beyond those mountains was the ocean. 'Ah, found Heathcliff.' He tapped the map with his index finger. 'If we're here, then,' his finger moved left, 'these are the Cerulean Plains. Huh.' Made sense. 'So that town must be... River's Bend.' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Simple enough. He was staring at the little dot that was the town he could see in the valley below. 
 
      
 
    'We'll start there,' he said. Having a destination renewed his enthusiasm. 'So uhh.' He looked at Soph. 'How do I put the map away?' 
 
      
 
    'Map away.' 
 
      
 
    'Really?' 
 
      
 
    'You know...' Soph started. His arms were folded, and Roger couldn't be sure but he was really starting to believe the little guy was pissed at him. 'You can just ask me and I can change any voice command to one of your choosing.' 
 
      
 
    Roger nodded. That made things easier. 'We'll keep it as it is for now,' he said. 
 
      
 
    'As you wish.' 
 
      
 
    They left Heathcliff and its woods behind them, and wandered into the grassy blue sea. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VI - Part 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The village of River's bend was an interesting one. Little more than a shanty wooden town, it was peopled by the most rustic folk that Roger had ever seen. Truly medieval looking people. Half the town sat atop the water, a series of wooden buildings and jetties, where little fishing boats gently rocked in the current, secured to wooden pillars with ropes. 
 
      
 
    The inn here smelled of what Roger could only describe as fish. It was still amazing to him that he could smell at all. He wondered if it was his perception inside the world that caused it, or was his body, sleeping inside the pod, the thing being exposed to the stimuli? He glanced down at his hands and feet. How was he even moving this virtual body? 
 
      
 
    He had many questions, of course, but the urge to explore overrode any philosophical inclination. That, and the thoughts just made him plain uncomfortable. The inn was essentially empty, most likely because it was still daytime. There was one fellow slumped in a corner by himself, weathered hand still wrapped around the handle of his tankard. 
 
      
 
    The job board was next to him, and Roger approached it, hoping the man wouldn't awaken. He did. With a splutter he lifted his head, and eyed Roger with a bloodshot gaze, the whites hidden by a thousand criss-crossing blood vessels, a sickening detail that filled Roger with dread. 
 
      
 
    'Ah, adventurer.' His voice was croaky dry. 'Sit a minute and listen to the tale of a disgraced sailor.' 
 
      
 
    It was the last thing Roger wanted to do, but when had he ever been good at saying no? He sat into the seat opposite the man, and leaned back as the man gestured wildly with his unfinished drink. 
 
      
 
    'They called him Murgannon,' said the man, running his hand through a shock of iron grey hair. 'He swam the seas, they said, before man first appeared in Fantalia. Before the kingdom of Iridyll was drowned and regurgitated by the wrathful tides. Before dragons, before the hydra climbed atop the roof of the world. Before Poseidon himself made his lair in the belly of Atlantis. Yea, Murgannon was old even then.' 
 
      
 
    Roger's distaste for the man was briefly forgotten, for his words had piqued his curiosity. 
 
      
 
    'Aye,' said the sailor, pointing at Roger with an unsteady finger. 'I know a man with the wanderlust when I see him. T'was the selfsame vigor that drove me to hunt the beast. To assemble a crew and chase him around the Grand Circle of the world.' 
 
      
 
    His free hand dug into the grains of the wooden tabletop. 'So imagine my surprise, and the fire that burned in my heart when I saw the beast. T'was a shadow, it was. The shadow of a mountain, it passed aft our starboard and the very ocean shook and roiled in its wake. I was on it from the get, even as the craven among my men clutched their idols and invoked gods from every corner of Fantalia.' 
 
      
 
    Roger had forgotten about the job board. Soph sat by his elbow, legs splayed and big shiny beetle eyes transfixed on the story teller. The man slammed his tankard on the table with a sudden flourish, and beer splattered the table. 
 
      
 
    'Three days! Three days we harried him. We knew he needed air, and while we chased him he was denied this need, unable to take what he needed for a deep dive. I would not lose him to the depths. I waited for the inevitable clash, when his patience would wear out and he would seek to challenge our mighty vessel. On the fourth day the sky began to darken, and storms even the saltiest bastards had never witnessed thrashed our ship. Some of the men said it was He who called the heavens down upon us.' 
 
      
 
    'But my girl, the Indefatigable, held firm. Built by dwarven shipmakers she was, in the very rock bastion of Durmfang itself. I had to sell my soul to build her, but it was a fair trade, for she was my spirit reborn. And for three days we thought her a match for that beast, crewed by the brave men and the right captain.' 
 
      
 
    He paused, and his eyes glazed over. No matter how theatrically convincing, Roger could not separate that cynical part of himself that held back from the experience. That saw the hand of a human programmer everywhere. The man settled his eyes on Roger, and for a second he felt doubt. There was almost something in there. Something alive. 
 
      
 
    'That final night was the bitterest. The storm lit up the night sky brighter than fairest day. Ridden with a dozen harpoons, the beast could not escape, but neither would he relent. Perhaps he finally grew tired of the game, or mayhap it was desperation that saw him turn, and the waves surge before our stern.' 
 
      
 
    'I'll never forget, long as I live.' His eyes did not stray from Roger's, who found himself unable to look away. 'He rose from the spray, his body aglow from lightning conjured from Poseidon's very trident. Every scar and every wound, from every tangle in the inky blackness. The torn and scarred hide of the defier of empires. But it was not the beasts flesh that stays with me to this day, but its eyes. They were eyes that had seen hell, glowing red orbs as wide and tall as a man. They spoke to me. They looked through me and I knew then I was not worthy to share his oceans.' 
 
      
 
    'My girl, the Indefatigable was split asunder, and my men with her. I was thrown into the roiling storm, and waves as high as towers carried me away like leaves on the wind. I woke up on the shores by Altissia, where the currents wash up the lost and forgotten, with no ship, no men, and no glory.' 
 
      
 
    His eyes were not fixated on anything in the room. He was elsewhere now, in a place far away. 'The storms battered the coast for weeks to come. Cities were wiped from the maps. Many died. And I was cursed. I found myself capable of only two things. Fishing, and drinking. And so these skills brought me here, where I wait for the end of my life, and when the nights come I dream of my ship, my men, and the red wrath of Murgannon.' He held his tankard aloft. 'To fishing, and drinking,' he proclaimed, and then collapsed upon the table, unconscious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VI - Part 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roger waited a full minute, unsure what to make of the situation. Soph looked between him and the man, clearly feeling quite the same. It soon became apparent that the man was asleep. Quiet as a mouse, Roger slipped from his seat. He approached the job board. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Ugh,' he said, under his breath. 'More of the same.' Kill this. Fetch that. Collect these. There was one that caught his eye, however. It was another kill quest, but there was something interesting about it. 
 
      
 
    'Thief, manipulator, slaver, sell sword and bandit captain, Rayne Ristretti. Bring me his head.' Roger plucked it off the board. 'Follow the smoke, it says.' 
 
      
 
    'Simple enough,' said Sopherus. The little fellow seemed intrigued. 'Do you think you're strong enough for this one? The recommended level is 10.' Roger scowled, but he had a point. 
 
      
 
    'I'll just head there, scope the place out.' Maybe he could team up with someone. He took one last look at the poor fellow with the strange tale, then headed out the door. The innkeeper was nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    They left River Bend, but Roger followed the river as it wound south, following the smoke. Little crabs patrolled the shore, ducking between the reeds as Roger approached. Then there were the red ones. 
 
      
 
    The first one made Roger yelp, and he scattered into the grass. The creature waited for a moment, large eyes swiveling left to right at the end of their stalks. They gave Roger the creeps. Sopherus's laughter made him flush. The little green lizard was on his back, clutching his belly with his legs kicking. 
 
      
 
    'Knock it off,' said Roger. 'You're my pet. I'm not gonna be laughed at by my pet.' 
 
      
 
    Sopherus wiped at his eye with a tiny scaled finger. 'Sorry, it's just -' another peal of laughter rocked his little belly, and with that Roger got up and stalked towards the water. 'Where are you going?' Soph called after him. 
 
      
 
    Roger, seething, rolled up his sleeves, and the creepy little crab came scuttling up to him with a clickity-clickity-click. His first punch thundered into the creature's carapace, right between its stalks and... nothing happened. He felt its claw chomp down on his arm before he saw the red flash, and he flinched. 
 
      
 
    His attack had done nothing. It skittered towards him, and this time he aimed a shot at its eye. This attack was greeted with red colored damage, but not much, though the stalk retracted back into the creature's shell. Roger slipped away from the creature's retaliatory swipe. His second swing missed, but the third managed to clip the other eye. It, too, retreated back into the main body. 
 
      
 
    'You blinded it,' shouted Soph. The creature turned on the spot, six legs kicking up sand as it held its claws aloft in defense. Roger watched and waited, looking for the opening he would need. 
 
      
 
    All enemies have a weakness. 
 
      
 
    The creature turned its back, and it was then he ran up and kicked it square in the hind. It flipped on its back, claws and legs waving wildly and Roger shuddered. That writhing mass of appendages filled him with a strange kind of dread that he hadn't felt since he saw his first spider. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He swallowed, and with a loud yell, drove his fist into the soft, yellow underbelly of the giant red crab. His fist cracked the creatures underside and yellow sparks flashed in his face as the creature died. Sopherus sucked up the loot, a pair of stalks and a claw, and belched. 
 
      
 
    'Nice one,' said the little guy, and Roger let out a satisfied grunt. There were more of these red ones, up and down the shore, and he found it rather easy to tip them over and strike them in their unarmored belly. Before he knew it, he was level six. 
 
      
 
    Soon enough he could see the town in question. The river passed right by it, and the smoke seemed to be coming from somewhere in the center of town. He froze. There were people there. Not players. No, these were enemies. Bandits. They looked tough, too. 
 
      
 
    It was no matter. There had to be other players in here. The quest reward was too good to pass up, and place was easy to find. There was a little sign out the front, but the letters on it had been scratched out, and it was unreadable. 
 
      
 
    He steeled himself for what was ahead, and slipped into the town unnoticed. The alleyways provided great cover, and he found it easy to evade the patrols within. They weren't really looking too hard, in fact they looked rather bored. They spoke to one another, laughed at each others jokes. Roger watched as one of the men walked over to the wall, and dropped the front of his trousers. 
 
      
 
    He's taking a leak? 
 
      
 
    'Where do you think this Rayne, is?' he whispered. Soph was sat on a discarded barrel, watching the patrol pass. 
 
      
 
    'You're asking me for help?' 
 
      
 
    'Nah,' said Roger, voice dripping with sarcasm. 'I'm asking the barrel.' 
 
      
 
    Soph looked down, then back up at Roger. 'Well,' he started, looking sheepish, 'I'd say somewhere in the middle, in the most protected area of the town.' 
 
      
 
    Roger had thought as much. 'Okay,' he said. 'We'll make our way there.' Roger started off down the alley, taking advantage of the plentiful cover provided. The town was made of a yellow limestone, and the surfaces were coarse. There were plenty of boxes and barrels and planks of wood, and the buildings were at least a head taller than he. 
 
      
 
    'Do you know this place?' he asked. 
 
      
 
    'Unh,' said Soph nodding. 'Sandcliff. It was abandoned a while ago, and all the bandits in the area fight over it.' 
 
      
 
    'And do you know anything about this Rayne character?' He slipped into a small alcove as another pair of bandits sauntered past. Soph waited until they were in the clear. 
 
      
 
    'Nothing,' he said. 'There's a new notorious bandit on the wanted list every few months.' 
 
      
 
    Roger slipped across a courtyard with a broken fountain, and into another alleyway ahead. There was a bandit at the very end, standing with his back to them. He wore a cruel sword on his hip, and there were tattoos all over his back. 
 
      
 
    Roger held his breath, and crouched down by a stack of crates. Sopherus whispered into his ear, and he nearly jumped. 
 
      
 
    'I wish you'd stop doing that,' he hissed. 
 
      
 
    'Sorry.' Soph looked doubtful. 
 
      
 
    'What is it?' 
 
      
 
    'Well.' Soph was fidgeting. 'Would you like to learn about sneak attacks?' 
 
      
 
    Roger stared at the creature. Am I the reason he's so nervous? 
 
      
 
    He waited for Soph to meet his eyes, and nodded. 
 
      
 
    Soph's face lit up, and he took to the air with a trill. 'Okay, so you know how an important part of combat is finding weak spots?' He waited for Roger's assent. 'Well, then you should also know that if you take an enemy by surprise, you can do up to five times the damage!' 
 
      
 
    Five times? That was significant. If he could sneak up behind these guys, he could even the playing field. 
 
      
 
    He mashed his fists together. 'Let's go.' 
 
      
 
    The bandit was relatively stationary, never wandering more than a few paces. He hummed a tune to himself. Doo-doo-do-do-do-do-dooo. His humming masked Roger's footsteps, who approached akin to a house cat stalking a mouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His nerves rose until he was sure half of Fantalia could hear his heart beating, and he raised his fist. An involuntary intake of breath caused the bandit to stiffen. Roger panicked, and struck him in the cheek as hard as he could before his foe could comprehend the situation. There was a satisfying crunch, and the bandit twisted and fell, eyes rolling into the back of his head. There was no color, no gold or red flash to accompany his strike. 
 
      
 
    One hit, one kill. The bandit tried to rise, then collapsed, and his body began to fade. Roger couldn't believe it. He looked down at his right hand, the little chinks in the gauntlet that his blow had caused. Then a cry rang out, and every bandit in the area was after him. He looked around the clearing, mouth agape. A second passed. Two. Three. 
 
      
 
    'Let's go,' cried Soph. Roger tucked his tail and ran. 
 
      
 
    What had once been a boon, tall buildings and plenty of obstacles to hide behind, now became a death trap. It was a labyrinth, ushering him into tiny passages with a dozen things to avoid. He tripped over the stack of crates he had hidden behind moments ago, and they fell to pieces. 
 
      
 
    He could hear the cries of the enemy behind him. The only advantage was that they had to chase him in a single file. He entered the previous courtyard, and ran face first into another bandit patrol. He fell to his butt, and the bandit he had bumped into staggered backwards. He scrambled to his feet and raced off, and a set of yells followed him down the street. 
 
      
 
    They hounded him, and everywhere he went more bandits followed until there was the equivalent of a small army hot on his heels. He disappeared down yet another lane, this one barely wider than shoulder-width, and stopped dead in his tracks. They had cornered him. They filed down the end of the lane towards him, and as he went to turn back, saw his escape route blocked by the rest. 
 
      
 
    He started to feel sick. 'It's just a game,' he said to himself. 'Just a game. It's just a game.' He couldn't breathe properly. His chest felt tight, and he clutched at it. He was getting dizzy, but a persistent tugging on his hand kept him awake. What was that? Oh, Soph. What did he want? Such an inappropriate time. 
 
      
 
    'Omen,' squeaked Soph. 'Roman.' Roger's vision swam, and he narrowed his eyes. 'Roger!' 
 
      
 
    Oh. 
 
      
 
    'The roof.' 
 
      
 
    The roof? Soph pointed at a tall crate, buzzing with flies. He clasped it, hauled himself atop it. The nearest foe was less than ten feet away. He jumped, fingers clutching at the roof. He hoped his virtual body would pass this strength check. He managed to hook the edge with his right leg, and hauled his chest and stomach onto the ledge. The sound of creaking wood met his ears as the bandits followed. He swung his other leg over and rolled onto the roof proper. 
 
      
 
    But there was no time to waste. His stamina bar was low, and it felt like he wore ankle weights as he stepped to the edge of the roof and began to stomp at the pairs of hands trying to haul themselves up after him. 
 
      
 
    They cursed and swore, but there were other ways to the rooftop, and they abandoned this one in favor of them. The top of the building was flat, and so were those of its neighbors. In fact, the whole town was fairly uniform. Roger took one last look behind him, jumped the gap to the nearest building and raced off, Soph trailing after him with his claws locked in the fabric of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    His stamina bar was depleting rapidly, while the other bandits, with their varying levels nearly double his own, managed a pace that he could not keep. Slowly they drew in on him from all sides. The stamina it took to jump was yet another chunk from his energy pool, and slowly but surely the distance closed. 
 
      
 
    He had lost all sense of direction in the chase. He didn't know if he had gotten closer to the outskirts of the village or had merely moved towards its center. Panicked as he was, and with his stamina almost at zero, he couldn't see the brigand close in on his left and drive into him with his shoulder. He lurched to the side, striking at the bandit as he fell. They tumbled between buildings in a tangled heap, and the ground plummeted towards them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VII - Part 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    The world spun in a sickening circle, then stopped with a jarring halt. Roger was facedown, on top of something not entirely solid. He lifted his head, looked into the glassy, vacant eyes of a dead outlaw. The one who had knocked him off the roof. The man began to fade before his very eyes. 
 
      
 
    Coarse barks snapped him back to attention, as the other rogues filtered down from the roof. He stood up, a difficult process with such drained energy, and staggered away. He felt so heavy. He had to rest, and he dropped his hands to his knees. One brigand closed in, hammer scraping the nearest stone wall as he aimed a swing at Roger's head. He managed to lift an arm to guard, and the blow sent him reeling to the ground once more. A red haze pulsed at the corners of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Someway, somehow, he managed to twist his head to the side as the glint of a knife point flickered towards him, striking the pavement with an ugly dink. He scrabbled away, panicking, and his back pressed up against a closed door. A woman with a red mask approached, and drew her arm back for the killing blow, sword rusted and jagged like an implement for torture. 
 
      
 
    I knew I shouldn't have done this, thought Roger. A small part of him had known this would happen. He felt like he'd been seeking it out from the start. It was like there was a part of him that never wanted anything good to happen. Anger welled up inside him, and he felt himself snarl. 
 
      
 
    'I'm not... gonna die... sitting down.' The bandit raised a long, pencil-thin eyebrow at his words. 
 
      
 
    You understand me? 
 
      
 
    The sword thudded into the door, right where his chest had been. He surged to his feet, energy restored, and put his fist through the womans mask. She fell back, and his fists were a blur as he swung about with his heavy gauntlets. They weren't for show, these gloves. It wasn't simply armor to ward off blows, but a fist weapon with spikes forged into each knuckle. He'd spent all of his money on them for a reason. 
 
      
 
    The bandits fell back, and in their strange, almost real eyes, Roger could see surprise. It wasn't just about what level you were. How high your hit points, how well you min-maxed your stats. There was something else to this game. Something oddly human. 
 
      
 
    In the small alley they could not bring all their numbers to bear, but Roger was surrounded, and although they fell back from his initial blows, their numbers were too much to overcome. Rather than strike at him with weapons, they grappled him, with one managing to trap his arms behind his back and hold him tight. 
 
      
 
    Now it really was over. Roger struggled against his captors, to no avail. It wasn't an actual knife, but the way it caught the light made it seem so, and the edge looked no less sharp than what you would find in his kitchen. The bandit holding it wore a relaxed grin. 
 
      
 
    A strangled cry broke out from the back ranks of the bandit mob, and Roger thought he glimpsed a flash of amber light. There was another cry, and all of a sudden a woman was in sight, thrashing about with a sword and shield. There were already several bodies on the ground, in various stages of disappearing. 
 
      
 
    'Kill him,' he heard his captor shout, and the once smiling bandit cast a nervous look over his shoulder before lumbering forward to finish the job. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VII - Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roger was shoved forward and into his would-be killer. They went down in a tangled heap, this time Roger on the bottom. He grabbed each of the man's wrists, but his strength couldn't stop the knife from driving towards his face. The killer's face was furrowed with effort, until suddenly his eyes opened wide as dinner plates, and he collapsed atop Roger, pinning him in place. 
 
      
 
    The screams of dying bandits were everywhere, echoing in the narrow strip, but Roger couldn't move until the fellow on top of him began to despawn. When the screams finally stopped, a man with a pair of daggers at his pockets stood over Roger. Mousey brown hair fell over one eye, and he stood there for a moment, hands on his hips. After a second, he held out a hand. Roger took it, and was lurched to his feet. Someone clapped him on his shoulder. It was the woman, her square shield now slung over her back. 
 
      
 
    'What were you thinking?' she said. She had a rough voice, as though thirsty from slaying all those bandits. There was the hint of a russian accent. 
 
      
 
    'Wh-what?' Roger was still bristling with adrenaline, and his mind was struggling to keep up with the development of events. 
 
      
 
    'We've been trying to clear this place for three days, and you just sneak in here like an idiot and stir up the whole town.' 
 
      
 
    Three days? Roger found that hard to believe. What quest zone took three days to clear? 
 
      
 
    'It doesn't matter,' said a firm voice behind him. The voice had a mature timbre to it, but the man standing before Roger was yet young, perhaps early thirties. 'We ought to thank him,' he looked at his partner, 'for giving us such a good distraction.' 
 
      
 
    'I suppose,' said the woman. 'Oxala, by the way.' She gestured at the man, who laid a palm on his chest. 
 
      
 
    'Kristofer.' 
 
      
 
    'Roger.' 
 
      
 
    'Well, Roger,' said Oxala, the slurping noises of pikshene looting reverberating in the background, 'care to tell us what you were doing here?' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked from Oxala to Kristofer. They spoke English to him, albeit with different accents, and he considered it lucky that his was decent. 
 
      
 
    'I'm on an assassination mission,' he said. He produced the quest note. Rayne Ristretti, bring me his head. 
 
      
 
    'We seek the same target,' said Kristofer. 'What on earth made you think you could do it yourself?' 
 
      
 
    Roger shrugged. 'I was actually hoping to find someone here to team up with.' 
 
      
 
    Oxala laughed then, and it was a heavy booming sound. 'There are better ways to recruit party members than to charge in and hope for the best.' 
 
      
 
    'There are?' Roger scratched his head. He hadn't really considered the alternatives. 
 
      
 
    'He didn't complete the tutorial,' squeaked Soph, and Roger swatted at him. 
 
      
 
    'Really?' Kristofer turned to Oxala, looking genuinely dismayed. 'What an interesting kid.' 
 
      
 
    'That's one way to put it.' There was the sound of metal on stone as Oxala leaned her back against the wall. 'So, do you know what a settlement is, kid?' Roger shook his head, and she sighed. 'You're standing in one.' 
 
      
 
    'This whole camp?' he said. 
 
      
 
    'The whole camp,' said Oxala. 'Settlements are essentially a town.' Kristofer nodded along to her words. 'You may not have noticed, but enemies don't respawn here.' 
 
      
 
    This was news to him. 'Then why the hell are there so many bandits?' he said. 'Surely this place would have been cleared by now.' 
 
      
 
    'Where have you been?' said Kristofer, shaking his head. 'Or have you just not been paying attention?' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked at him with knotted brows, and the adults glanced at eachother. 
 
      
 
    'Half the player base has gone chasing after the treasure.' Kristofer was speaking, but his eyes were constantly checking down each end of the narrow alleyway. Roger was already beginning to forget what had just gone down. A moment ago he'd been on the brink of death, now he was having a chat. 
 
      
 
    'The treasure?' he said. 'I didn't hear about any treasure. Then again,' he looked down at his hands, doing the math, 'I haven't been online in a few days.' 
 
      
 
    'Well that explains it.' Kristofer started off down the alley, and they made to follow him. He paused at the end, took a quick look around. 'There was an announcement in all the villages. I was in Turnville at the time, on the other side of the plains.' 
 
      
 
    'I heard it too,' said Oxala. 'Was just about to log out, in fact. Treasure guarded by a powerful monster, on an island in the ocean.' 
 
      
 
    Roger felt his excitement growing. What the hell was he doing here then? 
 
      
 
    'Why didn't you guys go after it?' 
 
      
 
    Kristofer looked at him like he was stupid. 'And contend with ten thousand other players? No thanks.' 
 
      
 
    I suppose that's fair. They crossed an empty courtyard. There were discarded bottles, scrap wood and broken weapons lying about. 
 
      
 
    'So,' said Oxala, 'we thought we may as well take advantage of the situation.' They slipped into another alleyway. 'We've made a lot of money and experience so far.' 
 
      
 
    'So what happens when you clear a settlement?' said Roger. 
 
      
 
    'You liberate it.' Kristofer led them along, and Oxala seemed to trust his judgement, and so Roger followed. 'People will move back into a liberated settlement over time, and business will resume as normal.' 
 
      
 
    'That's cool, I guess.' 
 
      
 
    'Yes,' said Oxala. 'It's quite cool. And you're in luck, because you helped us eradicate a particularly difficult quarter of the town.' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah?' 
 
      
 
    'And we're getting close to the center.' 
 
      
 
    'Oh.' Sopherus had mentioned that Rayne was probably there. But that meant that, 'It's going to be the most dangerous part of the zone, isn't it?' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah,' said Kristofer, looking back. 'Once we get there, we'll need to come up with a plan.' He froze, and quickly put his back up against the wall. He looked at the two of them, and held a finger to his lips. 'There's someone there.' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VII - Part 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    'How many?' Oxala hissed back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kristofer looked confused. 'Only one.' He shook his head as Oxala brushed past him. 
 
      
 
    'Shit,' she said. 'He's seen us.' 
 
      
 
    'Is it an outlaw?' said Roger. 
 
      
 
    'He sure looks like one,' said Kristofer. 'Guess we'll find out.' 
 
      
 
    'Shhh.' Oxala emerged from the alley. 'Heya, friend.' 
 
      
 
    'Ahoy,' said the man. He was heavy-set, with a great dark beard and a skullcap clinging tightly to his head. 'I'm Sinbad.' 
 
      
 
    Shake my head, thought Roger. Role playing a little hard there buddy. Oxala introduced the three of them. 
 
      
 
    'Well met,' said Sinbad. 'It's good to see another friendly face. You here for the bounty as well?' 
 
      
 
    'We are,' said Oxala, visibly relaxing. 'Did you come alone?' 
 
      
 
    Sinbad shook his head, looking wistful. 'There were more of us, but we underestimated this place.' 
 
      
 
    Oxala nodded. 'We lost someone as well.' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Roger just stood there, eyes glancing from Oxala to Sinbad, feeling like he was in some kind of poorly acted war movie. We lost people. It was bad. 
 
      
 
    'Well, we could use the help.' Oxala gestured towards the town center. 'The resistance is probably going to be pretty heavy there.' 
 
      
 
    Sinbad unfurled a map and placed it on the ground, kneeling over it. 'We should devise a strategy.' 
 
      
 
    'Wow,' said Oxala. 'You found a map of the town?' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah.' Sinbad looked up with a whiskery grin. 'Got it off one of them.' He pointed at a section of the map shaped like a circle. 'This is where Rayne is.' He traced his finger north. 'We came through here, but their numbers forced us this way.' His finger moved as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    'I see,' said Kristofer. 'And what makes you so sure Rayne is there.' 
 
      
 
    Sinbad nodded his head towards the column of smoke. 'That,' he said. 'It's not just a fire. There's a pattern to it. She's sending out smoke signals.' 
 
      
 
    'She?' said Kristofer. 
 
      
 
    Sinbad shrugged. 'She, he, whoever it is, they're sending messages to someone.' 
 
      
 
    Roger considered his words. 'Does that mean reinforcements are coming?' The three looked at him, and he was made painfully aware of his junior status. 
 
      
 
    'That's what I'm thinking,' growled Sinbad. 'We have to move fast.' 
 
      
 
    Roger grew nervous, mind filled with the prospect of this place flooded with enemies. Already, this quest had turned out pretty impressive. The ads had mentioned stuff like this. Dynamic questing and world events. Smart AI that adapts to player intervention. 
 
      
 
    'I'll scope out the place,' said Kristofer, breaking off Roger's reverie. 'Hold tight.' 
 
      
 
    He slipped off into the shadows, and so they waited. Oxala looked concerned, but it was only a few minutes before Kristofer returned. He nodded at Sinbad. 
 
      
 
    'You're right. There's some kind of command tent in the middle of the courtyard.' 
 
      
 
    'Rayne has to be there.' Sinbad looked at Oxala. 'How do you want to do this?' 
 
      
 
    'They will have the numbers advantage,' Oxala replied. She looked at Roger. 'Our friend here showed us the best way to deal with that, however.' 
 
      
 
    Roger raised his eyebrows at her, and then it dawned on him. 'You want me to lure them, don't you?' 
 
      
 
    'Yes,' said Oxala. 'And crush them again.' 
 
      
 
    'I can help with that.' Sinbad produced something from the bag on his hip. Roger had seen something like it not more than a couple of days prior, on Bonfire night. 
 
      
 
    'Explosives?' he said, and Sinbad winked at him. 
 
      
 
    'All we need is a distraction.' 
 
      
 
    They all looked at him, and he shrugged. 'I'll do it.' Oxala clapped him on the back, and he nearly fell over. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    He once again stood atop the town, back against the broken spire of what looked like some kind of temple. He was so close now that he could hear the bandit chatter below. He could see Sinbad crouched by an overturned stand. It was his signal he was waiting for. 
 
      
 
    Time crawled past until finally, Sinbad made his move. He pointed a finger at Roger, then into the clearing. Roger gulped. He stepped out of cover, walked to the edge of the building overlooking the clearing. The tent had a great big skull emblazoned on it, like the jolly roger from a pirate movie, only this skull had a pair of twisted horns sprouting from its forehead. He could see the source of all that black smoke burning away in a corner of the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    No one had seen him yet, and so he took in a deep breath, and bellowed across the clearing. 
 
      
 
    'OI.' 
 
      
 
    A few heads turned towards him, followed by the hiss of drawn steel. 
 
      
 
    'Which one of you is Rayne Ristretti?' 
 
      
 
    'Piss off,' one of them yelled. He blinked. 
 
      
 
    'No.' 
 
      
 
    He heard the twang of an arrow, and ducked out of sight. This wasn't going well. He grit his teeth, and revealed the explosive he held in his hand. 
 
      
 
    'I'm not leaving without that bounty,' he cried. He sent the firebomb sailing through the air in a smoky arc. Astonished cries were met with an explosion. The firebomb landed in the middle of the tents skeletal visage, shredding it with a thunderous peal. 
 
      
 
    This was the part that frightened him, and he cursed his partners for putting him up to it. As nimble as possible, he clambered down the side of the roof and into the alleyway below. An arrow struck the wall next to him. 
 
      
 
    He scattered off down the street, pursuers hot on his trail. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VII - Part 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Praying that he was going the right way, he loitered for a moment in order for his pursuers to catch up, and then headed left down a connecting street. They gave chase. He wasn't sure how many or what kind but his ruse hadn't been a complete failure, at least. He turned right, straight into a dead end. 
 
      
 
    A series of heavy footsteps pulled up behind him. They watched him back up against the wall, which was a hodgepodge of stacked boxes, odd ends and carriage wheels. With two men standing shoulder to shoulder, they rounded on him with weapons drawn. One of them held a spiked, iron mace, and something in Roger's brain registered it as a very legitimate and painful threat. 
 
      
 
    His nerves were thrashing like stormy waves on a steep cliff. Had he gone the wrong way? Had they forgotten about him? Worse, was he merely just a decoy all along? Would they collect what they needed and then be out of here before these bandits could return? He backed away, and his back pressed up against the wooden barrier. 
 
      
 
    An unpleasant cry rose up, the sound of some kind of deranged beast, and then Oxala was upon them. He could hear the metal on metal, the loud smack of critical damage. He felt a cry rise in his own throat, and then he was upon the enemy. They fought back, and Roger saw crimson as the spiked mace caught him across the side of the face. His head hit the wall and he slumped to his knees, crashing sideways as another body thudded into him. 
 
      
 
    A moment later and it was over, and Oxala sank to her knees beside him, gasping. 
 
      
 
    'You didn't use it?' she said, and he smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    'Didn't need to.' 
 
      
 
    A sudden explosion met his ears, shaking the earth and raining dust down on the pair. 
 
      
 
    'Go, Roger. I'll catch up.' 
 
      
 
    Clambering to his feet, he headed back to the courtyard. He saw the ragged tent hanging limp and torn. Sinbad was locked in battle with a pair of large bandits wielding axes. He held a great, curved cutlass, and swung it like a man who had grown up doing so. Roger stood there for a moment, mouth agape, saw him cut one bandit down and send the other reeling with the back of his hand. 
 
      
 
    Kristofer was losing. A slender woman with short hair and a red mask was slicing him to bits like he was a cut of meat. Roger charged at her, and the blow that would have finished Kristofer was averted in order to ward off the fist that came flying at her. She stepped to the side, cutting Roger as he passed, and that one maneuver was enough to put him on death's door. 
 
      
 
    'It's Rayne,' said Kristofer, catching a blow on his daggers that drove him to one knee. Roger looked at the bandit through a red mist. Kristofer was right. Her skills were far beyond the others, and she wore a tattered black cape with that same leering, horned skull on it. Then Oxala was in the fray, and Rayne fell back, her skill offset by Oxala's great shield and heavy armor. 
 
      
 
    They traded blows, but Oxala was using too much energy, and her reactions grew slower and slower. 
 
      
 
    'Getting tired?' said Rayne, and whipped past in a shocking display of speed, and Oxala fell to her knees. Roger had barely even seen Rayne's sword move. 
 
      
 
    Kristofer loomed over her shoulder, but his dagger went well wide of its target, and Rayne caught his other hand. 
 
      
 
    'I will avenge my men,' she said. Kristofer glanced at Roger, eyes pleading. 
 
      
 
    Roger saw the choice before him. He could run, if he wanted to. He had the stamina to run at pace for a full minute. Why should he die here? He had already risked enough for these people. 
 
      
 
    And though these thoughts occurred to him, something else must have taken over, for he ambled over to Rayne and seized her in a full nelson grip. She screamed in surprise, releasing Kristofer's hand. 
 
      
 
    He didn't waste a second, plunging a dagger into Rayne's chest. She convulsed in Roger's arms then, and game or not, the sensation would stick with Roger for some time after. Again and and again Kristofer's dagger struck until there was nothing left to hit. 
 
      
 
    Rayne's corpse was gone, and all that was left was her sword and her mask, and her neatly severed head. Rainbow light scattered about, and the red lifted from Roger's eyes. There was the sound of a body hitting the ground, and Sinbad wandered over. 
 
      
 
    'Well done,' he said, great big smile on his beefy mug. 'Finally, it's over.' 
 
      
 
    'Finally,' said Oxala, watching their pikshenes suck up the pile of loot. Her expression changed to confusion, eyebrows knitting together, and then quickly to shock. She started forward, eyes looking past Roger where Kristofer stood, and when he turned to follow her gaze he saw Sinbad's sword fall, as though in slow motion. 
 
      
 
    An amber flash and Kristofer's eyed widened. He fell to his knees first, before pitching onto his face. Roger felt weird, like his mind couldn't catch up to what was happening in front of him. But it was happening, and Kristofer's body was disappearing in front of his eyes. Sinbad was not a player? 
 
      
 
    Oxala was stricken to the ground, but she was undeterred. Roger saw the hatred in her face, and the idea that this was just a game had been scrunched up and tossed away. She was furious, teeth bared like some kind of wild animal. 
 
      
 
    Sinbad was only grinning, but his eyes had gone cold. The joviality he displayed was all an act. This program, this NPC had deceived them. He pulled his overcoat open, and behind it was that white, horned skull. Roger felt a moment of confusion, but he stowed it away. He had to do something. He hoped Oxala could hold on for just a little bit longer. 
 
      
 
    She threw herself at Sinbad, and her anger seemed to even the playing field for a moment, but Roger could see the level gap was far too wide. Sinbad was formidable, and he had only to survive and wait for Oxala's stamina to drain. It did so, slowly, but even the slightest decrease was enough to give Sinbad openings, and Oxala was driven back. 
 
      
 
    'Roger,' she shouted, desperation in her voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He did his best to sound frightened. 
 
      
 
    'I can't,' he said. 'He's too strong. I'm sorry.' He started backing away, and Sinbad laughed. 
 
      
 
    'The brat is terrified,' he said. 'I'm amazed he even held up his end of our little strategy.' 
 
      
 
    Roger watched closely. He had to figure out a way to separate them, but Sinbad was relentless. He bit down on his bottom lip. He would have to put himself in harms way once more. He grabbed one end of the limp tent flap, and with a sound that was just like the crotch of his school pants tearing, ripped it clean from the pole. 
 
      
 
    Oxala glanced at him from the corner of her eye, though she was nearly cornered. Roger would have to move fast. He sprinted ahead, wrapping his little present in the remnants of the tent canvas. He'd never been great at throwing, but the target was close, and he didn't need to score a direct hit. 
 
      
 
    'Oxala,' he shouted. 'I'm gonna use it.' He hoped she understood, and his virtual arm wound up and sent his virtual bundle flying. And as it flew through the air, partially unraveled, Sinbad simply held his forearm up to his face. Oxala dived to the ground, abandoning sword and shield and covering her head with her hands. 
 
      
 
    'Clever boy,' said Sinbad as fire engulfed him. Boom. 
 
      
 
    Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Sinbad thudded against the wall, and Roger would leave nothing to chance. He plunged through the smoke and drove his fist square into Sinbad's face with a satisfying crunch. 
 
      
 
    'You're done for.' 
 
      
 
    Sinbad slumped to the ground. 
 
      
 
    'Roger,' said Oxala. 'You...' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was Roger's chance to look cool, but all he could do was shrug. Sometimes less was more, he thought. He helped Oxala to her feet, and she brushed herself off, a very human gesture. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Kristofer,' she said. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah.' 
 
      
 
    'He was a great party member.' 
 
      
 
    Roger nodded. 'Maybe we'll meet him again?' 
 
      
 
    Oxala met his eyes, and nodded back. 'Unh.' She strode over and picked up her sword. Sinbad's corpse was gone, replaced with his big leering severed head and a pair of explosives. Soph gobbled them up. 
 
      
 
    Huh, thought Roger. Guess he has a bounty on him too, somewhere. 
 
      
 
    'We should get out of here,' said Oxala. 'Figure this all out later.' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    'Yeah.' He desperately wanted out of this place. They set off down an alleyway, confused and a little bit disturbed, but alive and with a bounty collect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VIII - Part 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Though victorious, they made a sorry sight. The durability of their arms and armor was visibly low. Oxala's iron suit was dented and scarred, her sword scuffed and chipped like a hand saw. One of the spikes on Roger's fist was missing, and the rest were blunted. If they were attacked now, he wasn't sure they would make it. 
 
      
 
    Oxala's mouth was sewn tight. Kristofer's death had made a distinct effect on her, and she was silent as they wound their way through the maze of stone corridors. 
 
      
 
    An odd sense of irony accompanied him. He had plunged recklessly into the game and every challenge it presented. By rights, he should have died a dozen times, and yet this ridiculous play-style had yielded him new relationships and considerable reward. For everything that had gone wrong, there had been a silver lining. A reason to keep playing. He hadn't felt this way for a long time. 
 
      
 
    Once they finally reached the outskirts of the city, the perennial breeze of the plains was the first thing to greet them. Above, flocks of birds rode the breeze into the forests beyond. Roger saw the sun hovering over the edge of the northern horizon. This low in the sky the orb was purple, and yet as on Earth, too bright to stare at directly. 
 
      
 
    And then that familiar, nauseous feeling. If this was Roger's first sunset, that meant... 
 
      
 
    It's probably past midnight. 
 
      
 
    He had lost all track of time. 
 
      
 
    'I gotta go,' he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oxala's distant eyes seemed to return to focus. 
 
      
 
    'What do you mean?' 
 
      
 
    Roger realized he was fidgeting. Oxala caught on, and sent him a quizzical look. 'Do you need the bathroom? If my old bladder is holding up, yours should too.' 
 
      
 
    'No,' said Roger, shaking his head. Old bladder? She wasn't that old. 'It's late where I am. My parents are gonna be mad.' 
 
      
 
    'Ahh.' Oxala's face softened. 'That's fair.' She placed a hand on Roger's arm. 'Before you go, you have to tell me how you caught on to that Sinbad's betrayal.' Her face darkened as she said the name. Roger thought back to the moment. 
 
      
 
    'A few things,' he said, struggling to compose his thoughts. 'The first thing I noticed was he called Rayne a she, but the bounty specifically said to "bring me his head." Then there was the map. You guys had obviously killed dozens of guards, and yet neither of you came across any maps.' Oxala's eyes were narrowed, and she nodded along. 'He was so sure of himself, too.' He shook his head. 'I don't trust people who are too certain.' 
 
      
 
    'That's it?' said Oxala. 
 
      
 
    Roger paused. 'I also never saw his pikshene.' 
 
      
 
    'Neither did I,' said Oxala. 'But that's not so unusual. A lot of people never summon theirs at all.' 
 
      
 
    'Right,' said Roger. 'But when we killed Rayne and the others, all of our pikshenes looted the bodies. Except for his.' 
 
      
 
    Understanding seemed to dawn on Oxala. 'You're right.' 
 
      
 
    Roger shrugged. 'If I didn't already distrust him, I might have missed it too.' 
 
      
 
    'You saved us.' said Oxala, and Roger felt himself flush. 
 
      
 
    'Not all of us.' 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause then, and a soft jingle of metal as Oxala shifted her weight. 
 
      
 
    'What do you think happens when you die here?' she said. 
 
      
 
    'I dunno.' Roger had thought about it, of course, like he thought of everything else, all the time. But he wasn't sure. He had not yet seen a graveyard, or spoken to anyone who had died. That he was aware of, anyway. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah,' said Oxala. 'Funny how, even though we're in a game, death here is still a mystery.' 
 
      
 
    'Hm.' Roger nodded, not quite seeing the humor. Sometimes grown ups mystified him. 'I really gotta go,' he said. 
 
      
 
    'You really want to log out here?' Oxala looked around them. It wasn't ideal, he knew, but he really should be on his way, otherwise he was going to miss the last train. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah. See ya later.' 
 
      
 
    'Goodbye.' He gave the log out command to Soph, and soon enough the world was fading out of view. 
 
      
 
    'Hey,' said Oxala. 'I'm heading for Alterbrea. If you ever want to team up again, you might find me there.' 
 
      
 
    Roger nodded, and then he was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Blue light. He was back, body stiff and bladder full. His skin was clammy, and the air conditioner sent a chill through him. He eased himself out of the pod. Laughter met his ears, and he saw a pair of gamers sat at the couch in the corner. He waited, letting reality settle over him. 
 
      
 
    He imagined Oxala and Kristofer out there somewhere. He wondered what Kristofer had done when he died. Had he rage quit and stormed out of the building? That image improved Roger's mood, and the loss didn't seem so somber now. 
 
      
 
    He relieved himself before heading on out. There were a few folks at the cafe. One of them stared solemnly into his cup, and Roger wondered if it was the game that had him looking like that or the eventual return to real life. Roger passed through the security doors and out into the street. A busy street, and another typical summer night. He could see a line of people across the road looking to get into a bar. Passing the noodle house, the sounds of karaoke wafted up to him. Nirvana? 
 
      
 
    He supposed he should be grateful that the public transport system here was so good. It was mere minutes before he was seated on the train, gently jostled by the swaying carriage. He watched a middle-aged woman rock from side to side as she slipped in and out of slumber, her small daughter conked out beside her. 
 
      
 
    Yoyogi station. He jumped up, slung his backpack over his shoulder. It was nearing one o'clock. With every step towards home his feet grew heavier. The idea of confronting his father was playing on his thoughts. Would he be really angry? What excuse would he use? Would the study one work? He'd never been out this late before. His father would be suspicious. All of a sudden Roger took a keen interest in his studies? 
 
      
 
    The store was closed and he lights were out, and he slipped inside. He took his shoes off, and tiptoed up the stairs like a thief. He didn't feel truly safe until his door was closed and locked behind him. 
 
      
 
    He'd left his window open, again, but the breeze was nice. Someone was standing next to the bench in the street outside, lit up by the lamplight. They were swaying side to side, like they were drunk. A moment later he realized they were on the phone. He closed the curtain. 
 
      
 
    He lay in bed for a full hour before he finally fell asleep, listening out for his father's footsteps. Eventually he sunk into unconsciousness, and he dreamed again, of a sneering, horned skull lit up by faint blue lines of light. 
 
      
 
    He awoke with a start, and looked at the clock. 8AM. He threw off the sheet, and was rummaging frantically through his closet before he realized it was Saturday. 
 
      
 
    Idiot. 
 
      
 
    He still had work today, though. Couldn't escape that. He shuffled down the stairs with a heavy heart, and had all but forgotten last night until he caught sight of his father at the table, glasses on and pen in hand as he worked his way through the crossword at the back of the newspaper, just like every other weekend. 
 
      
 
    His dad looked up. 
 
      
 
    'What happened last night?' 
 
      
 
    Roger's gaze was askew. 'I got home late.' 
 
      
 
    'I know that.' His father's voice was stern. 'I'm asking why.' 
 
      
 
    'I was with some friends. Lost track of time.' 
 
      
 
    'With friends?' His dad didn't buy any of it. 'When did you make friends?' 
 
      
 
    The words hit Roger like a punch to the stomach, and his felt his anger rising. 
 
      
 
    'You don't know anything about me,' he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    'I know one thing,' said his father. 'You come home late like that again and you'll be working for free.' 
 
      
 
    'That's barely worse than what you pay me now.' He was trembling again. Every single time, his traitorous body had the same reaction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father stood up. 
 
      
 
    'Oh, so you don't mind then?' 
 
      
 
    'If you stop paying me,' said Roger. 'I'll stop coming in to work.' 
 
      
 
    His father stood up, and he wore such a black look that Roger felt himself take an involuntary step backwards.His lower lip was trembling now, too, and with it came the unmistakable urge to cry. He blinked rapidly. 
 
      
 
    'You will be in the shop by 9,' his father said through gritted teeth. He tossed his pen on the table and stalked down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Roger stood there for a moment, arms by his side, feeling all this anger with nowhere to direct it. He wanted to run over, grab his father's paper and rip it to shreds. His anger turned into a little sob, and he stood there in the middle of the dining room, shoulders shaking. 
 
      
 
    He wiped his face with the back of his forearm, feeling like a small child. He fetched himself breakfast, only to drop the bowl as he pulled it from the cupboard. The noise of ceramic bouncing on the marble counter served to snap him awake, but it did not help his mood. He resigned himself to a miserable day, and trudged down the stairs to the shop. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VIII - Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nothing seemed to go right. The count from Bonfire night had been off, which meant that someone had been stealing glow sticks and other merchandise throughout the night. Hundreds of dollars worth, in fact. There was a man installing a surveillance camera throughout the shop, which meant that Roger and his father had to move shelves and the stock that sat atop them to make way for the new security system. 
 
      
 
    His father managed to hurt his back in the process, and so he ordered Roger around with a sour look on his face. His mood was so uncomfortable that customers weren't staying over long, which upset his father even more because it meant they were buying less. It was a ruthless cycle. 
 
      
 
    Roger was exhausted by the end of it, but he kept Fantalia firmly fixed in his mind, and it seemed to help him find energy every time his father ordered him to do something. They closed up early on weekends, but there was always stuff to do once the security doors closed. His dad seemed happy enough with the cameras, though he managed to grumble about the inconvenience of it all, the exorbitant pricing and the sad decline of civilization that warranted such drastic steps be taken at all. 
 
      
 
    They ate dinner together at the table. His dad always finished first, which left just Roger and his mother. Roger scowled inwardly as his father left his dinner plate in the sink and made for his study. 
 
      
 
    Lazy ass. 
 
      
 
    'How are your studies going?' asked his mother. 
 
      
 
    Roger was squirting the last remnants of tomato sauce from the bottle, which rasped and hissed like an asthmatic. 
 
      
 
    'Alright,' he said. 'Getting there, I s'pose.' 
 
      
 
    'That's good. Finals next week, right?' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah.' The hissing stopped. 
 
      
 
    'You know,' his mother started, 'the better you do in school, the easier your life will be down the road.' 
 
      
 
    Roger's appetite was gone. He set the sauce bottle down on the tabletop. 
 
      
 
    'So everyone keeps telling me,' he grumbled, 'but I don't even like school. Why do you think I'm gonna like a job that requires good grades... from a school?' 
 
      
 
    He could see his mother was listening, but this was always a point of contention between them. 
 
      
 
    'We all have things we don't like to do,' she said, trying to smile. 'That's life. But some things are harder than others. It's hard when you're young to see all the opportunities presented to you.' 
 
      
 
    'Yeah,' said Roger. He heard that a lot too. Being young was supposed to be some kind of sickness of the mind. Adults didn't really respect your opinion if you were young. 'Wait til you get older,' they would always say, but Roger didn't want to wait that long to see if he was right or not. He wanted to make his own choices. He poked at his food with a pensive look. 
 
      
 
    'I kinda don't think I'll go to college,' he said. Silence hung in the room. He could feel his mother's eyes roaming his face, but he refused to meet them. 
 
      
 
    'We'll cross that bridge when we come to it,' she said. Her chair squeaked as she rose from the table. 'Just do your best, and go from there.' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn't know if he could do his best. She was right about one thing, though. He didn't understand the opportunities. To him, it just looked like he was being told what to do and that he should be happy for it. 
 
      
 
    His mother had started on the washing up, and when he finished his meal he joined her with a drying cloth. Wordlessly, they washed up the dishes, which included the stuff from lunch that his mother hadn't got around to yet. Roger enjoyed the gentle splashing of the water, the chink of cutlery as he returned them to their drawers. 
 
      
 
    He left his mother to wipe down the bench top, and proceeded up the stairs and back to his room. Another lonely weekend. He imagined the kids at school were out at this time, at a house party maybe, or eating somewhere nice in the city. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before he knew it he was lying on his back again, feeling sweaty and hot and bothered, tracing patterns in the shadows of the ceiling. This apathy. This hopelessness. The only thing that seemed to rouse him was his anger. The feelings of injustice that were all too pervasive when he was by himself and plagued by the silence. 
 
      
 
    He rose, and his bed creaked. He couldn't stand it. Couldn't stand spending another night in this cramped room chasing his thoughts. He plucked at his shirt where it stuck to his skin, damp and sweaty, then with an exasperated sigh pulled it off altogether and threw it towards the wash basket. 
 
      
 
    He caught his reflection in the mirror. Skinny arms protruded from narrow shoulders, under which sat a soft, pale belly. Sweatpants hung slack from his skinny hips. He looked away, catching his own disdain from the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He got down on his hands and knees. A long time ago, when he'd been happier, maybe, and more excited about the future. When he still played little league soccer for the Naito Penguins, he had made it a pact to do fifty sit ups every night before he went to sleep. Sometimes his mum would watch him, tell him what a strong boy he was going to become. 
 
      
 
    When was the last time he had exercised? He didn't know, and that spoke for itself. The first rep was uncomfortable, indeed. His little arms shook like pillars in an earthquake. Had it always been this hard? For a second he was tempted to put his knees on the ground, like the girls would in Phys Ed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For some reason, the second one was a little easier. Down he went, breath caught in his throat as he strained with the effort. He pushed himself up again, then down, and now his legs were shaking, too. What was the deal? 
 
      
 
    He eked out five more before he collapsed in a heap, face down in the floorboards. His cheek was wet from the drool of his exertions. 
 
      
 
    Fifty, huh? 
 
      
 
    He had done fifty sit ups in one sitting, once upon a time, but never that many in push ups. He had a new goal, now. His second set of push ups yielded only five reps, shaking, gasping, ugly ones at that. But something had changed inside him, like all the energy he poured into feeling down had been transmuted into something else. 
 
      
 
    He tried for another set, managed another five. That was enough for tonight. He rolled his wrists out. Something had been unlocked, though. He looked around the room. What else was there to do? The shirt he'd flung at the wash basket had missed and draped itself over the shoe rack. He put it in the basket properly. His bag lay on its side where he had dumped it, open where he had taken out his lunch box. His binder peeked out, chapped and ruddy from misuse. 
 
      
 
    Could he really be about to study again? The thought came unbidden, equal measures terrifying and exhilarating. He stood there, his mind awash in the prospect of becoming a good student. He could see it in his minds eye, Mr. Clayton handing him his paper, a bit fat 100% scribbled across the front in red ink. The other kids were whispering to each other, but this was the kind of attention Roger could handle. 
 
      
 
    A minute later he was chewing on the end of his pen, books strewn out on the table like the assorted maps of a disorganized cartographer. English. Now that was a subject he had never studied. He was pretty good at it, though. Well, had been good at it. He had liked to read ever since he was little, and it had been all he needed to get a good grasp of language. 
 
      
 
    He had copied down the homework from the board, not out of any sense of obligation, but rather so the teacher wouldn't bother him if she saw him doing nothing. Mrs Teegan didn't single him out like Ms. Xin, but she had a loud voice that bore its way into your skull. 
 
      
 
    How have things changed since Orwell published 1984? Have we moved closer or further away from the future the novel outlines? Dedicated a page to each question and be prepared to share your answers on Monday. 
 
      
 
    Well, thought Roger, in order to answer that, I'll probably need to read the book. 
 
      
 
    His copy sat on the desk. He grabbed it, flipped through it briefly, nostrils filling with the nostalgic smell of paperback novel. It wasn't that long, but man, how was he supposed to finish and analyze it before his finals next week? He was in for it. Not like he hadn't already known, but now it was right around the corner he could feel his stomach turn. It was like knowing you were going to take a punch in six months time. You could put off thinking about it, but eventually you had to stand there and take it. 
 
      
 
    He began to read by the warm orange glow of his bed lamp. It had been a long day, and his drooping eyes soon became as heavy as cinder blocks, and before he knew it sleep had stolen over him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VIII - Part 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    A mewing sound awoke him. He lifted his head, still drowsy, not sure what he was going to see or where he was when he looked around. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He blinked his eyes in the lamplight. He'd fallen asleep while reading. There was a wet patch in the upper right corner of his open book. He wiped the corner of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    'Meow.' 
 
      
 
    'Hello.' Roger pushed himself up with his hands, reached over and pulled open the fly screen. Nanjitha slinked in through the opening like liquid shadow, running her whiskered face along Roger's outstretched fingers. 
 
      
 
    'I haven't seen you in ages,' he said. Nanji trilled as she ran back and forth, footsteps pattering across Roger's exercise book. He pulled open a drawer and reached his hand through to the very back. The bag rattled as he produced it, and Nanji's excitement managed to double. The food tinkled into the little bowl on the window sill, and Nanji crowded Roger as he poured, long, fluffy tail swishing from side to side. 
 
      
 
    He watched her eat, happy to see an old friend, and she returned for one more pat before heading back out into the night. Roger heard her drop down onto the tiles, followed by the rattle of the fence. 
 
      
 
    He quickly realized he wasn't tired, and decided to give his study another go. If he was quiet, he could even slip downstairs and make himself a coffee. Was it worth the risk? 
 
      
 
    A moment later he was on the way down, taking a page out of Nanji's book. He felt his way around the dark kitchen, clasped at the handle of the kettle and flicked it on. The kitchen was lit up in blue light as the appliance sprang to life. It rumbled softly as the water danced about inside like a lava lamp. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He used this light to fish out his favorite mug and drop in a couple of teaspoons of coffee. He loved coffee, even the cheap instant stuff his family bought, but he didn't have it often. Something held him back. 
 
      
 
    Soon enough he was at his desk, a steaming coffee at hand and plenty of homework left to do. Some of it was impossible, at least at this point. He didn't know any of the texts. Hadn't read them. Wasn't caught up on the course material. There were information booklets to go through, so dry that even the caffeine surging through his veins was struggling to keep his eyes propped open. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He tried to highlight certain passages, but it all seemed important. How was he supposed to know what was relevant and what wasn't? His enthusiasm was waning, but he pressed on. There had to be something he could do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It got a little easier over him. He found a question he could answer based on something he read not ten minutes ago, and that helped his confidence. He scribbled furiously, his unpracticed handwriting leaving a barely legible scrawl, looking something like a neolithic cave painting. 
 
      
 
    It was like putting together a puzzle. If you could put the border pieces down first you could make sense of the general picture, and work inwards from there, though the way the Roger of yesterday had jotted down the homework was like putting a puzzle together with half the pieces missing and the wrong box. 
 
      
 
    Eventually his momentum flagged, right about the time the sun began to rise outside. He was definitely going to regret this, but it was better than playing video games all night instead. He set his alarm before he crashed. 
 
      
 
    It woke him as soon as his head hit the pillow. Felt like it, anyway. His eyes stung like there were blisters inside them, and the walk to the bathroom may as well have been through the valley of death. He splashed water on his face, cold and merciless. It helped a little bit. He carried the lingering effects of last nights coffee, but it did little to wake him up, serving only to have him start the day anxious and irritable. 
 
      
 
    He was glad his father was already in the shop, cause he didn't have the stomach for him this morning. He fetched himself cereal like a mindless automaton, and it took all he had to lift the spoon to his mouth. 
 
      
 
    'Good morning, darling.' His mother had appeared unnoticed, and she placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. 'Shu is in today, remember? You have the day to yourself.' 
 
      
 
    Roger had forgotten, of course. Forgotten so completely that he couldn't even remember being told. He always worked Sundays, didn't he? He supposed Shu needed more shifts or something. 
 
      
 
    'Okay.' 
 
      
 
    'What would you like to do?' 
 
      
 
    'Dunno.' He wasn't trying to be rude, but couldn't she see he was tired? He put his head down and continued eating his cereal. Truth was, he did know. He was going straight to the city. He could hear his mother making herself busy about the kitchen. She took his bowl from his hands as he approached the sink, and he mumbled his thanks, and slogged his way back up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    The weather was pretty overcast, so he took his umbrella with him. He hadn't worn shorts in a while, and he modeled them in the mirror. Man, my knees are so... knobbly. To his eyes, his legs looked about as skinny as when he was in seventh grade. He made his way down to the front door, and put on his sneakers. 
 
      
 
    He made his way through the shop, and passed Shu on the way out. The older boy threw him a big white smile and held out his fist to bump. Roger obliged. He liked Shu. He was in college, and liked to play basketball. He was always complaining about being a broke student, but there was a self awareness about it that made it funny. It was nothing like the way Roger's dad complained. 
 
      
 
    'Hey man.' Shu ran a hand through his hair. 'How ya been?' 
 
      
 
    'Pretty good,' said Roger. Shit, actually, as usual. 'And you?' 
 
      
 
    'Good man.' Shu was restocking the toilet tissue, and he rotated them so that all the logos were facing towards the front. 'We won our semi-finals last night.' 
 
      
 
    'That's cool.' Roger felt awkward around the guy. Shu had a natural relaxed charm that he couldn't relate to. Envied even. 'When's the finals?' 
 
      
 
    'Next Saturday,' he said. 'If we win the finals we'll go to the national play offs, which means travel. That's why I'm taking all these shifts.' 
 
      
 
    'Wow, nice.' He knew Shu trained hard. He saw him at the courts opposite the train station nearly every day. 
 
      
 
    'What about you man? Up to anything interesting.' 
 
      
 
    'Not really,' said Roger, shrugging. 'Got my finals next week.' 
 
      
 
    'Ahh.' Shu gave him a sympathetic smile. 'You off to go study now?' 
 
      
 
    'I s'pose so.' He wore his backpack, and it did have his binder in it. 
 
      
 
    'I won't keep you, man.' He gave Roger another fist bump. 'Good luck with it, yeah?' 
 
      
 
    'Thanks. You too.' 
 
      
 
    He saw his dad watching them through the rungs of shelving, but he pretended not to notice. The buzzer jingled behind him as he headed on out. He was feeling the weight lift from him already, even if it still felt like he'd been hit by a bus. He yawned a big yawn, and waved at his elderly neighbor. The man looked up from his roses with a smile and a nod. 
 
      
 
    Things were busy, but nothing like the mornings to school. He sat down, music blaring in his ears, small smile on his face. He had the whole day to himself, and he was going to make the most of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter VIII - Part 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    The kids in the corner seat were loud. Obnoxiously so, and Roger could see the weary looks of the elder passengers. They always said that the youth these days were worse than ever, and sometimes it was hard to argue. Then again, he didn't think all too highly of most adults either, and there were plenty more old people than young in this country. He really wished these kids would shut up, though. 
 
      
 
    They left at Central Station, and peace returned to the carriage. No doubt there were headed to the ice rink. That's where all the teenagers hung out on weekends. There was an upstairs club, too, where you could have your first kiss if you were lucky. 
 
      
 
    Roger was yet to experience that, but the idea of going to the rink didn't really entice him. He was sure he wouldn't like the music, and he was damn sure he didn't want to be around those kinds of people. Wanting to be kissed made people dress funny, and act strange. He had seen all this before. 
 
      
 
    He came back to himself, realizing that the train was already halfway to the next station. His mother would always said he had his head up in the clouds. More like down in the swamp, if you asked him. 
 
      
 
    The city was starting to become familiar to him now, and he wasn't so self conscious among the crowds. Coming here had once been a special occasion. He would visit his favorite game store, and eat at the same noodle house in the food gallery. When Sai moved schools, coming here made him feel lonely, and he came less and less. 
 
      
 
    He hadn't thought about Sai in a while, and he found himself smiling as the nostalgia swept over him. He wished he could tell Sai all about Fantalia and what he'd been up to, but he hadn't heard from him in over a year now. Maybe I should send another email. Sai didn't use social media. It was one of the things they had in common. 
 
      
 
    The ticket barrier chirped as he tapped off, and the price flashed on the screen. 
 
      
 
    Pretty cheap. 
 
      
 
    Being a student had its perks. 
 
      
 
    He pulled his beanie on, in such a way that his hair fell across his face and covered his features. People were used to folk walking in and out of the Fantalia building now, but he wasn't going to take any chances. The glass doors closed behind him, and he was swallowed up by the silence. 
 
      
 
    He entered the pod room, thinking that if he had just been walking through a department store and wandered into a room like this, he would find himself rather disturbed. The glowing pods awaited, most open and ready for use, though many were clearly occupied. Roger poured himself a glass of water at the cafe. A man was curled up on one of the couches, snoring. 
 
      
 
    So inconsiderate. Just go sleep at home. 
 
      
 
    A brief toilet stop and then Roger was back in the pod, eyes twinkling with blue light. The door closed, the soothing voice welcomed him, and when he reopened his eyes, he was back in the Cerulean Plains. 
 
      
 
    'Hello,' said Soph. 
 
      
 
    'Hey.' Roger stiffened. The bandits? He spun around, and his eyes widened. The wreck he had witnessed not days before, broken down, dilapidated, filled with roving outlaws, was gone. Instead there was a town, still as yet in shambles, but filled with people. Normal people. He watched a man in overalls perched on a roof, nails in his mouth as he hammered at a piece of timber. 
 
      
 
    'Witness the fruits of your labor,' Soph squeaked. 'This is what happens when you liberate a settlement.' 
 
      
 
    Roger stood there for a moment. Whether these NPC's were truly alive or not, this part of the world was better now, and would be safe for other players passing by. 
 
      
 
    Soph flitted up to his shoulder. 'In time, this place will become a quest hub. It will grow and expand, and maybe even one day become a city.' 
 
      
 
    Roger had to wonder just how advanced the AI was if that sort of thing was possible. He guessed that the developers had to be patching the game in real time. That was the only explanation. 
 
      
 
    As usual, he was left with more questions than answers. There was a cloud cover over the plains today, and by the time he returned to River's Bend, he experienced his first Fantalian rain. It was so eerily close to the real thing that he shivered when the first drops landed. He looked down at his arms, watched the little rivulets of water run down them, leaving a trail of tiny droplets on his skin. He looked closer, enticed by what he saw. Tiny little hairs were showing along his arms, no different to those found on his real arm. 
 
      
 
    They hadn't been there before. He knew that for a fact, and what he had suspected was coming true before his eyes. The illusion was growing ever more strong, with each subsequent visit to this world. Now that he saw it on his own virtual body, he could see it in all other things. The wooden boards of the town were more finely detailed, the unique grains, bends and twists and knots in the wood, to the subtle ripples across the water denoting the various currents. 
 
      
 
    The interior of the inn was much the same. Was it just his imagination now, or was the smell of salt that much more convincing? Was the pungency of the fish and the smoky scent of ale on the air more refined than it had been, or was he simply more used to the sensations of this place? If he stayed here for long, would it then affect the way he perceived with his five senses in the real world? These questions troubled him. 
 
      
 
    He walked over to the counter, jingled the little bell that signaled the innkeeper. He nearly gasped. The man that walked out, though his face was more fresh, his eyes were not so red and his appearance far less disheveled, was the drunkard he had met here the last time. 
 
      
 
    'Greetings,' he murmured. If he recognized Roger, he did not show it, whether from shame or simply having been drunk, who could say? 
 
      
 
    'The head of Rayne Ristretti,' said Roger, and Soph emptied it onto the table with a wet belching sound. Sinbad's head followed. 
 
      
 
    The drunken man looked down at the pair of heads with a fair degree of surprise. 'I'm sorry, boy. Someone already came along and turned these in, days past.' 
 
      
 
    Roger blinked. 
 
      
 
    'Huh?' 
 
      
 
    'Unique NPC's can only be turned in once,' he said. 
 
      
 
    'What do you mean?' Roger's eyes narrowed, and he looked over at Soph. 
 
      
 
    The pikshenes arms were folded behind his back as he stared bashfully at the floor. 'Characters like Rayne, they don't respawn like other creatures do, such as the Kobold Chieftain.' 
 
      
 
    'So that was all a waste of time?' Roger felt like slapping the heads off the table, but before he could even finish the thought, he saw that they were gone. 
 
      
 
    'Duplicate items ensure that at least one person receives the job credit, should the other fail to turn them in.' Soph's eyes hadn't left the floor. 'I'm sorry, Roger. I forgot to mention.' 
 
      
 
    'It doesn't matter.' Roger made to stalk away, but something made him stop. 'He looked at the strange old drunk, sober now, but with yet a streak of madness somewhere inside him, like a glitch in his code. 
 
      
 
    'Altaria,' he said. 'Where is it?' 
 
      
 
    Recognition flared up in the back of those eyes, and it made Roger shudder. 
 
      
 
    'Come with me,' said the man. 
 
      
 
    They stood outside, and there was yet enough light peaking through the cloud cover to afford a full view of the plains and the mountains beyond. The innkeep held out a shaky finger, gnarled and weather beaten. The hand of a sailor. 
 
      
 
    'Over this range, known as the Condor Peaks, lie the Satyr Woodlands. If you make it through, on the peninsula you will find what you seek.' The man gave a low, long chuckle then. 'If you make it through.' 
 
      
 
    'I'll make it through, alright,' said Roger. The man stared at him, and Roger watched the dark smile begin to drop from his lips. He wasn't exactly sure where this anger came from, but it felt good. Something about this old fool's words rubbed him the wrong way. 'I'll make it through, and I'll say "hi" to that little fish that sunk your boat, too.' 
 
      
 
    The man's eyes widened ever so slightly, and the mirth was all but gone from his face. With bowed shoulders, he turned away, back into the darkness of the inn. Roger stood there for a moment, as the rain once again began to pitter forth. 
 
      
 
    'To Altaria,' he said, looking towards the mountain range. 
 
      
 
    'Ah, Roger.' Sopherus's squeaky little voice quavered. 
 
      
 
    'Yes?' 
 
      
 
    'What about your gear.' 
 
      
 
    Oh, right. He clenched his fists, suddenly becoming aware of himself. I'm a mess. 
 
      
 
    'Gear first,' he said loudly. Thank goodness every town so far had a blacksmith, because every scuffle he got into seemed to deplete his durability right down to zero. It was expensive to get his stuff repaired, but he had made quite a bit of money in Sandcliff. 
 
      
 
    'The Condor Peaks are cold,' said Soph. 'I recommend you invest in some warm clothes for the journey.' 
 
      
 
    'Do you take damage from the weather?' 
 
      
 
    'Yes. It is not simply cosmetic.' 
 
      
 
    He did buy himself a cloak, the nicest one that they had, in fact, which looked like a combination of wolf and squirrel hide. It was over long, the sleeves coming all the way down to his knuckles, and had a funny smell to it, old and stale, like the dankest corners of the school library, but he liked it. It made him feel imposing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gathered as much as he could for the journey, and though his coins were dwindling, he felt more prepared than he ever had. Back on the road. He had time and he had resources, but most importantly, he now had a goal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ***I hope you're enjoying the journey. Thank you for reading.*** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter IX Part 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    The air grew ever cooler as the mountains closed in. Foreboding had not yet come over him, but Roger had the sense that this may be his biggest adventure yet. It wasn't excitement. It wasn't fear either, but it rode the valley between the two, like the point between the rising and retreating of the ride. It was energy, and Roger was filled with it. 
 
      
 
    At some point in his walk, he looked down upon the weapon on his left hand. He always kept his right hand free, for these fist weapons were cumbersome, and yet easy to put on in the midst of battle. In the palm of his left hand, carved into the leather, was a strange little symbol, that looked somewhat like an eye. 
 
      
 
    It reminded him of something he had seen a long time ago, though he could not remember where. It resembled an eye, with one long stroke for the brow, and three lashes for each eyelid. He had not noticed it before, right at the point where his fingers touched his palm in a balled fist. It was curious, for he had not seen the symbol elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    More curious were the weapons themselves. He thought back to his encounter in the smithies shop. The almost quizzical look the blacksmith had given him when he enquired about such weapons. 
 
      
 
    'I am looking for gauntlets,' he said, taking in the wide array of arms and armour set on the walls, and heaped in piles in the corners. 
 
      
 
    'I think we can find what you need,' said the smith, a beefy man with a thick moustache, precisely what Roger would envision were you to ask him what a blacksmith looked like. 
 
      
 
    'That's not all,' Roger said, feeling sheepish to ask. He looked down at his fingers, almost perfect simulacrums of his real digits. 'I want to know if you can make them into weapons.' 
 
      
 
    'Weapons,' said the smith after a pause. 'For your hands?' 
 
      
 
    Roger nodded. 
 
      
 
    The blacksmith looked at him over fleshy cheekbones, red with exertion and heat, and then proceeded to walk out the back. He did not return for several minutes, and Roger stood there wondering if the man thought he was just wasting his time. He was about to call out when the smith returned, holding in each hand a battered metal gauntlet. 
 
      
 
    'These are quite rare,' said the smith, 'and the only ones I have.' 
 
      
 
    Roger looked at them, eyes widening. 'They're perfect.' 
 
      
 
    They were already well used, and it cost him more to repair them than it had to purchase, but they survived tremendous punishment in the town of Sandcliff. He reckoned they had double the durability now, returned to working order by the smith in River's Bend. 
 
      
 
    The spikes were all odd, for some had fallen off, and the new ones were freshly forged, but they were dangerous looking, and to Roger's eyes their appearance spoke of pure violence. There were heavy slabs of metal on each knuckle, with just enough give to make a fist, supported at the wrist by heavy leather straps so that the hand formed a tight, steady cast as you threw each strike. 
 
      
 
    He felt stronger with them, and lesser at the thought of travelling into the unknown without. He was here now, fully. Fantalia was all he knew, and he was eager to explore it. The mountains closed in all around him, and the mists came with it. 
 
      
 
    Howling through the pass, they swept over him on the breeze, and icy droplets burst upon his skin. He could see no more than twenty feet in front of him, and he kept his eyes sharply ahead as objects appeared out of the murky white fog. Soon, a tower began to materialize ahead of him, and he tensed up. 
 
      
 
    His fears were quickly allayed. These were not outlaws but armed guards, and they bore the same sigil that had appeared over Sandcliff. The mark of some king or queen, Roger supposed, or whatever power claimed ownership to this land. 
 
      
 
    A female guard approached him as he rounded on the tower, a look of concern on her face. She was dressed for warmth in furs and leather, and she gave Roger the up and down. 
 
      
 
    'Take care,' she said, voice cutting through the moaning wind. 'This way is perilous, and you will find few friends in the woods.' 
 
      
 
    'Understood,' said Roger. 'Will this take me to Altaria?' 
 
      
 
    The woman nodded. 'This is the shortest route, yes, but if it is Altaria you seek, there are safer paths.' 
 
      
 
    'I don't care for safe.' He found the words rang true in his own ears as he said them, and what followed was a warm rush of pride. 
 
      
 
    The soldier only shook her head, and waved to her companion at the top of the tower. 'Silly outsiders,' she muttered. 'Go on then, if you must, but do not stray from the road.' 
 
      
 
    'Thank you,' said Roger. The woman walked back to the tower, and Roger could see fire within as she opened the door. It closed with a heavy thud, and the finality of such a sound spurred Roger on, deeper into the mountain pass. 
 
      
 
    He was grateful for his cloak, for it kept out most of the fierce gale. Sopherus was nestled inside, clinging tightly to his shirt. In this cold and gloomy canyon, Roger was grateful for his companions presence. 
 
      
 
    The mist did not lift, and Roger waded through it for what felt like hours. Occasionally he caught glimpses of what looked like rock effigies, standing guard at various junctures in the path. He damn near tripped on one, lying on its back in the middle of the road. It was the carving of something like a small child, only squatter, and more thickly boned. The head was cracked and broken open, but the torso and upper legs were wide and heavily muscled. 
 
      
 
    So, people hadlived here once, and Roger's imagination ran wild at the thought. He had always loved chancing upon things that made a games world seem old, or as though it had existed before the player ever arrived, and would exist long after he had departed. It sucked him in, and a part of him hoped Fantalia Online would facilitate this experience for him. It had. He wanted to learn about whatever culture had peopled this canyon, even if it was merely the creation of a team of human developers. 
 
      
 
    He wondered if that same dev team were watching him now, observing his path through the mist as he navigated the tumbled remnants of their lost civilization. He supposed they did. They kind of had to, if they wanted feedback on the game for future patches. 
 
      
 
    Though the road had been descending for some time, down weathered and cracked stone steps, winding around the side of a mountain whose surface was shrouded in the mist, eventually it leveled out. Roger could see a large, dark shadow on the horizon, and moments later, he stood before it. 
 
      
 
    It seemed to beckon him in, though the dark path into the woods yawned agape like a toothless mouth, and was anything but inviting. His eyes narrowed in on something, and it set his heart aflutter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a skull, but there was nothing even remotely human about it. The smiling head was brown with age, as were the two horns protruding from its scalp. He stood there for a moment, heart thudding in his chest. 
 
      
 
    It triggered an old memory, in a simpler time, in another world entirely. He was falling asleep on his uncle's couch, watching him play games. It was late, and yet Roger was so enthralled by what he was seeing that sleep could not yet take him. 
 
      
 
    The game was horrifying. If his father or mother knew what he was watching, they would certainly be upset, but his uncle never cared for anything like that. He watched as his uncle's character shot at horrors leaping out at him in the dark, mouths twisted in inhuman screeches. It made Roger tremble as he lay there, and he looked up at his uncle who, after a moment, noticed Roger's gaze and returned it. 
 
      
 
    'How do you play such scary games?' said Roger with the voice of a seven year old. 
 
      
 
    His uncle took a moment to respond. There was a thin sheen of sweat over his forehead, and his brow was furrowed and tense. Then a small smile teased his lips. 
 
      
 
    'Whenever something scares me,' he said, 'I run towards it.' 
 
      
 
    Roger took one last deep breath, listened to it swell his lungs, and watched it escape from his mouth in a fine mist. He pulled on his other glove, fastened the leather strap nice and tight, and strode into the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter IX Part Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The forest swallowed him whole. It was dark, and the space between trees revealed only more trees, with coiled vines wrapped around thick, gnarled trunks. The vines were as wide as Roger's torso, appearing as a snake strangling its prey. In fact, the whole forest was as some titanic battle between tree and vine. Mist swirled in the upper boughs, following its own unseen trails. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cloying smell of damp and decay met his nose, as his feet crunched in the undergrowth. Though it was yet day in Fantalia, it may as well have been the middle of the night in these woods. The further Roger walked, the harder it became to see, and the colder it grew. 
 
      
 
    Roger's nerves began to rise, and he started at every small sound. Even the crunch of twigs under his own boots was enough to set his pulse to jumping. He fought the persistent urge to turn around. 
 
      
 
    The path meandered, and Roger paused. There was light ahead, and his breath caught in his throat. His ears strained for any sound. Nothing. No voices, if anything, the barely imperceptible sound of crackling fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He continued onward, and before him was a torch, bracketed on a short pole. Further ahead there were more, lighting the path at certain intervals. The mist deepened, and Roger began to feel afraid. 
 
      
 
    Then the rustling started. It was so quiet as to make Roger wonder if he'd heard anything at all, but the further he went, the more he could hear. The crackling of twigs, the swishing of leaves, the soft creaking of a bough. 
 
      
 
    Then movement, in the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
    It's just a game. 
 
      
 
    It's just a game. 
 
      
 
    He was here again, in this shitty situation that he had never really anticipated. A straight fight he could deal with, but the feeling of being tracked. His pulse eclipsed the rustling, and the path seemed to grow narrow. He stumbled down it, boom, boom, boom, his heart thundered in his ears as he staggered from fire to fire. 
 
      
 
    He thought he heard footsteps behind him, and the urge to turn around was almost irresistible, but he was terrified of what he'd find. He balled his hands into fists, and with a strangled cry he turned his head. A distant thud registered in his ears, and scrambled red lights streaked across his vision. He knew no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter X - Part One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roger woke up, and a sick lance of dread pierced him. He couldn't move. He looked down at his arms and legs, saw that they were tightly bound to the bars of a cage. It was cramped, made for someone half his size. Panic stole over him. 
 
      
 
    'Hello,' he croaked, barely more than a whisper. He swallowed, trying to control his breath. 'HELLO.' 
 
      
 
    The darkness received his voice, and there was no reply. 
 
      
 
    He blinked his eyes, trying to make sense of his surroundings. He was still in the forest. He could see vegetation and the trunks of trees, but they didn't look right. Sick, maybe. Hollow. 
 
      
 
    And there was something else, barely perceptible, at the very edge of his senses. A throbbing noise, passing beneath the thin veneer of forest activity. Drums? It was not a pleasant sound, and he nervously rattled the chains of his bondage. 
 
      
 
    How long had he been asleep for? There was no way to tell. He didn't even know you could get knocked out in this damn game. He didn't feel any pain, but there was a kind of dizziness, if you could call it that. The world moved in and out of focus, shifting left, shifting right, slanting to and fro like a ship rocking on the waves. 
 
      
 
    He heard voices then, harsh little voices like the sound of scurrying rats, growing closer and closer. 
 
      
 
    'Log out,' he said. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    'Log out. Log out, log out, log out.' Nothing. He wriggled and writhed against his bonds. 
 
      
 
    'Soph,' he hissed. 'Soph where are you.' The little green creature was nowhere to be found. Had Soph betrayed him? Had he run away? He would kill him if he ever saw him again. If he could even be killed. 
 
      
 
    Should've done the damn tutorial. 
 
      
 
    The source of the voices emerged from the bushes. Short, squat creatures, with hairy little legs and big rounds faces set in wide manes of tangled hair, woven through with leaves and vines. They were horrifying, with ugly mouths that clicked with large pointed teeth. 
 
      
 
    They were making straight for Roger, and a strangled cry caught in his chest. 
 
      
 
    'Zug gug,' they uttered, hurrying over and working at the door to his cage. It swung open with a rusty squeak, and Roger felt thick, hairy hands apprehend him and drag him bodily onto the forest floor. 
 
      
 
    Before he knew it he was on their shoulders, jostling about as they carried him into the trees. His head lolling to one side, he could see other cages, but the ones he could see were empty. He had never felt so scared. So alone. 
 
      
 
    Or had he? 
 
      
 
    Old wounds surfaced, and he felt the tremors coming. 
 
      
 
    Not here. 
 
      
 
    He couldn't escape them. Not even in this game. The most anticipated event of his life had quickly turned into a nightmare. 
 
      
 
    I can't escape it. 
 
      
 
    'Log out,' he pleaded, but there was nothing. 'Log out.' Tears began to spill down his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    The forest seemed to laugh at him. The bird song was all wrong, like the birds were slurring drunkenly to one another. And the drums. He could hear them well now. Pulsing, vibrating, ricocheting off the dying, strangled trees and out into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    He began to writhe like a man possessed, and the creatures dropped him. He rolled in the dirt, trying to get his feet under him, and then another light show appeared before his eyes, and he knew no more. 
 
      
 
    When he came to, the light show was still there, lilting and careening before him, though his eyes remained closed. He blinked them open, slowly, and realized he was in some sort of clearing. The rhythm of the drums consumed him, beating through his body and setting the pixels aflutter. 
 
      
 
    The light was a fire, a great big one, set in the centre of the clearing, which was some kind of glade, veiled by a thin dark haze. Toppled ruins dotted the clearing but none so immense as that at the very end. It was a tall wall, carved into which was a chair. 
 
      
 
    What sat in the chair made Roger's breath catch in his throat. The horned skull banner from the bandit camp in Sandcliff flashed before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    It was many feet taller than he, an other wordly creature more fearsome than anything Roger had encountered so far. Lithe and long limbed, with a heavily muscled torso and elongated legs that ended in hooves. It sat cross legged on a tall throne carved from the wall of rock. A palpable aura emanated from it, and Roger felt a fear such as he had not felt in years. He locked eyes with the creature, red irises shining out of a long, bestial skull. Intelligent eyes. 
 
      
 
    Satyr. 
 
      
 
    The word popped into his head, the closest equivalent Roger could find to fit the creature. A deep, thrumming voice issued from the creature, and the drums stopped. 
 
      
 
    'Who are you?' 
 
      
 
    Roger didn't speak. Couldn't speak. He was paralyzed, and it had nothing to do with his bonds. The creature waited patiently for a response, but his ugly little servants jabbed Roger with hard sticks. 
 
      
 
    He could see more of them, gathered at the edges of the clearing, little spears in their hands, shaped wood fastened with tips of sharpened stone. He could see the set of drums lying idle, and a part of him wished they would play again. The silence that hung on the air left him with nowhere to run. 
 
      
 
    'Log out,' he choked. 'Log out.' 
 
      
 
    The creature raised an eyebrow, at least that is how it appeared to Roger. 
 
      
 
    Roger closed his eyes. 'Log out.' 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes in time to see the Satyr flick his wrist, and the pygmies threw him back on their shoulders, and hefted him back towards the cages. Roger felt an instant of relief, until he realized that the ordeal was far from over. 
 
      
 
    What was happening? His mind threw it all at him. Just how long would he be stuck here? He could feel his fathers fury at Roger failing to return home, but it somehow paled in comparison to his fear of the horned creature on the stone chair. Would the police come looking for him eventually? Would his parents report him missing? What if the game was closed down because of this? Would the whole world blame him for ruining their experience? 
 
      
 
    The creatures shoved him back into the cage face first, giving him a final smack before slamming the door shut with a clang. 
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