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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    When I saw the ad, I almost didn't believe it. I hated working, but this was different. This was a way to earn money, and actually have fun. And nothing was more fun than playing a MMORPG. This was even better though. This was the most realistic virtual reality experience known to man kind. Honestly, it almost seemed too good to be true. I had heard about BladeDust Online and knew that many players used it as a job replacement. The problem was, there was a start up cost involved. But according to the ad I was reading, that was no longer the case. The company was actually allowing players a chance to try a free 30 day trial. The only catch was, you needed to earn a minimum amount of in game currency to continue into the next gaming month. 
 
      
 
    I continued reading the finer details of the ad before getting my roommate's opinion. I held my laptop into the air. “BladeDust Online is offering a free 30 day trial. It says they have a location in our area, but the offer is only valid for the next 3 days. Do you think this is legit?” I asked with a half smile.  
 
      
 
    I looked at Tommy and pointed at the ad on the screen. He didn't say anything. Instead, he just wore the same blank look on his face as usual. “Really? But how is that possible?” he asked. “How can they offer a free trial?” 
 
      
 
    My finger tapped the screen with excitement. “I think they are doing it to attract more players. Basically, you just gotta earn a monthly fee inside of the game. As long as you earn the fee during your 30 day trial, they let you keep playing. At least, that's how I think it works.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy blinked a few times and displayed a skeptical look on his face. Then, I pointed at him and grinned. “I'm going to call them and find out the details. This could be the best job opportunity ever.” 
 
      
 
    “You're just wasting your time,” Tommy replied with irritation. “Let's just sale all of our stuff. That's the quickest way to pay our rent.” 
 
      
 
    “Sale all of our stuff? Even your robot dinosaur?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy glanced down at the green robot not far from him. He had taken out a credit card nearly a year ago and wasted his money on a robot dinosaur. He thought it was cool because it's skin was rubber and it could walk all by itself. The truth was, it was a ripoff. But still, he cherished the little trinket as if it was some sort of advanced technology. His blue eyes got bigger while he licked his lips. “Well, everything except for my robot. I invested way too much money into it. Besides, it could take weeks to sale it for the full retail value.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you mean it could take weeks to give it away,” I replied with a laugh.  
 
      
 
    Tommy stared at the ground. I always wondered why he took out a credit card just to buy a crummy little robot. To make matters worse, he never paid off the credit card he used. And because of the robot dinosaur, his credit score sucked. And because his credit score sucked, he had to move in with me. It was impossible for him to find a place that would rent to him because of his crummy credit. 
 
      
 
    I put my finger into the air and spoke with a firm voice. “I'm not selling any of my stuff if you won't even sell your robot. Besides, what's the point of having an apartment if it's going to be empty?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't mind having an empty apartment. It gives me more room to run around.” 
 
      
 
    I stood up and looked at Tommy sitting on our brown worn out couch. Pointing at the couch, I rolled my eyes. “Why would you need more room to run around? All you do is sit on that couch. We found that on the side of the road. Remember?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy slouched down as the couch nearly swallowed him. “I'm sure somebody would want to buy this. It's a pretty good couch isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    My head went back and forth. “It sucks. I think the brown leather leached into my new white shirt I bought. Remember how my shirt started looking brownish all of a sudden?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy looked like he didn't believe me. “Are you sure? I've never noticed my shirt changing colors.” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head down with irritation. “That's because you wear the same brown shirt every day. You do know that don't you?” 
 
      
 
    He cracked a small smile. “You really think the couch turned your shirt brown? I always figured you rolled around in some dirt.” 
 
      
 
    I turned away from Tommy. There was no need to reply. An argument like this could drag on for hours between us if I let it. Letting out a sigh, I turned back towards him. “We don't own anything that's even worth selling,” I replied.  
 
      
 
    He became quiet. He knew I was right. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my cell phone and began to punch in the number displayed on the ad. The phone rang once before a well spoken man picked up. “Thanks for calling Emerson Entertainment. How may I help you?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes rolled over to Tommy as it seemed he was eager to hear my first words. “I'm calling about the free trial for BladeDust Online,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, are you interested in signing up?” 
 
      
 
    My head went up and down. “Yes sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Cody. My name is Cody.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you Cody. Can you come in tomorrow at nine?” 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow at nine? Shit. That was awesome, but I wasn't used to getting up so early in the morning. I cleared my throat. “Nine in the morning?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I will text you the address,” the man replied with quick words.  
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. If you don't mind me asking, how does this work exactly? How are you guys giving players a free trial?” 
 
      
 
    “I can explain it all when you get here. The paperwork goes over everything you need to know. See you tomorrow at nine. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    The voice didn't respond while a period of awkward silence took over. “Don't you want the address?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a crack in my voice. “I'll need that. That's something I'll need for sure.” 
 
      
 
    I let out an awkward laugh before the man replied. “Very well then. I will send you a text right now with all of the details. See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    My head bounced up and down. “I'll be there.” 
 
      
 
    I clicked the end button and looked over at Tommy. He threw both hands into the air. “So what did he say?”  
 
      
 
    “He wants me there tomorrow. Nine in the morning. That's pretty early.” 
 
      
 
    I fell backwards into the couch. There was a loud pop as the cheap leather reacted to the force of my fall. “I hope there isn't some hidden fee or something,” I said while staring at the blank white wall ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they will let me join the free trial too? I need to earn some money,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “I'm sure they would. You can call them yourself and ask if you want.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know,” Tommy replied. “My energy level is kinda low right now. I might just need to relax for a few days first. Just to store my energy back up.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. How could his energy levels be low? Then, Tommy grabbed a bag of instant noodles and opened them. He tossed a few uncooked noodles into his mouth before he asked his next question. “Have you ever played virtual reality before?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “But only the console versions. This is new. I have been dying to play BladeDust Online. The start up cost was always too expensive for me though. This is the first game that uses sensors and all of that stuff. People say it's so good that it can suck away your life. I am actually really excited to try it out.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy continued eating his uncooked noodles and didn't say anything. “You eat noodles without cooking them? Why don't you cook them?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It's quicker,” Tommy replied with a mouth full. “Besides, they almost taste like chips if you use your imagination.” 
 
      
 
    “I can't believe they are offering a free trial. I've read that some players are making a lot of money with the game. Plus, it's supposed to be the most amazing experience ever.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy didn't reply. He just continued eating his dry noodles. I rolled my eyes and stood up. “I'm headed to bed,” I said without looking back. 
 
      
 
    “Already?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I replied while walking towards my room. “I haven't gotten up so early in a long time. My body is gonna need some extra rest if I wanna get up that early.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Tommy yelled back. “I'll try to be quiet out here.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my door and shut it behind me. Looking down, I saw my deflated air mattress on the floor. Crap, it was already out of air? No matter how hard I tried to patch up the hole, the air always seemed to find a way to escape. Where was my pump? My eyes scanned the room until I saw the edge of the black plastic pump laying under a bunch of pizza boxes. With no time to waste, I grabbed the pump and stuck it into the air mattress. I turned it on and braced myself for the horrible vacuum cleaner sound it produced.  
 
      
 
    The air mattress got fuller and fuller until it looked like it was about to pop. I always liked to pump it to it's full capacity so the air would last as long as possible. It sucked, but sometimes my air mattress would go flat in the middle of the night. There was a leak in it and I would sometimes have to pump it up many times throughout the night. The guy who lived in the apartment next to me always seemed to hate it when that happened. Sometimes, he would bang on the wall and demand me to turn off the pump. It sucked, but it was really hard to sleep on a flat air mattress. It just wasn't much fun. I sighed before getting up and tossing the pump to the ground.  
 
      
 
    Then, I flipped off the light and fell back into my air mattress. As I tried to sleep, I wondered what tomorrow would bring. How exciting would it be to travel to a real virtual reality world? I had played virtual reality before, but nothing like this. This was the real deal. My heart began to beat faster as excitement flooded into my head. But, I tried to calm myself down. This was no time to get excited. I needed to get my rest or there was no way I was going to be able to get up so early in the morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    It was the sound of a festive tropical rain forest. That was the alarm sound I had chosen. The alarm continued to go off while I was still dreaming. In my dream, a frog was riding a camel. Wow, how did this frog become so powerful? And why was this camel in a tropical rain forest? Surely the other frogs must look up to this frog and his camel riding ways? It all didn't make sense as the tropical rain forest music continued to play. Suddenly, my eyes opened. I was awake. I reached to my side and shut the alarm off. The truth was, I wasn't used to being awake so early.  
 
      
 
    The world felt a little different in the morning. I sat up and looked down at my deflated air mattress. Yep, it was flat again. Jumping up, I flipped on the lights and went to my closet. Business casual? Yes, that would work. I wanted to look very nice for such a special day. Flipping through my wardrobe, I realized I didn't have much of one. My white shirt, a pair of jeans and a few other t-shirts were all I saw. Crumpled up on the ground, was an old worn out business suit that I had gotten from a thrift store. I had bought it because it was dirt cheap, and I figured one day I might actually need it. Well, that day had arrived. I slipped on the wrinkled black suit and realized I didn't have any dress shoes. I did have these solid black running shoes though. They would have to work. After throwing my crummy little suit on, I tried my best to sneak out without making any noise. I entered the living room and noticed Tommy's body lying on the couch face down.  
 
      
 
    I didn't want to wake him up because I knew he would have a thousand questions. My footsteps were slow as I tried to avoid any areas that I knew would create a crackling sound. But right before I got to the door, there was a creak as my footstep came down. Turning my head, I noticed Tommy's body wiggling around like a worm. “Can I have a dollar?” he asked without raising his head. 
 
      
 
    “A dollar? But, I need all of my dollars,” I replied with a little irritation. 
 
      
 
    “But, I'm broke right now and don't have any more food.” 
 
      
 
    Broke? Then why wasn't he coming with me to actually earn some money? Tommy's head came up and revealed his messy blonde hair. I put one hand into the air while I spoke with urgency. “You should really be coming with me. Rent is due in less than 3 weeks. Besides, I can't just keep letting you borrow money. Remember we had originally planned to split rent? That was the deal. Did you already forget?” 
 
      
 
    A defeated look came to Tommy's face. Even though I was irritated with him, I knew he was a good friend. But sadly, he suffered from being too lazy. Even with his lazy ways, it was hard to get mad at him. The truth was, he just didn't know any better. Tommy itched his head before standing up. “I'm so sleepy. I don't think I can go outside this early. I mean, the moon just disappeared a few minutes ago didn't it?” 
 
      
 
    I took in a deep breath. “The sun is out. You need to come with me. We gotta pay rent, dude.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy shrugged his shoulders as I could almost see the wheels in his head going into motion. “I guess I could come now. I mean, I'm officially for hire right this very moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I replied while walking out the door. “I am going to be late. Just throw on your clothes and come with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Tommy replied with a sharp tone. “Just let me take a bath first.” 
 
      
 
    I looked out the door and then back at Tommy. “I don't have time. I'm about to be late.” 
 
      
 
    Without saying anything, Tommy reached under the couch and pulled out a clump of wrinkled clothes. With urgency, he shifted through a few different options. “Just let me change,” he yelled while holding up a brown shirt. 
 
      
 
    I didn't say anything while looking away. Within moments, he had put the clothing on. “Let's go,” he said with a cheerful tone. “How do I look?” 
 
      
 
    As I scanned his body from head to toe, I couldn't help but think he looked like someone who had just crawled out of a dumpster. “Pretty good,” I replied with a forced smile. “I mean, it's a bit wrinkled. Don't you have anything better?” 
 
      
 
    “This is it,” he said with a low voice. “Why? What's wrong with it?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “I don't know. It's just not that fresh looking.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy didn't reply as we made our way out of the apartment and got into my car. Once in the car, I put the directions into the GPS on my phone. Yes! It was less than ten miles away. One of the best things about living in a big city was everything was packed into one area. Tommy didn't say much as we drove to the location. It was obvious he was not used to being up so early. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we arrived, I was surprised at how high tech the building seemed to be. It was tall, slender and looked to be made of fiberglass. “This is it,” I said as I parked the car. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like a good place to work,” Tommy replied. “It's so official looking.”  
 
      
 
    “I don't look at this as working. We are playing a game and earning money. That's something I would call fun.” 
 
      
 
    We got out of the car and headed towards the entrance door. Without thinking, I put one arm out to block Tommy's path. “Let me do all of the talking. After all, I am the one who called and got this all set up.” 
 
      
 
    A moment of silence followed as it seemed he was processing his reply. “But why? Won't they let me play too?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably. I don't see why they wouldn't let you join the free trial too. I'm just eager to get into the game world as soon as possible though. They will probably make us fill out a bunch of paperwork and stuff. I wanna go ahead and get mine done. Make sense?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he replied as he pushed my hand away. After that, he entered the door ahead of me. Once inside, excitement began to build inside of me. Everyone was dressed in nice business suits and seemed to be in a hurry. Everything was so clean and futuristic looking. White shiny tile floors and walls were all around us. The place was beautiful. We walked to the front desk and I saw an attractive woman behind it. I smiled. “I'm here for the BladeDust Online trial.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “The fourteenth floor. Take a right and it's the second door on the left.” 
 
      
 
    We entered the elevator and had arrived at the fourteenth floor within seconds. The shiny white doors slid open and we exited. Just after putting my first foot out, a wheelchair nearly ran over it. “Excuse me,” a tall slender man said while steering the wheel chair around it. 
 
      
 
    As the tall man pushed the wheelchair, I wondered what was wrong with the younger person sitting in it. As they passed by, the young man gave me an odd look. It was a look of fear. But why? Why was he giving me such a look? Suddenly, Tommy tapped my shoulder. “Where are we going?”  
 
      
 
    My head turned towards him. “To the right.” 
 
      
 
    We walked to the right and saw the second door. I examined the neatly printed logo on front of it. “Emerson Entertainment. This is it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    My hand pushed the cold metal door open and we entered the room. Everything was white and was in perfect order. At the back of the room, was a large clear window. Behind the window, was a room full of players inside of capsules. “Are those people in the virtual world?” Tommy asked with some excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” I replied while walking to the window. Behind the window, were hundreds of capsules. It seemed so odd to watch these people as it looked like they were dead or something. But, I knew that wasn't the case. They were actually having the time of their life. Still, it seemed odd to think that my body would just be sitting there while I played the game.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, something grabbed my shoulder. “Welcome,” a voice said. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and saw a thin man with gray hair who was dressed in all white. He was an older man and wore glasses with a thick frame. “Cody?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” I eagerly replied. 
 
      
 
    “Great. You are right on time. That's always a good sign,” he said with a quick laugh. 
 
      
 
    He looked at me and then at Tommy. “And you are?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy straightened up and tried to look confident. “I want to play too,” he replied with a stutter. “I mean, if you guys need any more players. You do need some more players right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We are accepting new sign ups for the next two days. You are welcome to try the trial as well.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy's eyes grew wide. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The man walked ahead of us and we followed him into his office. “Take a seat,” he suggested with open arms. 
 
      
 
    We both took a seat as the man handed us some paper work. “Just read over this and sign where indicated.” 
 
      
 
    I flipped through the pages. How many were there? There had to be at least 50 pages. “Should I read this all?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The man straightened his glasses. “It's just standard information. You can read it all, or just breeze through it. It's really up to you.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Tommy and he shrugged his shoulders. “Just fill it out. That's what I do whenever there's a lot of paperwork.” 
 
      
 
    Maybe he was right. Reading all of the paperwork would be a major pain. Besides, I needed money and really wanted to play BladeDust. I scratched my head and asked the most important question I could think of. “How exactly does the free trial work?” 
 
      
 
    “That's a good question,” the man replied. “There is a pool of money that is updated monthly. When players pay their monthly subscriptions, the money is put into the game. This combined with advertisement money has allowed us to try out a free trial option. This is an attractive way to gain new players because they can start with no investment.” 
 
      
 
    “But what's the catch?”  
 
      
 
    “There is no catch really. You just need to make a certain amount of gold in the game. Once you have this amount, your subscription will carry over to the next month. After that, any gold you make in the game will be pure profit for either the game world, or the real world. That is your own choice.” 
 
      
 
    “So the monthly fee covers the cost of keeping players in the capsule too?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed it does,” the man replied. “We now have a program that allows players to rent a capsule. Pay the rent, and you continue to play. This is all included in the monthly fee.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. But how do we actually earn real money? We want to earn money that can actually work in this world.” 
 
      
 
    “You are required to earn 35 gold coins per month to stay in the game. Those 35 coins will pay off your monthly fee. After that, you can convert any remaining gold to real currency.” 
 
      
 
    “What if we don't earn 35 gold coins? What happens then?” 
 
      
 
    “You will be woken up and told to leave. You can come back, but only after you pay your outstanding balance. It's really that simple.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds fair,” I replied. “Is it fairly easy to earn 35 gold coins?” 
 
      
 
    “It can be challenging during the first month. But we will work with you if you are fairly close. We allow new players a little more wiggle room during the first month.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Hell yea. I am pumped up for this. How soon can I start?” 
 
      
 
    “You can start right away if you wish,” the man replied. 
 
      
 
    “What about me?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “You can both start at the same location. How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds pretty cool,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    The man laughed as he began to pace back and forth. Then, he came to a stop and pointed at my paper work. “Just sign the papers and we can begin.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are my papers?” Tommy asked with a tense voice. 
 
      
 
    The man walked over to his desk and pulled out another stack of papers. He quickly walked over to Tommy and handed them to him. “Just sign these and you are ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    The man stood over us and waited for us to begin signing. Silence followed before I heard Tommy scribble his first signature. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The first few pages seemed like pretty basic information. It asked for my name, height, age, birth date and where I lived. Pretty standard stuff. As I continued flipping through the pages, I noticed a health warning. “What's this all about?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just the standard health warning. No different than the seizure warnings you saw on the old console games in the past. Just like those, we must list them too.” 
 
      
 
    As I read the print, it talked about seizures, mental defects and some other issues. “So this is nothing to worry about?” 
 
      
 
    “Those type of things are possible with nearly any game you play,” the man calmly replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yea. I remember I got scared when I read that on an RPG I was playing,” Tommy said. “Some people get sick playing games. But, I've never known anyone that it's happened to. So, I wouldn't worry about it if I was you.” 
 
      
 
    I turned towards Tommy and saw that he was busy signing every spot that required his signature. He flipped from page to page and scribbled his signature over and over. The man watched patiently. “You are very quick,” he said with a soft voice. “Your friend could take a lesson from you.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy laughed as he continued signing away. There was a small part of myself that wondered why I felt so uneasy about the whole situation. What was the big deal? I was going to be paid to play one of the biggest online games in the world. I should have been happy, but for some reason, I was worried. “So we are just going to stay in one of those capsules while we play?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed you are,” the man replied. “It is perfectly safe. We make sure your vitals are normal and everything else. Food, water and breathing are all taken care of. We even make sure to stimulate your muscles while you are playing. Our technology is top of the line.” 
 
      
 
    “What about parking? Can I just leave my car here when I play?” 
 
      
 
    He put his hand into the air. “Of course. You are worrying about nothing,” he replied. “Just relax and enjoy the game. That is all you need to do.” 
 
      
 
    I squinted my eyes and took a moment to think. “Alright,” I replied with a laugh. “Sometimes I just worry too much. I'm sorry for asking so many questions. I hope you are not offended by it.” 
 
      
 
    The man waved his hand into the air. “Not at all. I would be more worried if you didn't have any questions to ask. It is a great deal and I understand why you would ask such questions. Now, are you ready to finish up the paper work?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” I replied with a strong nod. “I will fill this out right away.” 
 
      
 
    My pen moved down to the next signature spot. Without thinking, I signed it. Then again, I moved to the next spot and signed. Within ten minutes, I was done. I looked up at the man and smiled. “I'm finished.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” he replied while taking my papers. 
 
      
 
    “So when do we start?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Everything is ready. You can start right away.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy rubbed both hands together with excitement. “This is going to be fun. I can't wait to start playing.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. He was right. This was going to be fun. “I guess we will spawn together?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Like I said earlier, I will arrange that,” the man replied.  
 
      
 
    “I can't believe this is actually about to happen,” I said with excitement. “What do you wanna do when we get there?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy's forehead wrinkled up. “I want to ride a horse. I have always thought I would look good riding a horse.” 
 
      
 
    “Dude. You could ride a horse in real life.” 
 
      
 
    The man stood between us. “You can do as you like. There are some basic rules to the game though. But, we like to let players learn them naturally. If you have any questions, ask other players in the game. Letting players learn as they go keeps the game fresh and exciting. And we have found that this is a much more rewarding experience for the players.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me too,” Tommy echoed. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” the man replied while pointing towards a door. “If you will step this way, we can get you plugged in.” 
 
      
 
    My heart began to beat faster. Plugged in? Was that what they called it? It was all so exciting! I almost felt like I was going to ride the biggest roller coaster in the world or something. But, I knew this was going to be much better than that. My footsteps were heavy as I followed the man into the room. “This is it,” he said with both arms wide open. 
 
      
 
    Around us, were capsules with people inside of them. I took a close look at one of the capsules and examined it. It was white and had only a small window that revealed the players face. The capsules almost looked like cocoons that were waiting to hatch. “So how long do these people play?”  
 
      
 
    “As long as they like,” the man replied.  
 
      
 
    “Is there a time limit?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. We do recommend that players log out at least once per month. But, that's only to stay in touch with reality. I don't want to spoil anything for you. Just talk to the other players and they will tell you everything. Why let me take all of the excitement away before you even begin to play?” 
 
      
 
    The man walked over to an empty capsule and pressed a small silver button. There was a clap as the capsule peeled open. “Who's first?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy ran to the capsule. “Me! Me first,” he yelled.  
 
      
 
    “How do we exit the game?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It's very simple. Our technology is state of the art. Your actions are controlled by your thoughts. Just pull up the inventory and find the exit button. It is no harder than raising your hand. Once you get a feel for the world, it will all become second nature to you. If you need to find the exit button, it is located at the bottom of the inventory.” 
 
      
 
    “So you are sure we will spawn in the same location?” Tommy asked while climbing into the capsule. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. This is the last time I will answer that question,” he mumbled. “You will be within a few feet of each other. I will make certain of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I replied as I walked closer to Tommy's capsule. “Let's do this! I will see you soon.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy closed his eyes. “I'm ready.” 
 
      
 
    “No need to close your eyes,” the man said with a laugh as he pressed the button to close Tommy's capsule.  
 
      
 
    There was a thud as Tommy's capsule closed. Leaning forward, I could see Tommy's breath fogging up his window. He looked so relaxed. “Is he sleeping?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. He is probably in the character creation section,” the man replied. “Now, let me show you to your capsule.” 
 
      
 
    The man walked forward and pointed at a capsule a few rows down. “That will be yours.” 
 
      
 
    I walked over to the capsule and climbed into it. I went to my back and tried to relax. Both of my eyes watched the man's finger as it got closer and closer to the button that would close my capsule. Then, he pressed it. There was a loud boom as the capsule slammed shut. Relaxation took over as I felt sleepy. It was weird, but it felt good. I couldn't help it, I had to sleep. That was the feeling that took over. Soon after, my world became black. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    In front of me, was a character creation menu. Yes, this was it! I was about to create my first character. A message popped up in the center of my view: 
 
      
 
    Choose Your Race: 
 
      
 
    Note to User: Races have different skills and perks that are unlocked throughout the game. However, every race has the potential to reach max levels. Enjoy creating your character! 
 
      
 
    The message disappeared and was replaced with a race list. What did I want to be? I scrolled through the options and landed on the face of an elf. Did I really want to be one of these guys? No, I really didn't. I flipped through Orcs, Trolls, and a few other races before I saw the humans. A human? I was already one in real life and it seemed pretty cool. But, did I really want to be one in the game too? I continued going back and forth until I realized I wanted to be a human. It just seemed right. After I chose the human race, a message popped up in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Choose Your Class: 
 
      
 
    Note to User: Classes urge users to play a certain way. But, a class does not lock you into a certain play style. Users can play any way they wish. Limitations will not be set based on your class alone. 
 
      
 
    The message disappeared. So far, the game seemed pretty open. That was good, because I liked open games. I liked games where I could become whoever I wanted, and do whatever I wished.  
 
      
 
    A class list popped up. There were many different choices and I didn't know which one to choose. Mages, Knights, Warriors and Templars were the first ones I saw. I stopped and thought about my choice. I wanted to know magic, but I also wanted to be strong. I wanted to sword fight for sure. Magic or sword fighting? I guess it didn't matter that much since the game seemed pretty open. I chose a warrior and another message popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Character Appearance: 
 
      
 
    How did I want to look? There were so many options. Maybe I should look like a frog man? Or maybe I should become half dragon and half human? I took a few moments to play around with the choices but realized I wasn't sure on anything. Minutes turned into hours as I went back and forth with different looks. This was taking way longer than I expected. The weird thing was, I almost just wanted to look like myself. I had the chance to change the way I looked, yet I didn't want to do it? I guess I liked myself more than I realized.  
 
      
 
    The truth was, I think it might actually freak me out to look into the mirror and not see myself. Besides, I always considered myself to be a fairly good looking guy. Yes, that was it! I would just look like myself. I played around with the character creation until my character looked just like me. I cleaned up a few small “problem” areas on my face. My nose looked good in real life, but it was just a little too pointed. Don't get me wrong, It was still a really good nose. But, it was just a little pointed. Within seconds, I had fixed it and had the perfect nose. 
 
      
 
    My eyes were brown, and I always thought they would look really cool if they were blue. I fixed that too. I left my hair alone because I always considered it perfect. My brown shaggy hair was something that people had always told me looked cool.  
 
      
 
    I played around with the weight scale a bit. You could be muscular, but nothing too huge. That was cool, because I was more into being super cut anyways. I wanted to be thin, quick and have an eight pack. I scaled it all the way down to the bottom. Looked pretty good. I would look skinny until I took my shirt off. I had known people like this in the real world and it was always surprising once they took off their shirt. Yes, that would be a fun way to play. If anyone messed with me they would first think I was a weakling, but then, I would surprise them with my super cut body and extreme speed. And if I got tired of that, surely I could naturally gain muscle during the game. I hoped so anyways. Yea, this would work for the time being. Knowing it made a lot of sense, I decided to go with the better looking version of myself. 
 
      
 
    After that, I was asked to pick a name. This was what the world was to know me by. It was actually pretty stressful as I mentally fumbled through a bunch of cool recycled names I had used in past MMORPGS. Minutes passed as I debated on all sorts of cool names. George the Great? Teddy The Barbarian? I mentally slapped myself. Those were pretty terrible names actually. What was my name going to be? My mind continued to race as I tried to come up with the perfect name. Bradley! It was simple and I liked it. But, there was an error message that came up: 
 
      
 
    Sorry, this character name has already been taken. Please pick another name. 
 
      
 
    Shit! I should have known Bradley was already taken. How dare this other unknown player take my name. I made a mental note to myself that I must eliminate Bradley if I ever ran into him during my play time. He would pay for taking the name I desired. My mind scrambled as I tried to come up with another name. Suddenly, a random name popped into my head. Walker Williamson! I thought it was cool, so I went with it. Then, a message popped up: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    Your character is ready to be created. Please confirm your character creation information below is correct: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 1 
 
    Human Male - Warrior 
 
      
 
    Statistics:  
 
    HP: 10 
 
    Stamina: 10 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 1 
 
    Persuasion: 1 
 
    Intelligence: 1 
 
    Willpower: 1 
 
    Sneak: 1 
 
    Agility: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Abilities: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
      
 
    Note to User: Perks, skills, abilities, weapons and armor are all acquired throughout your game play at the pace you desire. All users start with an empty inventory and have equal potential to be successful in the game world. 
 
      
 
    Please Confirm Your Character Build. Yes/No? 
 
      
 
    This was all so exciting. I liked the idea of everyone starting at the same basic level. I had played games like this in the past and always had a blast with them. But this was different. I was actually going to be inside of the game. I was ready to play, but it was almost too exciting. I knew this very moment was one of the best moments of my life. Nothing in the past could compare to the excitement I felt during this moment. Oddly enough, I almost didn't want to confirm. What if the game world wasn't nearly as realistic or as cool as I had hoped? Well, there was only one way to find out. Yes! Everything was the way I wanted it and I was ready to play. Everything went white and some pleasant music began to play. My body jerked from side to side as I headed down a bright tunnel. This was it! I was about to arrive in a brand new world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Within an instant, a world appeared around me. Wow. It was so real. Looking down at my arms, I couldn't help but notice how skinny they were. Wait a minute. Was this a glitch? I didn't remember making my character quite this skinny. When I created myself, I was thin, but not this thin. I looked like I just crawled out of my grave. How was anyone ever going to be scared of me with these toothpick arms?  
 
      
 
    To make matters worse, I wore brown shorts and a tight white shirt. This was a very basic outfit they had started me out with. Surely I still had an eight pack didn't I? I pulled up my shirt and took a look. Oh man! All I could see were ribs. The weird thing was, I still had a little pop belly. It wasn't a healthy look for sure. I put my shirt down and tried to forget about what I had just seen. What about my inventory? At first, I couldn't figure out how to open my inventory. But then, it popped up in front of me. Shit, it was empty! 
 
      
 
     So, I had nothing at all? Great. I guess they really do make players start with nothing. It was cool, but I knew I had my work cut out for me. I was ready to grow stronger and earn some money. How would I earn money though? I really didn't know much about how the game was set up. But, I think that was part of the appeal to the game. Suddenly, an alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    BladeDust Online System Alert:  
 
      
 
    Note To User: You have 30 days to earn 35 gold coins. Please set aside 35 gold coins and prepare for payment. Payment will be collected at the end of the 30 day period. 
 
      
 
    Okay cool. 30 days seemed like plenty of time. I would worry about that as the date got closer. I examined the area around me. Where were the other players? I stood on a narrow dirt road surrounded by green grass. In the distance, I could see a fire burning. There were small shacks surrounding the fire. Was it a village? I started to walked but then stopped. Where was Tommy? I took in a deep breath. He was probably still creating his character. I wanted to wait, but I had no idea how long it was going to take him.  
 
      
 
    Truthfully, I was just too excited to wait around. I kicked the dirt beneath my feet and watched the dust rise into the air around me. It was so amazing. Everything was so real. I just couldn't believe it. What was I going to do first? I didn't know. How could I? This was a brand new world, and I had just been born. I kicked my legs just to make certain they worked like they did in real life. After that, I threw a couple of punches into the air. Oh yea, this was going to be fun. I headed down the path and quickly realized something. My feet felt naked. My eyes rolled downwards and caught a glimpse of my bony feet. Where were my shoes? I didn't even have any shoes on? What? Was this for real? They didn't even start me with shoes? I guess this really was a hardcore game. I took another step and felt a pain in my foot. Wow. It hurt just like it did in real life. It was awesome, but kinda scary. If I could feel pain, what would it feel like to be seriously injured? 
 
      
 
    My next steps were slow as I carefully tried to avoid any sharp pebbles. As I got closer to the village, I heard a high pitch squeaking sound. What was it? My eyes darted around while looking for the source of the noise. Beneath me, was a vicious little rat. His eyes were full of fury and he seemed way too anxious for a rat. The look on his face was very unpleasant as he hissed at me. Did I have to kill this rodent? Was killing the world's ugliest rat my first challenge in the game? The rat crawled closer and looked like he wanted to nibble on my foot. He was hungry, but was a fool to choose me as his potential meal. 
 
      
 
    I didn't have a weapon. Yet, I still felt confident I could kill the rat. I needed a weapon, but where was I to get one? Then, I saw it. A small rock was on the ground. Yes, this will be good enough. I stepped back and raised the rock into the air. “You lived a short life little rat,” I yelled while smashing him with the rock. There was a squeal as the rat revealed it's large buck teeth. I thought he was about to die, but he continued to live. How did this rodent survive my attack?  
 
      
 
    “Die,” I yelled as I hit him again. Still, the rat didn't seem bothered. He was one tough little bastard. My better instincts took over as I turned around to flee the scene. But, was I really going to run from a rat? Was that how I was going to start this game? No, it couldn't be.  
 
      
 
    With determination, I turned around and stared straight into his beady little eyes. Then, without warning, he leaped onto my arm. There was a sharp pain as his teeth sunk into my skin. Shaking my arm, I wanted him to leave me. “Get off me,” I yelled over and over. Suddenly, I noticed my health bar flash up: 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 1 
 
    Hp 8/10 
 
    -2 Damage Received! 
 
      
 
    Damn, the rat had taken my health down to 8/10. I guess that wasn't too bad. With a quick flick, I slung the rat against the hard ground. He rolled on his side and began to tremble. In a weird way, I almost felt sorry for him. But, there was no time for sympathy. A small area of blood covered my arm and I noticed two small tooth holes. Shit! What if this rodent had possibly infected me with the rabies virus? I didn't know if he carried the disease for certain, but it seemed very possible considering the crazed look in his eyes. No sane rat would behave the way he did. That I knew for sure. And for that, he would die. Walking towards him, I nodded. “Impressive,” I mumbled with both hands around the rock. “But not impressive enough,” I yelled while slamming the rock into him.  
 
      
 
    There was a long squeal and his body didn't move. It was official, I was a rat killer. I took in a deep breath and enjoyed my victory. Man, that rat was tough. Much tougher than any rat I had met in the real world. With a flash, some text popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    First Kill! You slayed a countryside rat! 
 
      
 
    A countryside rat? That label sounded way too peaceful for him. Within an instant, the rat's body disappeared and was replaced with something. Yes! It was loot. I reached down and grabbed what he had left behind.  
 
      
 
    Genuine Rat Fur 
 
    Slot: Upper Body 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    Value: 0.2 Gold 
 
    Weight: 0.25 lb 
 
      
 
    Genuine rat fur? Did people actually make fake rat fur or something? I didn't know, but it seemed a bit odd to consider someone actually doing that. This rat had some value? Would the gold convert into real world dollars? I didn't know, but I would eventually find out. On the way to the village, I continued to worry that I might have been exposed to the rabies virus. The possibility of me turning into a crazed person bothered me. Then, I began to wonder how close I was to reaching level 2. I opened my inventory and saw a small XP bar at the bottom. Nice, it was already at 16/100. I guess reaching level 2 happened pretty quickly. I wondered if the leveling up would slow down with each new level? I had played games like that before and suspected this was how things worked here. 
 
      
 
    As I got closer to the village, I realized I had to be careful. I didn't know anything about these people or what they were doing. A tall skinny man stood at the entrance of the village. I was excited. My first run in with another character. He held one hand into the air. “What brings you here?” he asked with a flat voice. 
 
      
 
    “I'm new,” I replied with a smile. “Just created my first character.” 
 
      
 
    The man brushed his solid white hair before itching his shoulder. While looking at his shoulder, I couldn't help but wonder why he had his shirt off. It seemed he was suffering from some pretty severe sun burn. Honestly, he must have been really proud of his skinny body to want to show it off so badly. “How long have you been playing?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Since release day,” he replied. “I've been hanging out here ever since.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you like it?” 
 
      
 
    The man laughed. He spat on the ground and walked closer to me. “What are you really doing here?” he asked with an odd look on his face. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? I just told you. I'm brand new to this game.” 
 
      
 
    His head went back and forth as if he didn't believe me. “Cut the crap,” he yelled. “I know why you are here. We all know why you are here.” 
 
      
 
    A few other people with folded arms emerged from behind the man. “We all know,” a woman yelled. 
 
      
 
    “You're here to take it all. Just admit it. You're the one who's been snooping around here at night. Aren't ya?” 
 
      
 
    I didn't answer. I was surprised and didn't know how to respond. “Come here,” the man yelled. 
 
      
 
    My lips curled downwards. “Why?” I asked with a slow voice. 
 
      
 
    “Raise both arms into the air,” the man demanded. 
 
      
 
    I knew it was a game, but it all seemed so real. My better instincts made me obey his instructions. The rat bite had hurt enough, and I wasn't ready for more pain. Both hands went into the air as I began to panic. “What do you want? I don't have anything in my inventory.” 
 
      
 
    The man walked closer until he was right in front of me. His hands patted down my body. He was searching for something, but what? “I got nothing. Well, nothing but rat fur.” 
 
      
 
    His black eyes stared into mine. “Now, I believe you,” he said while pulling away. “I'm sorry I had to check you. We've just had some trouble with players dressing up as total newbies around here. They come around here acting like they just arrived in the game world.” 
 
      
 
    “But, why would they do that?” 
 
      
 
    “They say they want shoes. But, they aren't here for shoes.” 
 
      
 
    “What do they want then?”  
 
      
 
    He looked in both directions before replying. “I shouldn't even tell you. If you come back here and look for it, I'll have your head. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    My head? Was he serious? Maybe I didn't want him to tell me. Yes, I didn't. “That's okay,” I replied while taking a step backwards. “I would rather keep my head.” 
 
      
 
    The man shot me a blank look. Then, he burst out into laughter. “What the hell man? You really are new aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    My head bounced up and down as I continued walking backwards. If I struggled to kill a rat, I knew I was way too under powered to kill this man. Truthfully, I didn't like the way he was talking to me. I would make him pay for it in the future. But for now, I would be the lesser man. In the end, I would be the bigger man though. Yes, that was it. I would come back and give him a beat down. Well, that's what I told myself anyways. My footsteps continued taking me further and further away from the man. Suddenly, I heard a familiar voice. “Where am I?” the voice yelled from behind me. 
 
      
 
    Tommy? Was that really his voice? I spun around with urgency. “Is that you?” I asked while examining his build.  
 
      
 
    “That's right,” he replied. “The new and improved me has arrived.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. He looked much different. He was taller, a little more muscular and had black hair that was slicked to the side. But, he wore the same basic outfit as myself. I had never been so happy to see him in my entire life. “Nice build! You have no idea how happy I am to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “I can't believe how real this is,” Tommy replied with too much excitement. 
 
      
 
    “I know. Isn't it great? I never expected it to actually be this amazing.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy walked closer to me. “I think you might be starving. Don't you need to eat something?” 
 
      
 
    Eat something? Maybe Tommy was right. Was I on the verge of death? I certainly didn't want to end up dead in a ditch somewhere. “Yes, we should eat. By the way. What did you name yourself?” 
 
      
 
    He was eager to reply. “Tommy The First.” 
 
      
 
    I raised one eyebrow. “That's kinda lame isn't it? I named myself Walker Williamson.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone took Tommy. So, I wanted to beat that guy. Now I'm officially the first Tommy.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense,” I replied.  
 
      
 
    Tommy changed the subject. “Where's the nearest food place?” 
 
      
 
    “Who is he?” the tall man asked from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Tommy asked while pointing at him. 
 
      
 
    I put both hands into the air. “He's my friend and we are late for something. Nice meeting you and good luck with everything.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly grabbed Tommy's arm and began to head in the opposite direction. When we got far enough away, I told Tommy how much of a weirdo the guy was. “He patted me down and said he was looking for something.” 
 
      
 
    “What was he looking for?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know,” I replied. “Oh, and this evil little rat attacked me. You should have seen it. I picked up a rock and sent him straight to heaven.” 
 
      
 
    “If he was evil do you really think he went to heaven?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “I hope so. I'm sure his life already sucked really badly here. Seems like he would be rewarded or something for having such a terrible life.” 
 
      
 
    As we went further and further down the dirt road, I couldn't help but wonder where we were headed. It was almost like I was born again. I felt more alive than I had in years. “Where is this road going to take us?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “To a new life. To anywhere we want to go.” 
 
      
 
    In the distance, there was a faint thumping noise. “What's that?” I asked with one arm in front of Tommy. 
 
      
 
    “I think it's your stomach growling,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I whispered. “Listen.” 
 
      
 
    The thumping got louder and louder until I saw something coming from the end of the road. “There,” I yelled. “It's coming this way!” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a dragon?” Tommy asked with a crack in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “I think so. What do we do? Why doesn't this game have a tutorial or something? I have no idea what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “We gotta fight it,” Tommy said while back pedaling away. 
 
      
 
    “With what? A rat nearly bit my arm off earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “He did? That rat bit you? You never told me he bit you. Did it hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “It actually hurt a lot. I mean, only for a few seconds. Kinda like getting shocked or something.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't like getting shocked,” Tommy replied with some healthy fear in his voice. “That happened to me once when I was plugging something in near my bathtub. And, I didn't like it.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around in all directions while trying to map out an escape plan. But, the land was all flat. Nothing but flat green grass with one long dirt road in the middle of it. “Why would they start us out here? Of all places? Why here?” 
 
      
 
    The dragon continued running down the dirt road towards us. Why wasn't it flying? Moments passed as it got closer and closer. Then, I saw something. “Look on top of it. What is that?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it's a guy,” Tommy replied. “But he's all weird looking.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy was right. It was a guy, and he was weird looking. The ground began to rattle as the beast got closer and closer. Dust flew into the air as the dragon came to a sudden halt about twenty feet in front of us. “Do you need a ride?” asked the man who was riding it. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Tommy. He shrugged his shoulders. “Yes,” I replied with a grin. “That would be amazing.” 
 
      
 
    We slowly walked towards the dragon. It wasn't huge for a dragon, but it wasn't small either. It stood about ten feet tall and had some muscle to it. But, it wasn't like the classic type of dragon that you would see in some fantasy movies. It's skin was white and it had a fairly pleasant look on it's face. For a dragon, it seemed extra happy. I had to admit, it was refreshing to see such a cheerful looking dragon. It really was. “Thank you for this,” I said with a nod to the man. 
 
      
 
    The man climbed off his dragon. I was surprised. He was so small. To be honest, he was kinda shaped like a chicken nugget. He didn't have much length to his arms or legs. Maybe that was why he rode his dragon? I raised one hand in the air. “Your dragon is awesome.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy walked closer. “This is going to be fun. I can't believe we are about to ride a dragon.” 
 
      
 
    I walked up to the dragon. “Can I pet it?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” the man replied. 
 
      
 
    The dragon's eyes grew wide as my hand went towards them. Then, the man slapped my hand. “There is a small fee.” 
 
      
 
    A small fee? Was he running his own private petting zoo? My forehead wrinkled. “Are you serious? This is our first day.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you have nothing?” the man asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. We got nothing here or in real life,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    The small man let out a sigh that seemed too big to actually come from him. “Fine. I came all the way out here and just ran into a couple of worthless newbies? I can't believe my luck.” 
 
      
 
    Worthless newbies? Sure, it was true. We were newbies. But still, I didn't like the tone of his voice. This little chicken nugget looking man was beginning to push his luck. He was lucky I was brand new. Otherwise, I wouldn't stand around and take such verbal abuse. Both of my hands went into the air. “So, are you still going to give us a ride?” 
 
      
 
    He itched his nose. “Why were you spawned way out here?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “Beats me.” 
 
      
 
    The man turned around while I examined him. His wardrobe was a bit odd. A white robe with brown slippers. His hair was odd too. It was blonde, but had a strange look to it. It almost looked like someone had spray painted some cotton candy and pasted it onto his head. “Nice haircut,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” he asked without turning around. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. I just think you have nice hair.” 
 
      
 
    The man cleared his throat. “Yes. I like it.” 
 
      
 
    With a struggle, the man climbed on to his dragon. His stubby little arms reached down to help me up. “I got it,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Tommy climbed up behind me and put his arms around my stomach. “Do you really need to do that?” I asked while scooting up a little. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he does,” the man replied. “You'll need to do the same. Put your arms around me.” 
 
      
 
    I cringed a little. But, I knew he was right. “How fast does this dragon go?” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer. Instead, there was a sudden jerk. “Here we go,” the man yelled. 
 
      
 
    My body bounced up and down as I held on to the man tighter. I had never felt so free in my life as the dragon weaved from side to side at a blazing speed. Up ahead, was a tall white wall. “Is that a castle?” I asked with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “You'll see soon enough,” the man yelled. 
 
      
 
    My hair blew back in the wind as the dragon increased its speed. Then, we came to a sudden halt as dust flew into the air. I couldn't see anything. Only a cloud of brown dust. “I can't breathe,” Tommy said from behind me with a cough. 
 
      
 
    The dust slowly cleared before I could see what was in front of us. Once it cleared, I was surprised at how beautiful everything was. A tall white marble wall went around a large kingdom. Through the entrance, I could see a busy marketplace with all sorts of different races running around. “This is going to be the best day of my life,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    I jumped off the dragon and stretched my arms. “So what should we know? Is there anything really important we should know?” 
 
      
 
    The small man jumped off his dragon. He laughed. “There's too much to tell you. The best way to learn, is to experience it.” 
 
      
 
    I brushed the hair out of my eyes. “That's true. But, couldn't you just tell us? Wouldn't that be quicker?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head with irritation. “I came here to get rich. Not to help newbies all day. If you wanna learn, figure it out. That's how I had to do it when I first arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I replied. “We'll find someone else who can help us.” 
 
      
 
    He became quiet. Then, he spoke quickly. “Build an army. Without one, you don't stand a chance here. Nobody is going to help you unless you can help them. You're lucky I was nice enough to give you a ride. Consider that a freebie. Most people won't do that for you unless you pay up.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Thanks for that. I do appreciate it. What do you mean start an army? How do I do that?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me and then over at Tommy. “There's two of you. That's a good start. You just gotta sell yourself. Gotta make other players believe that you can provide them something useful. Everyone wants to live a good life here or in the real world. Some people live both. Either way, they want to gain something here or there. So what can you offer them?” 
 
      
 
    I squinted my eyes. The little chicken nugget looking man had a good point. “Fair enough,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    The man turned around and began to enter the kingdom's entrance. “Wait,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “What?” he answered back. 
 
      
 
    “How do I add you as a friend?” 
 
      
 
    “Who said I wanted to be friends with you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why wouldn't you wanna be?” 
 
      
 
    “Look in your menu. It's on the top right corner. Just choose “send friends request” and enter my name.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I eagerly replied. “What's your name though?” 
 
      
 
    “Donald The Dragon Slayer.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Nice name. Okay, I will add you now.” 
 
      
 
    Donald didn't answer as he jumped on his dragon and rode into the kingdom's entrance. “I'm going to miss him,” I said while turning back to Tommy. 
 
      
 
    “Why? Why would you miss that guy? I'm glad he's gone. I didn't really like him that much.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I was kidding. I wasn't a huge fan either. But, he was kinda interesting.” 
 
      
 
    “Let's go into the kingdom,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    We began to walk towards the entrance. Then, two heavily armored guards blocked our path.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The guards wore all silver and seemed unfriendly. One of the guards reached for his sword. “What's your business here?”  
 
      
 
    Was he an NPC? He didn't really act like one, and he had more animations than I had ever seen in the past. I knew the AI was advanced, but I never expected it to be this good. “Are you real?” 
 
      
 
    “Real enough to kill you,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, are you an NPC or an actual player?” 
 
      
 
    The guard cleared his throat. “That question offends me. By definition, I am indeed a non playing character. I don't know what it feels like to be alive, but I feel like I am alive. But, I am actually run by a computer program. That is what I am told. I still don't know if I believe it though.” 
 
      
 
    Wow! This NPC was way smarter than I would have ever expected. His artificial intelligence level was insane. How was this even possible? I frowned. “Sorry, I didn't mean to offend you. I am new to this game. I am just learning as I go.” 
 
      
 
    The guard straightened up and a serious look came to his face. “Time will teach you. But, you cannot enter the Kingdom of Aldern. It is off limits to low level players.” 
 
      
 
    “Where do new players hang out?”  
 
      
 
    “Not far from here,” a random voice yelled from behind me. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and saw a tall slender man with long white hair. Even though his hair was white, he was not old. He appeared to be around eighteen years of age and wore extensive white armor. The armor was made with metal and sparkled with his every movement. “Nice armor,” I yelled back to him. “Where did you get that?” 
 
      
 
    His footsteps rattled while he walked closer. He stopped in front of me and grabbed my shirt. “You just arrived, didn't you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” I replied. “Me and Tommy just started playing.” 
 
      
 
    He squinted his white eyes and looked over at Tommy. “You both have on the same outfits? That is funny.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't like this outfit,” Tommy replied. “Where can we get some really cool armor?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't usually do this,” he replied with a slow voice. “But, I kinda feel bad for you two. You both look so lost. I will show you to the zone where noobs hang out. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    He began to run towards a field of tall yellow grass. Then, the player looked at our feet. “You don't even have shoes yet?” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at my feet and realized he was right. “Guess not,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    He tossed two pairs of black boots on to the ground. “One for each of you.” 
 
      
 
    I picked up a pair of boots and must have looked confused. “Just stick it into your inventory and equip them,” the player said. 
 
      
 
    I did what he suggested. At first, it seemed hard. But then, it was easy. My inventory came up and I equipped the boots. After that, I watched them appear on my feet. “Thanks. This is much better,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “They are the most basic boots in the game,” the player replied. 
 
      
 
    Tommy struggled for a while but finally managed to equip his boots too. “I look good in these boots,” he said.  
 
      
 
    The grass moved to the side while we cut a path through it. Me and Tommy ran as fast as we could and made sure to keep up. But he was fast, much faster than us. My body began to ache within twenty seconds. Then, a message popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Warning: Low Stamina Levels 
 
    Stamina: 0/10 
 
      
 
    I curled over and watched Tommy do the same. “I'm so tired,” he said with heavy breathing. 
 
      
 
    I coughed and tried to suck some air into my lungs. “Crap. I can barely even catch my breath.” 
 
      
 
    The character in white armor began to laugh. “Wow, you guys are total noobs aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    I huffed and puffed and couldn't really reply. Slowly, my breathing came back to normal. At the bottom of my view, a full stamina bar flashed up. I felt better, and Tommy looked like he felt better too. “How do we increase our stamina?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It will happen naturally,” the character replied. “Just keep running around and you will level up eventually. Each level takes longer though. The first one goes the quickest. You will probably level up here pretty soon. You should set it where your stamina bar is always showing at the bottom of your view. That way you can kinda slow down whenever it's getting low. Crashing like that is no fun. It still happens to me during boss battles, or when I am running around a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “How do I set that up?” 
 
      
 
    “Just open your inventory and go to options. Click on “always display health and stamina” and you should be good to go.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my inventory and did what he said. Both bars appeared at the bottom of my view. “Crap, I almost forgot about my health. That rat took it down to 8/10. Guess that isn't too bad, but it still sucks.” 
 
      
 
    “A rat nearly killed me my first day,” the character replied with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “That would have sucked if a rat killed you,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    I looked around. We were on top of a hill with tall yellow grass around us. The grass danced in the wind while a flock of birds flew above us. The sunshine seemed brighter than real life. Everything was crystal clear like a 4k television. To my left, I saw a cluster of different villages. Some of them were large, while others were small. In the distance, there were many snowcapped mountains not far away. “This world is so beautiful,” I said. “I can't believe how amazing this all is. I have already almost forgotten that this is just a game.” 
 
      
 
    The character walked closer to me and put one hand on my shoulder. “This is the real world. Well, at least for me it is. I'm not going back. I'll never go back.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” I asked with surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” he replied. “Why would I? I have way more here than I do on the outside world. Friends, adventure and lots of gold. Well, I used to have lots of gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Used to? What happened to it?” 
 
      
 
    “It's a long story,” he replied while throwing a stone into the air. “I still have a lot of gold, but lost a ton of it. You gotta be careful. You can earn a fortune, and lose it all. Always hide your gold and never show it off. Some people even hide their gold in holes. In fact, I think that's pretty smart.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't reply. But, I wanted to know how to get gold. Maybe I was greedy, but I wanted a lot of gold. “How do we get gold? We came here to earn money for the real world.” 
 
      
 
    The character sighed. “So that's what you are here for? Just one of the money seekers?” 
 
      
 
    My head went back and forth. “No, not at all. I mean, it was part of the reason. But, we both love MMORPGS. It was like killing two birds with one stone. We just saw a great opportunity to earn money and have fun while doing it. Does that make sense?” 
 
      
 
    “It's fine,” the character replied. “Everyone comes for different reasons. Many come for money, but end up liking it here better. They lose themselves, and before they know it, they are sucked in. They never ever go back.” 
 
      
 
    “I could see why. This is all so amazing.” 
 
      
 
    In the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of something interesting. “Is that another mass of land out there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea, that's another continent. The game is seriously massive. The continent we are on is called Hemingway. This game world is bigger than any other MMORPG I have played in the past. It doesn't all look the same either. There's snow, deserts, mountains, dungeons, jungles, vast oceans and all sorts of stuff. You will see. You will lose yourself in this world before you know it.” 
 
      
 
    “What's the whole game world called?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Creston. The world of Creston is composed of six different continents. But, there are many small islands hidden between these continents. You will never get done exploring this game.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn't help but grin. Then I asked him my next question. “Another player said we should start an army. How do we find new members?” 
 
      
 
    His eyebrows went up. “You should. If you start an army, you will be ahead of most players. Everyone here wants money or gold. Gold is the in game currency, and money is in the outside world of course. Either way, players want gold. The thing is, gold is worth four times more here than it is on the outside world. So, if you earn one gold coin, it's only worth twenty five cents in the real world. Do you understand what I am saying?” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, I didn't know that,” I replied while following the character down a hill. 
 
      
 
    “Yea. They made it that way on purpose. They want to entice players to live here instead of the real world. That's what I think anyways.” 
 
      
 
    “What about starting an army?” Tommy asked from behind me. “Should we go and recruit some new members?” 
 
      
 
    The character laughed as we followed behind him. “If you want to start an army, we should head to one of the peasant villages. This is a place where characters recruit peasants. They will be interested in joining us. But, we will need to give them some food and gold. But maybe some of them will be willing to work for free. It's rare, but it sometimes happens.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds good,” I replied. “Where is one of these villages?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled on the inside. Peasants? I liked the idea of turning a peasant into a warrior. Yes, that would be great. And eventually, these peasants would learn to worship me. I was sure of it. It seemed like the perfect way to make a name for myself in the gaming world. My footsteps came to a stop. “So how far is a peasant village?” 
 
      
 
    “Not far,” the character replied. 
 
      
 
    “What is your name? You never told us your name.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed. “Open up your menu and go to options. Make sure the auto name display option is checked. Did you not read anything about this game before you began to play?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “No. I guess I didn't. I just figured there would be a tutorial.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my menu and did what the character told me. Suddenly, a name popped up above his head: 
 
      
 
    Todd The Wordsmith – Level 27 
 
    Human Male - Warrior 
 
      
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat. “Nice. I see it. Todd the Wordsmith? That's a pretty cool name.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” he replied. “It took me forever to come up with it.” 
 
      
 
    Todd seemed pretty cool. Much cooler than the little weirdo who gave us a ride on his dragon. “We are almost at the village,” he said while pointing to our left.  
 
      
 
    In the distance, I saw small homes with straw roofs on top of them. There was no grass around the village and the place looked like a real dump. This was where we were going to find our soldiers? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     A few characters and NPCS walked around the village. The NPCS all wore the same outfit. Straw hats, brown overalls and little sacks on their backs. Some were drinking water from mud puddles. “They drink mud puddle water here? Why would they do that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “These peasants are mostly NPCS,” Todd replied. “They don't really know that it's not an acceptable way to drink water in the outside world. They are programmed to seek water when they need it. Most of them will drink water from any source. I guess it makes sense if you think about it.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn't going to start drinking mud puddle water. That just seemed a little depressing. “Yea, I guess if they like mud puddle water, then it was fine. I can't hate them for that.” 
 
      
 
    One peasant stopped drinking from the mud puddle and scrambled closer to me. “Hello sir,” he said with a tremble to his voice. “Do you got any food to give me? I will put in a good word with the village leader here if you share some food with me.” 
 
      
 
    The village leader? I was pretty sure I didn't want to meet the guy. What kind of leader lets his residents drink from mud puddles? “Sorry, I don't have anything for you. Tell your leader to buy you guys a bucket of water or something. You shouldn't be drinking from a mud puddle.” 
 
      
 
    The NPC look confused and took a moment to reply. “This is good stuff,” he said. “The water is very tasty.” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at the water. It was dirty. But the worst part was, there were these little worm looking creatures swimming around. “Oh wow,” I replied. “It comes with free worms too. That's nice. Real nice,” I said while turning away. 
 
      
 
    “These guys drink worm water?” Tommy suddenly asked. 
 
      
 
    I itched my ear and gave him a gentle nod. “Do we want these people in our army?” I asked with a whisper. “Are these really the type of soldiers we want?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” Tommy replied. “Anyone who drinks worm water must have a death wish. I bet they will really fight hard until they are dead.” 
 
      
 
    I scrunched my eyebrows. “Come on man. We don't want them to die. These people have feelings just like we do. Well, I think they do.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody knows for sure,” Todd replied. “Some people say they are just ones and zeros. Nothing but code. But others believe they have began to take on a life of their own. I personally believe they have feelings, hopes and desires just as we do.” 
 
      
 
    “But we are going to war,” Tommy replied. “There's a good chance they will die no matter what happens.” 
 
      
 
    I held my hand into the air. “Not if we train them properly. We won't go to war unless we need to.” 
 
      
 
    Then, I felt a little confused. “Wait? What are we building an army for again? Just because it's the fun thing to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Todd replied. “You need them. One of the best ways to get gold is to raid bandit villages. Without an army, you won't have a chance. Trust me on that.” 
 
      
 
    “We are going to raid a village of bandits? That's going to be awesome!” 
 
      
 
    Todd kicked the dirt beneath him. “It is awesome,” he replied. “If you can actually pull it off.” 
 
      
 
    I stood taller than usual. “I know I can. I know I can train these peasants to be full fledged warriors.” 
 
      
 
    Todd laughed. “I don't mean to laugh, but you sound like a total noob right now. You do know that don't you?” 
 
      
 
    I didn't say anything as we walked deeper into the village. Several NPCS gathered around us. Todd held his arms wide open into the air. “Who here wants to join our army?” 
 
      
 
    The NPCS trembled. Damn, these peasants seemed fragile. None of them replied. Instead, they just exchanged awkward looks with each other. A few characters ran in and out of the village but didn't pay any attention to Todd's voice. “You have to offer them something,” Todd yelled back to me. 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” 
 
      
 
    “Gold,” he replied. “Or food at the very least. Nobody is going to join your army for free.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around the village. The peasants were so sad looking. It was weird, but I almost felt sorry for them. I knew they weren't alive, but they seemed to have so many emotions. “I don't have any gold,” I replied. “But I can give them my word. My word that we will become a powerful army. Once I am in charge, I will make certain they have food and gold. That I am sure of.” 
 
      
 
    “Your word isn't enough. They need it upfront. That is how the game works.” 
 
      
 
    “Well let's earn some gold then. Let's find a quest.” 
 
      
 
    Before Todd could answer, a system alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    BladeDust Online System Alert: 
 
      
 
    Note to User: We are currently experiencing some technical difficulties with our servers. Please note that we are working hard to fix these issues in a timely manner. Due to these issues, users will experience issues logging off. Please bare with us as we work to resolve these issues.  
 
      
 
    Thank you.  
 
      
 
      
 
    What the fuck? Issues logging off? “Did you guys get a message?” 
 
      
 
    “I just read it,” Todd replied. “Check your menu and see if you can locate the exit button. I don't see it anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my menu and began to look for the exit button. But, I also didn't see it anywhere. “I don't see it. What does this mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Does this mean we can't go home anymore?” Tommy asked with concern. 
 
      
 
    Todd looked like he didn't have an answer, but he still gave us a reply. “It must just be a glitch. I'm sure they will have it fixed soon.” 
 
      
 
    A glitch? What the hell? This was a terrifying glitch to be faced with. I loved the game, but I also wanted to leave whenever I wanted to leave. “How long do you think it will take to fix?”  
 
      
 
    “Probably a few hours,” Todd replied. 
 
      
 
    I tried to relax and trust what Todd had told me. But, there was still a small part of myself that worried. As I continued thinking, I noticed a growing thumping sound coming from the distance. I turned my head to see what it was. On top of a white horse, was a man wearing a silver robe with bright blue eyes that seemed to glow. “Send me a friend's request,” Todd yelled while taking a few steps back. 
 
      
 
    “Me?” I asked with confusion. “You want me to send you one now?” 
 
      
 
    Yes!” Todd screamed. “Do it now.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my menu and quickly added him as a friend. Within seconds, the horse mounted man had arrived. There was a pop as he jumped off his horse and landed on the ground. I looked at the name displayed over his head: 
 
      
 
    LucidTitan – Level 104 
 
    Human Mage 
 
      
 
    He was a mage? Wow, I couldn't believe it. Level 104? What was the level cap in this game? He raised his head and displayed a devious smile. “You thought you could get away?” he asked calmly. “Did you really think I was going to let you get away?” 
 
      
 
    Todd pointed at him. “You started this,” he yelled. “You stole every last ounce of gold I had. And you expected me to take nothing in return? I had to survive. What was I supposed to do?” 
 
      
 
    “You are supposed to do like the others do,” he replied with a growl. “Serve me and obey my every order. That is your life. You disobeyed, and you will be taught a lesson.” 
 
      
 
    “That's a load of crap. Your followers are brainwashed. But not me! I won't be a fool anymore.” 
 
      
 
    The man stood taller while his silver robe blew in the wind. Even with the robe on, you could tell the guy was built like a tank. There was something about him, something that I couldn't put my finger on. Something magical. He took a few steps towards Todd and raised one hand into the air. “You are a fool,” he muttered. “You did exactly what I predicted. I knew you couldn't stay in the safe zones forever. The peasant villages were always your true home. I knew it was only a matter of time before you came back to them.” 
 
      
 
    I took a step back and bumped into Tommy. “What's going on?” he asked with a shaky voice. “This is kinda scary.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the man's hand began to glow. Yellow fire swirled around it. Todd reached to his side and pulled out a huge sword. Wow! The sword was absolutely massive. A smile of confidence came to Todd's face. “Didn't think I would kill you with your own weapon did you?” he asked before running full speed at the mage. 
 
      
 
    With a flick of his hand, the mage shot a fireball at Todd. But, it didn't seem to phase Todd as he side stepped it. Around us, the peasants began to scramble. “We are under attack,” they yelled over and over.  
 
      
 
    Most of the peasants ran inside of their crappy homes, but one still continued to drink mud puddle water. I couldn't believe it. This guy was drinking mud puddle water during the middle of a battle? I had to hand it to him, he was committed to his mud puddle drinking ways. I looked back at Todd and the mage. “You won't find your body this time,” the mage said. “I will make certain of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I won't die this time,” he replied.  
 
      
 
    “Yes you will,” the mage laughed. “And this time I will be certain you don't find your body. Your soul will remain lost until it's too late. They will find your soul before you ever find it.” 
 
      
 
    Todd took a quick swing towards the mage, but the blade stopped inches from the mage's body. “Why do you even try?” he asked with a burst of energy that knocked Todd to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip. I didn't know what to do. Should we help Todd? But how? How would we help him when we had no weapons? I looked at Tommy. He shrugged his shoulders. My eyes darted back to the mage. “What did he do to you?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The mage became silent and didn't look at me. “Tell these noobs to stay out of this,” he said with a stern voice. 
 
      
 
    “It's okay,” Todd replied. “This is between me and him.” 
 
      
 
    The mage grabbed Todd by the neck. He squeezed his neck and Todd struggled to breathe. “I don't need to waste my magic on you,” he said with cold eyes. 
 
      
 
    Tighter and tighter he squeezed, until Todd's body began to go into a spasm. What was happening? Was he dying? Was I really just going to sit here and watch him kill our new friend? “Stop it,” I yelled. “If you let him live I will help you. I don't know how, but just give me some time. I will figure out something I can give you.” 
 
      
 
    The mage's body froze. Suddenly, there was a laugh that came from him. His grip loosened and Todd fell to the ground. His body twisted around in a ghostly manner. With a flash, the mage was right in front of me. His eyes peered into my soul while a strange sensation took over inside of me. My thoughts began to scramble. Was he really that bad? That was the question I kept asking myself. Weird random thoughts flooded into my head and I didn't know where they were coming from. Wait. Why did I think this mage was doing anything wrong? Yea, it was Todd. Todd was the one to blame. How could I have been such a fool? My eyes rolled towards Todd. “Why are you doing this? You need to respect what this mage has done for you,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    My mind was foggy. Wait. What was I saying? Todd wasn't the bad guy was he? What the crap? I didn't know. The mage raised his hand into the air and held it over my forehead. Red sparkling specs floated around my face. They were beautiful. Warmness grew on my skin while his hand got more and more red. “What are you doing to him?” Tommy asked. “Are you putting him under a spell or something?” 
 
      
 
    A fuzzy feeling built inside of me. It felt good. Wow, it felt so good. I didn't even care about anything that was going on. It was the most euphoric feeling I had ever felt in my life. A snarl came to the mage's face while the energy grew stronger inside of his hands. “Stop it,” Todd yelled from behind him. “He's new to the game. He doesn't fully understand the dangers yet.” 
 
      
 
    The mage slapped Todd to the ground. But, Todd popped right back up. His sword went above his head. The mage let go of me and grabbed Todd. Suddenly, I could think clearly again. What the hell? How could I have had those type of thoughts? It made no sense at all. Then, in the center of my view, a message popped up: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    Your Persuasion skill has increased by 1 point! High Level Persuasion Resisted! Persuasion level is at 2 
 
      
 
    Awesome! I knew something odd had happened. I suppose the game was actually rewarding me for resisting persuasion? That made sense. Moments after that, I had another alert pop up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    You Have Leveled Up! Open Your Inventory To Distribute Points. 
 
      
 
    Note To User: You Have 4 Points to Distribute. Use your points wisely. 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 2 
 
    Human Male - Warrior 
 
      
 
    I Leveled up? I guess the increase of my persuasion skill bumped me into the next level. I realized the mage must have been trying to brainwash me. I wanted to distribute my points, but now was not the time. I would do it later. With everything that had happened, I was lucky Todd made the mage stop when he did. But what was going to happen to Todd? I continued to watch as the mage squeezed both of his arms tightly. “Your soul will be lost forever,” he mumbled under his breath. Todd's eyes turned white and he had a blank look on his face. It was something I'd never forget. Suddenly, Todd's body began to vibrate. 
 
      
 
    Then, there was a burning smell that filled the air. After that, Todd collapsed to the ground and began to sizzle. He screamed over and over. But, there was nothing we could do for him. I didn't know him for long, but I still felt bad for him. He had saved me, yet I couldn't save him. The mage stood over his body and watched it shrivel up until it was gone. Now what? Was the mage going to kill me and Tommy next? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I was scared. I had seen the pain in Todd's face when he had died. I knew it was a game, but his pain seemed real. Tommy didn't say anything. Both of us couldn't take our eyes off the mage. He said nothing at first. Then, he turned towards us. “He was barely worth killing,” he said with a grunt. “Even if I track down his soul I'll only get an extra twelve gold.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged his shoulders with some disappointment. “Tracking a soul down is such a pain sometimes. But, at least I'll get my weapon back.” 
 
      
 
    The mage walked closer to us as I knew he could sense our fear. He looked at me and then at Tommy. “You better give me a reason not to kill you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I didn't say anything. My eyes must have been twice their normal size. My lips tried to move but they couldn't. The mage burst into laughter. “You two are pathetic,” he said. “I won't even waste my mana on you. Besides, you have nothing to give me.” 
 
      
 
    His footsteps were heavy as he walked past us. “Consider yourselves lucky,” he yelled back. “I have a soul to find.” 
 
      
 
    The mage disappeared into the distance. Relief flooded into my body. “This game is too real,” Tommy said while brushing the hair out of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It really is,” I replied. “I'm not sure how long I can play this. That dude nearly brainwashed me. I was thinking all sorts of crazy thoughts. What if he took control of me or something?” 
 
      
 
    “I was worried about you,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Then why didn't you stop him?” I asked with irritation. 
 
      
 
    “How was I going to stop him?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know?” I replied while shrugging my shoulders. “You should have done something though. Should of at least told him to stop. I would have done that for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt he would have stopped if I told him to do that. It's not like he was going to listen to me.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “At least try. I just wanted to see you try for once in your life.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Tommy replied. “I didn't know you cared so much about me trying.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “I don't. It was just frustrating that you didn't try to help me. That's all I'm saying.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy's lips drooped a little. “Fine. Next time I'll be sure to help you. I was just scared.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't really blame Tommy. The truth was, this place was kinda scary. It was wonderful, but scary at the same time. In the back of my mind, I still worried about the glitch. I wondered how long it would take to resolve. But, I tried to stop worrying about it as I focused on what we needed to do next. If we were going to survive here, we were going to need an army. “We gotta get some gold for an army.” 
 
      
 
    “But we need money for the outside world. That's the whole reason we came here. Remember? We have to pay rent.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I replied. “But did you hear what Todd said? He said gold is worth four times more than money. So, if we build an army, I consider it an investment. An investment to earn us even more gold. With more gold, we can earn even more money.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” Tommy replied with confusion. “I guess. But how are we going to use the army to get more money?” 
 
      
 
    “We are going to raid bandit villages. Remember? That was what Todd told us. We need to find out how much gold these villages have.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy perked up a little. “So we can get rich?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” I replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    I began to pace back and forth in the village. My boots splashed through the mud puddles as I went back and forth. I had so many thoughts. Where had Todd's soul gone? Could we find it? Then, my feet came to a stop. “We can't let the mage find Todd's soul. I think it's really bad news if he finds his soul.” 
 
      
 
    “But, we barely even know the guy. He obviously got himself into some sort of mess with that mage.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn't matter. He saved my life. I must return the favor. What if finding his soul will save his life? I don't know how this all works, but I get the feeling that being a lost soul is bad news in this game.” 
 
      
 
    “How are we going to save his soul though? We don't even where it is.” 
 
      
 
    He was right. How were we supposed to know where a lost soul went? It was obvious, we were going to have to ask around and find out. But in the meantime, we needed to start an army. Without an army, we had no protection. “First thing first. We need to start an army. There's no time to waste. Don't you agree?” 
 
      
 
    There were some soft whispers being exchanged behind us. A few of the peasants came out of their homes and began to surround us. “If you can bring us food, we will fight for you,” one yelled. “We are hungry.” 
 
      
 
    Another peasant seemed irritated. “I'm not dying for a loaf of bread. We need gold. If you want us to fight, then bring us some gold.” 
 
      
 
    A few more peasants ran out of their homes. They seemed to be upset. “Yea,” one yelled. “I ate some dirt yesterday. I'm so hungry I'll eat anything.” 
 
      
 
    He ate some dirt? Wow, these were sad little men. Much more sad than I had first realized. “Settle down,” I said with both arms into the air. 
 
      
 
    The peasants looked sad and hopeless. How could they live such a crappy life? Why didn't they leave? I guess they couldn't because they were programmed to be here. It just seemed like such a pathetic life they were forced to live in. But, I could fix it. I could fix a lot of things. I just needed to earn some gold and start my army. Yes, that was it! I would start my army and find Todd's soul. I stood tall and held my head high. “We will bring you gold,” I said with a deep voice. “Then, we will grow into the most powerful army this game has ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    The peasants began to cheer. One of them got so excited that it appeared he was almost going into a seizure. He was way too excited for his own good. “Settle down over there,” I said with concern in my voice. 
 
      
 
    I raised both arms back into the air. This was it. It was time for me to become the leader I was meant to be. “We will be back soon. First, we must earn some gold. But, don't let hopelessness take over your heart. For I am the hope you have been looking for. I have arrived.” 
 
      
 
    The NPCS began to cheer and scream random crap. It seemed to be a very emotional time for the poor people. “That was a pretty good speech,” Tommy said. “Where did you get it from?” 
 
      
 
    “My mind. It just came to me,” I replied while leaving the village.  
 
      
 
    Tommy followed behind me. “Well actually, it wasn't that good of a speech,” he replied with a chuckle. “But I guess those dumb NPCS are easy to excite aren't they?” 
 
      
 
    “They aren't that dumb actually. In fact, they seem really smart.” 
 
      
 
    I secretly knew that my speech wasn't that good. I was mostly just having fun during the moment. But, it came from my heart, and from the heat of the moment. It was something I needed to practice though. My footsteps grew quicker as we climbed a hill. I kept a close eye on my stamina bar while Tommy huffed and puffed behind me. “They should give you an air machine in this game,” he said with a stutter. 
 
      
 
    “You gotta pace yourself. Set it to where your stamina and health are displayed at the bottom of your view. That way you can keep a close eye on your stamina.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy came to a stop and did what I told him to do. Then, I realized I forgot to open my inventory. I had leveled up and not even distributed my points yet. How could I have been such a fool? I stopped and got straight to business. How did I want to use my experience points? I wanted to be stronger for sure. If I had trouble killing that little rat, I must have been pretty weak. But, I also wanted to be quicker. I saw how quick Todd was and it seemed really cool. After playing around with my points a bit, I finally made my choice. 
 
      
 
    Note To User: You Have 4 Points to Distribute. Use your points wisely. 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 2 
 
    Human Male - Warrior 
 
      
 
    Statistics:  
 
    HP: 12/12 
 
    Stamina: 10 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 3 (+2 added!) 
 
    Persuasion: 2 
 
    Intelligence: 1 
 
    Willpower: 1 
 
    Sneak: 2 (+1 added!) 
 
    Agility: 2 (+1 added!) 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Abilities: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    The menu disappeared. I had upgraded my agility, strength and sneak. My overall health had increased to 12? Nice, I guess you got 2 extra health points every time you leveled up. But, how was my health at 12/12 when I had been bitten by the rat? “I'm fully healed now. Does leveling up heal you?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably. I've seen games do that before,” Tommy replied.  
 
      
 
    I jumped back from side to side. Wow, I did feel a little more light. Agility was something I needed for sure. “Why are you dancing?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “I'm not dancing. I'm just testing my upgraded agility. Do I look quicker to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a little. You still look pretty slow though.” 
 
      
 
    I held my fist into the air. How much stronger was I? I looked at Tommy. “Can I hit you? I wanna test my new strength.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy looked offended. “I'm not your punching bag. I don't want you to hit me.” 
 
      
 
    “I was kidding,” I replied with a laugh. “You can relax now.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy walked ahead of me. “Lets find a quest.” 
 
      
 
    “That's what we are doing. Isn't there like a quest list or something?” 
 
      
 
    I opened my inventory and menus but didn't see any sort of quest locating system. That was odd. How were we to find quest? I guess we just had to ask around? We continued walking for many minutes. “Wait,” I said. “Look over there.” 
 
      
 
    Not far away, was a large medieval looking city with characters running all over the place. “This must be where everyone hangs out at.” 
 
      
 
    I began to run and Tommy followed behind me. My legs kicked faster and faster while I kept an eye on my stamina bar. After many stop and go sessions, we had arrived at the village. It was beautiful. Hundreds of players ran around and wore all sorts of different armor types. Many had swords, bows and other weapons. “Surely we can find a quest here,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “And something to eat,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    A thin cobblestone path led us into the village. The buildings had green tile roofs and were made with beautiful beige cobblestone. Conversations filled the air while characters were coming in and out of the different shops. Suddenly, a small troll almost ran into me. “Hey there,” he yelled while zooming past me. 
 
      
 
    After that, an orc nearly slammed into me. “Get the fuck out of my way,” he screamed while riding a white wolf.  
 
      
 
    Wow, there were so many different characters and pets. It was so awesome. Suddenly, a small elf jumped in front of me. “I can dance,” he yelled. “If you watch me, you must pay me.”  
 
      
 
    His name tag popped up over his head: 
 
      
 
    Samson The Elf – Level 14 
 
    Elf 
 
      
 
    The elf crossed his legs and did a goofy little dance. He had big ears and a small triangle shaped head. To be honest, he looked like a creepy little bat. He jumped up and down and clapped his hands. Truthfully, his dance sucked. “You saw the dance,” he yelled. “Now pay the starving artist.” 
 
      
 
    “For what?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “For my art. That was a work of art you just witnessed.” 
 
      
 
    “No it wasn't,” Tommy replied. “I actually am trying to forget what I just saw.” 
 
      
 
    The elf became irritated. “Hey. You two are cheats! I work as an artist for a living. That's  my job here.” 
 
      
 
    “We are new,” I replied. “We just want to find a quest.” 
 
      
 
    The elf looked all directions. “A quest? You are seeking a quest?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. How do we find them?” 
 
      
 
    His pointy little finger signaled me closer. “If it's gold your after, I can help you.” 
 
      
 
    “How so? You were just asking us for gold, now you are going to give us some?” 
 
      
 
    “Just let me explain,” he replied. “Come to my home. It's too loud out here.” 
 
      
 
    We followed the elf to one of the smallest homes in the village. “This is it,” he said. “Nice isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    I took a close look at the door. There were splinters peeling off it. When he opened it, there was a squeal as some wood crumbled away. Then, there was a loud pop as the elf slammed the door behind us. I quickly realized why the door looked the way it did. I looked around the home while the elf was busy lighting a candle. Slowly, the light grew inside of the home until I could see everything with clarity. There were paintings everywhere hanging on the wall. But the odd thing was, it was only paintings of himself.  
 
      
 
    My head spun around and saw another painting of him. I looked the other direction and there it was. Another painting of his creepy little face. After that, the next painting I saw was even more bizarre. It was a painting of him eating a banana. Wait. Who has a painting of himself eating a banana? And why would you hang it up in your own home? I continued to scan the area and saw even more paintings of him. They were everywhere! He must have had over two dozen paintings of himself. “This is a lovely collection you have here,” I said with an awkward tone. 
 
      
 
    “Do you just sit around all day and paint pictures of yourself?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Every piece is original,” the elf replied while pointing at the painting above his bed. 
 
      
 
    Changing the subject, I tried to get back to business. “So what about this gold?” 
 
      
 
    The elf raised his voice. “I am about to tell you about it. But first, I wanted to tell you I have a special going on for today only. Three paintings for the price of one. The offer won't last long. That I can ensure you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Tommy mumbled. “How much is the one of you blowing bubbles under a giant mushroom? I kinda like that one in a weird sort of way.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked with surprise. “Let's get back to the gold. That's what is important here.” 
 
      
 
    The elf rushed over to the painting and removed it from the wall. “Here,” he yelled with a panic. “Put it in your arms,” he said while pushing it towards Tommy. 
 
      
 
    Tommy held the painting and looked at it. “Where can I find a bubble blowing device?” he asked with a slow tone. 
 
      
 
    “That will be four gold coins,” the elf demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Four gold? But I don't have any gold.” 
 
      
 
    The elves squinty little eyes became larger. “How dare you waste the time of an artist. Do you know how much people pay for my time?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy tried to hold back a smile but he couldn't. The elf wasn't smiling though. In fact, he was getting quite upset. Was he really this delusional? I guess he was. Before Tommy could say something else that might anger the elf, I interrupted him. “Your art is stunning,” I said. “But the truth is, we cannot afford it. Your art is only for the rich. We cannot afford such talent.” 
 
      
 
    A bashful look came to his face. “Not everyone can afford the finer things in life,” he said with nervous hands. “After you earn your gold, you can come back and purchase these. The deal will still be good. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    Come back and waste my gold on these hideous paintings of his deformed little face? I think not. But, I wouldn't let the elf know that. “It will give me something to look forward to. Extra motivation to get that gold. Thank you for this offer.” 
 
      
 
    The elf lowered his head as I asked about the quest. “So what are the details on this quest?” 
 
      
 
    The elf tucked his hands behind his back. “This situation is very personal to me. I was betrayed and I must have my revenge.” 
 
      
 
    “Betrayed by who?” 
 
      
 
    “My cousin,” he replied. “My cousin in the outside world.” 
 
      
 
    “What did he do to you?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Take a seat at the table. This is going to take a moment to explain.” 
 
      
 
    In the center of the room, was a small yellow table. On top of the table, was a bowl of odd looking biscuits. I sat down and Tommy did the same. “Can I have a muffin?” Tommy asked. “Please, I am so hungry. You have no idea how hungry I am.” 
 
      
 
    The elf looked like he didn't want to share. I could see it in his greedy little eyes. “Those are my homemade biscuits. It's the last of my batch,” he said with a hiss. “So just take one.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy grabbed a biscuit and took a big bite. There was a pop. “What the crap? This thing is rock hard.” 
 
      
 
    Then, Tommy felt his front tooth. “I think part of my tooth fell out. Does it look normal to you?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy opened his mouth real wide as I tried to examine it. He was right. There was a little piece missing on his front right tooth. It wasn't anything major, but it was chipped for sure. “You might need to see a dentist,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “A dentist? But, I don't like those guys. Does it make me ugly though? I might wanna meet some girls here.” 
 
      
 
    The elf slammed both hands on to the table. “You should have nibbled on it,” he said with a roar. “Those biscuits are meant to nibble on. I made them that way for the sole purpose of not eating too much. It's a survival tactic I came up with.” 
 
      
 
    “You make rock hard biscuits to survive? That doesn't seem like a good life,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “I'm sure your tooth will be fine,” I replied with quick words. “Please, let's get this quest of yours started. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy nibbled on the biscuit while desperately trying to eat some more. I was hungry, but not hungry enough to try one of his shitty biscuits. Tommy finished up his hard biscuit while the elf remained quiet. The elf seemed to get some sort of weird pleasure in not telling us what we needed to do. To be honest, it was starting to piss me off. If he had a job for us, he needed to tell us what it was. It was time to throw him a curve ball. “Forget it,” I said while standing up. 
 
      
 
    “What? What do you mean?” the elf asked. 
 
      
 
    “We are leaving. Tell us what to do, or we will leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. My cousin is not far from here. After he stole my gold, he moved to a small cave.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would he move to a cave?” 
 
      
 
    “He thinks nobody will bother him there. The cave is small and has no valuables. For that reason, nobody explores it anymore. It's just empty space in the game.” 
 
      
 
    “How much will this little quest of yours pay?” 
 
      
 
    “Seven gold coins. Two for you, two for your friend and three for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why three for you?” 
 
      
 
    “That's the deal. You didn't pay for my dance when you should have. That's why I get the extra gold coin.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Fine. How do we get there?” 
 
      
 
    “I will send you a friends request,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    Within seconds, a message popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Friends Request 
 
      
 
    Samson The Elf wants to add you as a friend. Accept? Yes/No? 
 
      
 
    I quickly accepted his request. “Okay, I accepted it. Now what?” 
 
      
 
    A strange look came to the elf's face. “I've created a detailed map. That way I would never forget where he lives. I've waited a long time to get my gold back from him.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn't you just get it back yourself?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “He knows what I look like. It would be stupid to try and get it myself. This is an outside job.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any weapons for us?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The elf laughed. “Your weapons wouldn't do you any good. This is a stealth mission. Only the most sneaky will survive.” 
 
      
 
    “Our sneak skill is the lowest possible level,” Tommy replied.  
 
      
 
    “That doesn't worry me. I have the information you need. See, there is a brief window of opportunity. You would never know this without me of course. See? See how clever I am?” 
 
      
 
    “And this window of opportunity would be?” 
 
      
 
    A slow growing smile came to the elf's face. “Very shortly. See, he can't resist a few drinks. He's gotta get a buzz to numb his depression. He suffers from depression. It's part of the reason he lives in the cave.” 
 
      
 
    “So when is he going to get drunk? What time exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “He's very predictable. I have been watching him for weeks now. As soon as the sun goes down, he leaves his cave. It's like clockwork.” 
 
      
 
    “That's kinda creepy that you are always watching him,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Give me the map,” I said with one hand out. “So we go in there, and get the gold? Then what?” 
 
      
 
    “You give me my share. That's what.” 
 
      
 
    Give him his share? Sometimes I almost forgot that this was a game. In a normal console game, I might be tempted just to steal his share. But, it just seemed wrong in this world. It just seemed too real. “So we just bring it back here?” 
 
      
 
    The elf laughed. “Do you really think I am that dumb? Of course not. I will be there. Undetected of course. My stealth skills are quite good.” 
 
      
 
    Follow us? Crap, this little quest of his was barely even worth the hassle. In fact, I was almost regretting meeting this elf in the first place. Surely the official NPC type quest must be better than this? Still, I decided to go along with the elf just because I was desperate to get my first gold coins. “So you are coming with us?” 
 
      
 
    He waved his hand into the air. “I will be there, and I will be watching. Just go. I will be waiting for you outside of his cave in my usual spot.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the map. It was a piece of crap. It had scribbles and all sorts of junk that made it hard to read. “Just show us where his cave is,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I can't. I'm busy at the moment. Are your map reading skills poor?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you just have a line leading to a big tree. I mean, there are thousands of trees. How am I suppose to know which tree this is?” 
 
      
 
    The elf rolled his eyes. “You need to use your imagination. If you look closely, you will see that this is a very large tree. And look here,” he said with a shaky finger. “Those are golden balls. The tree has golden balls on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. So where is this tree?” 
 
      
 
    “You have no sense of adventure do you?” he asked with slanted eyes. “Just leave the village entrance and take a left. Walk about one thousand feet and you will see the tree. My cousin's cave is under the tree stump. Are you happy?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I replied while heading towards the door. “Lets go Tommy.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I stopped. “Wait. Where is his gold hidden?” 
 
      
 
    “Under his bed. He has dug a hole that is around three feet deep.” 
 
      
 
    “Three feet? Aren't we going to need a shovel?” 
 
      
 
    “The dirt will be soft. He checks on his gold every single day.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and hoped I wasn't going to regret taking this quest. Tommy and I left the elf's home and quickly made our way out of the village. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That ugly little elf was kinda annoying,” Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    “I know. He was weird too,” I replied. “I think he really believes he's an elf now. Like, he must live in the game full time.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped walking. Maybe he was an elf? Maybe he had been here for so long that he actually believed he was a real elf? It seemed so strange to consider that some players actually lived a “second life” in the game world. I could see how it could happen though. I even had moments where I would lose myself and forget about the outside world. I suppose if you spent enough time here, it could happen to anyone. My feet continued moving but I didn't see the tree yet. 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred and four feet,” Tommy mumbled.  
 
      
 
    “You are counting?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. He said around one thousand feet. Remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    We continued walking until we saw it. The tree was absolutely massive. Easily a few hundred feet tall. It wasn't the height that was so impressive though, it was the width. It must have been nearly one hundred feet wide. On top of it, were huge golden balls. Under it, was a dark hole. “We have to go down there?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But first we have to wait for him to leave.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at the sky. It wouldn't be long before the sun set. “Don't we need to hide?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let's sit on top of the cave. It's the best spot.” 
 
      
 
    “This makes me kinda nervous.” 
 
      
 
    My stomach growled as hunger had suddenly hit me. “I hope he has some food in there.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy got excited. “You wanna eat his food?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “Why not?  
 
      
 
    We climbed on top of the cave and located a fairly flat spot. Suddenly, a large creature blazed past us from above. “What was that?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it was a griffin! This game has griffins?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess so,” Tommy replied. “We gotta be careful because a big bird like that would probably have fun eating us.” 
 
      
 
    The big beast flapped its wings and got further and further away. There was a roar. The sound of the roar sent chills up my spine. “I'm glad it didn't see us.” 
 
      
 
    A few moments passed while I watched the sun get lower and lower in the sky. Then, I had a message alert pop up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    New Message Alert:  
 
    Accept Message From Todd The WordSmith? Yes/No? 
 
      
 
     Todd was sending me a message? That was pretty cool. “Todd just sent me a message,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Really? I thought he was dead.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the message and began to read it aloud: 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Are you guys okay? I need your help. After the mage killed me, I lost my body. I cannot find it without the help of a living player. I am a “lost soul” right now and I need someone to take me to my body. Can you guys help me? I can give you quite a bit of gold. I have it hidden at a secret location and will give it to you when you save me. Can you do it? Please? Thanks 
 
      
 
    Todd The Wordsmith.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Tommy. “How can we find his soul?”  
 
      
 
    “I don't know. But it all sounds kinda scary,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    I itched my nose. “We gotta help him. Besides, he said he could give us gold.” 
 
      
 
    “But, what about building the army?” 
 
      
 
    “We are still going to do that. Without our army, I doubt we will find Todd. It would be too dangerous for us to go alone.” 
 
      
 
    I began to think. Should we even complete the elf's quest? One part of me wanted to leave, but another knew we needed the gold. We were already here, so we might as well get the gold. The sun began to set as I eagerly watched below for any signs of someone leaving the cave. Darkness came while insects chirped around us. The chirps began to string together. It was almost as if the bugs were playing a song. It was actually really pleasant. I looked up at the tree above us and noticed the amazing glowing golden balls. Wow, it was beautiful.  
 
      
 
    “He's leaving,” Tommy whispered while elbowing me. 
 
      
 
    Below us, a lanky elf held a lantern. We froze. If he looked up, there was a chance he would see us. Thankfully, he didn't look up. Instead, he continued to walk and within moments he went into the village. “Let's go,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    We both climbed down the hill and headed to the entrance of the cave. “It's so dark,” Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    He was right. Why didn't we get a lantern first? I felt like a total noob. But, I didn't care. I could deal with a little darkness. We entered the cave and noticed a faint light in the distance. “His bed must be over there,” Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    Our feet moved quickly. How long was he going to be gone? That was something I had forgotten to ask. We got closer and closer to the light until we were right next to it. I looked around and noticed a worn out bed. Then, there was a growling sound. “What the crap?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “What is that thing?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Thing? Who are you calling a thing?” a voice asked. 
 
      
 
    In a bronze cage, was a small troll like creature. He had big brown eyes, and looked very friendly. He wasn't green though. Instead, he was a beige color and was rather cute. But one of the most amazing things about him, was his hair. He had very thick orange hair that stood straight up. His hair was beautiful and had plenty of moisture in it. I had never seen such beautiful hair before. Wait? Why was I so amazed with this troll's hair? In some ways, it didn't make sense. I quickly tried to forget about him and began to think about the gold. “It's under the bed,” I said. “Push the bed.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy propped himself up against the bed. He tried to push it but his feet just slid in place. “Push harder,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Why don't you help him,” the troll replied. 
 
      
 
    Actually, the troll had a point. I quickly ran beside Tommy and got into a strong pushing position. We both began to push but it still wouldn't budge. What the hell? Did this little cave dweller nail down his bed? I didn't know. Dropping to my knees, I tried to see what the problem was. “It's like part of the ground or something,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What are you two doing here?” The troll asked. “My master doesn't allow guest here. So, why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you a mini troll?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    The troll seemed offended. “What? I am not mini. I am a full size troll.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to crawl under the bed and start digging,” I said with my head under the bed. With a pound, I tried to see how hard the dirt was. “It's not soft,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Are you a pet? If so, are you happy here?” Tommy asked from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Tommy? What are you doing? I need your help.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy continued talking to the troll. “I can give you everything your owner is giving you and more. I am actually considering becoming a pet owner myself. Do you think you would enjoy living with a guy like me?” 
 
      
 
    “I barely even know you,” the troll hissed. “Can you provide the security that my master provides?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy let out a long sigh. “It's hard to say. I'm really just starting to get back on my feet. I had a little rough patch, but now things are getting better.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you seriously doing this right now?” I asked with frustration. “The elf's cousin could be back any minute. Help me get this gold!” 
 
      
 
    “Gold?” The troll asked with surprise. “You are taking our gold? I should have known that was what you two were after. You can't do this to us. We'll starve down here without any gold.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy crawled under the bed and began to dig. “This dirt is too hard.” 
 
      
 
    He was right. The dirt was as hard as a rock. That stupid little elf didn't even know what he was talking about. I knew I should have never trusted him. If we were going to get this gold, we needed a shovel or some sort of digging tool. I jumped up and began to look around the cave. “Is there a shovel around here?”  
 
      
 
    “That's our gold,” the troll hissed. “I will remember your face and name. I will tell my master who you are. He will track you down and kill you both.” 
 
      
 
    “So I guess that means you don't want me as your new pet owner?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    I stopped. Crap. Could this beautiful little troll really see my name? “Oh yea? What's my name then?” 
 
      
 
    “Walker. Walker Williamson.” 
 
      
 
    Shit. The little bastard wasn't bluffing. “How did you know that?”  
 
      
 
    “It's simple. I can see every character's name.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. I guess it did make sense. That was pretty basic AI and the NPCS in this game were super advanced. “You can't tell your master. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh I will,” he replied. “He will find you and kill you. You'll just be another lost soul.” 
 
      
 
    “What happens to a lost soul?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It's not pleasant,” the troll laughed. “Your soul is sent to a depressing place called UnderDead. It is contained there until someone comes to find it. Once someone finds your soul, they must take it to your dead body. But, this isn't an easy task.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn. That sounds like it sucks.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I will make certain both of you are sent there,” the troll replied. 
 
      
 
    Tommy crawled out from under the bed. “Should we kill the troll?” 
 
      
 
    I nibbled on my fingernails. “Kill him? We can't just kill him. Can we?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh I wish you would try,” the troll said with a growl. “Open my door and see what happens. Just open it. I dare you!” 
 
      
 
    Tommy's eyes became bigger. “What are we going to do? We shouldn't be here without any weapons or experience. I think we need to go rat hunting or something. This is too advanced for us.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy was right. We were in over our heads. Maybe we were moving too quickly? Maybe we should have done more rat hunting before we took on a quest like this? I always hated the whole grind thing in MMORPGS. But this wasn't a normal game. I didn't know what dying felt like, and I didn't want to experience it. The rat bite was painful enough. I couldn't imagine what dying would actually feel like. Plus, the whole glitch thing added an extra layer of fear to the situation. I paced back and forth. “Should we leave?” 
 
      
 
    “You better leave,” the troll replied. 
 
      
 
    I began to think. Leave? But, we had made it this far, and we were already in danger. Who's to say that the troll wouldn't tell his owner about us anyways? After all, he lived in a cave and must have been bored. In fact, I felt confident that him and his owner probably talked for hours and hours each night. Was he not going to bring my name up? Was he not going to tell his master about the most eventful day of his pathetic little life? I doubted it. “Will you keep your mouth shut if we leave? Pretend like this never happened at all?” 
 
      
 
    The troll smiled. Man, he was cute. “Yes,” he replied with a soft voice. 
 
      
 
    I squinted my eyes. I didn't believe him. He was being too nice about it. “Let's quickly find some food and get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “But he'll know,” Tommy replied. “We can't take anything.” 
 
      
 
    Crap. Tommy was right. If we took anything, the elf's cousin would know someone had come to his cave. Suddenly, I heard a sound I'd never forget. The sound of a fire erupting. “Master,” the trolled yelled. “They have come to take our gold!” 
 
      
 
    I couldn't believe it. He had caught us. A dark shadow approached from the cave's entrance. As it got closer, I saw the outline of his hand. Right above his hand, was an orange fireball. Fire? Was he a mage? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shadow got closer until his face was revealed. Wow. He was a fairly pleasant looking elf. Yellow eyes, a sharp nose and no hair. He was tall, wore a blue robe and looked like he hadn't taken a bath in months. Right away, I could smell the alcohol on his breath. But, he didn't look to be drunk. His name popped up over his head: 
 
      
 
    Dante of Lucidity – Level 119 
 
    Elf 
 
      
 
      
 
    Level 119? Wow, that was pretty impressive. He took a few steps forward. “What's going on here?” he snapped. 
 
      
 
    “These two came to take our gold,” the troll squealed.  
 
      
 
    “Is that right? You came here to take my gold?” 
 
      
 
    Me and Tommy didn't say a word. “Answer me!” he commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Your cousin sent us,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Which one? Which idiot was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Samson the Elf. That's what he is calling himself,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    Dante looked confused. “Samson? Samson sent you here to do this?” 
 
      
 
    We didn't answer as his fireball grew with intensity. “That little bastard. He wants my gold does he? Is that what he sent you for?” 
 
      
 
    Dante became quiet and placed one hand under his chin. “Why? Did he give a reason?” 
 
      
 
    “He said you stole his gold,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “That little weasel. I never ever stole his gold. In fact, he stole mine. If he'd stop living in his own dream land he might actually realize that.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Tommy and gave him a nod. “Well, we are sorry about the confusion. It's just all one big mix up then.” 
 
      
 
    Yea,” Tommy said. “We actually gotta go look for a quest now. But, it was nice meeting you and your mini troll.” 
 
      
 
    “My size is completely normal,” the troll replied. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Dante boomed. “You two aren't going anywhere. Did you think you could try to steal my gold without facing any consequences? Do you really think I would let you disrespect me like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Your cousin tricked us,” I replied. “We thought he was telling the truth. We thought you stole his gold. We just wanted to get it back for him.” 
 
      
 
    Dante went into deep thought while pacing back and forth. “We are going to teach him a lesson. Is it gold you want?” 
 
      
 
    Both of our heads bounced up and down. “Yes. That's the stuff we are after,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
     “Fine,” he said. “Where is Samson?” 
 
      
 
    “He said he would be waiting for us to come out with the gold. Said he would be hiding right outside of the cave.” 
 
      
 
    “He probably ran off when he saw me coming,” Dante replied. “Do you think he cares what happens to you two? I could have killed you both. And I still could.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for not killing us,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “How much gold does he think I have?” Dante asked. 
 
      
 
    “Seven gold coins.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Dante replied while reaching to his side. Suddenly, he opened his hand, and there were eight beautiful gold coins in it. “One more than he offered. You can have these,” he said while pushing them towards me. 
 
      
 
    “But master?” the troll yelled. “We will go hungry without your life savings.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh shut up. Eight gold coins don't make up my life savings. You don't know everything about me.” 
 
      
 
    The troll's eyes doubled in size. “Who are you?” he asked with a confused face. “If we have more gold, then why have you only fed me bread? How could you do this to me? I don't think our relationship will ever be the same again. Not after learning this information. It just can't be.” 
 
      
 
    Dante flicked his hand with annoyance while the fire in his other hand went out. “Just take it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Really? Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Samson is an idiot,” he laughed. “I have way more than eight gold coins. This is mere chump change to me.” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the coins and expressed my gratitude. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” 
 
      
 
    “Do I just stick these in my inventory?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “This is the first time you have earned gold?” he asked with a wrinkled forehead. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Yes it is.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed. “It's all controlled by your thoughts. Just pull up your inventory mentally, and put it in the bag icon. Everything here is second nature. No more difficult than moving your legs in the real world.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait?” Tommy asked. “Four of those are mine.” 
 
      
 
    “I already put them in my inventory,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Pull them out,” Dante said. “Just mentally pull them out.” 
 
      
 
    I did as Dante commanded and watched four gold coins appear on the ground. Tommy picked them up and put them in his inventory. “See, you guys are getting the hang of it,” Dante laughed. “Easy isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “Thanks again.” 
 
      
 
    Dante held one finger into the air. “There is one condition,” he said with a stutter.  
 
      
 
    Damn. I knew this was too good to be true. “That would be?” 
 
      
 
    “I need a favor.” 
 
      
 
    Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you add Samson to your friends list?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Great. I want to rough him up a little. But, I can't do it unless he comes down here. His village is considered a safe zone.” 
 
      
 
    “You're going to give him a beating?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “He deserves it,” Dante replied. “Nothing too major. Just a few shocks with my magic. He's my cousin, but he can be a real scumbag sometimes. You can't just let people walk all over you here. Even if they are family.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. So what do you want us to do?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Lure him in here. I would go out there, but I don't want anyone to see this. Tell him that I am gone and you need his help. Do whatever it takes to get him in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Should I send him a message?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That would be perfect.” 
 
      
 
    I opened up my messages. Crap, I had not replied to poor Todd yet. The truth was, I didn't know what to say yet. First I would do this, then I would reply to Todd. I began to type a message and read it out loud to Dante: 
 
      
 
    “Hey Samson. We are in your cousin's cave. Sorry it is taking so long. Your cousin came back and we had to hide. But, he is gone now. The problem is, we can't find the gold! Sucks doesn't it? Can you help us? Your cousin just left. I can meet you at the entrance of the cave. Hurry so we can get this gold! Thanks. 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “That's perfect,” Dante chuckled. “Let's see how long it takes him to answer.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a new message alert popped up in front of me. I opened it: 
 
      
 
    “What? How can you not find it? It's so simple. Just start digging under his bed. Just find the gold! Hurry! I already left my hiding spot after seeing him come back. I am surprised he left again, he must really be depressed tonight. Keep me updated and hurry because I'm sure he will be back soon. He doesn't like to be out in public for long. He just likes to drink his problems away as fast as he can. Then, it's back to the cave to hide. Tick tock, tick tock! Hurry! 
 
      
 
    Samson.” 
 
      
 
    A serious look came to Dante's face. “Drink my problems away? Do I look drunk to you?” 
 
      
 
    My head went from side to side. “Exactly,” he replied. “Back to my cave to hide? He is such a loser. Even on the outside world he was a loser. Message him back.” 
 
      
 
    I read out my next message before I sent it to him: 
 
      
 
    “Dude, we have the gold! We are still digging the last two coins up though. Get over here asap! We will meet you at the cave entrance. Hurry. 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” Dante laughed. “He is so desperate. All of this trouble for eight measly gold coins?” 
 
      
 
    A new message alert popped up in front of me and I opened it: 
 
      
 
    “Excellent! I am on my way now. Meet me out front. I will be hiding behind the large bush on the left side of the cave. Be there in literally two minutes! I am running as we speak! 
 
      
 
    Samson.” 
 
      
 
    Then, an alert message popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    Your Persuasion skill has increased by 1 point! 
 
    Persuasion level is at 3 
 
      
 
    Nice! I guess I was on my way to becoming a shady little liar. Well, if it could help me, I didn't mind it at all. Eventually, I would be able to manipulate anyone to do anything. Well, I hoped so at least. I looked over at Dante and noticed he looked upset. “It's sad that my cousin is this pathetic,” he mumbled. “Now, it's time to teach him a lesson he will never forget.” 
 
      
 
    “So how are we going to do this?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You go out front with the gold. Stall him for a moment and I will come out there. Then, I will grab him and bring him down here. You two should stick around. I think you will enjoy this.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Tommy while wondering how we got ourselves into such a screwed up situation. “Let's go up there,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Tommy followed behind me. We walked towards the entrance and I laughed. I couldn't help it. That ugly little elf did deserve to be punished. First off, he didn't tell us about the mini troll. Second, he wanted us to screw over a level 119 character. We could have been killed. So, I was thrilled to see what Dante was about to do to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    We waited outside in the darkness. “Samson?” I asked. “Are you here?”  
 
      
 
    Tommy slowly looked around in all directions. I looked to my left and tried to locate a bush. “He said he was hiding in a bush to the left of the cave.” 
 
      
 
    “But which left? Did he want us to look left when exiting the cave? Or, did he want us to look to the left when entering the cave?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know. Just feel around in the bushes.” 
 
      
 
    We began to feel around in a large patch of bushes near the cave. But, there was nothing. “Oh, I think he's coming,” Tommy said while pointing ahead. 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, it was him. He was really running fast too. “We got the gold,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    He dropped to the ground with panic. “Keep your voice down,” he whispered. “Show me it. Show me the gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast,” Dante commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Cousin? What? What are you doing here?” Samson asked with a look of disbelief. 
 
      
 
    Dante didn't reply. Suddenly, Samson's body became stiff. His feet went into the air while he hovered in place. Dante had both arms into the air as he smiled. “You thought you could steal my gold? Did you really think I was that stupid?” 
 
      
 
    I felt sorry for the ugly little elf. Dante had full control of him, and there was nothing he could do. “Caught you off guard didn't I?” he asked. “Didn't have time to prepare any resistance spells did you?” 
 
      
 
    Then, he lowered his body to the ground. “I can explain,” Samson squealed. “These two are responsible for this. They took me hostage and made me do this. You gotta believe me.” 
 
      
 
    “That's a lie,” I yelled. “You know it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn't you run?” Dante asked. “If they held you hostage, why didn't you run?” 
 
      
 
    Samson struggled to come up with a reply. “Because they held me hostage. With rope, just like the old western movies. They tied me to a pole.” 
 
      
 
    Dante laughed. “Do you really expect me to believe that these two noobs held you hostage?” 
 
      
 
    “It's the truth cousin!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh shut up. Just stop talking. You are so pathetic. Did you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “I'm pathetic? Oh that's funny,” Samson laughed. “I'm not the one living in a cave with an overgrown rat. Am I?” 
 
      
 
    The troll hissed in the distance as Dante held his hands into the air. “You are just too dumb for your own good.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait? What are you doing?” Samson asked. 
 
      
 
    Dante flicked his hand and sent a fireball flying straight towards Samson. “This will teach you,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    There was a boom. The fireball had hit Samson, and he wasn't moving. Smoke oozed off his body as everyone was quiet. “Samson?” Dante asked. 
 
      
 
    I blinked. Then, I did it again. “Samson?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Are you dead?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    There was no reply. I took a step closer to him. Then another. Oh crap. I couldn't believe what I saw. His ugly little bat face was gone. Was that why he spent so much time painting his face? Did he subconsciously know that this was how he was going to die? Was he painting his face in hopes that someone would remember it? I cleared my throat. “I think somethings wrong with Samson,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Is he breathing?” Dante asked as if he didn't want to check for himself. 
 
      
 
    Breathing? He was dead. “Um, it's debatable,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Dante asked. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to have a funeral?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “A funeral? Why would you say that?” Dante asked while taking a few steps closer. Suddenly, Dante collapsed on the ground. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Tommy and he looked at me. “Should we leave?”  
 
      
 
    “Don't leave,” Dante replied. “Please, don't leave me.” 
 
      
 
    “Master,” the troll yelled from his cage. “Would this be a good time for us to cuddle? Remember when your pet dragon died? Remember how we got to cuddle?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes popped open. This was getting too weird for me. I wanted to leave, but I didn't know how to do it.  
 
      
 
    Dante watched as Samson's body disappeared and left one gold coin behind. “I don't want his gold,” he screamed at the top of his lungs.  
 
      
 
    “Can I have it?” Tommy asked with eager eyes. 
 
      
 
    Dante pounded on the ground and began to grow angry. “I cannot go to UnderDead and find his soul. I don't want to leave my cave. Samson was right all along, and I just couldn't admit it.” 
 
      
 
    Dante let out a loud roar. “If you two were never born, this would have never happened.” 
 
      
 
    His head was face down. But I knew it wouldn't be down for long. “Let's get out of here,” I whispered to Tommy. “Slowly walk backwards.” 
 
      
 
    Me and Tommy slowly edged backwards as Dante continued to grieve for his cousin. “I just wanted to teach him a lesson,” he mumbled.  
 
      
 
    He was still on the ground and we were nearly at the cave exit. My heartbeat turned into one constant flicker as we turned around and ran. “Master,” the troll yelled from the distance. “They are escaping.” 
 
      
 
    There was a boom that came from the cave while we ran as fast as we could. My eyes were locked on to the lights of the village. “Hurry,” I yelled. “The village is a safe zone!” 
 
      
 
    We went as fast as we could. But then, Tommy began to huff and puff. Then, it hit me too. “Oh no,” Tommy yelled. “He's coming. Look! Look behind us!” 
 
      
 
    I turned my head and saw Dante running towards us. Fire was in his hand. “We gotta go,” I said. “We can't rest any longer.” 
 
      
 
    We began to run again, but it wasn't long before my stamina once again dropped. “Crap. Our stamina sucks. It sucks really badly.” 
 
      
 
    Dante was getting closer. But, the village wasn't far. Again, we began to run. Suddenly, the ground beneath us rattled. A huge chunk of dirt flew into the air. “I'll kill you both,” Dante screamed from behind us. 
 
      
 
    “We are going to die,” I yelled to Tommy. 
 
      
 
    “I don't wanna be a lost soul,” Tommy screamed back. 
 
      
 
    We weren't far. Less than a hundred feet away. Again, Dante threw another fireball. It blazed over our heads with a gust of wind. We both fell to the ground as we arrived at the village. “He can't do anything to us here,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Within moments, Dante had arrived at the village. He stood over us. “Cowards,” he yelled. “You did this and you will pay.” 
 
      
 
    I huffed and puffed. “How is this our fault?” 
 
      
 
    Dante looked frustrated. “It's simple logic. If you two were never born, this would have never happened. That's how.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh come on. That's stupid logic.” 
 
      
 
    “It's a fact. And a fact is a fact.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you can't hurt us here,” I replied. “So you might as well leave.” 
 
      
 
    “At least you came out of your cave. You should be proud of yourself,” Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    Dante laughed. “Oh I will get you. Just wait and see. It'll happen when you least expect it. When you finally let your guard down, I will be there. I have your names, and that's all I really need.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yea? That's all you need?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I will figure out a way to kill you both. It's not that hard really. Killing two noobs will be easy. You're lucky I missed you with my fireballs. I normally don't miss. The stress of losing my cousin altered my magic.” 
 
      
 
    I raised up. “Don't blame us for your pathetic family problems. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    Dante became furious. He didn't say anything though. Instead, he gave us a creepy smile. Then, he walked backwards while holding the smile in place. Eventually, he disappeared into the distance. “What a psychopath,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Tommy sat up next to me. “I'm so tired. Where are we going to sleep? Can we get a hotel or something?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “We could probably afford an Inn.” 
 
      
 
    We both climbed to our feet and watched some little skinny guy play a flute. Honestly, it was a pretty lame song. “I'm a hopeless romantic,” he said with a gasp of air. “This song comes from my heart. Tips are accepted.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and walked away. Crap. I needed to answer Todd. I felt really bad about my delayed response. He was the only player we had met that actually seemed like a cool guy. I pulled up my messages and began to type one out: 
 
      
 
    “Hey Todd. I am really sorry for the delayed reply. We had a crazy day today. It's a long story, but I can tell you later. I am sure you have bigger problems considering you are a “lost soul” now. BTW...I have no idea how we can find your soul. Let us know how we can help you. Thanks 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over at Tommy. “I just sent Todd a message.” 
 
      
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
      
 
    “I literally just sent it,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Let's find somewhere to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm sure there is an Inn somewhere around here,” I replied. “I'm super tired too. Now that we have some gold, we gotta get straight to business tomorrow. Let's do a quest or two and then bring the peasants some gold. Then we can begin our search for Todd. We will grow our army during our journey.” 
 
      
 
    We continued walking. Many characters zipped by us but didn't say anything. I scanned the area for any sign of an Inn. Then, I saw something. It was Samson's home. “Wait,” I said with one arm out. “We don't need an Inn.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes we do,” Tommy replied. “I gotta get some sleep.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Samson is dead. Think about it.” 
 
      
 
    A really excited look came to Tommy's face. “Oh yea,” he yelled. “So we can just sleep at his place? Right?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” I replied. “I don't see why we couldn't.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm sure if he was still alive, he would want us to stay at his home,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    I pointed at his crappy little home. “It's right there.” 
 
      
 
    We ran over to the house. Once in front of the door, I carefully looked around just to be certain nobody was watching. I twisted the doorknob. “Crap, it's locked.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would he lock it?” Tommy asked. “Do you think he's worried someone will steal his weird paintings?” 
 
      
 
    I circled around the home until I reached the back side of it. There had to be a window. Then, I saw it. There were two windows. One of them was closed, but the other wasn't fully closed. “Over here,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    Tommy came closer. “What if someone's watching?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy was right. If someone was watching, we could look like we were breaking into the home. What were the laws in this village? I didn't know. But, I did know that the artificial intelligence in this game was advanced. We had to be careful. “Make sure nobody is watching,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    We both carefully looked around. There were many players running around, but there were no guards that really patrolled the village. The only guards I had seen, were at the front entrance. So, I carefully tried to wait until no characters were near us. It took about thirty minutes, but finally, there was a big enough gap to give me the confidence I needed to open the window. With a quick push, I popped the window up. “Hurry up,” Tommy whispered. 
 
      
 
    My body struggled to get through the small window for the first minute or two. But eventually, I manage to get through it. I crashed to the floor and felt a surge of pain. The pain quickly left me as I jumped to my feet. After that, I ran to the front door and opened it. Tommy waved at me. “Get in here,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    Tommy came in and we both sat down at the yellow table. “This is kinda sad,” Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” I replied with both elbows on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Look at his eyes,” Tommy replied while pointing at one of the paintings on the wall. “I can see the pain in them. It's a deep pain. I never noticed it until now.” 
 
      
 
    I squinted my eyes and tried to see what Tommy was talking about. Nope. All I saw was the same ugly little elf. “Do you think there's a dumpster around here?”  
 
      
 
    “You want to throw away his paintings? But how will the world remember him?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Are you serious?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy raised his shoulders. “Kinda. I do feel a little bad moving into his home.” 
 
      
 
    “He did this to himself. Besides, he almost got us killed. He totally used us for his own selfish agenda.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess you're right,” Tommy replied with his head on the table. 
 
      
 
    “We gotta get some sleep. Who's gonna take the bed?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy didn't answer, so I took out a gold coin. “Okay, we'll flip for it. Heads or tails?” 
 
      
 
    “Heads,” Tommy replied. “I mean tails,” he said with a stutter. 
 
      
 
    Which one?” I asked while secretly wanting tails for myself. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I think I want heads more actually.” 
 
      
 
    I flipped the coin into the air and watched it come down. It hit the ground with a jingle. “Crap. It's heads.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! I get the bed,” Tommy replied.  
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat. I was irritated, but didn't want to show it. I had lost fair and square. “I guess I'll be sleeping on the floor.” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed a hard biscuit and began to nibble on it. After that, I laid on my back and looked up at the white ceiling above me. Suddenly, it hit me. What was I doing here? I was going to sleep in the game world too? If they didn't fix the glitch, would this be my new life? Wow. It was a strange feeling to actually consider that. How could this happen? The truth was, I wasn't sure I even wanted to go back to the real world. Things were exciting here. But, I still wanted the option to go back in case things ever got too crazy.  
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes. All sorts of thoughts drifted through my head. Then, I raised up. Why hadn't Todd messaged me back yet? Had I waited too long? Was he dead? I checked my messages just to be certain I didn't miss one. Nope, there was nothing new. I was about to send him another message, but I was too tired. Eventually, I drifted off to sleep without even realizing it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    When my eyes opened, I wasn't sure where I was. Was it the real world, or the game world? Then, I remembered. I remembered everything that had happened. It was almost like my game life was merging into my real life. I sat up and looked around. Tommy was curled up into a ball on his bed. But, he didn't look comfortable. “What's wrong?”  
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    Something was wrong. But, I knew how Tommy was. If something was bothering him, he would sometimes wait before talking about it. I popped my neck. Cool. It felt just like it did in real life. “Guess we will have biscuits for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that all this elf had?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know. I don't see anything else, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy looked around. “Not really.” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed two biscuits and tossed one over to Tommy. “Once you break into it, it's not too bad.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy carefully bit into his biscuit. “I still gotta get my tooth fixed,” he mumbled.  
 
      
 
    “How did you sleep?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy became quiet before he finally answered. “Well,” he slowly replied. “Something weird happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yea? Like what?” 
 
      
 
    “I think the elf haunted me last night,” he replied with a tremble. 
 
      
 
    Haunted him? How was that possible? I nibbled on my biscuit before asking him to clarify himself. “You mean Samson? How did he haunt you?” 
 
      
 
    Both of Tommy's hands went together. “He was there. His spirit. He came to me in my dreams.” 
 
      
 
     “Come on dude. That was just a dream,” I replied with a swat to the air. “There's no way that was really his spirit.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm telling you, this was weird.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yea? Well, what did his spirit say?” 
 
      
 
    “He told me to get out of his bed, and said that he's a lost soul now because of us. He also said that we were going to pay for killing him. Then, he kept saying he would come back to life and kill me. He wasn't happy that I was sleeping in his bed either. He told me to leave, but I was too sleepy to leave.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped eating my biscuit. Wait. Was it possible that a lost soul could actually communicate with a character? “Did he say anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “He told me not to touch any of his paintings. Said he could never replicate such art again.” 
 
      
 
    Crap. Was this just some weird dream that Tommy had? I didn't know. The last thing we needed was him and Dante coming after us. This elf was really starting to become a little pest. In fact, I almost regretted ever meeting him in the first place. I continued eating my biscuit. “Do you think it was a dream?”  
 
      
 
    “I mean, it's possible. Dreams can seem real. But this just seemed different.” 
 
      
 
    I finished eating my biscuit and stood up. “We should really throw these paintings away. They are creeping me out.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Not now though. We don't have much time to waste.” 
 
      
 
    “Now what? What are we going to do today?” 
 
      
 
    “Lets get out of here and see what's going on in the village.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy followed me out of the house and into the village. “It's nice here isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy flexed his rather small muscles. “I look good in the morning sun,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. Then, I looked at my arms. Damn, they really were skinny. Oh well, it wasn't the end of the world. I began to walk towards a large water fountain in the center of the village. Several characters were busy swimming in the water and it seemed much busier than usual.  
 
      
 
    I looked around at the different shops and guilds around us. “Oh, there's a fighter's guild!” I yelled with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “There's a mage's guild too,” Tommy answered back. 
 
      
 
    There was literally too much to do. I wanted to try out a guild, but I also wanted to level up. Not only that, I wanted to get our army going. Oh, and then there was Todd. I needed to message Todd again. I opened my messages and began to type out a new one: 
 
      
 
    “Hey Todd. Are you okay? Please message me back when you get this. Let me know how we can locate your soul. 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    Within minutes, I had a reply. 
 
      
 
    “It's kinda complicated. My soul was sent to this horrible place called UnderDead. If you come to my soul, we can work together to find my body. It's easier with the help of living players. I will explain all of the details later. I need a special potion called “Astral Dust” though. Without it, I can't even jump back into my body. Astral Dust can be hard to find though. I am seeing if I can get someone else on my friends list to give me that. Once I get that, things will be much easier. You will need to come to UnderDead to get my soul. Also, I will give you 78 gold coins! I will send you directions soon. Just let me write them out first. Thanks!!! 
 
      
 
    Todd.” 
 
      
 
    78 gold coins? That would be great. I could go ahead and set 35 coins aside for the monthly dues. Then, I would have 43 gold coins left over as pure profit. I looked around for Tommy and realized that he had run ahead of me. “Tommy,” I yelled. “I got a message from Todd.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy ran back to me. “Okay. What did he say?” 
 
      
 
    “Said he still wants us to help him find his body. He also said he would give us 78 gold coins.” 
 
      
 
    A greedy look came to Tommy's face. “Can we ask him for more?” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Come on. The dude saved my life. Did you forget that? Yea, you probably did because you were too busy doing nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Tommy replied. “If you really want to save him, I guess we will do it.” 
 
      
 
    “We will save him. But first, we should level up. Maybe gain some stat points. Then we can start building our army.” 
 
      
 
    We began to walk. Suddenly, a character in bright yellow bumped into Tommy. “Get out of the way you dumbass,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    “You're the one who bumped into me,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” the character yelled before running away. 
 
      
 
    Tommy straightened up. “That guy was annoying.” 
 
      
 
    In the far left corner of my view, I noticed a big building of some sort. Walking closer to it, I realized it looked like a coliseum. “Wow! Dude, this is awesome,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    Tommy smiled. Then, he ran closer to the coliseum. In front of the coliseum, was an older man wearing a white robe. He looked like an NPC. “Care to place a bet today?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “We can bet on fights?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed you can,” the NPC replied. 
 
      
 
    It sounded like a lot of fun, but I knew we needed to level up. That was more important. “Not right now,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “I always know who's going to win wrestling fights,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “That's because they are fake,” I replied as we walked away from the coliseum. 
 
      
 
    “Where are the rats? We need to kill some rats and level up,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    I looked around. Where were the large group of players grinding away? I had not seen that yet. But I knew there was a zone for it. A few players were grouped together not far from us. “I'm gonna ask these guys,” I said while walking towards them. 
 
      
 
    The players turned towards me. There were three humans and an orc. The orc waddled closer to me. “What's up?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Do you guys know where a good grinding zone is? I'm level 2 and my friend is only level 1.” 
 
      
 
    The group of characters began to laugh. “You should go to the rat dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Rat dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea, it's mainly a mix of rats and goblins. It's just right outside of the village. Take a right and head down towards the river. You'll see it. It's not too far.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh okay,” I said with a smile. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    I turned around. Then, one of the other players yelled at me. “Wait.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea?” I asked while turning back. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like the game so far? Just wondering since your new and all.” 
 
      
 
    This character was pretty cool looking. He had a black dragon tattoo that went down the left side of his face. His long dark hair was tucked behind his ears and went well with his black robe. I itched my eyebrow. “More than I ever imagined,” I replied. “It's amazing. I almost want to live here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the glitch might make your dreams come true,” he laughed. “But, why do you only “almost” wanna live here?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I might want to. I'm just not certain yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Just do it,” the character replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” another character yelled back. “We all live here. Right here in this village. RockHead is a great village to live in.” 
 
      
 
    RockHead? Was that the name of this village? I scrunched my forehead. “Really? How common is that?” 
 
      
 
    “More and more common. In fact, this game has a fifty percent conversion rate now. Can you believe it?” 
 
      
 
    “Wow. Over fifty percent of the game players live in the game world? I had no idea the statistics were that high.” 
 
      
 
    “It's growing by the week too.” 
 
      
 
    I itched my nose. “That's crazy,” I replied with a smile. “Well, thanks again for the help. I better get going.” 
 
      
 
    The player seemed like he didn't want me to leave. “Are you going to the rat dungeon right now?” 
 
      
 
    I pointed at Tommy. “Me and my friend are.” 
 
      
 
    The character in the black robe smiled. “Mind if I join you?” 
 
      
 
    I looked over at Tommy and then at him. “Yea, that would be cool. I don't see why not.” 
 
      
 
    Another character took a step forward. “Me too. I want to slaughter some rats.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. The second character looked like a strong barbarian type. He was built like a tank and wore heavy red armor. His Mohawk style haircut made him look pretty tough too. “Sounds good,” I replied.  
 
      
 
    Right after that, an alert message popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    You Have Been Invited To Join A Party! Accept/Decline? 
 
    Party Name: RatKillers 
 
      
 
    I accepted the invitation and took the two new players over to Tommy. “Yo, what's up,” one of the players yelled. 
 
      
 
    Tommy looked at me and the new characters. “Hey? What's up?” 
 
      
 
    “These guys wanna join us in the rat dungeon,” I replied while putting one hand on Tommy's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Nice build,” the barbarian player said. “We need to get you some armor.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy smirked. “Thanks. Yea. But, I hate to cover my muscular body. You gotta admit, it's pretty impressive isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. He wasn't even that muscular. The two players looked at each other and laughed. “Whatever makes you happy man,” one of them said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at their names over their head: 
 
      
 
    Stan The Smasher – Level 13 
 
    Human - Barbarian 
 
      
 
    and 
 
      
 
    Cosmo Dust – Level 16 
 
    Human - Mage 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tommy looked confused. “How do I accept this invitation?” 
 
      
 
    “Just do it mentally. You will get the hang of it,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “I am doing it,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    We walked beside the characters as our stamina levels kept dropping. We had to stop and rest many times. While we rested, the two characters cracked many jokes about our low stamina. Then, I had an alert pop up: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    Your Stamina skill has increased by 2 points! 
 
    Stamina level has increased to 12/12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I yelled. “I finally leveled up my stamina!” 
 
      
 
    “What about me?” Tommy asked. “I am tired of huffing and puffing. It's kinda ruining my life.” 
 
      
 
    Stan laughed. “You look so pathetic when you start wheezing. Your big body gasping for air. It's hilarious.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo threw some insults our way too. “You guys should just carry paper bags with you. You can barely even walk without breaking down.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. It was true. Having the lowest level of stamina sucked really badly. Even at level 2, I already felt a bit more air flowing through my body. “Watch this!” I yelled while running full speed. 
 
      
 
    I continued to run for at least ten seconds longer than I previously could. “That's nothing,” Cosmo yelled from behind me. “Wait until you get up into the twenty something range. You'll feel so free. It's like a night and day difference.” 
 
      
 
    I slowed down because I had pushed my stamina bar to the limit. Suddenly, I had an alert pop up. It was a new message from Todd and it looked like a long one: 
 
      
 
    “Please ask around about UnderDead. I don't know if you know the location, but the entrance gate is located just north of the “Forest of Mist.” I don't know your location, but it shouldn't be too far away from you. Everyone knows where UnderDead is. Once you get near UnderDead message me.  
 
      
 
    I will give you my exact location. You need my exact location because you will need to “reveal” my soul. Bad news though, nobody in my friends list has the Astral Dust potion. I need you to get it for me. It's expensive, but people have it. I have plenty of gold and can give it to you after you bring my soul to my body. I am getting desperate here. So, I will give you more than the 78 gold coins I previously offered. Okay? You will get 150 gold coins and I will also pay you back whatever you spent to get the Astral Dust. So you will make 150 gold coins full profit. Sound fair? 
 
      
 
    Please just ask around and find the potion for me. Only a living character can supply this to me. Also, Astral Dust is worthless unless you know exactly where my soul is. Once I drink this, it will reveal my soul and store it in the empty potion bottle. Then, once we locate my body, you will need to direct my soul into it. I can explain this all later. I know this is a lot of information for a new player to take in. Sorry about that. 
 
      
 
    You just don't know how frustrating it is being a lost soul. The worst part is, I can't even log out now because of this stupid glitch. I will never allow myself to get into this situation again! I will be sure to plan ahead next time. Nobody can see you and you cannot talk to any living players. You can only talk to characters on your friends list and other lost souls. If I don't get to my body soon, it will be very bad news. Please help me! I only have a few days left before my soul is found by the wrong people. I will give you gold or whatever else you need. If you help me, I will owe you my life. Thanks and please keep me updated! 
 
      
 
    Todd.” 
 
      
 
    Shit. This seemed pretty serious. What was going to happen to Todd if he didn't get to his body? And how was I going to find this “Astral Dust” stuff that he was talking about? One part of me just wanted to say “Screw this Todd guy” because it sounded like too much work. But, another part of myself felt bad for him. I didn't know him well, but he did save my life. He had stuck his neck out to help me, and I had to do the same for him. I almost hated being a kinda good guy. But, I just couldn't ignore his desperate cry for help. Knowing that, I walked towards Cosmo. “I don't think I have time for the dungeon anymore. Something important came up.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious?” Cosmo asked. “We will literally be there in thirty seconds. Look, it's just right there.” 
 
      
 
    Not far from us, was a large dirt field. In the center of the field, was a wooden door. But, the door was flat on the ground. Players opened the door and climbed into what looked like a hole. I wanted to go in, but I didn't have time. I shook my head. “I'm sorry. I have a friend who needs my help. Do you know where UnderDead is?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Cosmo replied. “It's only about a thirty minute walk from here. I can take you there. But, only if you come to the dungeon with us. Come on, just fifteen minutes of fun. That's all I'm asking.” 
 
      
 
    Going to the dungeon was a waste of time, but getting lost was an even bigger waste of time. So, I decided it would be smart to take him up on his offer. “Okay,” I replied. “But we gotta hurry. My friend's soul is lost and he needs my help.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo's face scrunched up. “His soul is lost? How are you going to save him? You don't have any Astral Dust do you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. But, I am going to find some.” 
 
      
 
    Stan and Cosmo both laughed. “It's expensive,” Cosmo replied. “You are going to need a lot of gold to get your hands on that. Every player potentially needs that potion, so they don't let go of it easily. They usually hide it, or they give it to a very trustworthy friend. Only a living player can give it to you. Plus, you cannot use it on yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then how do I find it?”  
 
      
 
    Cosmo walked closer to me. “You have to ask around and let other players know you have a lot of gold.” 
 
      
 
    “How much gold are we talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “Some players want hundreds of coins. Others want thousands. It's not easy to get.” 
 
      
 
    Hundreds? Thousands? What the crap? How was I ever going to come up with that much gold? I began to feel frustrated. I entered this game with the goal of earning money for the real world. Now I had to spend gold just to save a guy I barely knew? It was true, but I couldn't be so shortsighted. Sure, it would cost gold to save Todd, but in the end, I would actually earn 150 gold coins. But what if he didn't pay me? Hell, I guess it didn't matter. Getting back to the real world didn't even seem like an option anymore. I opened my menu just to check and see if the exit button had returned. Nope, it was still gone. 
 
      
 
    After considering all of my options, I finally made up my mind. I was going to save Todd. I trusted that he would pay me. Besides, this was going to be an adventure. Maybe there was something inside of me that wanted to do something great? Or maybe I also just wanted to go on an adventure? I didn't know, but I did know that I was going to save Todd. I raised my head and grinned. “So how can I get a large amount of gold in a short amount of time?” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo became quiet. I could tell he was trying his hardest to come up with an answer. A few moments passed before he shrugged his shoulders. “You gotta raid a bandit village. It's the only thing I can think of. If you want a lot of gold quickly, it's the best way.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I replied. “And these are bad guys right? Guys who deserved to be raided?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” Stan replied from behind us. “Bandits suck. They are players who live to steal from other players. That's how they got all of their gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” I replied. “I will take pleasure in raiding their village. Then it's final. We will raid a bandit village and get the gold. Then, we will go save my friend.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo and Stan laughed. “We? What do you mean we?” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head. “I would appreciate the help. That is, if you want to help.” 
 
      
 
    Stan looked uncomfortable. “I can't,” he replied. “I just don't want to get involved with something so heavy. Not right now at least.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo looked at Stan and then over at me. He laughed. “I love things like this,” he replied. “This is a real adventure! Taking quest are fun and all, but this is actually a real adventure. I am totally down for it!” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome,” I yelled. “Thank you so much. Let's build a huge army and save my friend. We can do it, I know we can.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. So it's a deal. I will help you. But first, let's go kill some rats and goblins,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    I opened my menu and sent Todd a new message: 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry Todd! Me and some friends are coming to get you! We are getting the Astral Dust now. Hang on tight! We will be there asap! 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “Let's go,” I said with a nod.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    We walked straight ahead towards the dungeon door. “Does that go straight down into the ground?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not really. It just looks that way,” Stan replied. 
 
      
 
    Players were lined up one after another. A fair mix of Trolls, Orcs, Elves and Humans. We jumped in line. It moved quickly and within a minute we were at the entrance of the dungeon. “Got your torches?” Cosmo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Actually we don't,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry about it. I will hook you up.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo dropped two torches on the ground in front of him. I went to pick one of them up, but was pushed to the side by a random player. “Thanks for the torch,” the player yelled.  
 
      
 
    “That's mine,” I yelled back. 
 
      
 
    The player held the torch over his head. He was small and dressed in all yellow. What the hell? Did this bag of bones dressed like a banana really just disrespect me in front of my new friends? “Give it back,” I commanded. 
 
      
 
    “It's just a torch,” he yelled back. “Get over it.” 
 
      
 
    He ran down into the dungeon and out of my site. “What a loser,” I said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I got my torch,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “It's no big deal,” Cosmo said. “That happens sometimes. You just gotta be quick. Are you ready this time? 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Drop it.” 
 
      
 
    He dropped another torch and I quickly picked it up. “Thanks. Got it.”  
 
      
 
    I opened up my inventory and equipped the torch. We walked down the creaky wooden steps while getting lower and lower into the dungeon. In my hand, I held the torch over my head. Once we reached the bottom, I was surprised at how big the dungeon was. Hundreds of players were running around all over the place. But, all you could see were the fire of their torches. It was too dark to see anything else really unless you were right up next to a player.  
 
      
 
    I took in a deep breath. My first dungeon! How exciting. Hmm, it smelled odd though. Kinda like old cheese. But, I liked cheese. I took a few steps forward. Suddenly, there was a growl. It was a goblin. Crap, he actually looked pretty tough. I held my torch into the air. His display name showed his stats: 
 
      
 
    Fearless Goblin Level 1 
 
    Health: 20/20 
 
      
 
      
 
    A level 1 goblin? How tough could he be? The rat I killed when I first arrived was pretty tough, so I knew the goblin would probably be much tougher. My hands went in front of my face as I got ready for battle. Next to me, Stan threw his hands into the air. “Where's your weapon?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I felt slightly embarrassed. “I don't have one yet.” 
 
      
 
    Stan laughed. “You're kidding right?” 
 
      
 
    “No, we don't have anything yet,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    Stan jumped in front of me and pulled out a large iron axe. “Watch this,” he said with a boom to his voice. He lunged forward and did a 360 spin in midair. Right at the tail end, he delivered a fatal blow. “Got him,” he yelled. “See how easy that was?” 
 
      
 
    The goblin's body disappeared and left behind some loot. Stan grabbed the loot and ran behind me. “Get the next one,” he shouted. 
 
      
 
    I took a step back as another goblin approached. Stan elbowed me. “Here, take this dagger,” he said. Suddenly, a small rusty dagger dropped in front of me. I picked it up and noticed an alert pop up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    You Have Just Received Your First Blade! 
 
      
 
    Rusty Dagger 
 
      
 
    Slot: Left or Right Hand 
 
    Level: 1(Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 4 lbs 
 
    Damage: 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I equipped the dagger and held it in my hand. Man, this really was rusty. The goblin hunched over. He was ready to attack. I had a weapon, and I was ready to teach him a lesson. “Come on,” I said with my dagger out. 
 
      
 
    It hissed. But, I didn't give it time to attack. I lunged forward with my dagger and sliced his arm. The health bar over his head lowered: 
 
      
 
    Fearless Goblin – Level 1 
 
    +2 Damage Delivered! 
 
    Health: 18/20 
 
      
 
    2 Damage? That was all? I had to hit him 9 more times to kill him? I jumped from side to side. The goblin was ready to attack, I could see it in his eyes. Suddenly, he swung his freakishly long arm towards me. “Crap, that hurt!” 
 
      
 
    I stumbled to my side and noticed my health bar went down: 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 2 
 
    Hp 10/12 
 
    -2 Damage Received! 
 
      
 
      
 
    -2 damage? It wasn't as bad as I would have thought. I could kill this Goblin, I just had to be careful. Suddenly, a stray rat jumped on my leg. Fuck! How did it sneak attack me like this? The rat squealed. He was ready to bite me, but I wasn't going to allow it. I grabbed the rodent and slammed it to the ground. My sword went into the air, came down, and quickly sliced into it. The rat was dead. His body quickly disappeared and left some loot behind. I shrugged my shoulders. I didn't need anymore “genuine rat fur” so I just ignored it. My attention turned back towards the goblin as it swayed back and forth. I jumped to my side and sliced it. Yes! 
 
      
 
    I knew he was getting ready to swing again, I just knew it. Sure enough, he swung. But this time, he missed. What a predictable little goblin. Was this his main attack pattern? I sliced him on his other side and waited for his predictable swing. But, he didn't swing. Instead, he kicked me. I stumbled backwards. He laughed and then lunged towards me. Then, his sharp claws latched on to my skin. After that, he bit my arm. I fell to my side as pain took over. The pain was deep, but it began to fade. I checked my health bar: 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 2 
 
    Hp 4/12 
 
      
 
    Yep. Just as I thought. Down to 4/12 now. I had to be careful because I didn't have any way to heal myself. Then it hit me, I needed to find a healer. We were going to need a healer in our group if we were going to save Todd. My eyes locked on to the goblin. I was tired of playing it safe, and I was about to try a series of quick attacks on him. “Time to die,” I yelled while running with my sword over my head. Quickly, I sliced his left shoulder and then his right. Then, I jumped up and delivered an overhead slice. Wow! His health bar quickly dropped down: 
 
      
 
    Fearless Goblin – Level 1 
 
    Health: 08/20 
 
      
 
    I smiled. The goblin wasn't that hard. I could kill him. The goblin lunged towards me, but I wouldn't allow it this time. As he tried to latch on to me, I speared my dagger into his chest. He screamed. It was time to end this pathetic creature's life. I sliced him. Then again, and again.  
 
      
 
    The goblin fell to his side and shriveled up. He was dead. Yes! I jumped into the air with excitement. Loot was left behind: 
 
      
 
    Goblin Tooth 
 
    Value: 0.00 
 
    Weight: 0.1 lb 
 
      
 
    A goblin tooth? It was worthless. What would I want with a goblin tooth? I tossed the tooth on the ground and looked for a rat. About three feet away, I saw a rat with his back to me. What a fool. Did this rat realize how dangerous I was? I jumped forward and stuck my sword straight into it. It was dead. Wow, this dagger was stronger that I would have expected. I checked the loot the rat left behind. 
 
      
 
    Genuine Rat Fur 
 
    Value: 0.10 Gold 
 
    Gold: 0.10 Gold 
 
      
 
    Yes! This rat had actually left me a little bit of gold. I needed to find more rats like him. I scanned the ground for any of his family members. Then, I saw one. He looked up and leaped into the air. But, he was too late. My blade had met him halfway through his journey to my body. I picked up his loot. 
 
      
 
    Genuine Rat Fur 
 
    Value: 0.10 Gold 
 
      
 
    Nope. No gold this time. I had killed a goblin and a few rats. When was I going to level up again? I opened my inventory and looked for my experience bar to see how close I was to reaching the next level: 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 2 
 
    97/100 
 
      
 
    Wow. I was really close to hitting level 3. With my new dagger, I was really starting to enjoy fighting and leveling up. One more rat should do the trick. I scanned the area and noticed Tommy approaching a rat. But, then he backed away. “Let me get it,” I yelled while running towards him. 
 
      
 
    I came straight down with a jumping attack and hit him right in the back. Loot dropped on the ground: 
 
      
 
    Genuine Rat Fur 
 
    Value: 0.10 Gold 
 
      
 
    “I hate having all of this rat fur,” I said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “We should open up a rat fur store in the village. I think it would be really successful,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    Before I could answer Tommy, an alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    You Have Leveled Up! Open Your Inventory To Distribute Points. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With excitement, I was eager to open up my inventory. What would I increase this time? I thought about if for a minute and realized I wanted to be stronger. Screw it, I was going to use all of my points for strength this time. It was time to become powerful. I quickly opened my inventory: 
 
      
 
    Note To User: You Have 4 Points to Distribute. Use your points wisely. 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 3 
 
    Human Male - Warrior 
 
      
 
    Statistics:  
 
    HP: 14/14 
 
    Stamina: 12 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 7 (+4 added!) 
 
    Persuasion: 3 
 
    Intelligence: 1 
 
    Willpower: 1 
 
    Sneak: 2 
 
    Agility: 2  
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Abilities: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    I was only a level 3, but I was already starting to feel like I was making major progress. Then, I noticed my arms were a tiny bit bigger. Was it my imagination though? I didn't know. I looked at my dagger and wondered how much the damage went up on it. Time to check: 
 
      
 
    Rusty Dagger 
 
      
 
    Slot: Left or Right Hand 
 
    Level: 1(Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 4 lbs 
 
    Damage: 3 
 
      
 
    Awesome! In my mind, a jump from 1 to 3 in damage was huge. Sure, I was still weak, but at least I could kill a goblin much quicker. In the past, I had gotten addicted to leveling up in certain MMORPGS. It would sometimes literally take over my life once I got started. I could feel that same urge beginning to come back to me. I wanted to kill some more goblins, but I knew Todd needed me. I looked ahead and saw Stan fighting two goblins at once. Cosmo ran to his side and gave him some help. “Hey guys,” I yelled. “Can we go after you kill that goblin?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” Cosmo yelled back while delivering the fatal blow to the goblin. Then, they both walked towards me. “Did you level up?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. I hit level 3.” 
 
      
 
    “The first few levels are the best,” Cosmo said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and looked for Tommy. Where was he? Then, I saw him. He was propped against a dirt wall sleeping. I walked over to him and kicked his leg. “Are you seriously sleeping?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes flew open. “Sorry,” he replied. “I'm so sleepy. I didn't get much sleep because that weird elf haunted me. He kept me up all night.” 
 
      
 
    “Haunted you? A player you killed?” Cosmo asked.  
 
      
 
    “Not really. His own cousin killed him.” 
 
      
 
    “Were you carrying a personal item of his when he haunted you? Maybe a sword or another weapon?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Tommy replied. “I was sleeping in his bed.” 
 
      
 
    “That explains it,” Cosmo replied. “A lost soul can actually haunt someone who sleeps with one of their personal items. It actually isn't easy to do though. Whoever is haunting you, must have a passion for it. Most players cannot pull that off. It makes sense though, a bed would qualify as a personal item. What were you doing sleeping in his bed anyways? That's kinda weird.” 
 
      
 
    “It's a nice bed,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo rolled his eyes. “If we are going to leave, then let's get going.” 
 
      
 
    We climbed the stairs out of the dungeon. Once we arrived on the main land, I knew it was time to get busy building our army. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    We stood right outside of the dungeon door. The sun had been replaced with clouds, and the wind was blowing really hard. Dust flew up around us as I shielded my eyes. “Is there a storm coming?” 
 
      
 
    “It happens from time to time,” Cosmo casually replied. 
 
      
 
    We began to walk, and the wind stopped. I waited for it to come back, but it didn't. Everything was calm. “What's up with the weather here?” 
 
      
 
    “I think that might have been a glitch.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of glitches,” I replied. “When do you think they will fix the exit button glitch?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it's bullshit,” Cosmo replied. “Somethings going on that they aren't telling us about.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard they are never going to fix it,” Stan yelled from behind us. 
 
      
 
    “Who said that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Stan shrugged his shoulders. “It's just what I've been hearing.” 
 
      
 
    Never going to be fixed? How could the company do that? Wouldn't they be sued or something? Stan looked at Tommy, me and then at Cosmo. “Alright. I'm out. It was fun and all, but I gotta get back to doing what I do best. Relaxing.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I will be in touch,” Cosmo replied with a fist pound. 
 
      
 
    Stan ran off into the distance as I got straight to business. “Okay. Let's start an army. We gotta go to the peasant village and give them some gold. They said they would fight for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Peasants? Yes, they will fight for near nothing. That is true. But, they will also die very quickly without the proper armor and weapons. You really just want to send them into battle with only straw hats?” 
 
      
 
    I had to admit. I wasn't impressed with the physical condition of the peasants I had seen. They were really pathetic looking. “But I don't have enough gold for that,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Me either,” Tommy shouted. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo took in a deep breath and crossed both of his arms. He squinted his eyes as it looked like the dragon tattoo on the side of his face was doing a little dance. “You two really caught me at a good time,” he replied. “I usually wouldn't even consider starting an army with newer players. But, there's something about that climb that I miss. That zero to hero feeling you get when you build something from scratch. You know what I mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I'm just starting to feel it,” I replied. “It's a great feeling.” 
 
      
 
    “And I hope I can feel it one day,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo turned around and pointed at a small set of hills. “In between those two hills, is a small valley. Well, it's actually where a shallow creek runs. If we follow that creek, it will run right into an old wooden shack.” 
 
      
 
    We began to walk away from the dungeon and down a steep hill covered in dead grass. As we walked, I grabbed a few dead trees to help stabilize my balance just to make sure I didn't fall. “So what's in this shack?” 
 
      
 
    “The guy's a bit weird,” Cosmo replied while carefully climbing down the hill. “But he has what we need. Overall he's a good guy, but you just gotta keep your cool around him.” 
 
      
 
    “So he has weapons? Weapons that we can afford?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy stumbled next to me and hit the stump of a tree with his left leg. He swayed to his side before grabbing my arm. “I'm gonna fall,” he complained as he regained his balance. 
 
      
 
    “You'll live,” I replied. “So how much gold is this gonna cost?” 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry about it,” Cosmo replied. “I got it. He will give me a good deal.” 
 
      
 
    After many minutes of walking, we arrived at the small creek. Then, out of nowhere, a group of three players approached us. Two of the players wore mostly red leather while the other one was dressed in all brown. The character in brown had brown hair that matched his outfit. He was also the ugliest of the three and was super thin. In fact, he looked a lot like a broomstick. It was weird because I had never seen anyone that actually looked like a broomstick before. Truthfully, I didn't even know it was possible to look the way he did. The broomstick looking guy walked closer to us. He put one hand out in front of him. “Who goes here?” 
 
      
 
    “We do,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    The other two characters came closer to us. “This is property of the Dragon Eye Army.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo laughed. “Is that right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” one of the characters replied. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo walked closer to the group. He itched his nose. “Let's see here. A level 2, 7 and a 4? Do you really want to lose your bodies today? I don't think you do. Being a lost soul is no fun. You should ask around about that before rushing into it. Don't you think?” 
 
      
 
    “You're not much of an army,” Tommy replied from behind me. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. It made me realize how pathetic it looked to have a small so called “army.” This was not the look I wanted to have. Just a couple of kids pretending to be “tough” when they were obviously not. Truthfully, I was weaker than all of them. It was sad in a way. But, I wouldn't be for long. I wasn't going to be like this group of losers. No I wasn't. “You three better get out of here,” I said with a calm voice. 
 
      
 
    The ugly broom stick looking guy mocked me. “You better get out of here,” he laughed with both arms into the air. Then, he walked closer until he was right in my face. His lips curled upwards and they twitched. They continued to twitch until some words finally left his mouth. “You better shut your mouth.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed.  
 
      
 
    “What's so funny. Laugh again and I'll slap it right off your face!” 
 
      
 
    I looked straight into his eyes. Yea, he was serious. Peer pressure was getting the best of him. His friends watched with excitement before one of them cheered him on. “Knock him to the ground and stomp his head into the dirt. Don't stop stomping until his head pops! Yes, he will be the first victim of the Dragon Eye Army!” 
 
      
 
    What level was he? If he was one of the lower levels, I knew I could take him. I looked at his display stats. Yes! He was the level 2! I squinted my eyes. “You know what I love to do?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes became serious. “What? What do you love to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I like to laugh,” I yelled with a burst of laughter. 
 
      
 
    His eyes widened with shock. Then, there was a pop as he slapped me across the face. Damn, he had caught me off guard. How much damage did his slap do? I looked at my health bar and saw my level had dropped down to 13/14. One point? This little sissy was weaker than a rat. Knowing that, I decided I was going to kick his ass. “You just screwed up big time,” I yelled while pulling my dagger out. “I'm gonna show your little buddies here how much of a punk you really are.” 
 
      
 
    He licked both hands before pulling out a long silver sword. Crap, where did he get that from? Cosmo ran closer to me. “I got your back.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. But I don't need it,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    I wasn't going to let this little punk get away with slapping me. In fact, I was going to slap him back. I raised my dagger into the air as he raised his sword into the air. Our eyes met each other. He was scared, I could see it. Then it hit me. He wasn't a goblin or a rat. He was an actual real player. What if he was a lot tougher than I had thought? I didn't know, but I was about to find out. I wasn't going to let him get the first swing. I lunged forward but was met with a knee to the chest. There was a thud as I stumbled backwards. I held my chest and struggled to breathe. Without warning, I fell to my knees and began to gag. “You look like a fly who was just sprayed with poison,” he laughed. “Is that all you got?” 
 
      
 
    I checked my health bar. Damn! 6/12? That did way more damage than the last attack. It must have been something he had learned. Tommy walked over to me and tried to help me. “Stop it,” I said while pushing him away. “I don't need any help.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I just wanted to try and help you this time,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    I climbed to my feet. He was expecting me to say something, but I didn't. Instead, I just ran full force at him as he went back to swing. But, it was too late. I had knocked him to the ground. “Enjoy these slaps broomstick boy,” I yelled over and over while slapping his face.  
 
      
 
    “Stop it,” he screamed. “Please!” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at his friends while I continued to slap him. “His new name is Slappy. Slappy, Slappy, Slappy,” I yelled as my slaps grew in frequency. 
 
      
 
    I looked back down at his face as my hand went from side to side. Man, I was getting good at this. It was almost as if I was creating some sort of art. My emotions did the work while my mind watched. I slapped him over and over until my slaps turned into closed fist. One after another until his face was covered in blood. Crap. All I saw was blood. Where was his face? Had I seriously destroyed his pathetic little face? Suddenly, his body shriveled up and disappeared. Oh wow. I killed him? I killed the walking talking broomstick? Oh well. Might as well get his loot: 
 
      
 
    Rubber Marbles 
 
    Value: 0.0 Gold 
 
    Weight: 0.35 lb 
 
      
 
    Rubber Marbles? What kind of a weirdo plays with rubber marbles? I tossed the marbles on the ground. Cosmo gave me a high five. “That was awesome dude. I've never seen someone slap someone to death.” 
 
      
 
    “I really didn't mean to kill him,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “You were like a crazed animal,” Tommy yelled. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. It was true. In a way, I couldn't believe what had just happened. As I looked at his two friends, I could tell they were scared. I walked closer to them. “Your leader is dead.” 
 
      
 
    “You're going to pay for what you did,” one yelled with his fist in the air. 
 
      
 
    “We gotta hurry,” the other replied. “We gotta find his body before someone captures his soul. He's our leader. Without him, our army is nothing.” 
 
      
 
    A strange thought came to my mind. What if they actually joined our army? I shook my head. That was a bad idea. Or was it? I elbowed Cosmo. “Think we could train them?” 
 
      
 
    “Train them? Are you out of your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Why not? They are better than the peasants aren't they?” 
 
      
 
    “Because we can't trust them. That's why.” 
 
      
 
    Maybe he was right. How could we trust them? I looked at them while having a mental debate with myself. Could they be trusted? I didn't know. My eyes locked on both of the characters. One was very skinny while the other was slightly overweight. They had potential. There were real living players while the peasants were just NPCS. But, they were sneaky. Could they be trusted? All of a sudden, blood splashed on to me. “What the hell?” I yelled while looking at my bloody hands. “What just happened?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes darted around with panic. Then, I saw it. One of the characters wearing red leather pants had an arrow stuck in his head. “Pull it out,” he muttered with broken words. “I got an arrow in my head.” 
 
      
 
    Wow. He was still alive. If I had a camera, I would have taken a picture. It was something that you just didn't see every day. Still, the poor soul suggested that I extract his arrow. “Just pull on it. It'll slide right out I think.” 
 
      
 
    “How bad does that hurt? Like, on a scale of 1-10. Just how bad is it?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip. I didn't have any arrow removal experience. But, I knew I needed to help him. Sure we had our differences, but no man deserved to have an arrow sticking out of his head. I grabbed the arrow and tried to pull it out. Man, it was really stuck in there. Again, I yanked on it. Suddenly, it slid right out. “I did it. The arrow has been removed,” I yelled while holding it into the air. The character collapsed. His body began to go into a seizure, and then he died. He dropped some loot. I really didn't want to take it, but still, I wanted to see what he had. 
 
      
 
    Rubber Marbles 
 
    Value: 0.0 Gold 
 
    Weight: 0.35 lb 
 
      
 
    Rubber marbles again? Well, I guess his day of playing rubber marbles with broom stick boy were over. I threw the marbles on the ground. “They are coming,” Cosmo yelled while pointing at a group of characters in the far distance. There were maybe seven or eight characters dressed in all white. They walked slowly in a “V” pattern as if they didn't have a care in the world.  
 
      
 
    “Why did they shoot him?” 
 
      
 
    “It's a pack of Soul Flies,” Cosmo replied. “We gotta get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    Soul Flies? I didn't know what that meant, but it didn't sound like good news. Tommy and Cosmo ran ahead of me towards the creek in between the hills. I started to run, but then I realized the other character in red leather pants was all alone. My eyes met his. “What do we do?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Just come with us,” I yelled as I began to run. 
 
      
 
    “Are you guys going to kill me?” he asked with worried eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I replied. “Not if you don't try anything stupid.” 
 
      
 
    We both began to run down the creek. “Wait up,” I yelled to Cosmo. “We are coming.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy and Cosmo slowed down so that we could catch up with them. “Why are the Soul Flies walking so slow?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn't matter. They will catch up. Trust me,” Cosmo replied with short breath. 
 
      
 
    Our footsteps splashed in the shallow creek as we made our way closer and closer to the shack. “It's not far,” Cosmo yelled while pointing ahead. 
 
      
 
    Within five minutes, we had arrived at a shack constructed with tree limbs. On top of it, was a thick layer of mud. Cosmo pounded on the door. There was no answer. Again, he pounded. Still, no answer. “What are we going to do?” I asked with panic. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo didn't reply. Instead, he continued to pound on the door. “It's me Cosmo,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    The door burst open. “You got gold? You better have some gold this time,” a dark shadow replied. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Cosmo said while pulling us into the shack. 
 
      
 
    The door slammed shut. I looked at the character. He was old. In fact, I would say he looked to be at least eighty years old. “Did you bring your whole blasted family with ya? Is that what this is?”  
 
      
 
    He had a very hoarse voice. Like he had smoked over ten thousand packs of cigarettes or something. “We are all friends,” I replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “That guy isn't our friend,” Tommy replied with his finger out. “He's pretty much our enemy.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over at the character in red leather pants and examined his face. He had a very sneaky look to him. Almost like he was up to something at that very moment. He brushed his brown hair away from his eyes. “My name is Ronald.” 
 
      
 
    Ronald? What sort of mom names her kid after a clown known for burgers? “Nice to meet you Ronald,” I said with my hand out. 
 
      
 
    Ronald looked surprised. “Thank you,” he replied. “Thank you very much.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I almost let Ronald fool me. But then, my photographic memory replayed a memory inside of my head. Ronald was actually the one that wanted my head to pop. Yea, I remembered now. Sure, he was nice now that his little buddies were dead. But, I knew the real Ronald. Oh yes I did. The Ronald who wanted to see my head stomped into the ground. And for that, I could never forgive him. 
 
      
 
    The old man began to pace back and forth as I examined his home. It was very basic. Just a little square room with a pile of beans in the corner. I guess the guy really loved beans, because there were more beans than I had ever seen in my life. The beans weren't even in a bag. They were just piled up. “Take a seat on the floor,” the old man said with his hand out. 
 
      
 
    We all sat down on his dirty floor. Then, I saw something out of the corner of my eye. There was a tiny beetle on the floor struggling to drag a bean. I shook my head. How could this beetle live such a depressing lifestyle? Did his whole life consist of stealing the old man's bean supply? If so, it truly was a sad life he was living. I didn't know and I didn't want to think about it anymore. I looked up at the old man as he began to talk. “How much gold do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “More than enough,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    The old man laughed. “You were just here not long ago. You are working quick these days aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    A strange look came to Cosmo's face. “Let's make this quick. Do you have what I need?” 
 
      
 
    The old man stood up. He walked over to a large wooden chest and opened it. “You should really buy these ahead of time,” he replied while holding a bottle in the air. “It would save you a lot of time. Then ya wouldn't have to backtrack so much would ya?” 
 
      
 
    I examined the bottle in the old man's hand. What was it? It looked like some sort of potion. Blue liquid that sparkled. “What is that?” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo walked over to the old man and snatched it. “Nothing,” he replied with a stutter. “Just a basic health potion. That's all.” 
 
      
 
    There was something odd about the tone of his voice. My gut instinct was telling me that he was lying. But why? Why would he lie about that? “So, that is a healing potion?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. Just basic stuff,” Cosmo quickly replied. 
 
      
 
    “I've never seen a healing potion that looks like that,” Ronald replied. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo laughed. “Why is he even here? Who brought him here?” 
 
      
 
    “I did. He had nowhere to go. It was either with us, or the Soul Flies.” 
 
      
 
    “Either way would have been fine with me,” Cosmo casually replied. 
 
      
 
    Ronald put one hand on my shoulder. “I'm thankful that you let me come with you. I won't forget it.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” I replied. “What about the weapons? We are going to get weapons right?” 
 
      
 
    “We need some of your basics,” Cosmo yelled to the old man. “Just some basic swords and armor. Nothing too fancy. Just something to beef up a few peasants.” 
 
      
 
    The old man reached back down into his chest. Then, he dropped a few swords on the ground. One sword was long and had a golden handle. Another was short, but thicker and had a wooden handle. Lastly, there was a sword with a red handle. In the middle of the handle was a blue stone. “That's awesome looking,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Cosmo replied while pointing at it. “You can have it.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? But, how much gold is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry. I got you covered.” 
 
      
 
    Wow. Was he serious? “Thank you! This is gonna be so great.” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the sword and opened my inventory. I equipped it and checked out the stats: 
 
      
 
     MistStone Long Sword 
 
      
 
    Slot: Left or Right Hand 
 
    Level: 3 (Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 9 lbs 
 
    Damage: 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hell yea! 19 damage? That was pretty good. I held the sword next to me and smiled. “I can't wait to use this.” 
 
      
 
    “We will be using it soon enough,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    “But how can you afford this all? How much gold do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “This man owes me a favor. Isn't that right?” 
 
      
 
    The old man looked at the ground and then back up at Cosmo. “He's getting an extreme discount. He's a frequent customer here. Always coming back for the same thing. Isn't that right?” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo didn't answer. Instead, he got back to business. “I want 3 MistStones and 7 Crest Swords. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    “You got it,” the old man replied. “How about armor?” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo chuckled. “You want me to buy everything you got don't you? What sort of hookup can you give me?” 
 
      
 
    “I already gave you a “hookup” on your main purchase. You know, what you really came here for,” the old man replied with a devious laugh. “But, I will give you the armor for a good rate if you take ten of them. But, only my iron's. I have too many as it is right now. Half of what you normally pay for 10 pieces? Sound good?” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo seemed flustered. “Yea. That'll work. Just drop them and I'll take them.” 
 
      
 
    There was a weird energy in the air. I didn't know what it was, but something was odd. The old man dropped ten pairs of the same type of iron armor on the floor. “Grab one,” Cosmo commanded. 
 
      
 
    I had to admit, it was exciting. It was exciting to have my first sword and first piece of armor. “I appreciate it,” I replied while grabbing a pair. 
 
      
 
    I opened my inventory to equip and check out the stats: 
 
      
 
     Basic Iron Armor 
 
      
 
    Slot: Chest and arms 
 
    Level: 2 (Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 23 lbs 
 
    Defense: 06 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nice. I equipped it. Wow. I was instantly wearing a shiny piece of iron armor. I hit it with my hand. Yep, felt pretty sturdy. I actually had some defense now. I felt certain that a rat could never hurt me again. And for that, I was grateful.  
 
      
 
    “What about me? Don't I get some stuff?” Tommy asked from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Grab a sword and piece of armor,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    Tommy looked excited as he grab the items. I looked at Ronald. Did I really want to give him anything? After the way he had taunted me? I didn't know. But maybe, he could actually be useful? Perhaps I could turn him into a vicious little warrior? It was possible. Still, I didn't like the idea of giving him a weapon. Not yet at least. We began to exit the old man's shack. Just as we opened the door, the old man yelled something to Cosmo. “Bring some more back, will ya?” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo didn't answer as we exited the shack.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did the old man mean?” I asked. “When he asked you to bring some more back?” 
 
      
 
    “He's half crazy,” Cosmo replied before changing the subject. “Keep an eye out for the Soul Flies. They might still be around.” 
 
      
 
    Oh shit. I had forgotten about those guys. Ronald walked next to me. I slowed down and let him get slightly in front of me. Yes, he would be a good shield in case another arrow came our way. I hated to think that way, but if it was going to be me or him, I wanted it to be him. Besides, he probably secretly wanted me dead. There was no way he went from hating me to actually liking me. He was sneaky. A very sneaky little guy. But, he wasn't going to fool me. My eyes scanned the area as we continued to walk down the shallow creek. We walked for another fifteen minutes before I realized something. Didn't we need a lot of health potions or even a healer? How was our army of peasants going to survive without a healer or health potions? “How many health potions do we have?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't have many. How about you?” Cosmo asked. 
 
      
 
    “None.” 
 
      
 
    “I got nothing,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Me either,” Ronald said. 
 
      
 
    “We'll pick some up on the way. There is a small trading community not far from the peasant village.” 
 
      
 
    We walked towards a set of snow covered mountains. They were massive. Then, something wet hit me. Then again, and again. “It's starting to rain,” I said while holding my hand out. 
 
      
 
    “Great. We'll need to hurry. I hate it when it rains here,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    “Does it rain often?” 
 
      
 
    “Hardly ever. It's such a pain when it does though.” 
 
      
 
    We began to run. “How far are we from the trading village.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a mile. A mile and a half at most.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait. Wait up guys,” Tommy replied while huffing and puffing. 
 
      
 
    “You gotta watch your stamina bar. Make sure it never hits the bottom,” I replied with irritation. 
 
      
 
    “Hey. I think my stamina just leveled up!” Tommy yelled with bright eyes. 
 
      
 
    I laughed as I knew the feeling. “Great. Now maybe you can keep up better.” 
 
      
 
    I held my hand out and noticed that the rain had come to an end. Cosmo looked at me. “See. It usually doesn't last that long.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around. The land had become dry, flat and dusty. Only small dead weeds were clustered together throughout the dirt. All of a sudden, a new message alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    “Are you on your way? Did you get the Astral Dust yet? Please let me know asap. I am ready to get back to my body. It's pure hell being a lost soul.  
 
      
 
    Todd” 
 
      
 
    “Just got a message from Todd,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Who's Todd?” Cosmo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. I never told you his name. That's the friend we are going to rescue. The lost soul.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo didn't answer. He just continued to walk. 
 
      
 
    I messaged Todd Back: 
 
      
 
    “Don't have the Astral Dust yet but we are working on it. Hang on tight! Will be there soon! 
 
      
 
    Walker” 
 
      
 
    “We have barely eaten anything,” Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    “That's true,” I replied. “I'm actually getting really hungry.” 
 
      
 
    “We'll grab something at the trading community,” Cosmo replied. “It's right across the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    With the land being so flat, you could see much further than normal. About five minutes away, was a long wooden bridge going across a narrow river. In between us and the bridge, I noticed a character walking towards us with a backpack on. Closer and closer the character got until he was right up on us. “Hello there,” he said with a cheerful tone. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to tell if he was an actual player or just an NPC. All he wore was brown shorts and a white shirt covered in dirt. “You can't happen to help me can you?” 
 
      
 
    “With what?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Someone stole my horse. That horse was my best friend and now it's gone. If you kill the horse thief I can give you some gold. What do ya say?” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, an alert message popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Quest Invitation!  
 
      
 
    Kill a Horse Thief! Accept or Decline? Yes/No? 
 
      
 
    Okay. He was an NPC. It could be so confusing sometimes because they seemed so real. Did I want to take a quest? I wanted to, I really did. But, I just didn't have time for it. Maybe later. I chose no. 
 
      
 
    “That's not a good quest anyways,” Cosmo replied. “Just a stupid side quest that probably won't pay anything.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. He was right. It actually sounded pretty lame. We began to walk across the bridge. On the way across, I couldn't help but stop and look over the edge. Below me, I saw some strange looking fish swimming around. “Wow, look at those fish! They actually have faces.” 
 
      
 
    “Strange isn't it? I remember the first time I saw them. I was kinda freaked out. One of the fish looked just like my uncle.” 
 
      
 
    At the end of the bridge, there were two large oak trees. The trees blew in the wind as a few acorns fell off them. At the bottom of the tree, a small chipmunk eagerly awaited for each nut to drop. Every time a nut fell, he would jump up and down with excitement. What a simple minded little creature he was. I couldn't help but wonder how it must feel to be so excited about a nut falling off a tree. After I got bored of looking at the chipmunk, we walked past the trees and into the trading community. At the entrance, there was a small half broken sign that said “SideBlade.” 
 
      
 
    “I like the name SideBlade,” I said while looking around. In front of us, was a long stone road. On each side of the road, were dozens of different tents and merchant stands. 
 
      
 
    We walked down the road and carefully examined each merchant. One was selling apples, while another was selling smoked turkey legs. The smell of turkey being cooked was too much to resist. “How much?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “0.10 gold,” the merchant replied. 
 
      
 
    I didn't want to spend my gold, but I needed food. “I'll take one.” 
 
      
 
    After that, Cosmo and Ronald also bought a turkey leg each. But, Tommy didn't. “Do you have any gold?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not much,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    I knew Tommy had some gold, but I was in a generous mood. “Give me another one for my friend,” I told the merchant. 
 
      
 
    The merchant handed Tommy the leg. Suddenly, he ran behind the tent like a wild animal. None of us talked as we all began to eat our food. For that moment, all we cared about was eating our turkey leg. After I finished eating I decided to see how much my health went up. 7/10? It went up 1 point? I guess it was better than nothing. 
 
      
 
    We left the food merchant and began to look for a healing merchant. My head spun around in all directions trying to locate one. Not far from me, I saw a short chubby man wearing a tight yellow robe. His hair was sandy brown and cut in the “bowl cut” style. He wore large brown boots and had a smirk on his face. I walked closer to him and waved. “Can I purchase some healing potions from you?” 
 
      
 
    “Healing potions?” he asked with a laugh. “I don't use healing potions. I channel the energy into the pit of my stomach. Why would I need a bucket of water when I have the hosepipe?” 
 
      
 
    Wait? If this guy was an actual healer, we could use him in our army. “So are you a healer?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes I am,” he replied. “I've healed every single living creature before. Humans, elves and even a chicken.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you bring yourself back to life if you died?” Tommy asked.  
 
      
 
    The healer laughed. “Of course. I would just channel the energy into my soul. I never let anything die.” 
 
      
 
    He was a bit odd, but he seemed pretty confident in his abilities. “We need your help. Will you help us?” 
 
      
 
    “The world needs my help,” the healer replied with a serious look. “I cannot help everyone who simply needs my help.” 
 
      
 
    “I will give you 7 gold coins to join us,” Cosmo said. “Plus an opportunity for a permanent position in our growing army.” 
 
      
 
    The healer frowned. “You cannot put a price on what I offer. Because what I offer, is life itself.” 
 
      
 
    What level was this guy? I looked at his display name and level: 
 
      
 
    Sonny The Healer – Level 34 
 
      
 
    Human Male – Mage 
 
      
 
    A level 34? That was pretty high. “It's impressive that you can heal anything. That's exactly what we need.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am pretty impressive,” Sonny replied with a proud look. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo walked towards him. “10 gold coins, take it or leave it.” 
 
      
 
    “I'll leave it,” Sonny replied with his chin into the air. 
 
      
 
    “Bye,” Cosmo said as he turned and began to walk away. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Sonny yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?”  
 
      
 
    “12 gold coins and I am your guy.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo laughed. “Fair enough. I can let go of 12. So you will come with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I want to see the gold. Show me the gold, and I will come.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo threw 12 gold coins on to the ground. “Those are mine,” Sonny yelled in a panic while dropping to both of his knees. He frantically grabbed all the coins and put them into his inventory. “This will be enough to get me started,” he said. 
 
      
 
    We began to leave his tent. But then, he held both hands into the air. “Wait one second. I just gotta get something very important to me.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny rushed into his tent and began to search for something. There were loud thuds and crashing noises. “I know he's in here somewhere,” he yelled. “Just wait one second guys. I gotta find my pet.” 
 
      
 
    His pet? Why was it so hard to find his pet? In my mind, I couldn't help but imagine some poor creature hiding in a corner praying that his owner didn't find him. I didn't know why, but it just seemed like it wouldn't be pleasant to live with someone like Sonny.  
 
      
 
    “Here he is,” Sonny yelled from inside his tent. “I finally found him. He's a sneaky little fellar.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny waddled out of his tent while holding a small furry creature over his head. The creature was brown, had yellow eyes and long pointy ears. By the look on it's face, I would say it was very unhappy with it's life. “Put me down,” the creature yelled. 
 
      
 
    Sonny locked up his tent and began to prepare for his travels with us. Then, he reached to the ground and grabbed a small wooden cage. “Get inside of your home,” he said with a slap. “We are going on a journey. Isn't that exciting?” 
 
      
 
    The cage was brown and had 3 wooden walls. But on the front, there were little bars. Almost like a mini prison cell. “Does he like it in there?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” the creature replied. “I hate it in here. He doesn't care though. All he cares about is that stupid yellow robe he wears.” 
 
      
 
    “That's not true. I gotta wear it because I'm a mage. It signifies my importance in this world.” 
 
      
 
    “It's too tight,” the creature replied with both hands around the tiny bars that contained him. “Don't you know people are laughing at you? How many times do I have to tell you that?”  
 
      
 
    “I think that pet of yours is right. You should probably get a new robe because that one is kinda tight,” Tommy said.  
 
      
 
    “See,” the creature eagerly replied. “It's about time someone spoke up and told him the truth. Thank you for that.” 
 
      
 
    “You're welcome,” Tommy replied with a bashful tone. 
 
      
 
    Sonny tucked the cage under his arm and began to walk ahead of us. “What did you guys need me for again? Am I just going to heal you whenever you get hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That is all we need from you,” Cosmo replied before stopping in front of another merchant tent. “Better stock up on some bread. We will need to feed the peasants if we are going to want them to battle.” 
 
      
 
    I wondered how much gold Cosmo had. And why was he helping me so much? In some ways, it just didn't make sense. “Why are you helping me so much? Don't get me wrong, I really appreciate it. But, why are you helping someone so new like myself?” 
 
      
 
    “Because that's part of the fun in this isn't it? The chance to meet other players and go on crazy adventures. That's why I played the game in the first place. Some people play for money, I play for both. Besides, I have always wanted to start an army from scratch. Seems much more rewarding that way.” 
 
      
 
    I guess it made sense. I suppose since I was playing for money, I had lost sight that some people only viewed this as a game. But, this wasn't a game. It was too real to be a game. Still, I understood where Cosmo was coming from. 
 
      
 
    Sonny seemed frustrated as we waited for Cosmo to pay for the bread. “Hurry. My time is gold,” he said with a foot tap to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. I knew we needed a healer, but this guy was already starting to annoy me. We left the village and made our way into an open field. I took in a deep breath. This was going to be a long trip to the peasant village. Minutes turned into hours as we made our way towards the village. After going in circles a few times, we finally arrived.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we arrived at the village, most of the peasants were inside of their crappy homes. But a few were outside drinking water. One of the peasants stopped drinking mud puddle water. Then, they all stopped. Slowly, they stood up. I waved at them. “We have brought you gold, food, weapons and armor.”  
 
      
 
    A few peasants emerged from their homes. “Give us some food,” one of them yelled. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo pulled out a loaf of bread. The peasants scrambled closer to him. Their hands quivered with eagerness. Shit, these guys were hungry. “Let's go inside one of the homes and eat a proper meal,” Cosmo said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    We walked inside one of the poorly constructed wooden homes. Against the far back wall, was a long wooden table. All of the peasants sat down and twitched uncontrollably.  “Put it down,” one of the peasants squealed.  
 
      
 
    Cosmo put eight loaves of bread on the table. “Enjoy yourselves.” 
 
      
 
    One of the peasants leaped on the table while another bit his arm. “You're biting me,” he screamed before slapping the offending peasant.  
 
      
 
    Several of the peasants stuffed the bread into their mouths as quickly as they could. One peasant in particular ate two loaves so quickly that it appeared he was going to choke to death. After several moments of pounding on his own chest, the bread seemed to go down. Within three minutes, all of the bread was gone. “Feel better?” Cosmo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But we want more,” one peasant replied with an intense look on his face. 
 
      
 
    “You will have plenty more. But first, we must get to training. After that, I will get you more bread.” 
 
      
 
    The peasants all looked at each other as if they were unsure about joining our army. But then, I think they realized their lives were too shitty to deny any offer at all. One peasant stood up as if he was representing them all. “It is a deal. We will fight for your army.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny crossed his arms with disapproval. “This is going to waste a lot of my precious healing magic. How do you expect me to keep these subpar humans alive?” 
 
      
 
    The peasants all looked surprised at how Sonny viewed them. But, they didn't say anything. Cosmo swatted his hand into the air. “Your job is to heal. Just do your job, and everything will be fine. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    Sonny left the table. “I need some air. I'm starting to have second thoughts about this whole situation.” 
 
      
 
    On the table, the small container holding Sonny's pet began to rattle. “He's gone,” the creature whispered. “Quick. Someone unlock my cage. Please, this is a rare opportunity for me to escape.” 
 
      
 
    A peasant sitting next to his cage seemed concerned. “You shouldn't be in a cage. I will set you free,” he said while reaching to open the cage. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Cosmo replied with a slap to his hand. “That's not your property is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Property?” the creature hissed. “I'm not that idiot's property. I have a life to live too. He captured me against my will. It was just like any other day when he captured me. I was busy basking in the sunshine when he suddenly threw a net on me. Could you imagine that? I was living such a good life before this idiot came along and ruined it for me.” 
 
      
 
    “How long ago was that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Long enough. My life was good before he came along. I had dreams. Dreams of becoming a world traveler. But no, this guy came along and ruined it all. He stole my life, and I will make him pay for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Pay for it? But how?” 
 
      
 
    A devious look came to the creature's face. He peered out of his cage just to make certain Sonny was not around. Then, he rubbed his little paws together. “I'm gonna kill him. That's how. Just wait and see. I will get the last laugh, that I know.” 
 
      
 
    Damn, this little creature wasn't kidding. I could see it in his eyes. He was thirsty for revenge. “How are you gonna do that though?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. You live in a box,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Oh I will,” the creature replied. “I will get him when he least expects it.” 
 
      
 
    The creature opened his mouth real wide and revealed his razor sharp teeth. Shit! His teeth were really white. How did he manage to keep them so white? Was it possible that he was brushing his teeth? In my mind, I couldn't really imagine him holding a toothbrush. It just didn't seem to fit him. As the creature closed his mouth, Sonny waddled back into the room. “If too many of these peasants die, I will be leaving. Do we have a deal?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait. What do you mean?” I asked. “I thought the whole point of having a healer was to heal the wounded. If they die, doesn't that mean you suck as a healer?” 
 
      
 
    “Don't blame their deaths on me when it happens. I can only do so much.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo stood up. “Let's stop all of this negative talk. Nobody is dead yet. And that's the way I plan to keep it.” 
 
      
 
    The peasants around us began to chit chat with each other. Lots of sneaky little whispers were being exchanged as I knew they were worried. One of them stood up. “We will be safe won't we?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Of course you will,” I replied. “I will make certain you are all safe to the best of my ability.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo walked to the home's exit. “Let's go. No time to waste.” 
 
      
 
    Once we got outside, Cosmo tossed gold, weapons and armor on the ground. “First come, first serve.” 
 
      
 
    The peasants went into a frenzy as they scrambled around trying to get as much gold as they could. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ronald picking up a coin. “Hey?” I asked. “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “I need gold too,” he replied. “I can't just work for free. It's only fair isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    Before I could answer him, a peasant stabbed him in the back. “Die,” the peasant mumbled. 
 
      
 
    Ronald screamed. “He stabbed me! Why? Why did you do that?” he asked while falling to his knees. 
 
      
 
    The peasant turned around to the other peasants and displayed a pleasant look. “I killed the human named Ronald. He stole my gold, so I killed him.” 
 
      
 
    The peasants all smiled. What the hell? These were some cold-hearted little guys. Hopefully this was a good indication of what they would be like during the bandit raid. My eyes drifted down to Ronald on the ground. “Help me. Please,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
     I gripped the handle of the sword and yanked it out of him. Then, I realized something. We had a healer. What the hell? What was Sonny doing? “Sonny! Heal Ronald.” 
 
      
 
    “Me? You want me to heal Ronald?” Sonny nervously asked. “Yes. Yes of course. I will heal him. That's what I will do.” 
 
      
 
    Ronald didn't look healthy. In fact, he looked to be on death's doorstep. His face was the color of milk and he was leaking blood. Sonny placed his hands over his body, but nothing was happening. “Do it! He'll be dead any moment,” I screamed. 
 
      
 
    Sonny closed his eyes and his body started to shake. His hands began to glow with green. “I see it,” I yelled. “I see your healing energy!” 
 
      
 
    His hands were green, but Ronald wasn't waking up. Sonny began to cough. Then, he fell to his side. “Sonny?” 
 
      
 
    I ran over to him and began to shake his body. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    His face was beat red. “My healing energy is too impressive,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    Too impressive? It looked like it didn't do shit to me. I pointed at Ronald as I knew death was only moments away. “Ronald's not okay. He's about to die. You need to start healing him again before it's too late.” 
 
      
 
    “What about me?” Sonny asked with a roar. “What about my health? Have you ever thought about that?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Ronald's body as it shriveled up and disappeared. It was official, Ronald was dead. I felt bad for him. How could his life have come to this very moment? Death by a peasant. It didn't sound like an impressive way to die. I shook my head.  
 
      
 
    “I'm not really happy he died,” Tommy said from behind me. “But, I never really liked that guy. There was just something about him. But, I wish he was still alive. I mean, I kinda do.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea, Ronald wasn't much of a talker,” Cosmo replied while throwing some dirt on the ground where his body was located. “I hate to see him leave us. But what has happened, has happened. We cannot mourn his death forever.” 
 
      
 
    Mourn his death forever? It had only been like 30 seconds. How could we be mourning his death forever? I scanned the ground just to make sure Ronald didn't leave behind any  gold at all. Nope, he had nothing. Only his red leather outfit was left behind. I examined it and realized it was worthless. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Sonny. He was still on the ground. “What happened? What happened to this great healing magic of yours?” 
 
      
 
    Sonny huffed and puffed before he climbed to his knees. “Damn. I got my robe dirty. Can you believe that? How the hell am I going to get this dirt out of it?” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn't you heal him?” 
 
      
 
    Sonny brushed his bowl cut straight down with his hands. “Because I channeled my energy too quickly. If I am going to heal someone, I am going to need a warning period. You know, like some sort of alert system. Kinda like how they got tornado watches on the weather. Well, I need a tornado watch before it becomes a tornado warning. Understand what I am saying?” 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about dude? What you just said makes no sense at all. People die instantly. Like, there's no warning for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I need a system. You need to alert me before a blade hits someone. That's all I'm asking. If you can do that, things will be a lot better.” 
 
      
 
    “Dude, that's pretty much impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “Does my robe still look bright yellow to you?” Sonny asked while sticking his stomach out. “I mean, it didn't lose any of it's brightness did it?” 
 
      
 
    “It still looks as crappy as ever,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Are you being serious right now?” Sonny asked with a scrunched up face. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let's stop arguing,” Cosmo yelled. “Let's congratulate the peasant that killed Ronald. I know Ronald shouldn't have been killed, but this peasant still showed a lot of motivation. We want to encourage that motivation don't we? I mean, that could be good for the army.” 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations,” Tommy said as he walked over to the peasant. “I want to shake your hand.” 
 
      
 
    The peasant looked surprised as he shook Tommy's hand. “Thank you. Thank you very much.” 
 
      
 
    What the hell was going on here? Was I the only sane person here? Thank him for killing Ronald? That was pure psychopathic behavior. How the hell did he justify killing Ronald for picking up a gold coin? And why was Tommy thanking him? “What are you doing Tommy?” 
 
      
 
    “What? I kinda miss Ronald, but the past is the past.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened was a tragedy,” Cosmo said. “But, you gotta make the most out of every tragedy in life. You can't just sit around and cry all day. You gotta pick yourself up and get back at it.” 
 
      
 
    I guess that was one way to look at it. Suddenly, I got an alert: 
 
      
 
    Friends Request 
 
      
 
    Ronald The Great wants to add you as a friend. Accept? Yes/No? 
 
      
 
    Wow! A friend's request from Ronald? I almost didn't want to accept it. But, I was curious to see what he had to say. So, I accepted it. Then, a message alert popped up. It was from Ronald: 
 
      
 
    “OMG!! What the hell happened to me? Please help!!!! I am with all of these other ghost characters and some guy with a light is looking for us. Everyone says if he finds us we are finished. They said only the living players can help us. Everyone is messaging everyone they know on their friends list. We are all waiting! Come and get me. I am at this place called UnderDead. 
 
      
 
    Ronald.” 
 
      
 
    “Ronald just sent me a message. He says he's in UnderDead and someone is looking for him. I don't understand, who is looking for him?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Cosmo replied. “Those are Soul Flies looking for him. If they capture his soul, they will take him to the lowest level of the game world. This level is known as ZeroDust. People don't like to talk about the dark side of BladeDust Online. But, there is a dark side.” 
 
      
 
    My heart began to race. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Once your soul is captured by a fly, you are sent to ZeroDust. The place is basically a labor camp. They make you work down there until you can no longer work. You only get fed if you earn more than the meal cost. If you get sick or cannot work at a productive level, well they will actually seal your soul.” 
 
      
 
    “Seal your soul?” 
 
      
 
    “They put it into a capsule. From what I have heard, it's terrible. You are stuck in a space of “nowhere” where nothing exist except your own thoughts. Minutes feel like days. All you have is blackness, and your thoughts.” 
 
      
 
    Was he serious? How could I had never heard about this? I knew being a “lost soul” was bad, but I never knew it was this bad. Now I understood why Todd wanted us to find him so badly. “So what happens then? I mean, you can get “unsealed” right?” 
 
      
 
    “It's possible. But it's not easy. You'll have to get another lost soul that is willing to actually get sent to ZeroDust. The only motivation for that would be really good pay. After all, the player would risk getting stuck in the underworld too.” 
 
      
 
    Crap. That alone was scary, but it was even more scary considering the glitch. “So what if this “no exit” glitch isn't fixed? Players will just remain in a dark space forever?” 
 
      
 
    “It's possible. Everyone has to be extra careful now. Some players log out and quit the game when they get to ZeroDust. But, things are different now. It would be literal hell to get stuck at ZeroDust with this glitch going on.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. That would suck. Now I realized saving Todd was more important than ever. But what about Ronald? It just seemed like too much saving for me to do. I could only save Ronald if I saw him on the way to save Todd. If I didn't see him, then I just couldn't save him. I mean, maybe it was possible. But, Ronald wasn't cool like Todd was. I knew that for sure. And I had to remember how evil Ronald really was when I first met him. Yea, I wouldn't save him unless it was super convenient.  
 
      
 
    I looked around at the peasants. They were all holding swords and wore the iron armor. “Everyone looks good,” I said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    The peasant that killed Ronald had a blood stain on his chest plate. He held his sword into the air. “Let's kill something,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    “That's the spirit,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    “Now what? Should we train our army?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you name the army yet? You can do that in the inventory.” 
 
      
 
    Really? I didn't know that. I quickly opened the inventory and looked around for the option. Oh, here it was!  
 
      
 
    Create Your Own Army? Yes/No? 
 
      
 
    I clicked yes. After that, I was given an option to add players to the army. “How do I add peasants?” 
 
      
 
    “Just type in the first few letters. I mean, mentally type them in,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    I did what he said. Then, a selection for peasants appeared. It asked me how many. I looked around and counted the peasants. There were 8 that were wearing armor and had swords. So, I selected 8. Next, it asked me to name my army. “What's a good name for our army?” I asked with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Soul Destroyers,” Cosmo yelled back. 
 
      
 
    “The wandering rats,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    Wandering rats? That sounded like a terrible name. In fact, I didn't even like Soul Destroyers. It almost sounded like we were bad guys or something. “I'm not crazy about either of those.” 
 
      
 
    I began to think. Crap. This was hard. This was what the world was going to chant once we became the most powerful army around. What did I want them to chant? I continued thinking but nothing came to my head that I liked. Then, it hit me. “The Blades of Tomorrow! Do you guys like it?” 
 
      
 
    “That's not a name for an army,” Sonny replied. “How could you be so foolish?” 
 
      
 
    “It's a good name. Okay, so what's the great name you came up with? 
 
      
 
    “I need to think about it. You are always rushing me.” 
 
      
 
    I scratched my head. What was our army to be called? It was so exciting yet frustrating at the same time. Then, I decided on another name. “Swords of Yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “I like it,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    “I really don't like it,” Sonny replied. “But at this point, I don't want to waste any more of my precious mental energy.” 
 
      
 
    I entered the name “Swords of Yesterday” and was asked another question. It was a question that asked who the Commander of the army would be. I looked around. I wasn't even going to ask. The Commander was me. Yes, that was right. I was the true leader of this army and would gain all of the glory it received. I entered my name and confirmed it. Then, I received a message: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    The Swords of Yesterday Army Has Been Created! 
 
      
 
    Wow! It was official. I had an army! “Well, we are now officially The Swords of Yesterday. How does it feel guys?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Feels great,” Cosmo yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Sonny mumbled. “My robe has a small brown spot on it that won't come out. I already spat on it like twenty times. It's a stain, I just know it is.” 
 
      
 
    The peasants didn't reply. They kinda just stood around with blank looks on their faces. I looked at the brown dirt beneath my feet. The area we were in was fairly large. “We should travel in the proper formation. That way other characters will know we are an army.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Cosmo replied. “Peasants will go to the back. Two rows of three, and one row of two. Me and you will be on the front row. Tommy and Sonny will be behind us.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do I go behind you?” Sonny asked with confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Because that's just the way it worked out.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you suggesting that I am on the same importance level as him?” Sonny asked while pointing at Tommy. 
 
      
 
    “I'm important,” Tommy replied. “You should feel good being next to me.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny looked frustrated. But, he eventually accepted his position. The peasants scattered behind us and we all took our positions. It felt good. It felt really good. “Let's move out,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We began to march and left the peasant village. After about 3 minutes of marching, a peasant began to cough. At first, it just seemed like a normal cough. But then, the cough dragged on for way too long. I turned my head to look at the peasant. Suddenly, he fell to his side. “What's wrong with him?” 
 
      
 
    “Old age,” Tommy replied. “He was getting pretty old.” 
 
      
 
    “Old age? He only looks to be in his mid thirties to me,” Sonny replied. 
 
      
 
    The peasant continued to cough. “Do something Sonny,” I yelled. “This is your chance to redeem yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny pulled up his robe just to make certain he didn't get any dirt on it again. He leaned over the peasant's body and began to mumble a few words. His hands turned green, but then went back to normal. The peasant began to shake uncontrollably. Then, he died. “What the hell Sonny? You couldn't even heal a peasant?” 
 
      
 
    “What's that suppose to mean?” another peasant asked as if he was offended. 
 
      
 
    “I needed a warning. He was dead instantly. How was I suppose to heal him so quickly? Remember, we have already been over this. Or, did you already forget?” 
 
      
 
    Was this guy serious? Did he really expect me to believe that? “Cosmo,” I yelled. “Tell Sonny that healers can heal instantly. If a character is still alive, he can be healed. Isn't that right?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course it is. A healer would be worthless if he couldn't.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn't born yesterday,” Sonny replied with a boom. “You just subtly insulted me, didn't you? And who are you calling worthless? I'll tell you what's worthless. It's these peasants. How do you expect them to fight anyone when they are in such poor health.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo took a step closer to Sonny. “They are fine. Stop spreading your negativity.” 
 
      
 
    I felt bad for the peasant, but there was nothing we could do for him. I was starting to realize that Sonny was pretty much a worthless piece of shit. How could he claim to be a healer when he wasn't even healing anyone? I took a step forward and raised my head. “Back to your formations,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    We continued to walk until we entered a fairly dark forest area. Many players ran throughout the forest but paid us no attention. The ground was covered in pine straw as tall pine trees hovered over us. Our footsteps crunched as we carefully walked through the forest. Then, a group of three other characters emerged from behind a tree. A tall man wearing a white hood over his head pushed Cosmo. “I want everything you have.” 
 
      
 
    “You won't get it,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    The man pulled out a dagger and swung it at Cosmo. But, Cosmo side stepped the blow with a burst of quickness. The man got ready for another attack. He raised the dagger over his head and tried to stab Cosmo. But, there was a burst of energy that came from Cosmo that knocked the man backwards. The man fell to the ground and so did his dagger. Cosmo grabbed the dagger and jammed it into the man's head. There was a loud crunch as blood went everywhere.  
 
      
 
    The two other men looked at each other. It seemed like they were debating if they wanted to attack us or not. Cosmo's hand glowed with energy as the two men took off running. But, they couldn't escape. Suddenly, the two men flew into the air and slammed into a group of nearby trees.  
 
      
 
    Cosmo stood over the first man's body he had killed. He didn't say anything though. Instead, he just watched it shrivel up. “Take the loot,” he said before walking away. 
 
      
 
    I looked behind us. The peasants just stood with blank looks on their faces. Guess they didn't see the need to help us. I looked at the ground. Yes! Loot? What did this guy have? I picked up the loot and examined it: 
 
      
 
    Stone Dagger 
 
    Slot: Left or Right Hand 
 
    Level: 3 
 
    Value: 0.4 Gold 
 
    Weight: 0.29 lb 
 
      
 
    2 Gold Coins 
 
      
 
    Yes! 2 full gold coins? This was the most gold I had ever found before. I grabbed the coins and then opened up my inventory to see if the dagger was an upgrade or a downgrade. Crap, it actually made my damage points drop by one. Oh well, I decided to keep it in case I got into a bind.  
 
      
 
    Cosmo walked over to the trees where the other two guys died. He picked up some loot. “Nothing too great. Typical for some bandit NPCS.” 
 
      
 
    I knew Cosmo was a mage, but this was the first time I had really seen him do magic. It was so cool. “How did you do that?”  
 
      
 
    “It's not hard once you learn. Just takes time.” 
 
      
 
    “That was awesome! I couldn't believe how you slammed those guys against the trees.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo laughed. “That drained my mana to nothing. It's just something I can do once with my current level. Besides, my magic comes with limits.” 
 
      
 
    “Limits? What sort of limits?” 
 
      
 
    “I really don't have much physical strength. I've only really focused on leveling up my NightFall Magic levels. Without it, I could hardly do any damage.” 
 
      
 
    “What is NightFall Magic?” 
 
      
 
    “There are many different forms of magic here. NightFall Magic is basically controlled by your thoughts. The more you level it up, the more it reacts to your thoughts. You basically just need to energize your thoughts with emotions for it to work.” 
 
      
 
    NightFall Magic? It seemed really interesting. We walked out of the forest and into a flat area covered in sand. I looked out into the distance. “Wow! It's an ocean. Do you know the name of it?” 
 
      
 
    “Sea of Alberton,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    That was an odd name. But, I didn't think much about it as I continued to follow Cosmo. We walked towards the water. The waves pounded the shoreline as I noticed the sun going down. “How far is the bandit camp?” 
 
      
 
    “We just gotta follow the coast to the left for a while,” he replied. “Not sure how far it is exactly. But, it's getting dark. So, let's make camp here and go over our attack plan. Then, first thing in the morning, we will leave.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the ocean. The sun was right over the water. It was much more beautiful than a sunset in the real world. Everything was just so crystal clear in the game world. Bright shades of orange covered the water as it danced back and forth. I looked at the ground and kicked the sand beneath me. “Fair enough. I'm actually pretty tired.” 
 
      
 
    “Help me break up these limbs,” Cosmo said while dragging a cluster of bare tree limbs behind him. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed a tree limb and snapped it in half. Then, I grabbed another and did the same. Within minutes, we had a bunch of tree limbs piled up on each other. “Watch this,” Cosmo said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo pulled out a torch and lit the tree limbs on fire. The fire grew larger as heat grew around us. It wasn't cold, but we needed a stable source of light. “That's a perfect fire,” Cosmo said. 
 
      
 
    “I kinda like camping out on the beach,” Tommy mumbled. 
 
      
 
    I looked around and didn't see Sonny. The peasants sat on the beach. It was weird, but they never did say much. It seemed like they liked to stay together and only talk among themselves. The truth was, I didn't really care as long as they put up a fight against the bandits. My eyes continued to scan the area for Sonny. “Where did Sonny go?” 
 
      
 
    “He's trying to clean his robe,” Tommy replied while pointing at the ocean. 
 
      
 
    I looked and saw Sonny splashing water on his robe. After that, he ran back to us. “I knew it. It just won't come out no matter how much water I put on it. It's a stain. Didn't I tell you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh shut up,” his pet yelled from inside of his cage. “You make me sick. All you care about is that stupid robe of yours. How about you open my cage and let me enjoy the ocean too? Did you ever think about that? Did you even consider that I might wanna take a quick sip of the salt water? Or are you just too busy making sure your robe is okay like usual?” 
 
      
 
    “You always do this,” Sonny replied with his finger into the air. “You always make me look like the bad guy. I would let you out. But, it isn't possible. And does anyone know why it's not possible to let him out?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you like treating him like a prisoner?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Sonny yelled. “Because he will run away. He's his own worst enemy. He's living a great life. Wouldn't you all agree?” 
 
      
 
    None of us said anything. A great life? His life sucked. If I was his pet, I would go ahead and end my life. There would be no reason to exist in the world anymore.  
 
      
 
    Sonny tapped his foot as if he was waiting for one of us to agree with him. Then, he looked irritated. “So nobody is going to say anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. They all know I deserve better than this,” The creature replied. 
 
      
 
    “There you go. Turning everyone against me. Isn't that what you have always wanted? Just admit it for once, would you?” 
 
      
 
    The creature let out a nasty hissing noise. “I wish you would just go ahead and die,” it screamed. 
 
      
 
    “How dare you speak to me this way? Have I not provided you food, shelter and an abundance of love over the years?” 
 
      
 
    The creature didn't reply, he just continued to hiss. I couldn't see his face from my viewpoint, but he sounded like a real vicious little beast. “Okay,” I yelled. “Let's talk about something else. How about the peasants? Are you guys ready for battle tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    The peasants stared at the ground. A few of them blinked. Then, the one who killed Ronald threw both hands into the air. “Let's kill something!” 
 
      
 
    “That's the spirit. Yes, we will kill something tomorrow,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo began to walk around the peasants. His hand went under his chin. “Let's see you swing that sword,” he said to one peasant. 
 
      
 
    The peasant looked scared. He straightened up the straw hat he was wearing. Then, he held the sword into the air. He did a quick swing to the left, and then to the right. “Not bad,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    Not bad? All he did was swing a sword. Sure, that was a good sign, but it didn't mean he knew how to fight. “Shouldn't we do some practice sword fights? Or, some training with them?” 
 
      
 
    “These are peasants. They are only as good as they are programmed to be.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, how good is that?” 
 
      
 
    “It just depends. The one that killed Ronald seems pretty good. Only time will tell for the others.” 
 
      
 
    “But isn't there anything else we can do to train them?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really. They are what they are. Trust me on that.” 
 
      
 
    “Well let's see what they are capable of. I can set up a target for them to practice on. Just give me a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo looked irritated. “Nothing will change what is going to happen tomorrow. Do you understand? Everything will go as planned. I can promise you that.” 
 
      
 
    How could he promise me that though? What if these peasants were little weaklings? I still wanted to test their skills. “I'm going to set up a target for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Just stop,” Cosmo yelled. “You are only going to waste their energy. What they need is rest. What we all need is rest. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    My head fell to the ground. Maybe he was right. Maybe rest was what they needed right now. “Fine. Let's just get some sleep then.” 
 
      
 
    We sat on the ground. The waves were becoming louder as the bright moon reflected off them. In the distance, there was an odd sounding bird. It kept chirping the same pattern over and over. “I hate that bird,” Tommy said while thumping some sand. “He's so annoying.” 
 
      
 
    The bird continued to squeal. Man, this bird really was annoying. It almost sounded like he was choking on an acorn or something. I leaned back and looked at the stars above us. How could this not be real? There was no difference between this and real life. I didn't care if my body was lying in a capsule back in the real world. It didn't matter. This was real. This was just as real as the real world. It seemed odd, but I felt more alive here. The real world was boring and hard. This was hard too, but at least it was fun. Back there, I had no friends, money or future. But here, I could see my future. I could be someone for once.  
 
      
 
    As my thoughts continued, I noticed Sonny taking off his robe not far from me. “I can't believe we are just sleeping in the sand like a couple of wild animals. If I knew this, I don't think I would have come along. I really don't.” 
 
      
 
    “Sand is going to stick to your back isn't it?”  
 
      
 
    “I'm not getting my robe all dirty just for one night of sleep,” Sonny replied. 
 
      
 
    Man, Sonny's pet was right. This dude had an unhealthy obsessive worry about his stupid robe. What would be the big deal if he got his robe dirty? Sonny fell to his back without any shirt on. I had to admit, he didn't really have an award winning body.  
 
      
 
    The peasants all got into their sleeping positions. Cosmo did the same. But, Tommy was still up. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “About what?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “This. Our new life. Do you like it?” 
 
      
 
    A serious look came to Tommy's face. “I guess,” he replied. “I kinda miss sitting on the couch though.” 
 
      
 
    “We can get a couch. That's no big deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we put one in that elf's home? You know, the elf who died.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. We can go back there. I really like his home. We just gotta take down those paintings. If you want a couch, I will get us one.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea, that would make things better,” Tommy replied with a smile. “I just need to take a day off. You know? Like this is all so exciting, but it's also kinda stressful.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren't you having fun though?” 
 
      
 
    “I am. But, we are about to raid a bandit village. I just have a bad feeling about it for some reason. I mean, these are kinda like real bandits. We are just two guys in college. Aren't we?” 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore,” I replied with a stern voice. “We are much more than that now.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy looked confused. Then, he yawned. “I guess your right. This game could change our whole life.” 
 
      
 
    “Just stick with me. I'll make sure we are both successful here,” I replied with a nod. “You better get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be crazy.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy went to his side and tried to go to sleep. I looked around and realized everyone else was already sleeping. Next to Sonny, I saw the wooden box that contained his pet. In a weird way, I kinda felt bad for the little creature. Sonny sure didn't seem to let him out much. I laid on my back and closed my eyes. A warm fuzzy feeling came over me as the waves pounded the shore in the background. The nearby bird continued to make his odd sounds as my world became dark. Random shapes and objects filled my head. Many minutes passed as I slipped into a deep sleep. Then, I heard a noise. My eyes flew open. What was it? Something was walking near me. The footsteps were heavy. I wanted to look up, but I didn't want to move. Moments passed before I heard some whispers being exchanged. The whispers grew louder. “Just open my door. It's really simple. There's four latches that connect to the side.”  
 
      
 
    I recognized the high pitched voice. I flipped to my stomach and climbed to my knees. Standing over the pet's cage, was a peasant. He looked confused while he tried to open the door. “How does this open again?” 
 
      
 
    “it's the simplest thing in the world,” the creature whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Should I ask your owner to do it?” 
 
      
 
    No,” The creature softly yelled. “Don't do that. He doesn't need to know anything about this. It's a surprise. Yes, it's a surprise for him. You don't want to ruin a surprise do you?” 
 
      
 
    The peasant shook his head. “Surprises are good. But, how do I do this again?” 
 
      
 
    The creature became irritated. “All you do is unlatch it. Just look for the hook. Can't you preform this one simple task for me?” 
 
      
 
    The peasant scratched his head. “I think I should wake up your owner.” 
 
      
 
    “You don't do that. You said I should be set free. Did you forget about that? Well, now is your chance. What's it gonna be? Talk is cheap. I need to see some action from you.” 
 
      
 
    “I did say that didn't I?” the peasant asked with a firm nod. “Yes. You do deserve to be free.” 
 
      
 
    There was a click as the peasant unlatched all four hatches that locked the door. The small creature jumped out of the cage and shook his fur. He raised both of his little arms into the air and stretched. Then, he jumped into the air and did a three sixty spin. In front of him, Sonny was snoring. The creature rubbed his hands together. “I have been waiting a long time for this,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the creature leaped on top of Sonny's face. “Die!” he screamed while biting into it. “I want you dead. And I want you dead right now.” 
 
      
 
    Strange sounds came from Sonny as I couldn't believe what was happening. I guess the creature's desire for revenge was too strong to suppress. “Stop it,” I yelled. “Sonny is your owner.” 
 
      
 
    I ran over to the creature and tried to grab him. But, he quickly turned towards me and hissed while displaying his razor sharp teeth. Man, this was one unhappy pet. I figured I would just let these two settle the disagreement at their own pace. So, I took a step back as I didn't know what to do. “Cosmo,” I yelled. “Wake up. He's going to kill Sonny.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy popped up from his sleeping position. “Heal yourself Sonny. I just wanted to tell you that before you were dead.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo and a few other peasants jumped to their feet. “What's going on?” Cosmo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sonny's pet is killing him. We are going to lose our healer.” 
 
      
 
    In a way, this was the ultimate test to see how good of a healer Sonny was. If he was good, couldn't he just heal himself? I was eager to find out as I continued to watch the struggle unfold. “I loved you,” Sonny yelled with broken words. “How could you betray me like this?” 
 
      
 
    Sonny tried to pull his pet off him, but it was too late. “You never made me happy,” his pet yelled.   
 
      
 
    Then, there was a sound I'd never forget. The most bone chilling scream I had ever heard in my entire life. Sonny's body began to go into a seizure. Then, it shriveled up. Sonny was dead. The creature turned towards us with a crazed look in his eyes. He began to laugh uncontrollably. The laugh dragged on before he finally said something. “I'm free. Can you believe it?” 
 
      
 
    The creature began to run away, but then, he turned around. He slowly walked towards Sonny's robe on the ground. He raised one leg, and began to pee on the robe. “Fuck your  robe,” he said with a laugh. He turned towards us and hissed. Man, his teeth were still extra white. I couldn't believe it. The small creature pranced off into the distance as if he didn't have a worry in the world. 
 
      
 
    My head slowly turned towards Tommy. “I'm just glad he's free,” Tommy said with his eyebrows raised. 
 
      
 
    “I can't believe Sonny is dead. I feel bad for him,” I said.  
 
      
 
    Cosmo walked over to his loot. “I hate it that Sonny died. But, you gotta look at the bright side. At least I got a fourth of my gold back.” 
 
      
 
    The peasants gathered around us. They didn't speak. We all just stood for a moment and gathered our thoughts. After that, Cosmo pointed to his left. “We are already up. Might as well get started on our journey.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    We began to walk away from our campsite. I felt sorry for Sonny. He was kinda annoying, but I think he was just insecure. The longer I knew him, the more I realized that about him. As we got ready to leave, I had an alert pop up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Friends Request 
 
      
 
    Sonny The Healer wants to add you as a friend. Accept? Yes/No? 
 
      
 
    Really? I Guess he was already a lost soul and wanted help. I accepted his request. After that, I had a message alert pop up. It was from Sonny: 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe it? My own pet has betrayed me. After all I did for him. You can tell him that I won't forget this. If he's wanting me to take him back, tell him it's over. I mean it! It's over! Also, I might need you guys to come and find my soul. I know you guys probably wanna get me back asap considering how valuable I am to the army.  
 
      
 
    I'm not scared or anything, just thought I would message you. Actually, the main reason I messaged you was to check on my robe. I actually took it off before I went to sleep. It should be on the ground. Can you please neatly fold it and put it in your inventory? Don't let anything at all get on it because it stains easily. I would appreciate it because it's a very special robe. You can't find them anywhere anymore. Thanks. Could you message me back when you have my robe? 
 
      
 
    Sonny.” 
 
      
 
    We began to follow the shoreline to the left. I walked faster and spoke loudly. “Sonny just messaged me.” 
 
      
 
    “That was quick,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yea. He basically said he wants us to find his soul and tell his pet that he hates him forever. Oh, and he wants me to get his robe.” 
 
      
 
    I had almost forgotten about his robe. I turned around and jogged back to where he had left it. I leaned over it just to take a good look. Yep. I could see and smell the urine. Nasty. I didn't want to pick it up, but I knew I should. If Sonny didn't want it back, perhaps I could sell it? I picked it up and added it to my inventory. Great, I was now carrying a robe covered in pee. What was so great about this robe? I opened my inventory to see what sort of stats it had: 
 
      
 
     Dyed Ferret Fur Robe 
 
      
 
    Description: Robe made with real ferret fur. Dyed the color of yellow. Provides warmth and unique style. 
 
      
 
    Slot: Upper Body 
 
    Level: 03 (Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 2 lbs 
 
    Defense: 0 
 
    Value: 17 Gold 
 
      
 
    Oh wow! This was worth 17 gold coins? But why? It was a crappy robe made with some dead ferrets. In fact, I felt bad for the ferrets who ended up being used for the robe. It just didn't seem fair. If I was a ferret and ended up being killed for a robe, I would have felt like I was cheated in life. Still, I couldn't believe the robe was worth so much. I quickly ran and caught back up with Cosmo. “Sonny's robe is worth 17 gold coins! Can you believe it?” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo continued to walk and didn't look back. “Not bad. Must be some sort of unique fashion niche.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. But, if Sonny doesn't come back to get it, I might sell it.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Cosmo said after coming to a stop. 
 
      
 
    “Are we almost to the bandit village?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “It's another thirty minutes or so.” 
 
      
 
    We continued to follow the coastline as the sun came up. I was excited and nervous at the same time. But, we were about to fight some bandits without a healer. Was that really a smart thing to do? “Aren't we going to get slaughtered without a healer?” 
 
      
 
    “I think we will be fine,” Cosmo replied. “Besides, Sonny didn't seem like much of a healer.” 
 
      
 
    “But, we need a healer don't we? How are we going to attack the village without a healer?” 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry. I will make sure everything goes smoothly.” 
 
      
 
    I continued following Cosmo while wondering how he could be so confident. We were about to raid a village with only me, him, Tommy and a bunch of half dead peasants. The truth was, I was starting to get nervous. We were quickly approaching the moment of truth. But, it's only a game isn't it? So what if I die? Then what? I become a lost soul?  
 
    Surely it couldn't be that bad could it? I would just join Todd, Ronald and Sonny. We would just be a couple of ghost trying to find our bodies. It didn't seem that bad. In a way, it seemed kinda exciting. But, I knew that wasn't true. Being a lost soul was not something I wanted to happen considering the current glitch. And what if being a lost soul led to me going to ZeroDust? The thought of potentially getting stuck in a space of nothing scared the hell out of me. 
 
      
 
    Besides that, dying didn't look fun either. I began to walk faster as I tried to drown out any negative thoughts that came into my mind. Nobody else was going to die. I was going to save Todd just like I had originally planned. And if time permitted, I would maybe save the others too. We walked for a long time before finally arriving at the top of a small sand covered hill. Around us, there were a bunch of small red cactus type plants. In the distance, I could see a small settlement. It wasn't really a village. A sense of relief flooded into me. We could do this! “This is it right? This is the bandit village.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. This is it.” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    “So now what?” 
 
      
 
    “We attack. That's what.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we are just going to go down there in broad daylight?” 
 
      
 
    “That's right. It shouldn't be too hard.” 
 
      
 
    I took in a deep breath. Crap. I had killed that one broom stick looking guy. But, it just kinda happened. I didn't go into that fight knowing that I was going to kill someone. This was different. I was about to go down there and turn into a raging maniac. But these were bad guys. These were low lives who stole from other players. So in a way, they deserved it. The weird thing was, I had never thought like this in a regular videogame before. In a regular videogame, I would just run around demolishing whatever I wanted. But, this was so different. “Are you ready?” Cosmo asked. 
 
      
 
    I nodded my head. “Take your formations,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo stood beside me. “Stand on my other side Tommy. You should be up front with us now since Sonny is dead.” 
 
      
 
    “But won't that put me in the line of fire?” Tommy asked with a quiver. 
 
      
 
    “Just be ready. Get your sword out and be ready to kill any bandit you see.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy took his sword out. He held it by his side. “I'm a little worried we might die in this battle.” 
 
      
 
    “Don't let those negative thoughts enter your head. Just get them out,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “They are stuck there though. It's impossible to get them out.” 
 
      
 
    “Let's move out,” Cosmo ordered with his hand into the air. 
 
      
 
    “I am ready for battle,” a peasant yelled from behind us. 
 
      
 
    Our walk turned into a run as we held our weapons high into the air. This was it. This was the moment of truth. Our footsteps were quick as we entered the entrance of the village. Small fires burned as the tents rippled in the wind. In total, there looked to be about four or five tents. But, where were the bandits? My question was quickly answered as one came out of his tent. “We are under attack,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    Several bandits emerged from their tents. One bandit ran towards a peasant. The peasant raised his sword into the air but was stabbed in the stomach. His eyes went blank as he fell to his side. Another peasant rushed over to him. “Are you okay? Answer me if you are okay.” 
 
      
 
    While he was asking his question, a bandit sneaked up from behind him. “Die,” he yelled with a blade to his back. 
 
      
 
    The peasant fell on top of the other peasant. Crap. This wasn't starting off well. Tommy got closer to me. “This is horrible. I think we are really going to die.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my sword into the air. “No we aren't. Just stay close to me.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy got really close to me. So close that he was touching me. “Not that close.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy took one step to his side. After that, a tall muscular bandit looked at me. He smiled. Around his neck, he wore a silver chain, and his black hair was slicked straight up. He pointed at me. “Grab him,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, someone slammed me to the ground. My face was in the dirt and I couldn't see anything. “Cosmo,” I yelled. “Help me! One of them has me!” 
 
      
 
    Someone grabbed the back of my head and flipped my body over. Once on my back, I couldn't believe what I saw. It was Cosmo. “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He didn't say anything. He just slapped me across the face. “Shut up,” he yelled. “Open your mouth!” 
 
      
 
    His hands went into my mouth as I tried to yell for help. “Tommy. Cosmos gone crazy! Help me!” 
 
      
 
    Still, Cosmo tried to pry my mouth open. But, I was putting up a fight. “Don't make me kill you,” he yelled with furious eyes. “Just open your mouth.” 
 
      
 
    “No. Stop it! Why are you doing this?” 
 
      
 
    He elbowed me in the face and I felt a liquid slide down my throat. Suddenly, my throat became numb. Then, my body began to shake. What the hell was happening to me? Did he just poison me? My vision went blurry and everything went in slow motion. But then, I saw something. It was Tommy. He was running away. He was leaving me. I couldn't believe it. My own best friend was leaving me to die? Cosmo turned around and pointed at him. “Someone get him! Hurry.” 
 
      
 
    My body became stiff and I couldn't move a muscle. Even my eyeballs wouldn't move. Darkness took over as everything went black. Shit. Was I dead? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn't know how much time had passed. When my eyes opened, I was somewhere I didn't recognize. My body swayed back and forth. Almost like I was on a train or something. I felt my face. It hurt. I looked to my side and realized I was in a bed. What the hell? Where was I? I quickly raised up and looked around. Wooden walls and wooden floors. It didn't look like a house though. Then, I heard the sound of a crashing wave. Was I on a boat? I got out of bed and almost fell down. Yea, this had to be a boat. I wasn't used to the motion of the waves.  
 
      
 
    I tried to balance myself as I walked up a steep staircase. Sunlight hit my face when I got to the top. Blue skies and fluffy white clouds were the first thing I saw. I looked down and noticed that I was wearing a brown “V” neck shirt. I had brown shorts on and wore black boats. What the crap? Where was my armor? I opened my inventory and was shocked. All of my gold, weapons and armor were gone. Everything was gone! 
 
      
 
    I looked to my left and then to my right. Wow. I was on a massive ship. Ahead of me, I saw a few players lined up for something. They were all dressed just like I was. At the very front of the line was a guy who looked like a captain. Was he really the captain though? I walked towards the line. “Get behind me,” the last character in line yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You don't know? We are headed to FlatFall.” 
 
      
 
    “FlatFall? What's that?” 
 
      
 
    The character gave me an odd look. I looked at his name and stats above his head: 
 
      
 
    Luke The King368 – Level 61 
 
    Human - Warrior 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Luke ruffled up his blonde shaggy hair. “How did you get here?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know. We raided a bandit village. Well, someone I trusted betrayed me. I think that's what happened anyways.” 
 
      
 
    “It must have been an inside job. They do that sometimes. They go looking for noobs and set them up. I bet the organization pays him to lure in new players.” 
 
      
 
    “The organization?”  
 
      
 
    “Yea dude. They are called the Handlers. They take players against their will and send them here. They use different methods to do it. Sometimes they seriously injure a player, other times they use a potion that literally paralyzes them.” 
 
      
 
    “That's what happened! Cosmo poured something into my mouth.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. It's called TimeMist. It's a potion that was created by them. If they pour it down your throat, you are gone.” 
 
      
 
    It was all starting to make sense. My mind began to play back the memories of Cosmo getting the potion from the old man. I remembered how odd he was acting at the time. Then it hit me! He must have been getting the TimeMist potion. That bastard. How could he do this to me? I trusted him, and even looked up to him. Then I realized, I was a fool to trust him. I would never make that mistake again. The line began to move as we moved with it. “Now what? What's going to happen to us?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know. I have never known anyone who has actually been to FlatFall. From what I understand, most players never come back. They stay here for good.” 
 
      
 
    What the hell? Was this guy serious? How could we stay here forever? That kinda sounded like a nightmare. “I'm sure you can leave,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Dude. That's not what I've heard.” 
 
      
 
    “But what if you die? Won't you become a lost soul?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Yea, you do. But, once someone finds your body, you respawn right back here. Not only that, you lose everything when you die. So dying is even worse here. It just sets you back even further.” 
 
      
 
    That did sound pretty shitty. The line moved forward. Then, there was a sudden jerk. The ship had come to a stop and Luke was next in line. The captain mumbled something to him while writing on a piece of paper. Then, he patted Luke down. “Leave me,” he yelled with his thumb behind his back. 
 
      
 
    I step forward. The captain looked at me. I couldn't help but notice how ugly he was. “Name?” he asked while revealing the most crooked teeth I had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    “Walker. My name is Walker.” 
 
      
 
    He began to write my name down on a dirty piece of paper. I examined his teeth. How could he be happy with them? And why had he not fixed them yet? Was he really satisfied with the way he looked when he looked in the mirror each morning? I seriously doubted it. Still, the captain continued to write my name. What the hell was taking him so long? It was a very short name. Finally, he was done. After that, he began to pat me down. “Leave me,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    Leave me? That was the same thing he had yelled to Luke. This captain dude was on a serious ego trip it seemed. I walked slowly. Where was I headed? In front of me, I saw a long narrow wooden board that led to a dock. Every step I took creaked while I walked down it. Not far from me, I saw Luke. “Wait up,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    Luke slowed down and let me catch up to him. “Dude, I think they are taking us to a dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Are you serious?” 
 
      
 
    “That's what the other characters are saying.” 
 
      
 
    “But, we aren't chained up. It doesn't make sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Look ahead of us. There's a guy chaining hands I think.” 
 
      
 
    It was another line. This time there was a large well built man at the front. Luke was right. He had chains. “What the hell? What are we going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “What can we do? Look around you.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around and saw what Luke was talking about. Several NPCS were fully decked out in armor and carried large swords. “Crap. This can't be happening. How did this happen?” 
 
      
 
    Luke didn't answer. The lined moved up as I got closer to losing my freedom. Suddenly, an alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Friends Request 
 
      
 
    Tommy The First wants to add you as a friend. Accept? Yes/No? 
 
      
 
    I couldn't believe it. That little traitor was sending me a friends request? I shook my head. He had left me to die. For that, I wasn't sure I could ever forgive him. I didn't want to accept his friendship, but I wanted to see what lame excuse he had. Screw it. I was too curious not to accept his friends request. I accepted it. Within thirty seconds, I had a message from Tommy: 
 
      
 
    It's me Tommy. How are you? First, I want to say I am sorry that you died. Second, I want to say something else. Well, I want to say that I hope you are okay. Are you okay? Let me know. 
 
      
 
    Tommy 
 
      
 
    What the hell? What sort of pathetic little message was this? The lined moved forward as I began to give him a piece of my mind: 
 
      
 
    “You left me dude. How could you do that? I saw you. I saw your cowardly ass running off. You didn't even look back. Now I am at this fucked up dungeon place called FlatFall. I am actually waiting in line to get my chains. Yea, they are gonna chain me up! All because of you. How could you not even help your best friend? You say we are best friends, yet you didn't help me. Don't message me again! I don't even want to see you again!” 
 
      
 
    I closed my messages and looked ahead. Crap. I wasn't far now. The guy in front of Luke was getting chained up. “Looks like we are next,” I yelled to Luke. 
 
      
 
    Luke took a step forward and the large man wrapped a thick metal chain around his wrist. He pushed Luke forward. “Next,” he said while pointing at me. 
 
      
 
    The cold metal went around my wrist. He squeezed the chain and I felt a sting. “Next,” he said with a quick shove to my back. 
 
      
 
    I ran closer to Luke. “We have to escape.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Luke whispered. “Who knows what they'll do to us with that sort of talk.” 
 
      
 
    We walked down a long hall way with torches mounted on the walls. Damn, this did look like a dungeon. How was I going to survive such a depressing life? I continued down the hall until my feet hit something. I stumbled and nearly fell to the ground. Beneath my feet, a skinny old man coughed. “Water. I need water.” 
 
      
 
    “This guy needs some water,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    Within an instant, the line stopped moving. A tall bald muscular man walked towards me. “We don't waste water on his type,” he said.  
 
      
 
    I didn't say anything. Then, the man spat on the old guy. “There's your water. How did you like it?” 
 
      
 
    Crap. I felt bad for the old guy. But, I didn't want to say anything because I had a feeling it just wouldn't go over well. “Drag this slug to the hole,” the man demanded. 
 
      
 
    The hole? That sounded like a terrible place. Were we all headed to the hole? Two men rushed over to the old man and grabbed both of his arms. With a burst of energy, they ran as fast as they could while dragging him behind them. “It burns,” the old man yelled.  
 
      
 
    I shook my head. It seemed the old man was suffering from some severe carpet burn type symptoms. The guys that were dragging him were super quick. Did they get up in the morning with the sole purpose of training for this job of theirs? I didn't know, but it all seemed so fucked up. That poor old guy was about to die and I couldn't do anything about it. 
 
      
 
    Luke looked back at me with terror on his face. We didn't say a word, but I knew we were both thinking the same thing. The line resumed moving as if nothing had just happened. I guess it was just another day at the dungeon? We went further and further down the hall until we arrived at a large room. A short older man wearing a black robe stood in the center of the room. His hair was white and so were his eyes. “Welcome to FlatFall,” he said with his hands together. “I am the Emperor of this wonderful establishment.” 
 
      
 
    He made it sound like some sort of resort. Who the hell was he trying to fool? This wasn't an establishment, it was a dungeon. I saw what they did to the old man and I didn't approve. “These chains around your wrist are temporary,” he said with a pleasant tone in his voice. 
 
      
 
    A few of the prisoners around me actually got excited. “Despite what you may have heard, FlatFall is not a dreadful place.” 
 
      
 
    What a load of crap. It was dreadful. They could give me cookies and milk every day and I would still think this place was terrible. The little man was trying to slip rose colored glasses on to my head, but I wasn't allowing it. He turned around and began to pace back and forth. “Many players are very happy here. We offer you a rare opportunity. An opportunity to become a very powerful character.” 
 
      
 
    I had to admit. That last sentence caught my attention. The man continued to speak as I began to listen more closely. “You will work here for us. We will provide you food, shelter and leadership. If you work hard enough, you will live a very good life.” 
 
      
 
    One of the prisoners raised his chained hands into the air. What the hell? Did he think this was high school? The small man in black pointed at him. “Excellent. Do you have a question?” 
 
      
 
    The prisoner seemed a bit shy. But, he asked his question. “Yes. How frequent are our meals?” 
 
      
 
    “That's an excellent question. You are usually fed once a day if you work hard enough. We make sure no stomachs are empty here at FlatFall.” 
 
      
 
    Once a day? Did this little piece of shit really think that was enough? The man put both hands into the air. “No more questions for today,” he said while taking a few steps back.  
 
      
 
    Everyone became quiet as the man walked back and forth. Nothing was said. Then, he scanned the room. “Everyone here will fight around three times a week in the coliseum. You will also participate in some group quest so that you will grow stronger, and make more gold for FlatFall. More gold for FlatFall means a better life for you. Just remember that.” 
 
      
 
    The coliseum? We were going to be fighting in a coliseum? I didn't know why, but it excited me. The thought of actually battling in front of a crowd seemed really cool. But the thought of being forced to battle scared me. The small man said one last thing as he looked like he was ready to leave. “Now, take this time to get to know each other. Also, be sure to enjoy the live entertainment.” 
 
      
 
    The small man left the room and was replaced with an elf. The elf began to play a flute. While he was playing, he spun around in circles. Did anyone really want to see this? I for one didn't want to see some elf playing a flute. This live entertainment sucked. Luke elbowed me. “Maybe this place isn't so bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Dude, you saw what they did to that old guy. What the hell is the hole?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they had a good reason,” Luke replied. 
 
      
 
    “What? Because he was thirsty?” 
 
      
 
    The elf continued to dance for many minutes. Some of the prisoners actually seemed entertained with his flute playing skills. Two heavily armored men walked into the room and began grabbing prisoners. One after another, the prisoners went into another room. It wasn't long before they got to me. “Let's go,” they said while leading me into the room. Once in the room, I realized the cold reality of the situation. It was a room full of prison cells. “In you go,” the men said with a kick to my back. 
 
      
 
    I stumbled into my cell. “Hello. Welcome to my home,” a voice said. 
 
      
 
    The door slammed shut. This was my cell mate? I was expecting some huge built up character, but instead, it was a skinny little troll. His face was round and his skin was green. On top of his head, he had around ten to twenty strands of yellow hair. In fact, it almost looked like someone had glued some hay on to his head. His outfit pretty much sucked. He only wore a brown shirt and some dirty blue shorts. I looked around at my living area. There were just four brown walls with one small barred window. The window wasn't much of a window though. There was just another wall outside of it that I could see. I looked at my cellmate and he smiled. “My name is Douglas.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Douglas seemed nervous. He put both of his hands together and spoke with a quiver. “It is nice to meet me isn't it?”  
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “Yea. That's what I just said.” 
 
      
 
    He sniffed the air in front of him. “It already smells different in here. Don't you love change?” 
 
      
 
    Okay. This dude was acting kinda strange. “Yea, I guess. I enjoy the change of seasons.” 
 
      
 
    He began to laugh uncontrollably. “That's funny. That's really funny.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't answer. The laughed dragged on until it finally came to a stop. He twisted his head to his side. “How do you like this place so far?” 
 
      
 
    “It pretty much sucks.” 
 
      
 
    “You won't be saying that for long. This place is great. It forces you to reach your potential. Can you imagine how jealous my friends will be once I am the new Grand Champion? They will finally respect me won't they? And do you know why? Because I won't stop until I reach the top. I just won't!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. The poor troll was delusional. I knew a potential champion when I saw one, and he wasn't it. There was something odd about him though. He had this desperate energy he put out into the air. This desire to be successful. In a way, I guess it was naive of me to say that he had no chance of being a champion. I guess it was possible if he worked hard enough. But maybe he was right. Maybe I needed to view this experience from a positive viewpoint. This was a chance for me to level up quicker. Truth be known, I was really going at a slow pace. There were so many distractions in the main game world. It was hard to stay focused on leveling up when there was so much to do. This was a chance for me to actually become powerful like I wanted.  
 
      
 
    Then, a sinking feeling came to my stomach. What happened to Todd? It just hit me. I had not talked to him in a while. And now I had no chance of actually taking his soul to his body. I made a mental note to send him a message. But for now, I needed to question the troll. I squinted my eyes and got straight to business. “Have you had any fights in the coliseum yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yea. I beat the crap out of this elf just a few days ago. Everyone thought I was going to lose. But guess what?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked. “What?”  
 
      
 
    “I won!” he yelled way too loudly.  
 
      
 
    I took a good look at Douglas. He was small. Really small. I guess size didn't matter though. “Is it exciting in the coliseum?”  
 
      
 
    Douglas walked over to the bars that contained us. He leaned his head against them. “It's the most exciting thing in the world. I feel like a king out there. Everyone cheers my name.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. That did seem pretty desirable. Douglas paused before he said his next sentence. “They want to be me. Every single last one of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Who? Who wants to be you?” 
 
      
 
    He spun around. A fierce look came to his face. “The crowd,” he said with his fist into the air. “The cowards are living their dreams through me. And, I can't let them down. I can never let them down.” 
 
      
 
    Okay. This troll was definitely delusional. I seriously doubted anyone wanted to become an imprisoned troll. “Maybe they just want to be entertained? Have you thought about that?” 
 
      
 
    He pointed his skinny green finger at me. “Don't be so blind,” he said with a chuckle.  
 
      
 
    I didn't reply. But, I quickly checked out his level. Wow. He was a level 39? I was surprised. “Did you level up a lot after you got here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. I pity my previous self,” he mumbled. “I was only a level 9 when I first got here. I was just like myself in the real world back then. Now, I don't care who I kill. I'll kill anyone they tell me to. I don't care anymore. I just wanna kill some stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Okay. Yea, it was worse than I thought. This troll had some serious metal issues. Could I even trust him if I fell to sleep? I didn't know. But, one thing he said did interest me. “There's a champion here?” 
 
      
 
    “You'll see. I don't want to ruin it for you,” Douglas replied with an odd look on his face. 
 
      
 
    I sat down on the dirty ground. Suddenly, a new message alert popped up: 
 
      
 
    “Hey. It's me Tommy. I just wanted to say that I have done a lot of thinking. You were right. I was a coward. I ran because I was scared. But, I'm gonna save you. I'm gonna save you and also save Todd. Don't worry, I will take care of it all. Even if it means I gotta die! Let me know how I can get to the place they took you. Oh, and our army died. But...I am gonna start a new one. I will be there soon. 
 
      
 
    Tommy.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. How was he going to save me? My eyes drifted down to the ground. I was mad at Tommy, but I knew he meant well. If he said he was going to save me, he would try his best. It was true. He could sometimes be a coward. I couldn't forgive him for what he had done to me. In fact, the only way I would forgive him is if he was to save me. I quickly wrote him back: 
 
      
 
    “If you can save me and Todd then I will forgive you. The name of this place is FlatFall. You gotta take a boat to get here. Ask around and find out how to get here. Save me and Todd, and you are forgiven. Get Todd first though. Add him as a friend. His name is “Todd The Wordsmith.” He has been waiting forever so send him a message now! I am about to message him soon too. Don't let me down.  
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    I laid on my back. My eyes grew heavy as a sleepy feeling took over. I wanted to go to sleep, but I didn't know if I could trust the troll. I raised up and took a look at him. What the hell? He was just staring at me. “Getting sleepy?” he asked with a devious look on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. I mean, maybe not. I don't know yet.” 
 
      
 
    He rubbed his hands together. “You should probably get some rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea? But why? Why do you want me to sleep?” 
 
      
 
    He looked around as his body became hunched over. “Nothing in particular. I just enjoy watching people sleep sometimes. It's interesting to me. I like to wonder what that person is dreaming. Then, I also like to wonder if they are dreaming about me. Have you ever had a dream about me?”  
 
      
 
    What was this lunatic talking about? Of course I had never had a dream about the little creep. “I don't think I have had a dream about you.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas looked irritated. “We will fix that. Now won't we?” 
 
      
 
    I surely hoped not. It was bad enough I had to share a cell with him. And I certainly didn't want him in my dreams. “Maybe,” I replied with an uneasy voice. 
 
      
 
    I laid back down as I debated whether or not I wanted to sleep. My face was on the ground, and I could almost feel the little weirdo watching me. He had actually told me that he liked to watch people sleep. It was just so creepy. How was I ever suppose to fall to sleep knowing that he was watching me? I rolled to my side and looked up. Damn. His eyes were locked on to me. He waved. “Sleep well.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled back to my side. Crap. This sucked. Was I going to have to actually tell him to stop watching me? Or did I need to slap him across the face? I didn't know. Screw it. I was just going to sleep. If he did anything weird, I would just have to fight him. I would show him that I was the king of this cell if that was what it came to. I took in a deep breath. My eyes closed. Slowly, I began to fall into a sleep like stage. Then suddenly, I saw his face. It was Douglas! My eyes popped open. Shit. I was seeing him in my dreams just like he had hoped. I rubbed my eyes and tried to get to sleep. It was a struggle, but I finally managed to fall to sleep after many minutes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wake up,” a voice yelled. I opened my eyes and saw a man wearing golden shoulder blades. Under that, was silver armor. He had no helmet on and had curly black hair that was greasy. He looked to be in his mid thirties and I was pretty sure he was an NPC Guard.  
 
      
 
    I yawned and raised up. The first thing I saw was Douglas. His eyes were wide as he watched me. Man, this little creep was dedicated. “Did you dream about me?” he asked with an eager voice. 
 
      
 
    My mouth opened, but then it closed. I wasn't going to tell him what I saw. “No. Not at all,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Our cell door opened. The guard removed the chains from around my wrist. “Thank you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Come with me,” he replied while grabbing my arm. As I walked away, Douglas waved at me. The cell door slammed shut. I was just thankful to be away from Douglas. Within moments, we were outside under the bright sun. We stood on a large square stone slab with pillars on each corner. I looked around at the large open area. I smiled. It didn't seem too bad. In front of me, stood two other prisoners. A guard walked over to us. “You three are questing together today.” 
 
      
 
    That sounded pretty cool to me. But, I was hungry. I had not eaten much since I had arrived in the game world. It was weird, but hunger didn't build as quickly as it did in the real world. But, it was starting to hit me again. My stomach was beginning to growl. “Do we eat before we go out on a quest?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you not eat today? Feeding time was just a few minutes ago.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I didn't get any food.” 
 
      
 
    The guard laughed. “Your cell mate ate it.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas? That two faced little troll. How dare him eat my meal during my nap time. “When do we get fed again?” 
 
      
 
    The guard looked up at the sky. “In about twenty four hours.” 
 
      
 
    Screw that. I was going to find something to eat before then. There was plenty of grass and if I got hungry enough I would eat it. Besides, there must be a reason the cows loved grass so much. I looked at the other two players and examined their name tags and level: 
 
      
 
    Leo Leo 2 – Level 04 
 
    Human – Warrior 
 
      
 
    and 
 
      
 
    Grant Gordonson – Level 02 
 
    Human - Barbarian 
 
      
 
      
 
    Okay. This was cool. They were about on the same level as me. I was excited for a chance to level up with some other new players like myself. I walked over to Grant and shook his hand. “Nice to meet you. My name is Walker.” 
 
      
 
    “Same to you,” Grant replied.  
 
      
 
    Leo introduced himself to Grant before making his way over to me. “The name's Leo. Let's do this.” 
 
      
 
    Leo and Grant both wore the same basic outfit just like me. Leo had shaggy brown hair while Grant had lighter blonde hair. Grant's hair style was more of a “crew cut” type of look. They both looked to be in their mid twenties and seemed cool enough. Overall, they looked like solid questing partners. “So what do we do?” Leo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just walk out of here and go into the open field,” the guard replied. 
 
      
 
    We all walked into the open field. There was a large green area surrounded by thick woods. To our left, there was a large pond. And to the right, there was some sort of city. It didn't look bad. In fact, it almost looked like the normal game world. But, in the far distance, I could see a very tall stone wall. My eyes scanned the wall. Yep, it went around the entire place. I guess that was the “barrier” to keep us from escaping. Great.  
 
      
 
    Not far away, a man without a shirt on ran towards us. His face was bloody and it looked  like someone had just given him a beating. He stopped in front of us. “I need your help. I was at home, and this goblin broke into my house. He told me that he wanted my home.” 
 
      
 
    “We can take care of him,” Leo replied with a cocky tone in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “He just started beating me. He wouldn't stop either. He kept saying that he deserved a better life than he was living. He said this was the first step to changing his future. So, he beat me and then threw me out of my own home. Can you kill this goblin?” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a quest alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Quest Invitation!  
 
      
 
    Kill the selfish home invading Goblin! Accept or Decline? Yes/No? 
 
      
 
      
 
    I accepted the quest. “My home isn't far from here,” the man said while pointing to his left. 
 
      
 
    “Consider it done,” Leo replied. 
 
      
 
    We began to run. “Is there a quest icon that we can follow?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. Just go into your menu and look for the quest. You will be able to select it and the map will pop up. It's the blue diamond we are headed towards. Don't worry, I am already taking us there.” 
 
      
 
    We ran for about five minutes before arrived at a charming little home. There was a small garden with a pig in it. I had to admit, the pig looked pleased with his current lifestyle. Leo opened the front door. There was nothing but silence. “I don't have a weapon,” I said with a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “You can borrow this short sword,” Leo replied. 
 
      
 
    A tiny little sword dropped on the ground. I picked it up and equipped it. I didn't have time to check my stats, but I was sure it sucked. Leo walked into the house as me and Grant followed. We carefully looked around, but didn't see the goblin. Then, there was the sound of rapid footsteps. It almost sounded like a rattle snake tail rattling. “Come out,” Leo yelled. “We know you are in here.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the goblin leaped on to Grant. Crap! He literally came out of nowhere. Grant began to scream. I pulled my sword out. The Goblin grabbed my blade and tried to stop me. But, he couldn't. I stuck the sword straight into it's back. There was a thud as the goblin hit the floor. His body shriveled up. Wow. That was super easy. How strong was this short sword? Suddenly, I had an alert pop up. What the hell? I had leveled up? Already?  
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    You Have Leveled Up! Open Your Inventory To Distribute Points. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my inventory and got straight to business: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 4 
 
    Human Male - Warrior 
 
      
 
    Statistics:  
 
    HP: 16/16 
 
    Stamina: 14 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 10 (+3 added) 
 
    Persuasion: 3 
 
    Intelligence: 1 
 
    Willpower: 1 
 
    Sneak: 2 
 
    Agility: 3 (+1 added) 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Abilities: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nice. I added 3 more points to my strength. I examined my arms. I wasn't sure if it was my imagination or not, but they seemed to be a little larger. “Does increasing strength actually create more muscle on you?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yea. You will become huge eventually,” Leo replied.  
 
      
 
    Awesome! I could already feel myself getting stronger. My HP was at 16/16 now. Based on experience, I knew my health was restored when I leveled up, but I wanted to make sure this was always the case. “So HP Levels are always restored when you level up right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. Unless you have some sort of fucked up disease or something. I have seen this happen to players before. But in general, your health is always restored when you level up.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay cool,” I replied. “Did you level up? I leveled up quicker than I should have.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. I think it's some sort of bonus they give you for completing your first quest in FlatFall. That's what I've heard anyways.” 
 
      
 
    That was pretty cool. I walked over to the goblin's loot and began to examine it: 
 
      
 
    Wooden Spoon 
 
    Value: 0.00 
 
    Weight: 0.2 lb 
 
    Gold: 0.15 
 
      
 
    I examined the wooden spoon. It looked hand carved. Did the goblin carve spoons in his spare time? Did he just sit around and carve spoons all day? I didn't know, but I didn't want the spoon. I tossed it on the ground. At least I got a little bit of gold. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Grant fell to his side. “That goblin took a chunk out of my chest.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Grant's chest. Man, it was bad. Leo ran to his side. “Grab his other arm,” he said while propping him up. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed his arm and we helped carry Grant back to the dungeon. It was a struggle, but after about 15 minutes we made it back. “This man needs medical attention,” Leo yelled. 
 
      
 
    The guard walked up to us. “Don't let this happen again,” he said. “We don't waste potions on low levels.” 
 
      
 
    Two other guards ran beside Grant. They didn't say a word. They just got straight to business and dragged him away into another room. “Where are they taking him?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “They'll give him a healing potion,” the guard replied. “Only because he hasn't had a chance to fight in the coliseum yet. They always like to try new players out. You never know who will become the next crowd favorite.” 
 
      
 
    Crowd favorite? That sounded pretty exciting. I looked at the sun above me. It was a nice day. In a weird way, it didn't seem that bad here. Maybe it was because I had always been so obsessed with coliseum fights. I always made it a point to play any game that had coliseum or arena battles. It was hard to believe I was actually living in this experience. Sure, this wasn't the same as playing a normal videogame. It was better than a videogame. I actually had a chance to become a real life coliseum champion. I walked towards Leo. “I wonder if we will have to fight each other. Do you think that is possible?” 
 
      
 
    I think everyone fights,” he replied. “I hate to even bring this up, but I need my short sword back. It's the only other weapon I have.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Almost forgot. Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    I dropped the sword on the ground. Then, without warning, the guard grabbed my arm. “Time to go back,” he said while forcing me to walk beside him. “See you later Leo,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    A guard grabbed Leo and took him back to his cell too. Once I arrived at my cell, I noticed Douglas was sleeping. When the cell door slammed shut, he popped up. “Welcome back. Did you go on a quest?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” I replied. “It was just this simple little quest. We had to kill a goblin. It was kinda boring to be honest.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas rubbed his eyes. “They said you are fighting tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Who said that?” 
 
      
 
    “I heard the guards talking. They pointed at my cell and said two new arrivals are fighting tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? But, are you sure they meant me?” 
 
      
 
    His head bounced up and down. “Of course. I am always sure when I say something.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't even have a weapon. I'll die without a weapon.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas laughed. “They match fairly. Don't worry. It will be a glorious hand to hand battle.” 
 
      
 
    A hand to hand battle? I didn't have a ton of experience with hand to hand combat. It didn't matter though. I was excited. Excited to see what was going to happen. I wondered what it would be like to fight in front of a crowd. Would it be scary, or would the excitement drown that out? Suddenly, I remembered I needed to message Todd. Damn, why had I not messaged him yet? I quickly opened my messages and began to explain what had happened to me: 
 
      
 
    “Hey Todd. I am sorry to say that I cannot find your soul. I got betrayed by a player and am now stuck in this place called FlatFall. I don't know any way out besides dying. But, that is a last resort. So, I guess I cannot save you? My friend Tommy says he is going to save you though. If you want, you can send him a friends request. His name is Tommy The First. Just tell him your location and he will try his best to find you. Hope you understand. Thanks 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    I felt bad that I couldn't save Todd. But, I had tried my best. Hopefully Tommy would save him, but I found it doubtful. I sat on the ground and looked at Douglas. He put one hand under his chin. “So tell me about yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't want to tell him about myself. I just wanted to sit alone in peace. “There's nothing to say. I'm just some guy.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas pointed at me. “Don't be so modest. There was a reason why you were chosen to be put in my cell. The heavens must have something special planned for you.” 
 
      
 
    I heard footsteps coming from outside of our cell. There were more than I had ever heard before. “What's all of that noise?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “New arrivals probably,” Douglas replied with a smile. “I like to look really angry when they walk by. Watch, watch me do it,” he yelled with excitement before jumping up and running to the bars.  
 
      
 
    He wrapped both hands around the bars and then looked back at me. On his face, was the look of death. He turned back around as a few new prisoners walked past us. “Let me out of here,” Douglas screamed at the top of his lungs. “Just kill me already. Somebody please just kill me already!” 
 
      
 
    His body began to shake as his hands held on to the bars. “My life is over,” he screamed. Then, he began to make these noises. Screams and random words came from the troll as he began to act insane. What the hell was wrong with this troll? He fell to the ground and began to pound on it. “Why me,” he screamed over and over. 
 
      
 
    A few of the prisoners passing by looked scared. One even pointed at Douglas while taking a few steps away from him. “Oh my god. We are all gonna go insane like that troll,” the prisoner yelled. 
 
      
 
    I walked closer to the bars. There were at least twenty new arrivals. Then, I couldn't believe it. I couldn't believe what I saw. It was Cosmo! At the very end of the line, he slowly walked. The dragon tattoo on his face was something I would never forget. I shook my head back and forth. I had so much to say to him. But why was he here? Was he a prisoner too? It didn't make sense.  
 
      
 
    Slowly, the line moved as he got closer and closer to my cell. Within moments, he was right in front of me. My hands lunged through the bars and grabbed his shirt. “You two faced bastard,” I growled as I yanked him closer to me. There was a pop as his faced slammed into the bars. He was surprised. One eye looked at me. “Walker?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “That's right. You piece of shit. It's me,” I yelled. “Why did you betray me? What did I ever do to you?” 
 
      
 
    He grabbed my hands and broke my grip. “You did this to yourself. You shouldn't have been such a dumb ass. You don't just blindly follow and trust people.” 
 
      
 
    His voice alone made a sick feeling come to my stomach. Deep down inside, I knew he was right. But that still didn't mean it was okay for him to take advantage of me. I wanted to kill him, but I couldn't. He was on the other side of the bars. So, I did all that I could do. I spit on him. 
 
      
 
    He wiped it from his face. Then, a slow growing smile came to him. He laughed. “You will pay for that later.” 
 
      
 
    No I wouldn't. In fact, I was going to get my revenge. I was going to make sure he would pay for what he had done to me. Even though I wanted him dead, I was still curious as to how he had arrived at FlatFall. “How did you get here? Did you screw over your own kind? You know, the other criminals who are running this joint? Did you screw them over too? Is that why you are here?” 
 
      
 
    He tilted his head. “Sometimes you get a little too cocky. Thought I could pocket a little extra. They didn't like that too much though. Oh well,” he said while shrugging his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    The line began to move faster. He was almost out of my site. But not quite. “You're not going to get away with this,” I said with my face against the bars. “That's a promise.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo laughed. Then, he flicked his hand into the air. “You're lucky all of these guards are around. I would dispose of you this very moment if I could. You aren't going to do shit to me. That's a promise!” 
 
      
 
    After that, he disappeared from my view. I sat down on the floor. Douglas laid on his stomach but didn't say anything. My heart began to beat faster. I wanted my revenge on Cosmo, but I also just wanted to forget about him. Seeing him sent emotions through my body that I didn't enjoy. Pure feelings of hate. Truthfully, I didn't like to feel that. Douglas rolled to his back. “What was that all about?” 
 
      
 
    “That guy is the reason I am here,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Just kill him then.” 
 
      
 
    “How? He's a higher level than me.” 
 
      
 
    “Fight in the coliseum and level up. It's the quickest way to level up and get new weapons.”  
 
      
 
    Yes, that was it! The troll had given me an idea. “I'm gonna fight Cosmo in the coliseum. How do I arrange that?” 
 
      
 
    Douglas jumped to his feet. He was excited. “Yes. That's what I want to hear! That's what you need to do.” 
 
      
 
    “How? How do I do it?” 
 
      
 
    “You just fight. Fight until the people cheer for you. Once that happens, you will gain some power. You can get the Emperor to arrange the fight for you. Or, he can get the Emperor to arrange it. It just depends.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? The Emperor would do that?” 
 
      
 
    Douglas balled his hands into two fist. His body began to tremble. What the hell was he so excited about? “You win! You just win,” he screamed while jumping up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I said while scooting away from him. “I'll win.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you see it? Can you see it in my eyes?”  
 
      
 
    “See what?” 
 
      
 
    “My passion. My passion for fighting.” 
 
      
 
    My head slowly went up and down. “Actually I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. That is what you need. Once you have this, you will begin to win. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Douglas began to breathe heavily. Then, he began to cough. The cough started to sound serious as he bent over. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I'm fine,” he replied. “I just need some air. My excitement is so high. It's almost deadly sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned away from him. He was weird. But in an odd way, he was motivating. This little troll was passionate. I didn't know if it was a good thing or a bad thing though. Slowly, the troll calmed down. We both just sat as I tried to rest. Hours passed until I heard incoming footsteps. Then, a guard arrived at our cell. “To your feet,” he said with his finger pointed at me. 
 
      
 
    I stood up. “Am I fighting tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “You are fighting now,” the guard replied. 
 
      
 
    “Now? But I don't have any weapons or healing potions.” 
 
      
 
    “This is hand to hand combat. You are not allowed any weapons, armor, or healing potions during this fight. These are the rules for your first fight.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. This was kinda crazy. Douglas jumped up and got closer to the guard. “I want to see his first fight,” Douglas said. “Are there any openings for tonight?” 
 
      
 
    The guard pulled out a piece of paper and began to examine it. Then, he put it away. “We got a few openings. I will send a guard for you.” 
 
      
 
    A few openings? They let other prisoners watch the fight too? In a way, that was kinda cool. “I'll be watching you,” Douglas said with a stern look on his face. “I'll get the audience pumped up. I will give you the home field advantage. Just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    The guard led me out of my cell. Crap. I was more nervous than I ever thought I would be. My footsteps echoed as we headed to wherever we were headed. It was official, I was about to fight in the coliseum. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a long walk, we arrived in a small room. There was a round wooden table. On the table, were two cups of water, and two plates of rice. “Enjoy your meal,” the guard said while leading me to the table. 
 
      
 
    I took a seat. Could this food and water be trusted? I didn't know. The guard left and closed the door. The room was very small and basic. I looked at the wall and noticed a large painting of a man. It was the Emperor. Wow. I knew it. This dude was an egomaniac. I looked closely at his painting. His smile was way too much. It was obvious that he was trying his best to look as pleasant as possible. But he didn't fool me, I could see the evil in his eyes. I stared at my food. I was hungry.  
 
      
 
    The door slammed open. It was another guard. Behind him, was a tall skinny man. He wore the same basic outfit that I did. “Meet your opponent,” the guard said. 
 
      
 
    The man sat down at the table across from me. His eyes were shifty and cold. His head went towards the plate in front of him. He sniffed the rice. “Did you eat any yet?” he asked without looking at me. 
 
      
 
    My head went from side to side. “Not yet.” 
 
      
 
    The guard laughed. Then, he stuck his hand into the rice and grabbed some. He tossed it into his mouth and swallowed it. “It's just rice,” he said. 
 
      
 
    We both dug into our rice like wild animals. There was a thud as the guard left the room. After we finished eating rice and drinking our water, we just sat and stared at each other. What the hell was this? Were we just suppose to make small talk and act like everything was normal? This whole setup was kinda messed up. I put my elbow on the table and leaned closer to him. “Guess we are fighting each other,” I mumbled. 
 
      
 
    He picked his lip. “Yea. That's what they are telling me.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at his arms. He was skinny. He didn't look like much of a challenge. I looked at his display name and level: 
 
      
 
    Anderson Lives80 – Level 02 
 
    Human – Warrior 
 
      
 
      
 
    Okay. I could handle a level 2. I felt lucky to be fighting such a low level for my first fight. We both didn't have any weapons. I was really starting to feel thankful that I stacked my strength. We continued to sit in almost total silence. It was awkward. So, I decided to ask another question. “Been in many fights?” 
 
      
 
    His head went from side to side. “Not really. I haven't even had a chance to play much yet.”  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the door slammed open. “It is time,” the guard said. 
 
      
 
    There was a tense energy in the air. It almost felt like we were going to the electric chair or something. Our footsteps were slow as I stood on one side of the guard, and he stood on the other. We headed up a straight narrow hallway. I could hear it. I could hear the crowd cheering. My heart beat faster and faster as we got closer and closer. Brightness was all I could see at the end of the hallway. There was a warmth when the sun hit my head and the crowd was almost deafening. Wow! My body spun around in a circle. The coliseum was massive. It was just like I had seen in the movies. Like a huge football stadium. But, it wasn't. It was an actual real coliseum. Humans, Trolls, Elves and Orcs cheered in the audience around us. 
 
      
 
    The guard held his hand out to stop me from walking. Then, he looked at my opponent. “Position yourself over there,” he said while pointing at the opposite side of the coliseum.     
 
      
 
    My opponent began to run across the open arena. I picked up some dirt from the dusty ground and rubbed it into my hands. I didn't know the purpose of this, but it made me feel tough. I continued rubbing my hands together. The crowd began to cheer louder. I looked around at the thousands of people watching. Were these actual players? If so, I was already kinda famous. I scanned the crowd. I wanted to see if I saw Douglas. But, I didn't. I was sure he was here though. But, there were just too many faces. I looked ahead at my opponent. Oh, he was going to be hurt. But, did I have to kill him? Was that the rules? I had somehow forgotten to ask that. Then, an uneasy feeling came to my stomach. Crap. Was this a fight to the death?  
 
      
 
    I turned to the crowd and threw my hands into the air. They went crazy and someone even threw a white flower on to the ground. Wow. It actually made me feel kinda special. Then, there was a loud metal clanging noise. It almost sounded like someone rang a big ass bell. After that, the coliseum began to rumble as the crowd stomped their feet. “Fight, fight, fight,” they yelled over and over. 
 
      
 
    This was it. This was my first appearance in the coliseum. My rise from zero to hero. I looked ahead and noticed my opponent was running full speed at me. Luckily for me, the arena was big. He wasn't even halfway to me yet. I had some time, but the situation was becoming urgent. I had to decide how I was going to defeat this man. Closer and closer he got as I started to panic. What was I going to do? Should I kick his knees and then follow up with a pound to his head? Or maybe I should pretend to be injured? Lure him in with a sob story? No, I couldn't do that. Only a coward would do something like that. Before I could begin my next thought, he was right in front of me. Damn. I was out of time. “Come at me,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    My hands went in front of my chest. Okay, this was it. I jumped from side to side as he did the same. Then, I swung my right hand but was stopped midway through. He kicked my left knee and delivered an upper cut that sent me to my back. With a leap, he was on top of me. I caught his hand as it came crashing down towards my face. Then, my other hand went around his neck. His face began to lose color as my grip got tighter and tighter. I didn't want to kill him, but I had to get him off me. He gasped for air and tried to loosen my grip. Our eyes met as I could see the life fading away in them. Crap. Was he about to die?  
 
      
 
    My grip loosened and he went into a coughing fit. Without warning, sand went into my eyes. That bastard! How could he throw sand into my eyes? The burning was intense as I tried to get the sand out. But, he hit me in the face. Then, he hit me again. With a sudden burst of energy, I threw the man off me and got back to my feet. What was my health? I looked at my bar and saw that it was more than halfway down. 4/16? Crap, he had hurt me pretty badly. 
 
      
 
    When my vision came back, all I saw was him running full force at me with his head down. I kneed him right in the jaw and soon afterwards he fell to his knees. He got up, but I quickly knocked him back to the ground. I walked over to him and grabbed the back of his head. I pulled his head back so that I could see his face. It was covered in blood. “I surrender,” he mumbled while spitting some blood on to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at the crowd. Wow. They were cheering for me. Then, I looked back down at my opponent. Was I expected to kill him? I raised my hand into the air. But, I slowly lowered it. Then, I let go of his hair and watched his body fall to the ground. The crowd cheered harder. But then, they began to “boo” me. I could tell they wanted to see death, but I couldn't give it to them. I couldn't take a man's life that did nothing wrong to me. Both of my arms went into the air. I couldn't believe it! I had actually won my first fight.  
 
      
 
    The “boos” slowly turned back into cheers as some white pedals floated down to the ground. Two guards came out and dragged my opponent away. Then, a guard pointed to the left. Two men were dragging a wooden chest towards the center of the arena. Wow. Was this my loot? What was inside of the chest? My footsteps were heavy as I walked to the chest. I opened it and examined the contents: 
 
      
 
    Coliseum Victory Reward! 
 
      
 
    15 Gold Coins! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nice! 15 gold coins for one fight? That was good, but I wondered if the prize would get higher and higher with each fight I won? I didn't know. But, I was just happy to have some gold. Now, I just needed to find out where I could buy new weapons. My thoughts were interrupted by a level up alert: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    You Have Leveled Up! Open Your Inventory To Distribute Points. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my inventory: 
 
      
 
    Note To User: You Have 4 Points to Distribute. Use your points wisely. 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 5 
 
    Human Male - Warrior 
 
      
 
    Statistics:  
 
    HP: 18/18 
 
    Stamina: 14 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 14 (+4 added) 
 
    Persuasion: 3 
 
    Intelligence: 1 
 
    Willpower: 1 
 
    Sneak: 2 
 
    Agility: 3  
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Abilities: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Awesome! Would I level up every time I won a fight? If so, that was gonna be great. I stacked up my strength even more. I looked at my arms and saw that they were a little bit bigger. This was starting to get addictive. How strong could I get? Within moments, a guard walked over to me and grabbed my arm. I slowly walked with him. There was an overwhelming sense of power that came over me. Almost as if the crowd's positive energy was being funneled into me. I felt powerful and alive.  
 
      
 
    The cheers continued as I left the coliseum. We continued down the long hallway as I wondered where we were going. It all seemed so weird. How did I end up in this position? Eventually, the guard took me back to the small room where me and my opponent had eaten our rice. He sat me down at the same table. I looked at my blood covered hands. Was this my own blood or the blood of my opponent? I reached up and touched my face and then looked at my hand. There was more blood.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a short man wearing a black robe came into the room. It was the Emperor. “Very good,” he said with both of his hands together. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    He sat down across from me and brushed the white hair away from his wrinkly eyes. “If you keep winning, you will become a very satisfied resident here in FlatFall.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yea? How can I ever be happy when I am locked up in a cell?” 
 
      
 
    He leaned closer to me. “You have not been here for long. If you continue to win, you will get your own private home in FlatFall. You can live a life of luxury here. It's all up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” I asked with surprise. “How many matches must I win?” 
 
      
 
    “It's not about how many matches you win. It's about the crowd. Win them over, and you will win the life you have always dreamed of.” 
 
      
 
    “How will I know? How will I know when I have reached that level?” 
 
      
 
    The Emperor stood up. “It doesn't happen overnight. You are just another new player right now. A quick thrill for them, that's all. But, continue to win, and your name will carry weight.” 
 
      
 
    I was starting to see how this place worked. If you made the Emperor gold, you were good. If you didn't make money, you would end up like the old guy. Thrown in some hole. For this, I didn't like the Emperor. Still, I had to take an opportunity when I saw one. “I will continue to win. I am certain of it.” 
 
      
 
    A devious look came to his face. “Excellent. That is what I like to hear. We have no patience for losers here in FlatFall. A loser doesn't only bring himself down, but he also brings down the entire city.” 
 
      
 
    “Where can I get weapons? And, is there somewhere I can train?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” the Emperor replied. “That is what FlatFall is all about. The whole city is built around the coliseum. Once a day you are allowed to train and purchase weapons in the city. There is a large merchant here who sells nearly any weapon or armor set you can imagine. Look for the star symbol on top of his shop.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't know we could visit the city. Wow, that actually gave me some hope of living a “fairly normal” life. I could feel the motivation building inside of me. It was clear what I needed to do now. I needed to become obsessed with leveling up, getting new weapons and winning coliseum battles. I nodded my head. “I will work hard to gain my new life.” 
 
      
 
    The Emperor walked away towards the door. He turned towards me. “You show a lot of promise. Do not let me down.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't reply. He left and was quickly replaced with a guard. As the guard grabbed my arm, I wondered what had happened to my opponent. Did they just let him go back to his cell and rest up? Or did something much worse happen to the loser? When we arrived at my cell, Douglas was really excited to see me. The guard pushed me in and slammed the door behind me. “Did you see me in the crowd?” Douglas asked. 
 
      
 
    “I didn't. I looked, but didn't see you.” 
 
      
 
    “I was there. I was the reason everyone was cheering for you. You should have seen me. I got them all excited about you. Told them it was your first fight and we were cell mates.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. I appreciated his support, but I seriously doubted he was the reason for the cheering crowd. “What did you think? How did I do?” 
 
      
 
    “I was waiting for more. Most players beat another player until they are almost dead. I wanted to see a real blood bath. That's the only part I didn't like.” 
 
      
 
    “The guy was new to the game,” I replied. “He even told me that he wanted to surrender. What? Was I suppose to just start pounding his head into the ground after that?” 
 
      
 
    The troll's head flickered up and down. “Yes. That would have been great.” 
 
      
 
    “I was just happy to win,” I replied while sitting down. “How bad is my face? It's not too bad is it?” 
 
      
 
    Douglas sat next to me and began to examine my face. “That one might leave a scar,” he said while pointing at my forehead. 
 
      
 
    A scar? At first, I didn't like the sound of it. But, things were different now. I was on my way to becoming a well respected warrior. Scars were cool when you were a warrior. I rubbed my head. It hurt. I looked around our cell. Man, it was boring in here. “So when do we get to go to FlatFall? I want to buy a weapon and learn some new skills.” 
 
      
 
    The troll began to shake. “It won't be long. It's about that time of the day. I love to take walks in the sunshine.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, there was a strange noise. Where was it coming from? I began to look around. It almost sounded like flapping wings. “What is that?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, it's nothing. Just ignore it,” Douglas replied while standing up.  
 
      
 
    My head turned towards the source of the sound. Hovering just outside of the small barred up window, was a strange looking bird. His wings flapped quickly as it seemed he was struggling to remain in the air. I squinted my eyes and realized it was a pigeon. 
 
    “Hello Douglas,” his squeaky voice said. “Is it just another day of being locked up for you? I just wanted to drop by and say one thing. It feels amazing to be free. It really does.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas swatted his hands into the air. “Why don't you leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I might,” the little pigeon replied with a smirk. “I do have that option don't I?” 
 
      
 
    I examined the pigeon's small face. He didn't look like a normal pigeon. His tongue hung from the side of his mouth and he looked really confused. He was brown and about the size of a golf ball. Why was he so small? Wobbling from side to side, the pigeon struggled to stay in the air. His beady little eyes darted over at me. “This troll will drag you down if you let him. Better be careful. His loser genetics are strong,” the pigeon laughed. 
 
      
 
    I squinted my eyes. What the hell was this? Did this little pigeon really come down here just to verbally abuse Douglas? Did he have nothing else to do with his pathetic life? Douglas looked irritated and jumped up at the window. “If you are so free then why do you live in a dungeon? Can you answer that?” 
 
      
 
    “I come here by choice,” the pigeon replied. “I know the way in, and I know the way out. Sometimes I hang out in grassy areas and enjoy bread pieces that players feed me. It's a very free and satisfying life.” 
 
      
 
    The pigeon began to fly from side to side. He squeezed between the bars and flew into our cell. Then, he laughed while flying over our heads. Douglas jumped up and down while trying his best to grab him. “I'm gonna kill you one day,” he screamed over and over. “Just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    The pigeon flew up towards the ceiling and hovered in place. A strange look came to his face. Then, a small black pellet came out of him. It bounced on the ground in front of Douglas. “Enjoy your meal you little loser,” the pigeon said. Then, he flew out of the window and disappeared from our sight. 
 
      
 
    Douglas stomped on the pellet. I wrinkled my forehead. What a mean spirited little bird. Did he really get a kick out of seeing us locked up? Was this some sort of sick hobby that he enjoyed? Making fun of a small troll who was locked up? I had to admit, that pigeon was a little bastard. “What was that all about? I asked. 
 
      
 
    “He comes by from time to time,” Douglas replied with fury in his eyes. “I'm gonna kill him. It's one of the things I look most forward to. In fact, I will be looking for him today. I saw his ugly face in FlatFall once before. Next time I see him, I won't let him get away.” 
 
      
 
    “So how did the pigeon learn how to talk? Is that fairly normal in the game world?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh someone enchanted him,” Douglas replied with irritation. “Players do it for fun sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “Hopefully he won't come back.” 
 
      
 
    “He'll be back. He's always trying to lower my self esteem. He's obsessed with lowering my self esteem because he sees how well I am doing. He watches my fights at the coliseum, I know he does. And he secretly knows I am the next Grand Champion. He's just jealous. Deep down inside, he knows that he is a worthless bird, and I am a future champion. That's why he acts the way he acts.” 
 
      
 
    It was already depressing enough being locked up, and the last thing we needed was some enchanted pigeon taunting us. For the next hour, me and Douglas didn't say anything. Then, something rattled the bars behind us. “To your feet,” a guard commanded. 
 
      
 
    I stood up and looked at the armored guard. He opened our door. “It's time to visit FlatFall,” he said. 
 
      
 
    We exited the cell. I was more excited than ever as we began to leave the dungeon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we got to FlatFall, I was pleasantly surprised. The city was much larger than I had expected. Tall stone columns held a long bridge that went across the entrance of the city. Most of the buildings were sand colored and had red roofs. They were constructed with fine stones that glistened under the sunshine. Players were busy running around and there were a wide range of NPCS as well. It was much nicer than I would have expected. Overall, it was beautiful. Not only that, but the city itself sat on a cliff above the ocean. Even from the entrance, you could make out the sound of crashing waves if you listened hard enough.  
 
      
 
    We walked under the large stone bridge. It was easily a hundred feet high and had people walking across it. The bridge itself connected two large buildings with golden oval roofs. Conversation filled the air as Trolls, Elves and Humans roamed the streets. There were not a ton of players, but it certainly wasn't a ghost town. My eyes darted around as Douglas elbowed me. “I gotta go get some stuff,” he said while walking away from me. “Our time here is limited. Get what you need and don't waste too much time. They usually only give us about two hours out here.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas ran off into the distance. I was excited to explore the city. Many of the players in the city were prisoners just like myself. I knew this because many wore the same basic outfit that I had on. Where was a weapon shop? I remembered the Emperor had told me to look for the sign with a “star” on it. But, I didn't see it. There were food shops, bakeries, supplies and even a pet store. Cool. I wouldn't mind bringing a pet back to my cell if they allowed it. But, I didn't have time. I continued walking forward and noticed a large fountain. Right next to the fountain, I saw a sign for a tavern. A tavern? I shook my head.  
 
      
 
    Yes, I would like a beer. I pushed the green door open and walked in. There was some classical music playing and the place was themed with mostly red colors. Red chairs, carpet, wallpaper and even red lighting. In a weird way, it was kinda nice. Several other prisoners sat at the bar and were busy drinking. There were a few good looking girls too. If I had enough drinks, maybe I could talk to some? It was something I kept in the back of my mind. I scanned the room and soaked in the atmosphere. I wondered how much a beer was though. I didn't want to waste much of my gold on a beer, but I still wanted one. I raised my hand into the air and signaled the bartender closer to me. “I'll take your cheapest beer,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I sat down while the bartender reached below the counter and pulled out a rusty looking bottle. “That will be 0.10 gold.” 
 
      
 
    That wasn't too bad. I dropped 0.10 gold on the counter and twisted the cap off my beer. I put the bottle to my lips. Man, it felt good. The beer slid down my throat as a relaxing feeling took over. One part of me just wanted to sit around all day and drink. I knew it would be fun, but I would live to regret it. No, I wasn't going to do that. I was only going to have one beer. I took another sip and looked around the room. It looked like everyone was enjoying themselves. I continued looking until I saw something that made me furious. It was Cosmo. Only a few tables away, he sat by himself with a table full of empty beer bottles. 
 
      
 
    I took another sip and then another. My blood was boiling. What was stopping me from smashing my beer bottle right over his head? I could do it couldn't I? I could just walk up to him and hit him in the back of his head. I looked around. There was a guard in each corner of the room. Damn. Guess they were here just to make sure something like this didn't happen. I drank the last bit of my beer and stood up. Even though I wasn't going to use it, I still had my beer bottle in my hand. Just in case things got too crazy. Each step I took creaked as I got closer and closer to Cosmo. Then, I was there. I was right in front of his table. He looked up at me. Then, he laughed. I didn't say anything. Instead, I just stared at him. “Take a seat,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Screw that,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    His eyes became smaller. “Are you still upset about that whole situation? About what happened at the bandit village?” 
 
      
 
    I didn't reply. He was drunk and just trying to be a smart ass. “Why don't you sit down,” he said while kicking the chair out from beneath the table. “Come on. I mean it. I wanna explain to you what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “There's no need to explain anything. There is nothing you can do or say that will make it right.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo flicked a beer bottle off the table. Glass shattered and he laughed. “They always payed me well to bring new players into FlatFall. It was always just too much gold to resist. I feel a little bad for what I did to you. But, you let me do it. Didn't you? So, you really have nobody to blame but yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up dude. You are pathetic.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo lowered his head. Then, he raised his eyebrows. “How did you like the commitment I put into it all? I was pretty dedicated wasn't I?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “You know. I really sold the lie. I Got all of the weapons for your crummy army and all of that crap. Pretty impressive isn't it?” he asked with a proud look. ”I Put up with you and your other pathetic friends because I never lost sight of the prize. By the way, your good friend Tommy is a complete idiot. Sorry, I just had to say that. I was thinking about it the other night actually. How does a person become so stupid? It just boggles my mind.” 
 
      
 
    This guy was even a bigger scumbag than I first realized. But, I had to admit, he did put in a lot of effort to sell the lie. I guess it made sense too because he just took everything back that he had bought for us. It was just a temporary investment for him. I towered over him. He was down there, and I was up here. I had the advantage over him. Shit. I was trying to fight the urge. I knew it wouldn't be smart to hit him, but I couldn't resist it. I wanted to slap him. My heart began to beat faster. I was trying to fight it, but I couldn't. I looked around to see where the guards were. One was getting a drink at the bar, but the other had his eyes locked on to me. Crap. It was just too risky. I couldn't do it, and it nearly ate me up on the inside. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, I would get revenge later. Now was not the time. Leaning down closer to him, I spoke firmly. “I won't rest until you are dead.” 
 
      
 
    When I said those words, it was almost as if he had temporarily sobered up. His head went closer to mine. “Is that a threat?” 
 
      
 
    “It's a promise.” 
 
      
 
    “You won't last a minute with me,” he yelled. “Me and you both know that.” 
 
      
 
    I slapped a beer bottle off his table. “You have it backwards. It's you that won't last a minute with me. Just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    At first, he didn't reply. He bit his lip and itched his nose. A faint chuckle began to emerge before it turned into a full-blown laugh. “I look forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    I turned around and began to walk away. He yelled back to me. “You're gonna need a lot of training if you ever want to compete with me. We aren't even on the same level. You remember that. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    I just kept walking. I was going to get revenge, and it would be much sooner than he thought. After leaving the bar, I sat down on a bench next to the fountain. I was so mad. All I cared about was killing Cosmo. But how? How was I to do it? I ran my hands through my hair and got up. Not far from me, I saw Douglas petting a white horse. I was about to call him over, but decided I needed to find the weapon shop. I walked the opposite direction and began looking at every single shop. There were many homes that players were coming in and out of. Were these players prisoners in the past? I walked up to a man wearing expensive fur who was busy locking up his home. “Excuse me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you come here as a prisoner?” 
 
      
 
    The man looked offended. “Of course not. Living here was an investment choice I made on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    The man finished locking his door. “Nothing,” he replied while hurrying away. “I am one of the permanent residents here. I live here because of my career.” 
 
      
 
    “But I thought prisoners lived in FlatFall too?” 
 
      
 
    “They do,” the man yelled while pointing to his left. 
 
      
 
    I looked over at the buildings he was pointing to. They were not nearly as nice. In fact, they looked crappy. As I walked closer to the homes, I realized they were really crappy. Small wooden boxes with plastic tarps for a roof. What the crap? This was where the “satisfied” residents lived that the Emperor talked about? I knew that guy was full of it. Still, it did look like a big improvement over my dungeon cell. At least I would have privacy. Even though I was starting to like Douglas more, the whole “watching me during sleep” thing was creepy.  
 
      
 
    I turned back around and began to look for the weapon shop again. Many moments passed until I saw an odd looking building. The building was shaped like a triangle and had a flat roof. I looked up at the sign on top of it. Yes, this was it! The symbol of a star. I ran over to the building and went inside of it. Swords, daggers, maces and all sorts of weapons hung on the wall. Behind the counter, was a totally bald man wearing a white jacket. The brown age spots on his face made it appear that he was around sixty years of age. “Welcome to my shop,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I took a close look and realized he was probably an NPC. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    He sniffed and examined me with his cold blue eyes. “Did you have anything in particular that you were looking for?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But, what is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Henderson. Just call me Henderson.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay Henderson. I have 15 gold coins. I want the most that my gold can buy me. I really just need a weapon and some good armor.” 
 
      
 
    Henderson looked like he was thinking. “What do you usually use?” 
 
      
 
    “A sword,” I replied. “But, I am open to using anything. I just need something with high damage.” 
 
      
 
    “It's not always about the damage. You gotta make sure it will hold up too.” 
 
      
 
    He walked back and pulled some weapons off the wall. I examined them: 
 
      
 
      
 
     Sword of Frost 
 
      
 
    Slot: Left or Right Hand 
 
    Level: 2 (Beginner) 
 
    Weight:11 lbs 
 
    Damage: 16 
 
    Cost: 7 Gold 
 
      
 
    or 
 
      
 
    Soul Hand Sword 
 
      
 
    Slot: Left or Right Hand 
 
    Level: 5 (Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 13 lbs 
 
    Damage: 29 
 
    Cost:13 Gold 
 
      
 
      
 
    or 
 
      
 
    Enchanted Iron Moon Sword 
 
      
 
    Slot: Left or Right Hand 
 
    Level: 7 (Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 07 lbs 
 
    Damage: 29 
 
    Enchantment: Reduces Any Magic Damage by 7% 
 
    Cost:21 Gold 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wanted the Enchanted Long Sword. But, the CrimsonBlade also looked really good. I could afford the Soul Hand Sword, but what about armor? I had to have armor. It was too risky to go into my next match without having any armor. “I want the Soul Hand Sword. But, I need some armor too. I only have 15.05 gold though.” 
 
      
 
    Henderson looked at me with sagging lips. “I can throw in some cheap armor too. I'll do that for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I replied with a cheerful tone. “What kind of armor?” 
 
      
 
    “It's pretty basic. But, it's better than nothing.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled some armor out from under his counter. I examined it: 
 
      
 
     DragonFrost Armor  
 
      
 
    Slot: Chest and arms 
 
    Level: 4 (Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 29 lbs 
 
    Defense: 09 
 
    Cost: 4 Gold 
 
      
 
      
 
    I quickly grabbed the white armor as I feared he might change his mind. “This will work,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Henderson handed me the Raysword and I examined it. To be honest, it was a pretty cool looking sword. In fact, it even matched my armor. A long white handle with black lacing running down it's side. The blade was long and looked to have a lot of reach. I examined the steel blade and could see that it had a sharp edge. I nodded to Henderson as he appeared to be examining my face. “You fought in the coliseum earlier didn't you?” 
 
      
 
    “You saw me?” I asked with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “No. It's your face,” he replied. “Fighters always come in here all beat up looking.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “Yea. Well, I won. I won my first match. How about that?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. Then he pointed at me. “Look at those bright eyes. They all look that way when they win their first match,” he said with a smile. “It's good, but you have a long ways to go. There are a lot of levels to the coliseum.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    Henderson looked like he almost regretted saying what he did because he didn't feel like explaining it further. “If you wanna become a Grand Champion, you need to work through each level. Each level has its own champion. Of course, the Grand Champion is at the very top of it all. He's been champion for over a year now. So, I wouldn't be too set on becoming the next Grand Champion.” 
 
      
 
    “What's his name?” 
 
      
 
    “Alberto. That is all he goes by.” 
 
      
 
    Alberto? It was a pretty cool name I guess. “Has he never been defeated?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Henderson replied while turning away from me. “Just give me all of your gold and we will call it even.” 
 
      
 
    I dropped the 15.05 gold on to his table. “Oh, and another thing,” he said. “If you want to upgrade your weapons and armor just come back here. I will buy them back from you at a reasonable rate.”  
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    I opened my inventory and tried to equip my armor and sword. I looked down at my white armor. It was beautiful. Where was my sword though? What the crap? “How come I can't equip my sword?”  
 
      
 
    “They don't let new prisoners equip weapons in the city,” he replied. “You gotta earn the trust of FlatFall before you can do that. If you wanna try out your sword, you will need to visit the training grounds.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are those?” 
 
      
 
    “Not far from here. About a three minute walk straight behind my shop.” 
 
      
 
    I waved at Henderson. “Thanks again.” 
 
      
 
    I left the shop and began walking around the city. How much longer did I have before I had to go back? I was starting to like the city, and I really wasn't eager to go back to my cell. In fact, it sucked. It sucked that there was this great city yet I had to spend most of my time locked up with a troll. As I continued walking, I noticed a store with a large sign on front of it. On the sign was a picture of a man swinging a sword. What was this all about? I approached the building and pushed the heavy metal door open. Inside, I saw several players doing all sorts of different moves. Wow. What was this place? A man with a long scar running down his cheek approached me. He had long dark hair that was pulled back in a ponytail. “Welcome. Did you want to learn a new skill today?” 
 
      
 
    Cool. This guy was going to teach me new skills? Around us, were about a half dozen characters learning new moves. “What kind of moves can you teach me?” 
 
      
 
    He pointed at a large man in full armor who had made a straw dummy his victim. He did the same move over and over. His left elbow slammed into the dummy and was followed with a punch from the right. To finish it off, he came up with a strong left uppercut. It was a pretty cool looking move. “How much does it cost to learn that one?” 
 
      
 
    “Depends on your class. There's certain skills you can learn based on your class.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my hands together. Yes, this was going to be awesome. I wish I had some gold, but I didn't. “I will be back soon. I just gotta earn some more gold first.” 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to it,” the man replied before walking away. 
 
      
 
    I just needed more gold. Once I got that, I would learn all of the skills I could afford. Right before I exited the shop, the man yelled something else back to me. “You are a fighter right?” 
 
      
 
    “That's right.” 
 
      
 
    He walked closer to me. “Weapons, skills and armor are important. But, there is something else that is just as important that many fighters don't pay attention to.” 
 
      
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
      
 
    The man looked from side to side. “You need to know your enemy. It wouldn't hurt to watch some fights and study who you are set to fight. If you know what skills or magic he uses, you can prepare for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, I replied. “That is not a bad idea.” 
 
      
 
    He was right. I needed to learn as much as I could about my opponents. After leaving the store, I walked around for a few moments. There was a faint clicking noise coming from the distance. Down a long cobblestone road in the center of FlatFall, was a horse pulling a white carriage. The horse raced towards me as the sounds of pounding hooves got closer and closer. Then, it came to a halt. The carriage was stunning. White wood lined with a gold paint around the edges. Players and NPCS gathered around the carriage. What was going on? The door creaked open. The first thing I saw, was her white slippers. Then, I saw her. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. Luxurious long dark hair that hugged her curvy waist. Her large brown eyes had a softness in them as she looked around. A man in black clothing rushed to her side and lifted the bottom of her well made white dress. “Thank you sir,” she said while taking her first step. 
 
      
 
    Everyone had their eyes on her. It was a beautiful sight, until I saw what got out of the carriage behind her. A tall muscular man wearing expensive looking white armor. The armor was laced with gold and had several layers to it. Everything he wore was a mix of white and gold. Even his hair was white, and he had it pulled back in a ponytail. I had to admit, he was a little intimidating.  
 
      
 
    But I took a close look at his face. Despite all of his fancy gear, he really didn't have that great of a face. In fact, he was kinda ugly if you looked hard enough. His nose was too big and placed too low on his head. I mean sure, he was a good enough looking guy. But the real reason this girl was with him was probably because he was rich or something. Or maybe I was just telling myself that to make myself feel better? The man grabbed the woman's hand as they began to walk together. My eyes were locked on the beautiful woman. She looked from side to side and waved at everyone around her. Then, our eyes met. She stared at me. Much longer than she had stared at anyone else.  
 
      
 
    Truthfully, I think she saw how cute I was. I mean, I had fixed all of my minor real life flaws during the character creation process. I smiled. It was an awkward smile. But, she didn't smile back. Instead, she just kept on walking. After that, the man in white armor shot me an odd look. Crap, I think he saw me smile at her. I nodded my head and smiled at him too. His eyes locked on to me as he continued walking. I continued smiling until I could no longer see him. Who were these two? I didn't know, but I was going to find out.    Suddenly, a guard rushed to my side. “Your free time is up for today,” he said. 
 
      
 
    My head went down. The reality of my life hit me. And it was even more depressing after seeing what I had just seen. How could a girl like her ever like me when I was just a prisoner? It was obvious her and the man were rich. The walk back to the dungeon was a slow one. When we arrived at my cell, Douglas looked happy to see me. The guard tossed me into the cell and slammed the door behind me. Great, it was just another day with the troll.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat on the ground. Douglas seemed eager to tell me something. “I am fighting tonight. I'm up against a pretty tough guy.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? Do you think you can beat him?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I can,” Douglas replied with too much confidence. “I'm gonna stomp him into the ground. He's gonna fear my very name after this match is over.” 
 
      
 
    “What's his win and loss record?” 
 
      
 
    “He's won four matches and only lost one. But, he's been fighting a bunch of easy people.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know they were easy people?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I've been watching his fights. I am always watching him fight,” Douglas replied with a sneaky look. 
 
      
 
    I leaned my back against the cold metal bars. “I think I will watch your fight tonight. That could be kinda fun.” 
 
      
 
    Both of his hands came together. “Yes. I want you to see the beating I give this man. I'm gonna mop the floor with him. Just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas's teeth rattled. Was he nervous, or just really excited? I didn't know, but his teeth continued to rattle. There was a steady twitch to his jaw as his eyes became shifty. We didn't speak for a moment, until I decided to ask him about what I had seen earlier. “There was a white carriage that came into FlatFall today. A man in white armor and a girl wearing white got out of it. Do you know who they are?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Douglas replied. “That is the Grand Champion and the Emperors daughter.” 
 
      
 
    The Emperors daughter? How could something so beautiful come from something so ugly? It just didn't make sense. “So, they are dating? Married? What's the situation with those two?” 
 
      
 
    Douglas laughed. Then he stopped. Then he began to laugh again. “I recognize that look,” he replied. “You are interested in her aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    My head went from side to side. “Not really. I was just curious, that's all. Just wondering  because I saw them holding hands.” 
 
      
 
    “It's hard to say what they are,” Douglas replied. “They have been seeing each other for many months. The Emperor has plans for her to marry the Grand Champion. But, that has not happened yet.” 
 
      
 
    Only months? How much could she really like this guy? The Emperor was forcing her to see him? Yea, this wasn't true love. This was just some sort of arrangement based on social status. I shrugged my shoulders. “Oh, well I was just wondering. That's all.” 
 
      
 
    “You should stop wondering. As of right now, she is off limits. Pursuing her will only bring troubles to you. Trust me on that.” 
 
      
 
    “I was just curious,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Douglas looked from side to side. He leaned forward and whispered. “Can I tell you something?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess,” I replied. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “The Grand Champion isn't only seeing her.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “I saw him and another girl kissing behind the tavern. This was only a few days ago.” 
 
      
 
    My eyebrows went up. “That cheating bastard,” I yelled. “I knew that guy was a scumbag. I just knew it.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas put both hands into the air. “Don't tell anyone I told you that. Trust me, you are best off forgetting her. She is nothing but trouble right now.” 
 
      
 
    Trouble? I appreciated this troll's advice, but what did he really know? He was just some troll that was locked in a cage. What made him an “expert” on potential trouble? “I'm not scared of any troubles,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Douglas laughed. “That's what everyone says until they are in the middle of a trouble.” 
 
      
 
    My head went against the bars. Dreams filled my mind of being a Grand Champion and pulling up in the same white carriage. Yes, I could see it. I saw crowds cheering for me and the girl. We were both so happy together. It all seemed so real as I played the scene over and over in my mind. But then, I looked down. All I saw was Douglas's face. He smiled. “Are you ready to cheer for me tonight?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Before I could answer, I got an alert. It was a new message from Tommy: 
 
      
 
    “Hey it's me Tommy again. So many crazy things have happened since we last talked! Me and Todd have been talking back and forth. I am about to get the Astral Dust stuff that Todd needs. Then, I am going to his location where his soul is. After that we are coming to bust you out. We got a whole big plan. It's gonna be really cool. So don't worry. We will be there soon! BTW.....I have a very small army of 4 peasants right now too.  
 
      
 
    Tommy.” 
 
      
 
    Bust me out? Was he serious? There was no way Tommy was going to get me out of this place. I just didn't see how it was possible. Truthfully, in a weird sort of way, I didn't know if I wanted to leave. The seed of becoming a Grand Champion had been planted in my mind. There was just something so exciting about it. But, then I looked over at Douglas. Yea, I didn't want to stay here forever. I wrote Tommy back: 
 
      
 
    “Okay cool. Keep me updated and let me know when you save Todd. 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    I got up and began to pace back and forth. Douglas didn't say anything. “Getting nervous about your fight tonight?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I never get nervous about fighting,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    The sound of incoming footsteps were heard from outside our cell. Within moments, a guard had arrived. “It's time,” the guard said while unlocking the cell door. 
 
      
 
    Douglas jumped to his feet and began jabbing into the air. “I'm really going to put on a show for you tonight. Just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you kick his ass,” I replied with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Get the crowd excited. That's what I did for you. Just really pump them up okay?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Of course. I will tell them all how great you are.” 
 
      
 
    The guard grabbed Douglas and looked at me. “Did you want to watch him fight?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I will cheer for him.” 
 
      
 
    The guard grabbed my arm and led us both out of the cell. Nobody said anything as we walked down the long hall towards the coliseum. The guard handed me off to another guard while they took Douglas into the center of the coliseum. I was slowly led to a narrow hallway. Every few feet, there were torches mounted on the wall. Water dripped from the ceiling as the hallway seemed to go on forever. The ceiling above us rattled as I realized we were underneath the crowd. Finally, we arrived inside of the coliseum. Looking around, I realized I was pretty close to ground level. I looked all around me and couldn't believe how many people were watching. The guard pointed to a section that was separated from the rest of the crowd. “Over there,” he yelled.  
 
      
 
    I looked at the players who were seated in the separated section. Yea, it made sense. These were obviously prisoners. Some wore the same basic outfit I had arrived in, while others wore heavy armor. There were only about five or six players watching the fight in total. One guy had an old looking notepad, and seemed to be busy taking notes. Interesting. I guess he was studying up on his future opponents. The guard led me closer to the seating and pointed at an empty space. “Sit there,” he commanded. 
 
      
 
    I took a seat next to the character with the notepad. His armor was solid black and he wore a thick silver chain around his neck. His face was broad and he had a thick beard. It was hard to believe that I would be fighting characters like this guy. “Who do you think will win?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “The human,” the man replied with a deep voice. 
 
      
 
    “I think the troll has a chance.” 
 
      
 
    The man laughed. But, he didn't reply. 
 
      
 
    I looked down at the arena. Douglas stood on one side while a fair sized human stood on the other. Both of them didn't wear any armor nor have any weapons. Douglas only wore his usual brown shirt and blue shorts. And the human wore no shirt at all. But, I could see that the human was in very good shape. It made me wonder though. Why did they both wear no armor? I continued watching them prepare for battle when a strange sensation came over me. It was a weird feeling watching the fight from where I was watching it from. I felt like I was part of something important.  
 
      
 
    Everyone around us was here to see a fight. They had come to see players like me fight. The crowd began to cheer louder. I looked behind me at the many rows of seating that gradually went higher and higher. There were so many faces. Then, one of the faces looked at me. It wasn't a pleasant look. “Keep your eyes off me,” a man with dark hair yelled only a few rows away. 
 
      
 
    My eyes continued to look at the man while he grew even more frustrated. “You got a staring problem?” he asked with intense eyes. “Turn back around. I mean it!” 
 
      
 
    “I can look at whatever I want,” I yelled before turning back around. 
 
      
 
    “What was that? What did you just say?” the man asked from behind me. 
 
      
 
    I just ignored him. A small part of myself wanted to jump up and slap him into the ground. But, I knew that might lead to trouble. So, I just continued to ignore him. “He's drunk,” the prisoner beside me said. 
 
      
 
    “Yea. Guess that makes sense,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Many of the players who live in FlatFall are rich. They think they own us and we are here only to entertain them. But, that is not true. We all fight for different reasons.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd suddenly began to cheer at a deafening level. Then, a loud bell rang. My eyes locked on to Douglas. My heart began to beat harder. I was excited for him, and I really wanted to see him win. Both of my hands went into the air. “Cheer for the troll,” I yelled over and over. 
 
      
 
    But, nobody cheered. My eyes locked on to Douglas. He jumped from side to side as the man began to walk closer to him. Douglas sprinted to his left, and then to his right. Over and over he continued to do this. The crowd began to let out a few “boo” sounds. What was the troll doing? Was this some sort of strange survival technique that he had come up with? Perhaps a trick to throw off his opponent? I didn't know, but the man was getting closer and closer as Douglas continued sprinting side to side. Suddenly, Douglas changed the direction of his sprint. He ran towards the man at full speed and leaped on top of him. There was a struggle and I couldn't see what was happening. My hands went into the air. “Get him! Come on Douglas,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    The two fell to the ground. Douglas jumped on top of the man and began hitting him over and over. “Kick his ass,” I yelled with excitement.  
 
      
 
    The crowd screamed over and over. “Kill him, Kill him.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas threw both of his hands into the air and looked at the crowd. I was happy for him as a smile came to my face. He was really doing it. He was about to win just like he said he would. Suddenly, the man's hand went around Douglas's neck. Douglas tried to loosen his grip, but couldn't. The man slung Douglas to the ground before pulling them both back to their feet. Douglas's feet left the ground as the man lifted him into the air. With one arm, the man held Douglas. Players around us screamed and cheered. The man let go of Douglas, but Douglas was too weak to stand. He fell to his knees and struggled to breathe.  
 
      
 
    The man grabbed the back of his head and slammed his knee into his jaw. Douglas fell to his side and struggled to get up while the man enjoyed the crowd cheering for him. Both of his hands were in the air as the crowd cheered louder and louder. Douglas stumbled to his knees before he finally got back to his feet. I had to admit, the troll didn't look too healthy. I felt bad for him as I didn't want to see what was going to happen next.  
 
      
 
    The man walked with confidence as if he didn't view Douglas as a threat at all. Douglas held both hands in front of his chest. He swung, but the man caught it. Douglas swung with his other hand, but the man caught it too. With a yank, he pulled him closer and delivered a crushing headbutt. Douglas fell, but the man didn't let go of his hands. Again, he headbutted him. Douglas's green colored face had become red. Crap, this little troll was seriously injured. His body was limp but the man wouldn't stop. He pushed Douglas back and began to pummel him with blow after blow. Again and again the man pounded his face. My head went back and forth. I had to face the facts. Douglas was getting his ass kicked. The man continued beating him as I wondered how long the little troll could endure such punishment. Blood splashed into the air as the beating continued.  
 
      
 
    Damn. This troll was suffering. The people cheered louder and louder as the beating got worse and worse. I had never seen a beating drag on for so long. Was someone going to stop this? Or were they planning to bury the troll? If so, I wondered if I would be invited to the funeral. I didn't know. Suddenly, the man climbed off Douglas's lifeless body. He was covered in blood while he jumped up and down. The crowd went crazy for him as white flowers poured out of the sky. What the hell? They threw way more white flowers for this guy than they had done for me. It just didn't seem fair.  
 
      
 
    I continued looking at Douglas and hoped that I would see him get up. But, he didn't. In the corner of the arena, two men pushed a wooden wheel barrel towards his body. The wheel barrel stopped. They grabbed both of his arms and tossed him into it. Douglas didn't move. Within minutes they were gone. I squinted my eyes. So they just toss people into a crappy wheel barrel and dump them somewhere? I looked over at the prisoner next to me. He seemed to be very busy taking some notes. “Where did they take the troll?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It depends,” he replied without looking up at me. 
 
      
 
    “On what?” 
 
      
 
    “If he's dead or alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think he's dead?” 
 
      
 
    “Hard to say,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    Was Douglas dead? Had I really witnessed my cellmates death? It was sad to think about considering that I was just beginning to like him. “What happens if he is still alive?” 
 
      
 
    “He will probably survive if that's the case,” the prisoner replied.  
 
      
 
    “Where do they take him though?” 
 
      
 
    “Where do you think? Back to his cell.” 
 
      
 
    “Do they heal him first? Maybe take him to a clinic or something?” 
 
      
 
    The prisoner laughed. “You get one mercy lose. After that, nobody cares about you. Especially if you are a low level fighter. He better hope he has plenty of healing potions. Otherwise, he will just die a slow painful death. It has happened to many before, and will happen to many more.” 
 
      
 
    In the distance, I could see several guards headed in our direction. The crowd continued to cheer as the man tried his best to win them over. He did many different gestures as he seemed to be enjoying his victory over the troll. Within moments, one of the guards had arrived. “Come with me,” he demanded while grabbing my arm. 
 
      
 
    More guards arrived and began to take the other prisoners as well. We left the coliseum and headed down the long narrow hallway that led back to our cells. Nobody said anything as we just continued walking. It wasn't long before I arrived at my cell. We stood outside of the door while the guard fumbled around trying to find his keys. Then, he inserted the key, opened the door and pushed me into my cell. “Your cellmate is coming soon,” he said before turning to leave. 
 
      
 
    “He's alive?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Barely,” the guard replied with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the metal bars in front of me. Across from me, there was only a brown wall with a torch mounted on it. The flames flickered as they spit out a few random pops. Down the hallway, I could hear other prisoners talking. But, they were not close enough for me to make out any clear words. My forehead went against the bars. When would they let me visit the city again? The schedule didn't seem consistent. Or perhaps I just didn't understand it fully yet? My eyes began to close. But then, they flickered open. Crap, I was getting sleepy. I didn't want to sleep though. But, my body demanded it as blackness overtook me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    My cell door creaked open. At first, I thought I was still dreaming. But, I wasn't. There was a thud after they dumped his body on to the ground. Douglas let out a cough that was followed by a twitch. The wheels on the wheel barrel squealed as they pushed the cart out of our cell and left us. He was flat on his back and didn't move. His green face wasn't as green as usual, and dried blood was around his mouth, nose and eyes. He looked like he was dead, but he was still breathing. I stood up over his body. “Douglas? Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes opened, but they looked odd. Only a blank look covered his face. “Do you need some water or something?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    His tongue slid out of his mouth and hung to the side. Damn. This troll didn't look healthy. “Is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
      
 
    There was nothing that came from the troll. Was he going to die? I began to pace back and forth in the cell. Thoughts flooded my head. Suddenly, I heard flapping wings above me. “Oh wow,” a squeaky voice yelled with excitement. “Did he finally die?” 
 
      
 
    I looked up and saw the pigeon that Douglas hated so much. He looked really happy. “He's not dead,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “I watched his fight. I was there and saw the beating,” the pigeon laughed. “He did what he does best. He lost.” 
 
      
 
    “What should I do? Should I get some health potions or something?”  
 
      
 
    The pigeon looked confused. His little head went from side to side. “Don't heal him. Just let him die. That's what I would do.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. This pigeon really was a little asshole. How could he be so heartless? “I won't let him die,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Why not? I've been waiting a long time to see his final day,” the pigeon replied with eager eyes. “One less loser in the world is how I see it.” 
 
      
 
    I jumped up into the air and tried to make the pigeon leave. “I will save Douglas,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “He's a natural born loser. You can't keep saving him forever.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you hate him so much? What did he ever do to you?” 
 
      
 
    His beady little eyes became even smaller. “There's just something about him. The first time I ever saw him, I knew I hated him. Kinda like love at first sight, except the opposite.” 
 
      
 
    That was his reason? What a little psychopath. The pigeon hovered in front of me with a hateful look on his face. “He's not so bad once you get to know him,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    The pigeon laughed before flying out of the window. Within an instant, the hateful little creature was gone. I looked back down at Douglas. I took in a deep breath. Crap, I couldn't just watch him die. I had to do something. But what? I had to get some more gold before I could save him. I wondered what his health was, but there was no way I could see it. I walked back and forth. Then, it hit me. All I could do was go on another quest or win another coliseum fight. 
 
      
 
    As I continued thinking, footsteps approached from outside of our cell. “Feeding time,” a guard yelled before sliding a rusty bowl into my cell. After that, there was a clap as the guard slammed down a small cup of water. “Enjoy your meal,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What about Douglas? Where is his meal?” 
 
      
 
    “His meal?” the guard asked with surprise. “He's as good as dead. Not a worthwhile investment.” 
 
      
 
    The guard walked away. I reached into the bowl and grabbed some stale rice. I stuffed some rice in my mouth and began to crunch it up. It was weird because rice shouldn't be crunchy, but I kinda liked it. In fact, I began to enjoy the crunchy rice as I stuffed more and more into my mouth. Then, my eyes rolled over towards Douglas. Should I give him some? My head went from side to side as I remembered something. The troll had actually stolen my food the first day I had arrived. Did I really want to share my food with someone that had done that to me? I ate another handful of rice and continued looking at his lifeless body.  
 
      
 
    Crap. Guilt was starting to sink in. Yes, it was true the troll had stolen my first meal. But, that was before he knew me. I was willing to forgive him because I knew he had a good heart. He was the type of person that took a while to get to know. Overall though, I was starting to like him. I crawled closer to his body with the bowl of rice in my hands. Damn. Was I going to hand feed this troll? It seemed odd, but I knew I needed to do it. My hand touched his dry crusty little lips. I quickly realized that this troll was in desperate need of some quality lip balm. I made a mental note of his lip situation just so I could remind him to get some lip balm. Slowly, I forced his mouth open. I grabbed some rice and tossed it down his throat. Then, I manually opened and closed his mouth in a chewing motion. Wow, I was good at this. For someone who had never done something like this, I was impressed. The troll didn't move. But, I knew he had some nutrition now. I had given him the crunchy rice that his scrawny little body needed.  
 
      
 
    I grabbed some water and poured it on his face. I looked at the few yellow hair strands that were on top of his head. It almost felt like I was watering some dead weeds. The troll began to cough. I stopped watering him and leaned away from him. “Douglas?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response. I quickly poured some water down his throat. Then, I drank the last remaining bit that was left. I didn't know if Douglas was going to be okay, but at least I knew I had fed him. I crawled to the back of the cell and leaned my back against the wall. Moments passed as nothing happened. I slouched until my stomach and my chest met each other. Minutes turned into hours while I just stared at the troll. Was this my new life? I felt depressed as I waited for my brief moment of freedom. My ears became sensitive as I listened for any sounds of incoming footsteps. I continued listening until a guard eventually arrived. I jumped to my feet. “Have you come to let me out?” I asked with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “It's time to visit FlatFall,” the guard replied. 
 
      
 
    I put both of my hands together with joy. “Excellent,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    The guard took my arm and led me out of the cell. While we walked through the many halls to get out of the dungeon, I began to think about what I was going to do. How was I going to heal Douglas? I knew I had to either fight in the coliseum or find a quest. When we arrived at the entrance of FlatFall, I felt a sense of freedom. The guard let go of my arm and I quickly headed towards the heart of the city. I looked all around. Where could I find a quest? I knew there had to be a place where I could find many different quest. Players ran all around me as if they were too busy to speak. “Excuse me,” I yelled to a large man wearing blue armor. 
 
      
 
    He came to a sudden halt. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Where can I find a quest? I need to make a lot of gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Just go to the tavern,” the player yelled back. “The NPCS who provide quest are usually standing against the back wall. You'll see them.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I yelled back as he ran off into the distance. 
 
      
 
    I began to walk faster while my eyes looked for the tavern. Crap. Where was it? The city was so big, and I had already forgotten the location of the tavern. My footsteps became quicker as I continued looking for the tavern. Then, I saw the green door that I recognized. I looked up at the tavern sign. Yes, this was it. I pushed the door open and saw the red layout. Yep, it was the same exact tavern. But, something was different. There were cheers coming from the bar area. I walked closer to the cheers and noticed a large crowd around someone. I got closer to the crowd and stood on my tippy toes to see what all the fuss was about.  
 
      
 
    Chugging a beer, was a man with white hair pulled back in a ponytail. Next to him, was the beautiful woman I had seen get out of the carriage. A strange feeling came over me as I realized it was the Grand Champion and his girlfriend. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. Yet, she was next to him and not me. It was frustrating. I wanted to tell her that the Grand Champion was cheating on her, but knew she wouldn't believe me. The truth was, I had no proof. I felt a range of mixed emotions while I watched the people cheer for them. I felt like a fool for even paying the girl such attention.  
 
      
 
    I had mentally put her on a pedestal and knew it wasn't healthy. How could I be so foolish to think I even had a chance with her? Those were the thoughts that dominated my mind. But, there were other thoughts too. Thoughts about me and her being together. There was a connection that I felt, and I knew she must have felt it too. Or perhaps I was just delusional? I didn't know. But as I continued to watch them, I couldn't help but feel like she could be my girlfriend. If I worked hard enough, I could have her in my life. The people continued to cheer as the bartender poured the Grand Champion another drink. “These are free until you can't drink anymore,” the bartender said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Like a machine, the Grand Champion funneled the beer down his throat. “Another,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    The bartender quickly prepared another beer for him. Damn. I realized this Grand Champion was quite the alcoholic. Not only that, but he seemed to take pride in being a raging drunk. Again, he chugged the beer. “Another,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The bartender popped open another beer and the Grand Champion sucked it down. Next to him, the girl gently sipped on her nearly full beer. “That's enough,” she mumbled with a nervous smile. 
 
      
 
    “I don't need you to tell me when I've had enough,” the Grand Champion replied. 
 
      
 
    I squeezed in between a few people who were standing between me and her. “Move it,” I mumbled as I made my way closer to the girl. A few people moved out of my way. I looked up and realized I was only feet away from her. Her face glowed with a red tint from the red lighting around us. I wanted to say something to her, but what? She hadn't seen me yet as I stood slightly behind her. Yet, if she looked to her side, she would see me.  
 
      
 
    My hands nervously went to my hair as I brushed it out of my eyes. The Grand Champion continued to pound beer after beer and didn't pay her any attention. I licked my lips just to make sure they looked nice and moist. I didn't want to look like I had dry lips like the troll. I had seen what they looked like, and it wasn't a pretty sight. My mouth began to open. What was I doing? Was I really about to say something to her right in front of the Grand Champion? Maybe it was foolish, but I didn't care. My finger trembled as I stuck it out in front of me. What the hell was I doing? Was I about to tap her on the shoulder? My finger went towards her as my head went up and down. Yes, that's what I was going to do. Then, I felt it. I felt my finger touch her shoulder. “Excuse me,” I said with a stutter. 
 
      
 
    But, she didn't pay me any attention. In fact, she acted like she hadn't even felt my finger touch her shoulder. But, how was this possible? There was no way she didn't feel that. Maybe she was playing hard to get? Again, I tapped her shoulder. But, she didn't respond. A few people around me gave me an odd look. Almost like a “what the hell are you doing” type of look. But, I didn't let their negative energy effect me. Instead, I just tapped her shoulder again. “Excuse me,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    She quickly turned around. Suddenly, everyone stopped cheering. The Grand Champion turned towards me with a look of shock on his face. The girl stared at me. But, she didn't have a pleasant look. What the hell? Was she not happy to see such a cute guy like me? “Hi,” I mumbled. “Sorry to bother you.” 
 
      
 
    She didn't respond. The Grand Champion slammed his beer bottle on the bar in front of him. “What the hell is this?” he asked with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    I became nervous. Shit, this was an awkward and fairly pathetic situation that I had gotten myself into. The girl looked at the Grand Champion and tried to calm him down. “Let's see what he wants to say,” she replied with a small laugh. 
 
      
 
    My hands went together. Crap, what was I going to say? Surely I had something better to say than what I had already said. I looked over at the Grand Champion and then over at her. “I just wanted to introduce myself to you,” I said with an awkward smile. 
 
      
 
    Everyone suddenly laughed. The Grand Champion stood up from his chair. The girl put one arm in front of him and began to laugh. “Oh, don't hurt him,” she said with a giggle. 
 
      
 
    The Grand Champion itched his nose while a softer look came to his face. “I'm not going to hurt him,” he replied. “He's provided a good laugh. Hasn't he?” 
 
      
 
    My head lowered as she pointed at me. “Don't say that right in front of him. Look,” she laughed. “You're hurting his feelings. He looks embarrassed. Doesn't he?” 
 
      
 
    The Grand Champion sat back down and laughed. “I don't care about his feelings.” 
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes and smiled at me. “Look at him. He looks like a cute puppy who just wants a treat.” 
 
      
 
    A cute puppy? Did she really think I was cute? “Thanks,” I replied. “I am pretty cute aren't I?” 
 
      
 
    The Grand Champion turned back towards me. This time, he didn't look amused. “You better get out of here,” he said with a stern voice. “You better get out of here because I am trying to be nice right now. But, I can only be nice for so long.” 
 
      
 
    “Kick his ass,” some random drunk guy yelled from the crowd around us. 
 
      
 
    The Grand Champion threw both hands into the air. “Who wants to see me kick his ass?” he asked with a booming voice. 
 
      
 
    The crowd screamed as loud as they could. “Kick his ass, kick his ass, kick his ass!” 
 
      
 
    The Grand Champion stood up and walked closer to me. Man, he was a massive man. Suddenly, he pushed me. I fell back into the crowd and they pushed me back onto him. “Get off me,” he yelled while pushing me away from him. 
 
      
 
    “Stop it,” the girl yelled from his side. “He didn't mean any harm. He's just drunk. Aren't you?” she asked while giving me an odd look. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I'm just drunk,” I replied while agreeing with her. 
 
      
 
    “You are lucky we are not in the coliseum,” the Grand Champion replied. “I would tear you apart if we were.” 
 
      
 
    The girl yanked his arm and pulled him down to the stool he was sitting on. “Just relax,” she said. “You have had too much to drink as well.” 
 
      
 
    The Grand Champion sat down. “Give me another one,” he yelled to the bartender.  
 
      
 
    I smiled at the girl. Our eyes met as she began to laugh. Then, she smiled back at me.  
 
    She continued smiling but then shook her head. I could see it in her eyes. She kinda liked me, but knew she shouldn't. She knew that her place was with the Grand Champion. She spun back around and leaned into the Grand Champion's side. Then, she wrapped both arms around him. “See you later,” I yelled while taking a few steps back. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I was a fool, but I knew I had a chance with her. Once I became powerful and beat the Grand Champion things would be different. I continued walking backwards as my thoughts went towards a different direction. With all of the excitement, I had almost forgotten about the half dead troll in my cell. Douglas needed me, and I wasn't going to let him down. I looked towards the back wall and saw many different people leaning against the wall. I began to walk towards them as I knew they must be the NPCS the guy had told me about. Before I could get to them, I felt someone grab my arm. “That was pretty stupid,” a voice yelled from behind me. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and saw a face that I hated. It was Cosmo. “Let go of me,” I yelled back to him. 
 
      
 
    He pulled me closer to him. “What kind of idiot talks to the Grand Champion's girlfriend right in front of him?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “I think she liked me.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo tucked his long dark hair behind his ears. “You just made yourself a target. The Grand Champion won't forget what you did. I promise you that.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “I don't care. I will beat him one day. Just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    His finger went into the air. “You said that with way too much confidence. Nobody can beat him, he's the best.” 
 
      
 
    My eyebrows went up. “Nothing last forever.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo laughed and pulled me even closer to him. His laugh faded and was replaced with anger. “Get me another beer,” he said with slanted eyes. “I want you to buy me another beer. And I want it now.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed him away from me. “Are you serious? There is no way I will ever buy you anything.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo pushed me. “You'll do anything I tell you to do. You understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yea? Why's that?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I am the dominant one between us. It's just the way nature works.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. His drunk ass was really starting to piss me off. Did he really think I was just gonna lay down and let him walk all over me? “You're wrong. It's me who is the dominant one between us. You will see that soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    “I won't see shit,” he yelled back. 
 
      
 
    “Just wait. I won't stop until I give you a proper ass kicking,” I replied with confidence. “It's one of my main goals right now.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo turned around and stumbled away into the distance. Then, he turned back towards me and yelled something else. “You'll never be able to beat me. If you wanna fight me, I'll fight you. Just let me know a time and date. I'll get it all set up. A good and proper beating in the coliseum. Just let me know when you are ready.”  
 
      
 
    I walked away. Was he serious? Could he really set up a fight for us? I wanted to fight him, but how would I win? I had seen his magic and how powerful it could be. But, I did remember him talking about it having a weakness. What was his magic called? My mind began to think back and remember what he had told me. Then, it hit me. NightFall Magic. Yes, I needed to find out more about this sort of magic and learn what weaknesses it had.  
 
      
 
    I looked at the characters standing against the back wall and examined them. I walked up to one who was wearing a basic brown robe. “Have any quest?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “Do you want to hear it?” 
 
      
 
    “I'm listening.” 
 
      
 
    The NPC tilted his head down. “My brother has been taken hostage. Not only that, but he has been degraded.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yea? How so?” 
 
      
 
    “A giant has chosen him to be his own personal pet. Pretty messed up isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    That did seem kinda messed up. “I'd say so.” 
 
      
 
    “If you can rescue him, You will be rewarded a lot of gold.” 
 
      
 
    “How much gold?” 
 
      
 
    “This is a dangerous quest. You will receive 145 gold coins if you are successful. But be warned, this is a very challenging quest.” 
 
      
 
    Wow! 145 gold coins? That was more gold than I had ever seen. With that much gold, I could buy the healing potions for Douglas, as well as some new weapons and armor. New weapons and armor would allow me to win my next coliseum fight. Once I won that, I would get even more gold. Suddenly, an alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Quest Invitation!  
 
      
 
    Free The Giant's Pet! Accept or Decline? Yes/No? 
 
      
 
    I debated whether or not to accept the quest. How was I to free his brother? The truth was, it was too much gold to turn down. No pain, no gain. I quickly accepted the quest and began to question the NPC. “How will I know if I have enough time to complete this quest?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? There is always time.” 
 
      
 
    “I mean before the guards come and throw me back into the dungeon. I have already been out for a while, won't they come looking for me soon?” 
 
      
 
    The NPC laughed. “You must be new here. If you accept the quest, you will be given the proper time to either complete it or fail at it. That is how it works around here. Gaining gold helps the city of FlatFall because you invest into food, weapons and more.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. Nice. I was glad I accepted the quest for that reason alone. Having extended freedom seemed like an added bonus of accepting a quest. “Where do I find this giant?” 
 
      
 
    “He lives inside of the walls that contain the city. He is not far from here. When you exit the tavern, you will take a right. Keep walking until you see a narrow dirt path that branches off from the main road. Follow that path until you see a set of large cliffs. Under the cliffs, you will find the giant.” 
 
      
 
    “So the narrow dirt path will take me right to the cliffs? Or do I need to get off the path?” 
 
      
 
    “It will take you right to the cliffs. It's easy to find, but dangerous to complete.” 
 
      
 
    “So I just free your brother and I will get my gold? It's that simple?” 
 
      
 
    “You will need to bring him back to me. Then, I will reward you the gold.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. Seemed simple enough. I thanked the NPC and walked away from him. It was good that the directions seemed simple enough. I needed to hurry and complete the quest so that I could buy Douglas some healing potions. Just in case I got lost, I quickly opened my menu and looked for my quest log. I selected the quest and a map popped up. There was a blue diamond that marked the quest spot. It didn't look like it was far from my current location. I exited the tavern and mentally prepared myself for the quest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the tavern and walked to the right. My eyes looked at my feet as I followed the main road. The cobblestone looked to be hand placed. Every single rock was perfectly aligned. As I continued walking, I couldn't help but feel sorry for the poor soul that was probably forced to lay these stones. It must have been quite the job. Players ran past me as I didn't pay any attention to them. My eyes were only concerned with finding the narrow dirt path that branched off the main road. Where was it? The walk began to drag on until I finally saw a small dirt path that veered off to the right. Was this it? I looked around just to make certain I didn't see any other dirt paths. Nope. This was the only one. 
 
      
 
    I stuck out my foot and watched it land on the dirt path. This was it. Was I crazy for accepting this quest? I guess I should have asked the NPC what quest level this was. Or, if someone as low level as myself could complete it. But, I didn't care. There was a lot of gold to be earned and I was willing to take the risk. As I continued down the path, I enjoyed myself. It felt good to be alone for once. The land was so beautiful around me. In the distance, there were many small ponds with tall oak trees hovering above them. The trees were covered with yellow glowing orbs that reflected off the water below them. I wasn't sure what they were, but they were beautiful. A light fog floated above the green grass as I began to run down the path. There was plenty of daylight left as I looked for the cliffs the NPC had told me about. Far away, I could see the borders of FlatFall. Huge walls that contained the entire island. It was odd to think that the island was totally boxed in with these walls.  
 
      
 
    I continued following the path just as the NPC had directed. Then, a new message alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    “Hi, it's Sonny. Just wanted to let you know that I am coming for my robe. You have it in a safe spot right? Your friend Tommy messaged me and asked where I was. Said he needed a healer. So, he actually found my soul and took it to my body. I told him I owe him big time! Now, we are going to save Todd. Then, he wants me to help bust you out. That's when I get my robe back. Please guard that robe with your life. It means the world to me. I am trying to track down my pet too. Luckily, I put a tracking potion on him. Time has allowed me to forgive him because I am a strong man like that. Tommy wanted me to let you know that we are coming to get you soon! All the best! 
 
      
 
    Sonny The Healer.” 
 
      
 
    My footsteps came to a stop. What the crap? Tommy saved Sonny? How was it possible that Tommy even knew how to do that? I had to admit, I was impressed if it was true. It was something that I would have never expected Tommy to do. If he could save Todd and bust me out of here, I would have to totally forgive him. I guess only time would tell if Tommy could actually pull it off or not. I began to walk faster while I looked for any signs of a cliff. After a few minutes, I saw a cleared off looking area ahead. As I got closer, I realized I was standing on top of the cliff. The ground beneath me rattled. Damn. I knew what was going on. The giant was right below me. I fell to my stomach and began to crawl closer to the edge of the cliff. I didn't want to look, but I knew I had to. There was a sudden roar. It wasn't words, but some sort of gibberish.  
 
      
 
    I placed my chin on the dirt as I tried to see over the edge. My left eye finally reached the edge and I saw the giant below me. Wow, I was much higher than I had realized. The giant was easily two hundred feet below me and appeared to be sleeping. His skin was gray and he wore no shirt. The only thing he wore was some skimpy little white shorts. The shorts weren't clean though, in fact, they were filthy. Next to him, was a small wooden stage with bars surrounding it. My head came back and the image left my view. I stared at the rocky surface right below my eyes. How the hell was I going to save this NPC'S brother?  
 
      
 
    I didn't know, but I knew I had a chance since the giant was sleeping. I quickly crawled backwards and began to look for a path leading down the cliff. To my left, I saw a fairly steep hill that looked to curve downwards. I carefully crawled in a reverse position while trying to keep my balance. It took quite a while, but I managed to reach the bottom. Once at the bottom, I decided I was a bigger idiot than I had realized. I had no healing potion. I guess my reasoning was that a giant would kill me in one hit anyways. Why get a healing potion when you would be dead before you could use it? My head went up and down. Yes, that was why I made this bad decision.  
 
      
 
    I began to walk. Suddenly, a small twig snapped beneath my foot. My body froze as my eyes automatically shut. Shit. He had to hear me. I feared the worst, but it appeared the giant was still sleeping. Both of my eyes flipped open. I didn't want to move. Not yet. So, I scanned the area and tried to come up with a plan.  
 
      
 
    The fog had become thick and the sunshine wasn't shining quite as bright. I figured I had a few more hours of light at the most. There was no time to waste as I carefully took my next footstep. There was a rumble as the giant let out a string of snores. The only thing that separated me from the giant was a small rocky hill. I knew he was right behind it. Slowly, I circled around the hill until I could see the great beast. His face was in the dirt. But, every breath he took sent a cloud of dust into the air. Only feet away from him, was a large wooden platform surrounded by metal bars. Inside the bars, I could make out two dark figures. They were hard to see and only looked like shadows from my point of view. I walked closer to the platform while trying not to make any noise. The two figures on the platform had seen me. I put one finger over my lips. Crap, which figure was the NPC'S brother? I noticed a small staircase that led up to a door attached to the platform. This was how I would free them. There was a keyhole, but where was the key? Truthfully, I didn't even have to ask myself that question. I knew the answer. The giant had the key. But, how was I going to get it?  
 
      
 
    I looked at the figures and noticed one of them pointing at the giant. Every footstep I took felt like the most important footstep of my life as I got closer and closer to the wooden platform. At this point, I almost wanted to be locked in the cage with the two figures. I was seriously starting to regret taking the quest in the first place. My left foot went up on to the first step leading to the door of the platform. There was a creak. Crap. My head slung towards the giant. There was a boom as he tossed to his other side. He let out a long moan before putting his face back into the dirt. I looked up at the figures. They were only feet away and I could see that one was a human with short red hair. The other however, was much more odd. In fact, I wasn't sure what he was. He appeared to be wearing clothing that looked like an animal. I squinted my eyes as I tried to figure out what he was wearing. What the hell? Was he dressed like a hamster? Yes, he looked like a solid brown hamster. It was a pretty convincing suit to be honest. The hamster looking guy looked desperate. There was some real desperation in his eyes as he mumbled to me. “Get me out of here. Please,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Where's the key?” I asked while secretly knowing the answer. 
 
      
 
    His furry finger pointed at the sleeping giant. I looked but then looked back at him. “Can't you squeeze out of here or something? Like, can't you fit through one of the bars if you suck in your stomach real hard? Maybe?” 
 
      
 
    His head flickered from side to side. “You don't think I've tried that?” 
 
      
 
    I nibbled on my fingernails. Damn, I had really gotten myself into a fucked up situation. There was no way I was going to try and steal the key from the sleeping giant. It was too risky. I had to come up with a plan. I had to come up with something, and it needed to be fast. “How should I get the key? Where does he keep it?” 
 
      
 
    “It's inside his boot,” the red haired man in normal clothing mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Inside his boot? How can I get that?” 
 
      
 
    “Just slip his boot off,” the guy dressed as a hamster replied. 
 
      
 
    Slip his boot off? Yea right. I could already see the end result of that scenario in my mind. The giant would squash me like a little beetle and then scrape me off his boot. Nope. That wasn't going to happen. Finally, my better senses kicked in. “Sorry, this just isn't going to work,” I replied while turning around. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! You are leaving us?” the hamster guy asked. 
 
      
 
    “I made a bad decision,” I replied while taking a step down the staircase. 
 
      
 
    “Please. I gotta get out of here. I'm not an NPC,” the red haired guy replied. 
 
      
 
    “What's that suppose to mean? That you are more important than an NPC? Is that what you mean?” the hamster guy asked. 
 
      
 
    “You're programmed to be here,” the red haired guy replied with a louder voice. 
 
      
 
    “Keep your voices down,” I replied. “Just keep them down. I will help you. Just let me think for a second.” 
 
      
 
    “Good because I will yell if you don't,” the hamster guy replied. 
 
      
 
    Shit. He wasn't bluffing. I could tell he wasn't. Truthfully, I had already decided to stay and help these two. I suppose I was starting to develop a curse. A curse where I had to help people who were in need. I guess it was a good thing, but it was also kinda annoying. I looked at the two figures and rolled my eyes. There was no way I could leave two seemingly intelligent people behind in a situation like this. “I'll get the key,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    I began to walk down the steps. My heart beat doubled as I got closer and closer to the giant. He was simply massive. It was hard to estimate his height since he was lying down, but I would have guessed he was easily sixty feet tall. Moments passed as I got closer to his black boot. Wow! His foot alone looked to be about the size of a car. Then, my body came to a stop. Shit, what was I doing? All of a sudden, there was a loud scream. “Master, Master! Wake up! Another one has come!” 
 
      
 
    My head spun around. Crap, the guy dressed as a hamster was working with him? That double crossing bastard! Suddenly, the earth seemed to move beneath my feet. The giant let out a nasty growl that was followed by the worst smell I had ever experienced. His hand flew towards me with intense speed. Before I knew it, I was in his grip. His hands were much softer than I would have expected though. And his grip, well, it was surprisingly gentle. I suppose he had a lot of experience in handling humans and knew not to squeeze too hard. That's all I could figure. I began to pull out my sword, but figured it would be too risky. Stabbing the great beast in his hand seemed like it would only anger him.  
 
      
 
    Then, For a brief second, I also considered biting into his finger like a crazed animal. But, that thought quickly went away as I realized he would probably just toss me into his mouth. I would probably just be like eating a raisin or something. Yea, I bet that's what I would taste like. What the hell? Why was I thinking about what I tasted like while being in the grip of a giant? I didn't know, but I quickly changed my thought process. Within seconds, my body went air born. I bounced up and down with each footstep he took as we got closer and closer to the wooden platform.  
 
      
 
    It was amazing, yet terrifying to be so high in the air. Truthfully, I didn't know this giant well and wasn't sure what he was capable of. The giant reached down and began to feel inside the side of his boot. Then, he pulled out a large silver key and stuck it into the key hole. The door creaked open and he tossed me on to the wooden platform. His large head went against the bars that contained us. “Entertain me,” he roared. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, some music began to play. It was terrible music. A chipmunk sounding voice carried on about his glory days or some crap. The same lyrics looped over and over as the giant had a happy look on his face. The guy dressed as a hamster jumped into the air and tapped his ankles together. It wasn't a single tap though. He had managed to pull off a double tap. Damn, this giant had him in line. I had tried a double tap before, and it wasn't easy. In fact, I had never met someone who could actually pull it off. “Nice,” I said while watching him preform the trick over and over. The giant slid his uncut finger nails against the metal bars. It almost sounded like he was playing a song, but he wasn't. “Dance for me,” he roared while pointing at me. 
 
      
 
    Okay, this wasn't cool. The truth was, I wasn't really comfortable dancing for him. Not yet anyways. “Excuse me?” I asked with an unhealthy amount of confidence. 
 
      
 
    The giant didn't appear happy with my response. “Don't talk. Never ever talk. Only dance,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    I squinted my eyes and noticed that he had a large wart at the end of his nose. I wanted to say something, but figured he might be serious about his whole “no talking” rule. So, I began to jump up and down. The NPC in the hamster suit did some more tricks as the other guy began to dance beside me. Even the guy beside me had some pretty cool tricks. He did three sixty spins and several different cartwheel type moves. I had to admit, it was pretty impressive. As the giant continued watching us dance, he reached down and pulled out something from underneath the stage. What was it? I bounced up and down as I eagerly watched his hands. Then, they came up. “Put this on,” he commanded. 
 
      
 
    His black emotionless eyes tried to show some emotion, but they couldn't as he waited for my reply. But, I didn't say anything. He slid the clothing through the bars and they dropped next to my feet. I reached down and picked up one of the clothing pieces. I held it out in front of me. The guy next to me laughed. “It's the weasel suit. He must really see potential in you. He made me dress up as a rat the first time.” 
 
      
 
    “A weasel suit? He wants me to wear this?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the other suit on the ground. What was wrong with this giant? And how had he created such believable animal suits? I had to admit, he had a real talent for knitting. It seemed odd though. Did he just sit under his cliff all day knitting animal suits? It just didn't seem to fit his look. The giant tapped the bars in front of me. “Put it on,” he demanded. 
 
      
 
    Crap. What the hell was this weirdo's problem? Did he really just sit under a cliff all day and get people to dress up as animals? Someone really needed to figure out the root cause of his emotional issues. Perhaps he had lost a weasel that was close to him? I didn't know, but I really didn't want to dress up like a weasel. So, I dropped the weasel suit beside me. Suddenly, the god awful chipmunk music stopped. The giant let out an awful sounding roar. The roar continued as he tried to put the key back into the keyhole. Shit, was he coming after me? I quickly picked up the weasel suit and slipped it on. “I'm a weasel,” I nervously yelled. “Nothing to see here except your standard weasel.” 
 
      
 
    The music started back up. I jumped into the air. But, I could tell the giant was growing bored with my tricks. I tried to do a cartwheel, but failed. The giant began to laugh. “Good. More of this,” he said while pounding on the bars. 
 
      
 
    I tried another one. Damn, this was almost like I was selling my soul or something. I had never felt like such an idiot in my life. In fact, it was down right degrading. If I had known this was how this quest was going to turn out, I would have never taken it in the first place. I tried my best to entertain the giant and noticed that he was pointing at the other suit near my feet. “Give it to him,” the giant said. 
 
      
 
    I reached down and picked up the other suit. I looked at the other guy and handed him the suit. He held it out in front of him. “Oh come on,” he said with a defeated tone. “You want me back as the rat? Do I really have to do this again?” 
 
      
 
    The giant roared and created a gust of wind that nearly knocked over the guy. He quickly slipped on the rat suit and began to crawl around. “Where's my cheese?” he asked with a squeaky voice. 
 
      
 
    “Good. That is good,” the giant said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    This was messed up. Was this giant really getting pleasure from all of this? What was the purpose of dressing up his prisoners like animals? I couldn't figure it out. He must have just been one twisted dude or something. The giant reached to his side and pulled out a large brown container. He funneled some liquid down his throat and let out a loud burp. Crap, he was getting drunk. Then it hit me. I guess we were his drunk entertainment. I guess it made sense in a weird sort of way. He had nothing else to do but stare at a cliff. So one day, he probably came up with an idea. He probably thought “I will get some pets” and off he went with the idea. I guess it wasn't a terrible idea. But, I didn't like it. I didn't like being degraded.  
 
      
 
    The giant took another sip of his drink. I tried to do the double ankle tap, but had failed. Beside me, the hamster guy taunted me with a series of double ankle taps. The giant began to cough before he took another sip of his drink. All of us continued to dance for quite some time. Eventually, the giant drifted off to sleep from drinking too much. We all stopped dancing. “This is fucked up,” I said to the guy in the rat suit. 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to focus on his display name over his head: 
 
      
 
    StevieJackson00 – Level 11 
 
    Human - Warrior 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stevie? That named seemed to fit him well. I took a closer look at him. He had hunched over shoulders and looked like he hadn't eaten in days. He stood about five feet tall and had a narrow thin face. Red hair, brown eyes and front teeth that hung over his bottom lip. To be honest, I could see why the giant put him in the rat costume. It was sad, but Stevie did actually resemble a rat. He just had a natural ratty look to him. I wasn't trying to judge him, it was just something I had noticed when taking a closer look. “My name is Walker,” I said with one hand out. 
 
      
 
    Stevie began to twitch. He looked at my hand but appeared skeptical. “Did you come here just to save him?” he asked while pointing at the NPC in the hamster suit.  
 
      
 
    “I am on a quest. Yes, I came here to save the NPC'S brother. But, I will try and save you too.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the giant flipped over to his belly. He let out one loud snore but then went back to sleeping in a more peaceful manner. I itched my nose and spoke with a soft voice. “if we want out of here, we all need to work together.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over at the NPC in the hamster suit. “What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “They call me Johnson,” he replied with an abnormally proud look on his face. 
 
      
 
    I took a step closer to him. “Okay Johnson,” I said with one finger in his face. “Who's side are you on? The giants or ours?” 
 
      
 
    Johnson became nervous. “It gets lonely here. I don't want to be the only one that dances for him. Can't you just stay? Stevie has been here for many months and has learned to enjoy the lifestyle.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm not enjoying shit,” Stevie shouted with a restrained vocal tone. “This is a living nightmare. All because I accepted a quest that was too high level for me.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes rolled to Stevie and then back towards Johnson. “Don't be selfish. We didn't come to this game world to dance for a giant. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Well I didn't get a choice now did I?” Johnson asked. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. He was right. But, he was just an NPC. He wasn't real. Yet, he appeared so real. That was one of the most amazing things about the game. The NPCS seemed so real, that I would sometimes forget that they were not. I tilted my head and told Johnson why I was here. “I came here to save you. Your brother sent me on a quest. Don't you want to see your brother again?” 
 
      
 
    Johnson looked bothered. It looked like he wasn't sure what he wanted. “I don't know,” he stuttered. “After I was taken hostage, I hated it here. But now, I feel like this is where I belong. I have grown accustomed to entertaining my master.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked. Damn, what a depressing little life he was forced to live. He truly was a sad soul that was forced to dress up as a hamster. “You have been brainwashed,” I replied. “You don't belong here. You belong with your brother, he is the one who probably loves you.” 
 
      
 
    “That's not true,” Johnson replied with a burst of anger. “My master loves me more than my brother ever did. And, I won't let you leave. I will tell my master that you are planning to escape. Why don't you just stay with us? I want you to stay with me and Stevie. You will make a nice addition to our family.” 
 
      
 
    Wow. It was much worse than I once thought. This NPC was heavily brainwashed. He actually thought his life was good? Why the hell would I stay and become part of this dysfunctional family of his? The truth was, I wouldn't. But, I needed to convince the NPC not to alert the giant of my escape plans. That was the first thing I needed to do. After that, I would figure out what to do with Johnson. “I am going to escape from here. Can I have your word that you will not alert the giant?” 
 
      
 
    Johnson's eyes drifted towards the ground and he thought for a moment before replying. “If I let you leave, will you bring some new players back?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “I will find some others who want to take this quest.” 
 
      
 
    Excitement covered Johnson's face, but then it quickly faded. “You can leave,” he said with quick words. “But, not Stevie. Stevie has been here for too long. Our relationship is too strong to break.” 
 
      
 
    “That's bullshit,” Stevie replied with a stomp on the platform. “Our relationship sucks. It's downright unhealthy.” 
 
      
 
    The two began to bicker back and forth. Both of my hands went into the air. “That's enough,” I said. “Just stop arguing. We will figure something out. I just need your word Johnson. Can I have your word?” 
 
      
 
    Johnson took a moment to think. He licked his lips and looked over at Stevie. “You know you love it here,” he mumbled before looking back at me. “Fine. I will let you leave if you promise to bring new exciting players back to me.” 
 
      
 
    My head flickered up and down. “Deal. You got yourself a deal.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, an alert popped up: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    Your Persuasion skill has increased by 1 point! 
 
    Persuasion level has increased to 4 
 
      
 
    Awesome! I was getting better at convincing people to do what I needed them to do. Pretty soon, I could get anyone to do anything. Or, that's what I hoped anyways. I turned my back to Johnson. It was good to know that I didn't have to worry about him alerting the giant again. One problem solved, but I still had bigger ones to figure out. I began to pace back and fourth on the stage. How was I going to escape and free Johnson at the same time? Okay, the giant was sleeping. He was drunk and in a deep sleep. I looked down at the wood beneath me. It didn't look like it was that sturdy. “Have you tried breaking a hole in the wood? That would work wouldn't it?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie walked closer to me. “Already tried. The bars go under the stage and into the ground. There is no way out. I have already looked everywhere.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around and examined the bars. They went straight up and over our head. There were no gaps big enough for me to fit through. We were literally in a big rat cage. “How long have you been in here?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have no clue. It's been many months though. I thought I could complete the quest and rescue Johnson. But, everything was working against me. He doesn't even want to leave. I had no idea I would get stuck here for so long. And now with the glitch, I can't even log out. My life pretty much sucks now.” 
 
      
 
    “And the guards have not come to look for you?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie laughed. “They don't care. I'm stuck in the quest. Nobody cares if you get stuck in a quest unless you are very important to FlatFall.” 
 
      
 
    “There must be a way out. There is always a way out. What have you not tried?” 
 
      
 
    “I've tried digging and climbing,” he replied.  
 
      
 
    I sat down. “What about running out the door when the giant opens it?” 
 
      
 
    “He would probably kill you. It's too risky,” Stevie replied.  
 
      
 
    What else? What else could possibly work? There was no way I could kill the giant. That much I knew for sure. I needed to trick him somehow. Otherwise, I would be doomed to being a full time loser like my new friend Stevie. The last thing I wanted was a life of dancing in a weasel suit. Sure, being a prisoner at FlatFall kinda sucked, but this was a whole new level of sucking. At least in FlatFall, I had a chance to become a Grand Champion. There was nothing to look forward to here, and I refused to pretend to be a weasel any longer. “I will find a way out,” I said while jumping to my feet. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Stevie asked with a hopeful voice. “Will you take me too? Please. I want to leave so badly.” 
 
      
 
    “That wasn't part of the deal,” Johnson replied. “You belong with me Stevie. Why do you continue to deny this?” 
 
      
 
    “What is your deal man? I don't belong with you. The only reason I am here, is because I can't complete this stupid quest. Why can't you understand that?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it isn't true,” Johnson mumbled. “We have had rich conversations and bonded at a high level. Don't you feel the connection? You must feel it right?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't feel shit,” Stevie yelled back. Stevie walked towards me and leaned into my ear. “This NPC is delusional.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you whisper? How could you keep secrets from me with this stranger?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie didn't answer. The truth was, I didn't know how I was going to escape and if I could even take Stevie with me. It was going to be hard enough trying to figure out how to take Johnson with me. “I will try to make everyone happy here,” I replied. “But first, I must come up with a plan.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone got quiet as I tried to think of something clever. Something that would confuse the giant. I looked over at the giant and saw that he was still sleeping. His drunken ways had sent him into a dark world. I was happy about that. What was I going to do though? I didn't know, but I knew I was going to escape. I was willing to risk everything to escape. There was no other option. Then, I suddenly had an idea. “Have you faked your death?” I asked with a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “I've never tried that,” Stevie replied with raised eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    “It makes sense doesn't it?” 
 
      
 
    “It could work,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    I nodded my head. It was official, I was going to fake my death. I didn't know how it was all going to play out, but it was the only plan I could come up with. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked back and forth as a fire burned inside of my mind. I had an idea, but how was it all going to play out? I realized Stevie was wondering the same thing as well. “How are you going to fake your death? And how would we both escape?” Stevie asked. 
 
      
 
    I liked Stevie, but I had only known him for a very short amount of time. I wanted to help him, but it wasn't as important as helping myself. Still, I would try and help him escape too if it was possible. “You could take advantage of the situation. When the giant is distracted with my death, maybe you could make a run for it?” 
 
      
 
    “That's not good enough,” Stevie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Not good enough? But what other options do you have?” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “You might wanna come up with something better. That's all I'm saying.” 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know. But I can't just sit here and watch you escape without me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not? What does my escape have to do with you?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie looked into my eyes. “You are my ticket out. Do you understand that? I would be a fool to let you escape without me.” 
 
      
 
    I could tell that Stevie was a depressed little man. I could see it in his eyes. Still, there was nothing I could do for him. He had to make the best out of my escape attempt. “You better figure something out because that's my plan. There's no other plan. So, I advise that you come up with your own plan that is based off my plan.” 
 
      
 
    “I won't allow you to escape without me. I'll tell the Giant you are faking your death. Just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. Was I going to have to kill Stevie? For a split second, I thought it might be required. But, I couldn't kill someone so desperate. It was hard to believe that he would resort to such selfish measures though. I knew he was depressed, but he was now interfering with my plan. “Come on dude. Why are you trying to screw up my escape plan? I wouldn't do that to you.” 
 
      
 
    Johnson ran closer to us. “Why don't you both just stay?” he asked with wide eyes. “It's not that bad here. With time, you will learn to love entertaining my master. There is a certain satisfaction that comes with pleasing him. It can be a very rewarding lifestyle.” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like a very crappy life,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “It's soul crushing,” Stevie replied. “That's why I'm not allowing you to leave without me. Sorry, it's just the way it is. I gotta get out of here, and I won't allow you to leave without me. Please, can't we come up with a plan that helps both of us?” 
 
      
 
    I didn't really blame Stevie. If I was in his shoes, I would probably do the same thing. I suppose it was selfish to come up with a plan that only helped me. “Fine, Do you have any other ideas?” 
 
      
 
    “We get into a fight. A vicious fight and we both die.” 
 
      
 
    “How can we both die though? Two people don't just die at the same exact time. Usually someone survives.” 
 
      
 
    “You're right. Maybe I will just pretend to be critically injured and barely alive. Then I can crawl on top of your body.” 
 
      
 
    “Crawl on top of my body? But why would you need to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “It's simple,” Stevie replied. “The giant will reach in and grab your dead body. I want him to take me too.” 
 
      
 
    “But what if he just flicks you off?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don't think he will. I'll cling to you.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. This plan seemed a little too complicated. There were so many things that could go wrong. In theory, it could work. But it all seemed so risky. Then, Johnson expressed his concerns. “This wasn't part of our deal. Stevie cannot leave me. I told you that he couldn't.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” Stevie asked. “What is this weird obsession you have with me? I can leave, and I will. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    A surprised look came to Johnson's face. “Why are you acting this way? I have never seen this side of you. How could you let one person influence you so much? Are you really that easily influenced?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie became upset. “You worry about you, and I will worry about me. Does that sound good?” 
 
      
 
    This whole situation sucked. Johnson didn't know it, but he was leaving with us. The whole “Stevie stays with me” thing didn't even matter. Yet, I had to pretend it mattered just in case Johnson got any bright ideas. “Don't worry Johnson. I will make sure I hold up my end of the deal.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you going to do that?” Stevie asked with irritation. 
 
      
 
    I yanked Stevie closer to me and pulled him to the furthest corner away from Johnson. Then, I whispered at an extremely soft level. “Do you have any rope or chains?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I have some rope,” Stevie whispered back. 
 
      
 
    “Great. We might need it for Johnson.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you two talking about over there?” Johnson asked with a long neck. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I replied. “Just some small talk type stuff. A wide range of stuff really.” 
 
      
 
    Johnson came closer to us. “What are you really talking about? There's something sneaky going on here. I can just feel it.” 
 
      
 
    “There's nothing sneaky going on,” Stevie replied. “We were just having a conversation.” 
 
      
 
    Johnson was getting really annoying. But, I had to act like everything was going as planned. “Don't worry. Stevie isn't leaving. We have a big plan. Keep quiet, and I promise Stevie will stay with you. Not only that, I will bring new players here too.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Johnson replied. “If you do as you say, I will not alert my master.” 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry, everything is going as planned. But, it's a complicated plan. We just need a few moments alone to figure everything out. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    Johnson looked like he didn't believe me at first. But that look quickly faded as his head bounced up and down. “That makes sense. But don't you think three brains would be better than two?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. But, this is only stage one of the planning. Stage two will involve all three of our brains. Make sense?” 
 
      
 
    Johnson looked confused. “I think so,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Just give us a few more moments. Then, we will bring you in for the final decision. We need someone to tell us if the plan makes sense or not. That's when you come in.” 
 
      
 
    Johnson raised one finger into the air. “Oh I see. So I would kinda be like the final decision maker?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That's exactly right,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Johnson smiled and walked away from us. Yes, the little idiot actually believed me. I turned back to Stevie and began to go over the plan. “So we fight until our fake deaths, and then what? How do we tie up you know who?” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you wanna tie Johnson up?” Stevie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Don't say his name. I got to tie him up. I didn't come here for nothing. I gotta bring him back to his brother.” 
 
      
 
    “So we are going to split the reward?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious right now?” I asked. “Why would we split the reward?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I am helping you.” 
 
      
 
    “You aren't helping me. You have already taken the quest and have obviously failed. If it wasn't for me, you wouldn't even be escaping. You do realize that don't you?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie let out a sigh. “Fine. I will just take twenty five percent.” 
 
      
 
    “Dude. You aren't taking shit. I will stay here and dance with you two before I give you twenty five percent. You said it yourself, I am your ticket out.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Stevie replied. “You can have it all. Let's just get the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Glad you came to your senses. So, I'm not leaving without him. And if I don't leave, you don't leave. So how do we tie him up and bring him with us?” 
 
      
 
    “We just have to tie him up before the fight.” 
 
      
 
    “But he's gonna alert the giant.” 
 
      
 
    “No. You will hold his mouth while I tie him up. Then, I will stick a rag into his mouth to keep him quiet.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea but won't the giant hear his muffled screams?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I hope so. Then the giant can see what's going on. He can see the whole fight unfold. Eventually, he will check to see if we are still alive. It's just natural curiosity.” 
 
      
 
    I felt kinda dumb. The whole plan just seemed so risky. There was so much that could go wrong. Yes, the giant might check to see if we were alive. But how could we know? What if he just slammed the door and didn't even care to check? Or what if he untied Johnson and he told him everything? Or even worse, what if he tried to eat us? Crap. That was something I had not considered. “What if the giant tries to eat us? Then what would we do?” 
 
      
 
    “In order to eat us, he must put us in his mouth. Right?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “It won't happen. I'll pull out my sword and jam it into his head.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie seemed way too confident for a man who dressed up as a rat every day. “How do we even know that will hurt him? What if it just pisses him off and he kills us?” 
 
      
 
    “How do we know anything? How do we know our hearts will continue beating? We don't. It's just something you gotta believe.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie's logic only made a little bit of sense. I didn't want to argue, because there was nothing I could say that would solve the problem. This was just a fucked up situation and I had to hope for the best. The truth was, it was dangerous. I guess the NPC quest giver wasn't kidding when he said that. I shook my head. “Guess this is the plan we are going with?” 
 
      
 
    “Might as well be,” Stevie replied. 
 
      
 
    I ran my hands through my hair. “Might as well not waste any time right? You got the rope ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Now? You want to do it now?” 
 
      
 
    “Why not? I don't see why there would be a need to wait any longer. Do you?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie began to look a little worried. Nervous energy was building inside of him. “I mean, we could wait a little longer,” he said with a stutter.  
 
      
 
    “For what? Do you want to get out of here or continue living your life as a part time rat? What's it gonna be? I want to go ahead and get this done. Get your rope ready. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie pulled out some rope. “Are you sure?” he asked with hesitation. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I am as sure as I will ever be,” I replied. “We are just going to charge him and tie him up. I will hold his mouth, and you tie. I am going to turn around, and start running. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie held the rope beside him. I turned around and looked at Johnson. He waved at me. Damn, I almost felt bad for what I was about to do. But that feeling quickly left me as I realized he belonged with his brother. With sudden speed, I ran full force towards Johnson. A nervous look came to his face. He darted from side to side like a squirrel that  couldn't make up his mind in the middle of the road. I lunged forward and knocked him to the ground. His mouth opened, but I covered it. 
 
      
 
    With remarkable speed, Stevie wrapped the rope around Johnson's bony little body and began to tie him up. Johnson struggled, but he couldn't escape. It didn't take long before he was fully tied up. It was official, we had tied up a man wearing a hamster suit. His muffled screams could barely be heard as my hands became tighter over his mouth. “Put the rag in his mouth,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Stevie pulled out a rag and stuffed it into Johnson's mouth. “Now what?” he asked with nervous eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It's time for me to kick your ass,” I replied with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Stevie looked confused with my reply. Suddenly, I jumped towards Stevie. “This isn't a real fight is it?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. But we gotta make it look real. Plus, we might as well have a little fun.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed Stevie to the ground and got on top of him. “Die,” I screamed over and over while lightly punching his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The struggle continued for many moments as we tried to make it look real. Then, Stevie screamed something. “Help me. He's gonna kill me!” 
 
      
 
    Stevie grabbed my shoulders and then slammed his palm into my chin. Shit, it kinda hurt actually. After that, he slapped me across the face. It wasn't a gentle slap though. It was a hard one. Why was he being so rough? I wiped my nose and noticed a little blood on my finger. He made me bleed? He was gonna pay for that. I slammed my elbow into his face. “What the hell?” he asked with surprise. 
 
      
 
    “What? You can hit me as hard as you want and I can't do the same to you?” 
 
      
 
    “That was just a little slap,” he replied. “Not a full blown elbow.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh come on,” I replied. “You hit me as hard as you could. Just admit it.” 
 
      
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck and began to choke him. But then, my grip loosened. I looked over to see if the giant was awake yet. But, he wasn't. “He's still sleeping,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Scream something. Wake his ass up,” Stevie replied. 
 
      
 
    I didn't know what to scream, so I just roared as loud as I could. The roar continued until I heard the giant toss to his side. What the fuck? When was he going to wake up? We both began to yell as loud as we could. Within moments, the giant was awake. “What's happening here?” he asked with a boom. 
 
      
 
    Oh damn. The giant was watching us. Just for some extra realism, I delivered a really hard blow to Stevie's face. “Die,” I yelled. “The whole world wants you dead.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie didn't respond. His eyes weren't even open. Shit. Did I hit him too hard? I began to gently shake him. “Wake up dude,” I mumbled. 
 
      
 
    The giant climbed to his feet as I pulled Stevie's body to the far corner of the cage. With no other choice, I slapped Stevie across the face. “I said wake up.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Stevie coughed. Then, he came back to his senses. “Dude, I think you almost killed me. What the hell?” 
 
      
 
    “It was an accident,” I replied. “I just wanted some realism.” 
 
      
 
    The giant's head went against the metal bars. “Stop this,” he commanded. “You will both dance for me. I want this now.” 
 
      
 
    Dance for him? This giant wanted us to dance during the middle of a fight? Did he really think we would just stop beating each other and suddenly start dancing? His passion for watching us dance was high. But, it wasn't going to happen. Instead, I slapped Stevie across the face. “You'll pay for ever being born,” I screamed. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the giant growled. “What's wrong with my hamster?” he asked with furious eyes. 
 
      
 
    We didn't answer. Stevie wrapped his hands around my neck and flipped me to my back. He jumped on top of me. “Shouldn't we die now?” he asked with a whisper. 
 
      
 
    Stevie was right. It was time to put our plan into action. The moment of death had arrived. “Yes. Just act like your biting me or something. But, don't actually bite me.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie leaned closer to me and pretended to bite into my face. I kicked my arms and legs into the air. “Why are you biting me? Please, please don't bite me you little bastard,” I screamed at the top of my lungs.  
 
      
 
    Then, I stopped moving. Stevie did the same. We just laid there. All we could hear was the giant breathing. “Stop this at once,” he said. 
 
      
 
    We didn't answer. The giant didn't speak for many minutes. Stevie was still on top of me. How did I get myself into this situation? How could I have ended up on my back with a guy in a rat costume on top of me? It was something I could have never predicted. But, it was happening. Time crawled by as I wondered what the giant was doing. Then, I heard him sticking the key into the keyhole. Oh crap, this was it. This was when the plan was either going to fail or work. The moment of truth had arrived. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door creaked open. There was a quietness in the air as I wondered what was about to happen. Then, I heard his hand come into the cage. Suddenly, Stevie's body moved. Me and Stevie looked into each others eyes. Stevie was scared, I could see that. Then, his body moved again. Was the giant poking him? “Wake up,” the giant roared. 
 
      
 
    We continued playing dead. “What's wrong with you? I said it's time to wake up,” the giant moaned. 
 
      
 
    Then, Stevie's body began to lift. Oh crap! My arms wrapped around his back before I felt the giant's grip around us. We both went into the air with sudden speed. My heart began to quiver and I wasn't sure what was going to happen next. My grip got tighter around Stevie's back as I feared I would fall to my death. I couldn't see anything, except for Stevie's ratty face. Were we leaving the cage? The air flow beneath me tickled my back as I could feel that we were getting higher and higher. I twisted my head to my far side and tried to see what was happening. We were much higher in the sky than I would have guessed. Below me, I saw the ground. To my left, I saw the cage. It was official, we were outside of the cage. “Now what?” I mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know,” Stevie replied. 
 
      
 
    How could we both not know the next step? This was a critical step, and we didn't know it? “Aren't you going to use your sword?” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    Before Stevie could answer, I felt a dropping sensation. Almost like you would feel when riding a roller coaster with a big drop at a theme park. I knew he was bringing us to the ground, but for what? Within seconds, the giant had placed us on the ground. Without much effort, he flicked Stevie off of me. My eyes were closed, but I could sense his large head hovering over me. Then, I felt something. My body jerked upwards as he let out a sniffing sound. Wow. The power of his sniff had actually made my body jerk up a little. But why was he sniffing me? Oh crap. Was he getting ready to eat me? My worst fear had seemed to come true.  
 
      
 
    How could I have been so stupid? Panic began to run wild inside of me but I didn't show it physically. I didn't move an inch. What was I going to do though? Then, I felt a gust of wind. He was no longer looking at me. I just knew it. I barely opened my eyes just enough so that I could see. My vision slowly began to appear. Above me, was only the dark sky. I turned my head to where I knew the giant was. Then, I saw him. He was busy sniffing Stevie. Was he going to eat him? I didn't want to see it happen. But, maybe he would be full if he ate Stevie? I didn't know. Stevie was a tiny guy and would probably be nothing more than a snack for the giant. I didn't want him to eat Stevie. But, if it did happen, I hoped Stevie would provide enough nutrition for the giant. In the back of my mind, I worried that Stevie would only be a snack for him. Then, he would come looking for me as his next snack. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I realized I had a chance. A chance to run maybe. But what about Johnson? He was the whole reason I came here wasn't he? I couldn't live through this terrible experience without being rewarded could I? I sighed. Crap. I couldn't run, and I couldn't just watch the giant eat Stevie. Sometimes I really hated being a decent human being. As my thoughts continued, I couldn't believe what I saw happen next. With precise speed, Stevie pulled a sword out from his side. Within a blink, he jammed the sword into the giant's head. “Take it out of me,” the giant roared while stumbling to his knees. 
 
      
 
    What the hell? Did I really just see what I had just seen? “If you want your reward, you better grab Johnson,” Stevie yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Wait? You aren't going to help me?”  
 
      
 
    “Why should I? You aren't giving me a cut,” he replied. “Besides. At this point, I just wanna get the hell out of here. There's no way I'm going back into that cage. I won't risk my freedom for anything ever again. See you around!” 
 
      
 
    Before I could reply, Stevie took off running into the distance. With him still being in his rat suit, it was an odd sight. Everything was happening so fast. The giant pounded on the ground and it began to shake. My balance got wobbly as I tried to make my way closer to the wooden platform. Was I an idiot or something? Maybe Stevie had the right idea. The giant wasn't dead yet, and I didn't know if he would die. Was I really about to go back inside of the cage and risk being locked up again? One part of me wanted to run the same direction Stevie did, but I couldn't. I was just too damn greedy. My feet began to kick with intense speed as I made a beeline back to the cage. Suddenly, the giant swung his arms towards me. “My head hurts,” he yelled. “Something is stuck in my head.” 
 
      
 
    I almost felt bad for him, but that quickly went away. I ran a safe distance around him and quickly began to climb the stairs. My eyes darted from side to side while I desperately tried to locate Johnson. Then, I saw him. He was just where we had left him.  I ran to his body and spoke quickly. “Your brother misses you,” I screamed. “You are coming with me whether you like it or not.” 
 
      
 
    His feet began to kick and he yelled something. But, I couldn't hear it. Stevie had done a good job with stuffing the rag into his mouth. I reached down and picked up his small body. Damn, he was bony, but still had some weight to him. I tossed him over my shoulder and began to walk out of the cage. The giant stumbled closer to us but was weak. The sword in his head had taken a toll on him. “That's my hamster,” he screamed with anger. “Hand me my hamster.” 
 
      
 
    With a burst of strength, the giant stumbled closer to us. He wasn't far, and I knew I had to move faster. But, my body became sluggish. I looked at my stamina meter. Oh crap! It was low. The extra weight was taking a toll on me. I stopped for a moment and tried to let my stamina climb. Still, the giant was getting closer to the cage. Moments passed as my stamina climbed higher. I ran as fast as I could with my eyes on the exit of the cage. The sense of relief that came to my body was overwhelming as I ran out of the cage. The giant collapsed to the ground and let out a near deafening scream. The sword stuck in his head had really fucked him up.  
 
      
 
    I held Johnson over my shoulder. His screams were muffled, but I imagined he wanted me to help the giant. I couldn't help him though. So, I just ran past the giant and hoped he wouldn't regain any strength. The further and further away I got, the better I felt. A slow growing smile appeared on my face while I took a moment to rest. I huffed and puffed. Damn, this guy was starting to get heavy. I threw Johnson on the ground and removed the rag from his mouth. Words instantly came out of him. “We gotta help my master,” he cried. 
 
      
 
    “We can't help him.” 
 
      
 
    “Master! Master! I am over here,” he screamed. 
 
      
 
    There was a roar in the distance. “Shut up,” I said while sticking the rag back into his mouth. 
 
      
 
    I picked Johnson back up and began to run at a steady pace. Once I got a safe distance away from the giant, I stopped and took a longer rest. There was a small cleared out area with many broken logs around us. I dropped Johnson to the ground and sat down on a broken log. “I'm glad that's over,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Johnson screamed something but I couldn't hear it. I pointed my finger at him. “If I take the rag out of your mouth, do you promise not to scream?” 
 
      
 
    His head went up and down. I reached over and yanked the rag out of his mouth. “Why did you leave my master to suffer?” he asked with sad eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Dude, that giant didn't care about you,” I replied. “He was just using you.” 
 
      
 
    “He did care,” Johnson replied. 
 
      
 
    I took a good look at him. What a pathetic sight he was. “When we get you back, we are taking off that hamster suit. No man should have to wear that.” 
 
      
 
    “I like it,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    I looked down at my arms. I had almost forgotten that I still had on my weasel suit. How degrading. I quickly slipped it off and began to throw it to the side. But then, I realized it could be worth some gold. I examined the stats: 
 
      
 
    Worn Out Weasel Suit 
 
      
 
    Description: A weasel suit that has been passed down from many generations. 
 
      
 
    Slot: Upper Body 
 
    Level: 06 (Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 1.2 lbs 
 
    Defense: 0 
 
    Value: 01 Gold 
 
      
 
    Okay, this suit was almost worthless. And how could a weasel suit be passed down from many generations? Was there some guy out there who was looking for his lost weasel suit at this very moment? I didn't know. Even though it was only worth one gold coin, I decided to keep it just in case times got desperate. I mean after all, one gold coin was a lot better than none at all. I put the suit into my inventory and equipped the armor I had previously purchased. Instantly, I felt like ten times the man. I looked over at Johnson. “See how much better I look?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you made a good weasel,” he replied with twisted lips. 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to relax. This whole experience was such an adventure. I wondered if I would ever return to real life again. There was so much excitement in this life. Every moment was filled with something to do. As I looked around, I realized how quiet it was. I kicked the dirt beneath me. “Is this place real?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course it is,” Johnson replied. 
 
      
 
    “But it's just a game. You do know that don't you?” 
 
      
 
    “I have never known anything else but this. This is where everything begins and ends for me.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn't real though. There's another world out there. That's the real world, not this.” 
 
      
 
    Johnson looked confused. “I don't think that's true. I have only heard rumors of this other world. If it is there, why can't I go to it?” 
 
      
 
    “You can,” I replied before fully thinking out my answer. “I mean. You should be able to go, but you can't. It's kinda complicated.” 
 
      
 
    “This is my world. It is real. I know it is.” 
 
      
 
    I scratched my head. It was kinda confusing. In a way Johnson was right. This world was real. In fact, it could be the only world I needed. So what if my body was just lying in a capsule somewhere? Did it really matter? If I never saw my body again, did it even exist? It might as well not. As long as I remained in the game world, that was all I needed. This was the only world I needed. I stood up. Damn. What was I saying? In the back of my mind, I couldn't let go of the real world. It just didn't seem right. Truthfully, I wasn't sure what I wanted. And I wasn't sure where I belonged. All of a sudden, I got a new message alert: 
 
      
 
    “Hey. It's me Tommy. You are going to be so proud of me. You know why? Because I just saved Sonny and Todd. Like, I just saved them both! I figured out all of this lost soul and Astral Dust stuff. I used all of my brain power and figured it all out. Dude, I won't stop there. I have been asking around and know how to get to FlatFall. We will be there pretty soon to bust you out. I am going to send you another message soon. We are actually headed to this big boat right now. The boat is gonna take us to you. I am hoping that I see some dolphins and other fish while I am riding in the boat. I have some bread and want to feed the fish. Anyways, I will message you soon. Hope your still alive and all. Let me know. 
 
      
 
    Tommy.”  
 
      
 
    I was nearly at a loss of words. How on earth could Tommy have actually saved both Sonny and Todd? And he was coming to bust me out soon? Wow. I had mixed emotions about it all. In many ways, I wanted out. But in other ways, I didn't want out. Still, I knew it was probably best that I did leave FlatFall. There was still a small part of myself that doubted Tommy could bust me out. But, only time would tell. I began to write him a message back: 
 
      
 
    “Hey Tommy. I am sitting here just wondering how the hell you actually managed to save both of them! That is awesome! I will wait for you to bust me out. Let me know the plan and when you will be here. Thanks 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to picture Tommy getting on a big boat. It just seemed weird. It seemed shocking that he was actually organizing a search and rescue team for me. Like I said before, if he could pull it off, I would totally forgive him. I took in a deep breath and went down to pick up Johnson. Then, I stopped. “If I untie you, will you behave yourself? Can I trust you?” 
 
      
 
    “Why can't I go back to my master?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because your brother needs you,” I replied. “And because I came all the way here just to rescue you. The least you could do is show a little gratitude.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I won't run. But I will demand that my brother takes me back to my master. You do know that don't you?” 
 
      
 
    “Do whatever you wish,” I replied. “We just need to get you back to him first.” 
 
      
 
    I struggled to untie the rope that went around him. With frustration and time, I finally managed to get the rope off him. Then, I realized it was too risky to let him be totally free. “Put your wrist together,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Why? I told you I won't run.” 
 
      
 
    “Just do it,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    He put his arms together and I wrapped the rope around them. Then, I tied a loose knot and used the rest of the rope as a leash. If he ran, he was going to take me with him. We began to walk and Johnson asked a question. “Where do you think Stevie went?” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “I will find him. You know that don't you?” 
 
      
 
    “Makes sense,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “He left me because he was scared. I won't hold fear against him though. We will be reunited. He cannot leave FlatFall. It's only a matter of time before our paths cross again.” 
 
      
 
    I guess Johnson was right. If he wanted to find Stevie, I'm sure it wouldn't be that hard to pull off. I continued down the dirt path and looked for the point that branched into the main road. It wasn't long before I saw the main road. “We are almost there,” I said while pulling Johnson behind me. 
 
      
 
    A few players ran by us and one of them laughed. I looked back at Johnson and realized the whole situation looked a bit silly. But, I didn't care. All I cared about was getting my gold. I began to think about what I would do with so much gold. Instantly, I knew the first thing I would do. I would get something to eat. Yes, one of those turkey legs I had seen. I could almost taste it as we got closer and closer to the Tavern. But then I realized, I didn't have time. I had to get the healing potions first. And I had to get them right away. For all I knew, Douglas could have been dead. I didn't want to think about it, but at the same time, I knew I had done the best I could.  
 
      
 
    Finally, we arrived at the Tavern. I pushed the door open and scanned the room for the NPC who had given me the quest. Players were busy drinking and the place seemed extra busy. Where was the NPC? I scanned the room and noticed Cosmo sitting in his usual spot drinking beer. Damn, he really was an alcoholic. He probably had to drink his guilt away or something. That was the best I could figure. My eyes left Cosmo and continued to search for the NPC on the back wall. There were many different ones standing around, but I didn't see him. What the crap? Did he scam me? Panic began to set in until I finally caught a glimpse of the NPC I recognized. There he is,” I yelled while yanking Johnson's leash. I ran with Johnson behind me and stopped right in front of the NPC. “here's your brother,” I said while handing him the leash. 
 
      
 
    The NPC looked at me and then took the leash. “Why is he on a leash?” he asked with confusion. 
 
      
 
    My eyes got big. What the hell did it matter? I completed the stupid quest and I wanted my gold. Still, I knew I needed to be nice to the NPC. “He didn't want to come with me. The giant had brainwashed him. Your brother can explain it better than I can,” I replied with quick words. “So, can I have my gold now? Can you just put it into a bag and give it to me?” 
 
      
 
    The NPC looked at his brother. “Johnson? Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I am fine. But, we must go back and rescue my master.” 
 
      
 
    “This is great and all, but what about my gold?” I asked with both hands out. 
 
      
 
    The NPC directed his attention back to me. “Yes, of course,” he replied. “You have kept your promise, and I will do the same.” 
 
      
 
    I licked my lips. The NPC reached into his pockets and began to shuffle something around. Moments passed as I tried to wait patiently. But, this guy was taking forever. Truthfully, I wanted to grab him by his neck and shake the gold out of him. But, I couldn't. So, I waited. What was taking so long? Did he not have the gold? “Can I have it now?” I asked with no patience. 
 
      
 
    “Just a moment,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    My teeth went together. How could it take so long? Was this some sort of glitch or something? Then, the gold appeared in his hand. The weight of the world had seemed to be lifted off my shoulders as I grabbed the bag out of his hands. I shook it. Wow, the jingling almost sounded like a magical song. I put the bag in my inventory and checked to see how much gold I had. Yes! It was amazing to see the number of 145 gold coins. I felt rich, and I felt powerful. I nodded to the NPC. “This quest was indeed hard. But, I got it done. Just make sure you take that hamster suit off your brother. He is a good man, but the giant has brainwashed him.” 
 
      
 
    I turned and faced Johnson. “The giant doesn't care about you. Trust me on that. I enjoyed meeting you, and I only wish you the best.” 
 
      
 
    “I still think my master cares for me. It's just a complicated situation,” Johnson replied. “We will save him first. Then, I will look for Stevie. It's odd, but I already miss Stevie.” 
 
      
 
    I began to walk away, but the NPC pulled me back. “Thank you for saving my brother. I will tell others about your remarkable quest solving skills. Because of this, more quest will become available to you.” 
 
      
 
    That was interesting. If I completed a quest, would I have more quest choices? I smiled. Then, I remembered I needed a healing potion. “Do you know where I can purchase a healing potion? I need to get one as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “There is a tall man in a green robe that sells these potions. He is here for this very reason.” 
 
      
 
    “This very reason?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Once you step outside, the guards will have a higher chance of seeing you and taking you back to your cell. After completing a quest that runs over your free time, you are only given a few minutes of extra time to stock up. The man in green knows this. So, he provides players with healing potions after completing a quest here. That's why he is stationed in this Tavern. His name is Hugo. Go talk to Hugo, and he will provide you with some healing potions. Keep in mind that he does charge a higher rate for these express services.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes? I didn't have much time. I spun around and began to look for a tall man in green. Suddenly, an alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
    You Have Completed The “Free The Giant's Pet” Quest! 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    You Have Leveled Up! Open Your Inventory to Distribute Points. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was glad to level up. I opened my inventory and began to play around with my points: 
 
      
 
    Note To User: You Have 4 Points to Distribute. Use your points wisely. 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 6 
 
    Human Male - Warrior 
 
      
 
    Statistics:  
 
    HP: 20/20 
 
    Stamina: 14 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 18 (+4 added) 
 
    Persuasion: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 1 
 
    Willpower: 1 
 
    Sneak: 2 
 
    Agility: 3  
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Abilities: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    I couldn't resist the urge to get stronger. Seeing my body grow was addictive. I looked at my arms and noticed they were bigger. In fact, my size increases were starting to add up. When I flexed my bicep, it actually rippled now. My hands went over my chest and felt the firmness. Yes, I was becoming a beast. It was exciting to see such changes. But, I couldn't bask in my glory for too long. I knew I was short on time, and there was a half dead troll that needed my help. My eyes scanned the room for the man the NPC had told me about. Within seconds, I spotted a man not far away that fitted the description. I ran over to him. “Hugo? Is your name Hugo?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed it is,” he replied. “What can I help you with today?” 
 
      
 
    “My cellmate is near death. He took a beating in the coliseum and needs to be healed. What do you have for this?” 
 
      
 
    “Is he conscious?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not really. He's breathing, but not really moving.” 
 
      
 
    “He needs “The Seed of Life” then. That is the only potion that will work for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I will take one of those.” 
 
      
 
    His old face looked pleased. “Alrighty. “That'll be forty five gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Forty five gold? Are you kidding me?” 
 
      
 
    “You want to save his life don't you?” 
 
      
 
    I began to think. That was a good question. Did I really want to save his life? I mean, would it really be that bad if I just let him die? He would become a lost soul and probably just respawn back into the cell once his body was found. I rolled my eyes. Damn, I just couldn't do it. He needed my help, and I was going to help him. “Fine, I'll take it.” 
 
      
 
    I took out forty five gold coins and handed them to him. Hugo reached into his bag and pulled out a long thin tube full of blue liquid. “Just pour this down his throat. That's all there is to it.” 
 
      
 
    I put the potion into my inventory and thanked Hugo. I turned around and my eyes landed directly on Cosmo. He stumbled to his feet as he was obviously drunk. “Where have you been lately?” he asked while stumbling closer to me. 
 
      
 
    I tried to ignore him, but he wouldn't let me. “I asked you a question,” he said while coming even closer. 
 
      
 
    “Dude. How often do you drink? You are always drunk when I see you.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo laughed. “That's because you always see me at the Tavern. Is it really that hard to believe that I would be drunk? Makes sense doesn't it?” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn't explain why you are always here,” I said while walking past him.
  
 
    “I like to have fun. Can you blame me? What else are we suppose to do here?” 
 
      
 
    I didn't turn around. I just kept walking. “You're pathetic,” I yelled back without looking at him.  
 
      
 
    “At least I'm not a coward,” he replied. “If someone was responsible for me being sent to this dump, I would be sure to teach them a lesson. I'd be sure to give them a real ass kicking. But, you can't do that can you? Just doesn't go along with your cowardly lifestyle does it?” 
 
      
 
    I stopped walking. Damn, this guy was seriously starting to get on my last nerve. I slowly turned around. My footsteps were slow as I walked closer to him. Then, I stopped right in front of his face. “I will fight you. Two days from now. Set it up, and prepare for an ass kicking. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    His lips turned downwards. “Are you serious? You really think you stand a chance against me?” 
 
      
 
    “I know I stand a chance,” I replied. “But, do you stand a chance against me? That is the question isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    “You're funny,” he replied while popping his fingers. “I'm gonna enjoy this. I'll set it up and tell the guards to inform you of the exact time.” 
 
      
 
    I turned my back to him. “You have no idea who you just messed with,” I said before walking away into the distance.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, two guards rushed to my side. “Your free time is up for today,” one of them said. 
 
      
 
    A long laugh came from Cosmo. He didn't say anything. He only laughed. The laughed dragged on until we almost got to the door. Then, he stopped laughing just long enough to yell something my direction. “The timing of the guards coming for you was hilarious. You are such a natural born loser. Everything you do just screams loser. It's just too funny.” 
 
      
 
    We exited the Tavern. I had to admit, the timing of the guards grabbing me sucked. It really did make me look a little pathetic. But, that was okay. It was okay because I knew I could beat Cosmo. All I had to do was figure out his weakness. Perhaps I should have waited until I knew his weakness. But, I couldn't. There was no way I was going to let that little backstabber call me a coward. I just couldn't. Besides, I knew his magic had a weakness, and I was going to learn what it was. My head dropped while we began our walk back to my cell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we got to my cell, I felt a sense of accomplishment. I had done something productive. And much more importantly, I was about to save someone's life. The guard pushed me into my cell and the door slammed shut. Douglas wasn't moving. Was I too late? I walked over to his body and kicked it. “Are you awake yet?” 
 
      
 
    There was no movement. I bent down and put my head close to his chest. His breathing was much more shallow than when I had left him. This poor troll was in some trouble. He was lucky though. Lucky that I was here with the special potion to cure him. I opened my inventory and found the “Seed of Life” potion. I held it into the air and examined it. There was a small brown cork that contained the liquid. My fingers squeezed it and tried to pull it out. Damn, this was a tough cork to get out. There was a struggle, but time finally allowed me to win the battle. I held the potion with the most steady hands ever. This was it. This was the moment that I would bring a troll back from the dead. It seemed like a pretty valuable skill to include on my resume actually. “troll saver” would look mighty good. 
 
      
 
     I opened Douglas's mouth with one hand while I poured the potion into it with the other. Seconds passed until the potion was empty. It was done. I had given the troll his cure. Now, what was to happen? Would his eyes just pop open and everything would go back to normal? I didn't know. I continued waiting with the most eager feeling ever. Then, something happened. His body began to twitch. After that, he started to mumble some odd sounding gibberish. His legs became stiff and his body began to shake. I took a few steps backwards. The shaking got worse before Douglas let out an ugly sound. The sound lingered. Then, his body slowly came up. He bent over and began to cough uncontrollably. His eyes were still closed, but he was awake. “Douglas? Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He twisted his head to the left and there was a loud pop. “That felt good,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel?”  
 
      
 
    “I don't know,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “I gave you a potion. You almost died in the fight. Did you know that?” 
 
      
 
    Douglas wiped his nose. “I never almost die. That's impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “This time you did. I think you have been lying on the ground for around twenty four hours now.” 
 
      
 
    “I was probably sleeping,” he replied. “I like to sleep after my big fights.” 
 
      
 
    “No dude. You weren't sleeping. The guards and everyone said you were gonna die. Trust me on that.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas plucked one of the few remaining hairs out of his head. “I think I was fine,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “I saved your life. That is a fact. You have no idea what I went through to get that potion for you.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas got quiet. His eyes became a little misty. I could see that he knew I wasn't lying. But, he was too prideful to admit that he had almost died. “Thanks,” he replied. “I would have probably been fine though. But, I appreciate the effort.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Unbelievable. I had to become a dancing weasel and this was the best “thank you” I was going to get from him? I guess it didn't matter. I knew that I had saved his life and that was good enough for me. “So, what happened during the fight?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “He just got lucky. That's all. I'll beat him next time. He won the battle, but I will win the war. Just mark my words on that.” 
 
      
 
    I sat down next to Douglas. “I'm going to be fighting the backstabber that sent me here.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas suddenly got excited. “Really? When are you going to fight him?” 
 
      
 
    “I'm not sure on the exact time. But, I think it will be two days from now. I need to figure out his weakness though. Who can I talk to about NightFall Magic?” 
 
      
 
    “NightFall Magic? There is a well known mage here in FlatFall. I am sure he knows about it.”  
 
      
 
    “Where can I find this mage?” 
 
      
 
    “There is a guild here for mages. But, this mage is the most well known in FlatFall. He is the one you need to talk to.” 
 
      
 
    “And his name would be?” 
 
      
 
    “Edern. He lives alone, and will charge you for information. I can take you there tomorrow during our free time. I wanna see you mop the floor with the scumbag that betrayed you.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? You would take me to him?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Douglas replied. “You would do the same for me. I see that now.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. Douglas was weird, but, he was alright. I guess my good deed didn't go unnoticed to him after all. “Thanks. I cannot wait. If I can just figure out his weakness, I know I could beat him.” 
 
      
 
    Outside of our cell, there was the sound of many footsteps. “What's going on out there?” 
 
      
 
    “Some more new arrivals,” Douglas replied. 
 
      
 
    “Do they always come through here?” 
 
      
 
    “Not always. Sometimes they come through another entrance. It just depends.” 
 
      
 
    Without warning, Douglas ran to the bars and grabbed them while falling on his knees. “Let me out of here. I'm innocent,” he yelled over and over. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. Douglas really was an odd troll. He continued with his little act as I examined the sad faces that passed our cell. You could tell most of them were new players. I am sure they were tricked just like I was. Douglas ran back to me. “Did you see how scared they were?” he asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You gotta build fear in their hearts. Make the newbies dread seeing you in the coliseum. They will remember this beautiful face, just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    I let out an awkward laugh. “I'm sure they will.” 
 
      
 
    The new arrivals disappeared from our view as silence replaced them. I leaned up against the bars. “How many fights must we win to get out of here?” 
 
      
 
    “It depends. Some people have done it quickly, while others are still here. It's all about the crowd. Just remember that. If you make them excited, the Emperor takes notice. I once knew a guy who got his own place of residence after only a few fights. But, that is rare.” 
 
      
 
    “Do they have total freedom once they gain residence? They are free to come and go as they wish?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. It's great isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    My head slowly went up and down. “That would be awesome. If I could just get my own home, it wouldn't be that bad living here.”  
 
      
 
    I looked at the ground. Then, a new message alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    “Hey. It's me Tommy. We are almost there. The ship captain guy said we would be there early in the morning. I have been talking to some professional bandits, and they told me it's possible to break you out. There's a weak spot in the wall and we got the tools to crack it open. I will message you the break out location tomorrow. We will set up a time. I came fully loaded too. I got 8 peasants, Todd and Sonny the healer. I told you I would rescue you didn't I? See, I told the truth. Anyways, see you tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Tommy.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. Tomorrow? That was the day I was going to potentially break out of this place? It just seemed so odd. I had actually grown to like FlatFall in an odd sort of way. But, I couldn't skip out on the chance to bust out of the place. If I ever wanted to come back, I knew how to do it. I would just get involved with some scumbags like Cosmo. That was a surefire way to land back here.  
 
      
 
    I fell to the ground with my back against the bars. Damn. Just another boring day in my cell. I had to admit, if I wasn't sleeping, time would crawl by during this period. It seemed like I was always waiting for my “free time” to arrive. I looked over at Douglas. “So what's the deal with the coliseum fights? Do they just randomly select you sometimes? I have had only one fight and it has been a few days now.” 
 
      
 
    “If the Emperor has been informed of your scheduled fight, you will probably not fight until then. Otherwise, they will come for you soon.” 
 
      
 
    My heart began to beat a little faster. It was a bit nerve racking to think that they could come for me. I wasn't prepared, and it was something I was going to need to remember. We became quiet as I waited for someone to come for me. But, it didn't happen. Eventually, I began to drift off to sleep. But, I couldn't help but notice Douglas was watching me. “Why do you do that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Do what?” 
 
      
 
    “Watch me. Why do you watch me while I sleep? It's kinda creepy dude.” 
 
      
 
    “I already told you,” he replied with quick words. “It's fun for me. Almost like a hobby. Just go back to sleep. Everything will be fine.” 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat. What the hell was his deal? This one thing was the single most annoying thing about Douglas. But, I closed my eyes. I guess it was something I just had to live with. I drifted off to sleep, and before I knew it, the next day had arrived. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty  
 
      
 
    I was getting more and more used to my new life. Not long after waking up, our meal came. Douglas and I planned our trip to see the mage while we ate our meal. In a weird way, I kinda enjoyed it. Hours passed before the guards finally came for us. One of them grabbed my arm. “It's time to visit FlatFall,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Finally,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Another guard grabbed Douglas by the arm and we began our walk to FlatFall. The short amount of time we were allowed in FlatFall was truly something to look forward to. If we didn't have it, I would have been miserable. Once we arrived at FlatFall, Douglas began to run. “Follow me,” he yelled. “No need to waste any time.” 
 
      
 
    We zoomed past all sorts of players and passed the fountain in the center of FlatFall. Within moments, we had arrived in a part of FlatFall that I had never seen. It was a much more relaxed area. There were more NPCS then there were playing characters. “He lives over there,” Douglas said with his finger into the air. 
 
      
 
    I followed Douglas until we stood in front of a small rounded off home. It looked like a giant egg. There was one window and a fairly small cut out entrance. But, there was no door. Did this mage forget to build himself a door? Seemed pretty odd to me. With all of his magic, it seemed like he could summon up a door somehow. But, maybe he just didn't want a door. I didn't know. We began to walk into the home. “Wait. Shouldn't we knock or something first?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “He knows me,” Douglas replied with a proud look. 
 
      
 
    Douglas walked in and I followed behind him. The home was fairly dark and didn't have any decorations. It was just a basic round little home. Standing in the corner, was a small  man with a triangle shaped head. He wore a small blue robe and had spiked up red hair. I expected some wise old man or something. Not this guy. But, I never wanted to judge a book by its cover. Too many people had told me not to do that. So, I gave him the benefit of the doubt. “I have come here for information,” I said with one hand into the air. 
 
      
 
    “Of course you have,” the mage replied with a surprisingly deep voice. 
 
      
 
    Douglas bowed down to the mage. “Sir, he is my cellmate.” 
 
      
 
    Damn, this mage had the troll in line. “You are sharing a cell with Douglas?” The mage asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” the mage replied. 
 
      
 
    “I have come to you to seek advice about Nightfall Magic. I want to know its weakness.” 
 
      
 
    “Most everything has a weakness if you look closely enough,” The mage replied. “And smart players prepare for this. But, many do not.” 
 
      
 
    “How do they prepare?” 
 
      
 
    “They do their research.” 
 
      
 
    I began to think about Cosmo sitting in the bar drinking. I doubted he was doing much research. “So how do I defeat someone who mainly only uses NightFall Magic?” 
 
      
 
    The mage put one hand on my shoulder. “You take it away from him, and use it against him.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my hands together. I liked the sound of that. “But how? How do I do this? Please tell me more.” 
 
      
 
    “You will learn that there are many weapons in this world. Some of these weapons, can actually cancel out other weapons. Having a wide range of weapons and armor is critical here.” 
 
      
 
    “What weapon? What is the weapon I need to defeat this man?” 
 
      
 
    The mage began to laugh. “Patience. Only time will give you your answer.” 
 
      
 
    Time? I had plenty of time. “I have all of the time in the world.” 
 
      
 
    “Then open your ears and only listen.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to open my ears, but they just wiggled a little. The mage put his chin against his chest. “There are a few shields that can absorb his magic. But, you will need a specific potion for this to work. The shield nor the potion are important on their own. But, when combined, things become different.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas eagerly came closer to us. “Where can he find this shield and potion?” 
 
      
 
    “The most reasonably priced shield can be found at Henderson's shop.” 
 
      
 
    Henderson? I remembered him. Seemed like a nice enough NPC. “What about the potion? Where can I find it?” 
 
      
 
    The mage pointed at himself. “I have the information you need. I'm well known around here for a reason.” 
 
      
 
    “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “It's not only a matter of price. But, how much experience do you have in alchemy?” 
 
      
 
    My head went down. “Not much,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, none. I don't really have any experience in it yet.” 
 
      
 
    The mage tucked both hands behind his back. “I will show you how to create the potion. But, since you have no experience, the effects will be very weak. The potion will still enchant the shield, but will not absorb your opponent's magic as well as it could.” 
 
      
 
    “But it will still work pretty well won't it?” 
 
      
 
    “It's hard to say,” the mage replied. “It will work. But, it could require a lot of patience before it begins to accumulate his magic.” 
 
      
 
    “So what's the shield called that I need to get?” 
 
      
 
    “The Shield of FlatStone.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I replied. “I will go and get it now.” 
 
      
 
    “That's not all you will need. You will also need two different herbs. Sabletop and Dawndrop. Get two of each, and bring them back here.” 
 
      
 
    “Where do I find these?” 
 
      
 
    “You can journey to the far northwest corner of FlatFall and find them deep in a cave. A cave that is infested with trolls, rats and other creatures. That would be quite the journey to retrieve such a small amount of herbs. The better choice would be to give me a reasonable amount of gold.” 
 
      
 
    A slow growing smile came to the mage's face while his hand went out in front of him. I looked at Douglas and then back at the mage. “How much gold are we talking?” 
 
      
 
    “Six gold coins for each herb.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure how much these herbs normally costed. It was something I needed to research. I looked back at Douglas. “Doesn't that seem a bit high?” 
 
      
 
    Before Douglas could answer, the mage replied. “Convenience always has a price to it. Would you rather journey to the cave? I could mark the spot on your map if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    The truth was, I didn't want to journey to the cave. The thought of entering a cave full of goblins and rats just didn't excite me during that moment. My mind was only focused on beating Cosmo in the coliseum. “If I pay this price, it will also include the fees for teaching me? No hidden charges right?” 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” the mage replied. “I will include that as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. You can have your twenty four gold coins.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled the coins out and handed them to the mage. I knew he was ripping me off, but I didn't care. I took the herbs and put them in my inventory. If he could show me how to enchant the shield, it was totally worth it. “How much will the shield cost me?” 
 
      
 
    “It shouldn't be more than 25 gold coins. The shield is fairly common.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my inventory to check and see how much gold I had left. Crap, I only had 71 coins left? After I bought the shield, I would only have around 46 coins. Oh well, I was willing to spend everything I had for the purpose of revenge. I shook the mage's hand. “Get the shield and bring it to me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Douglas and I quickly left his home and headed to Henderson's shop. We moved quickly as we knew we had a limited amount of time. The last thing I wanted was for the guards to come for me before I got everything completed. About midway to his shop, I had a new message alert pop up: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it's me Tommy. The big day has arrived dude!!! We are here to bust you out. Go to the entrance of FlatFall and follow the tall wall all the way to the left. It is a pretty long ways. But, we are here at the very left corner on the outside of the wall. We have chipped a chunk off the wall and have created a small hole. It's almost big enough for you to crawl out. Turns out Sonny is really talented with the Pickaxe. So run over here right now and crawl out of this hole. We have a big boat waiting for us. It's the perfect plan! When can you be here? Message me back asap because we can't stay here forever. Really you should message me now. Yes. Please message me now. 
 
      
 
    Tommy.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped walking. Damn. Everything seemed to be happening at once. Douglas looked over at me. “What are you doing? We gotta hurry before the guards come and get us.” 
 
      
 
    They were actually breaking a hole in the wall? It just seemed too basic to work. I wanted to tell Douglas what I had just read. But, I didn't know if I could trust him for sure. What if there was some sort of rule here? Maybe if you knew someone was about to break out, you had to turn them in? I didn't know. It seemed risky to tell him. Were they really chipping a hole in the wall? Crap. I felt so confused. Why did they have to come at the exact time that I was planning my revenge? What was I going to do? I wanted to fight Cosmo, but I also didn't want to miss an escape opportunity. They had come all the way here just to save me. I was surprised. Tommy was really keeping his word. In front of me, I could see a little anger building inside of Douglas. “What are we doing? Are we just going to stand here?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing. I just need to rest for a moment.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas ran ahead of me. I looked from side to side and didn't know what to do. Shit. I needed to get the shield. After that, I would meet Tommy and the others. I quickly ran and tried to catch up with Douglas. “I'm coming,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    We both ran until we arrived in front of Henderson's shop. Douglas pushed opened the door and I followed him inside. I ran up to the NPC and got straight to business. “I need The Shield of Flatstone.” 
 
      
 
    Henderson reached under the counter and pulled out a fairly cool looking brown shield. It was much larger than I would imagined and was shaped like a diamond. I examined it and realized it was constructed with a mix of bronze and wood. “How much is it?” 
 
      
 
    “It will be 23 gold coins,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied while pulling out my coins and giving them to him.  
 
      
 
    I took the shield and we quickly exited his shop. Once outside, Douglas took off in front of me. “Wait,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    He turned back and seemed irritated. “You really need to work on your stamina levels,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “It's not that. I just need to think for a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Haven't you had enough time to think in our cell? We have all damn day to think. Why did you wait until now?” 
 
      
 
    I didn't reply. I looked behind us and could see the entrance of FlatFall. I had to meet them. If I could escape this place, then I would. It was weird because I had gotten so caught up in the “world” of FlatFall. It almost seemed like I belonged here. But, I must have been brainwashed or something. Yes, I would meet them and try to escape. My head went up and down. It was final, I would meet up with them and try to escape. 
 
      
 
    I looked over at Douglas and noticed him picking up a small rock. Then, he held the rock over his head. “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Keep your voice down. I see him,” he replied while looking at the sky. 
 
      
 
    Who did he see? I looked up to see what he was aiming at, but didn't see anything. Then, he threw the rock into the air. “I got him,” he yelled with excitement. 
 
      
 
    At first, I didn't know what was happening. But then, there was a loud thud as something hit the ground in front of me. I leaned over the small object. Shit, it was that ugly little pigeon. He wasn't moving and showed no signs of life. If was official, Douglas had killed the talking pigeon. I bent down and took a close look just to make sure. Yep, that was him. His face had a large dent in it, but I could still tell it was him. Douglas bent down and grabbed his lifeless body. Then, he held it in front of his face. “Who's the loser now? Huh?” 
 
      
 
    Douglas began to growl. He looked back at me and then pointed at the pigeon. “How come he's not talking anymore? Has he finally ran out of stuff to say?” 
 
      
 
    After that, Douglas let out a long laugh and slammed the pigeon to the ground. “Victory is mine,” he screamed. 
 
      
 
    Damn. This was one happy little troll. “Did you see that? Did you see the accuracy in that throw?” he asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “That was pretty impressive,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “I have been waiting a long time to kill this little bastard,” Douglas replied. “Let's eat him tonight in our cell. His final hours will be spent in my belly. Isn't that great?” 
 
      
 
    I could understand eating the pigeon for nutrition, but this wasn't the case. Douglas wanted to eat the pigeon for other reasons. It seemed like a bit too much to be honest. But, I had seen how the pigeon had treated him. He really was a mean spirited little creature. Douglas reached down and picked the pigeon back up. “Thanks for the meal,” he said while walking ahead of me.  
 
      
 
    In the distance, I heard many people cheering and screaming. Douglas stopped walking and turned around. “What's going on over there?' he asked. 
 
      
 
    I looked over at where the noise was coming from. There were many players jumping up and down. “It's probably the Grand Champion,” I replied. “This always happens when he shows up.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't think so,” Douglas replied. “It's something else.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas walked towards me and didn't stop. I wanted to see what was going on, but I didn't have time. I needed to meet Tommy and the others. I hated to leave Douglas, but I had no other choice. I looked at the wall and began to walk towards it. Douglas ran up to me and looked excited about something. “Let's watch this,” he said. “They caught some players trying to break down part of the wall.” 
 
      
 
    My heart felt like it had stopped beating. “What? Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Over there. They are taking them to the Emperor.” 
 
      
 
    I ran towards the crowd and tried to locate the players Douglas was talking about. I knew who they were, but I wanted to see them with my own eyes. In the middle of the crowd, I saw them. It was Tommy, Todd and Sonny The Healer. I squinted my eyes and noticed Sonny even had his cage with him. Damn, I guess he had recaptured that poor pet of his. They all walked while many guards followed behind them. Suddenly, Tommy saw me. A smile came to his face while he jumped up and down waving at me. “They captured us,” he yelled. “Can you believe it?” 
 
      
 
    What was he smiling about? I waved back to him and shot him an awkward smile. Todd and Sonny both looked over at me, but they didn't look near as happy. I ran closer to them. But, one of the guards pushed me back. “Don't come any closer,” he commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Where are they taking you guys?” I asked with a yell to Tommy. 
 
      
 
    “We are gonna meet the Emperor,” Tommy yelled back.  
 
      
 
    “How do you know these people?” Douglas asked from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “They are my friends,” I replied. “Let's follow them.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas and I followed them until they arrived at the entrance of the dungeon. We tried to go inside of the dungeon, but a guard blocked our path. “You cannot go in here right now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What's gonna happen to them?” 
 
      
 
    “They will be stripped of their belongings and will become prisoners. After that, they will fight in the coliseum like the others.” 
 
      
 
    Wow. I guess they were just like me now. In a weird sort of way, I wasn't really sad about not escaping. And in an even weirder way, I was actually happy that they were here with me. But, I almost felt guilty for thinking that thought. How could I be happy that they were locked up in the dungeon too? I didn't know. But, I knew I could learn to live a happy life here. In fact, I knew we could all live a happy life here. If you could advance in the coliseum, you could live a life of fame and fortune. I had seen how the Grand Champion lived, and I wanted to live like him. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and looked at Douglas. “This has been a crazy day. Hasn't it?” 
 
      
 
    “It's one of the best days of my life,” he replied. “I finally got revenge against that annoying pigeon. I finally took his life. Never again will he visit our cell. Those days are over.” 
 
      
 
    “Let's go bring the shield back to the mage before we run out of time,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “What about your friends?” 
 
      
 
    “What can I do? I will see them soon enough I am sure.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas ran off ahead of me and I quickly followed. While I was running, I couldn't help but wonder how things had gotten so crazy. I was eager to talk with Tommy and see what had happened. I wanted to hear all of the details. At the same time, I was also eager to tell him about my fight with Cosmo. Thoughts continued to race through my head as I blindly followed behind Douglas. Eventually, we had arrived at the egg shaped home. We went inside and I pulled out the shield. “I got it. Now what?” 
 
      
 
    The mage looked at me with both of his hands together. “Excellent. Give me the herbs.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my inventory and pulled out the Sabletop and Dawndrop. “Here you go,” I replied while handing the herbs to him. 
 
      
 
    The mage walked out of his home and we followed behind him. “I have a fire pit behind my home,” he said while entering his backyard. 
 
      
 
    In his backyard, there was a small fire pit. Soft flames flickered around a small stone slab in the middle of the pit. The mage put the herbs on the small stone slab. Then, he pulled out a worn out book. He flipped through some pages while looking for something. “You need to find the correct symbol,” he mumbled. “Then, you must align the herbs in the shape of that symbol.” 
 
      
 
    The mage began to tear apart the herbs and place them on the stone slab. He continued flipping through the book. “This is it,” he said while pointing at a picture. 
 
      
 
    “Let me see,” I replied while grabbing the book. 
 
      
 
    I squinted my eyes and examined the picture in the book. The herbs looked to be crushed into a fine powder. But, the powder created a specific shape. It was the shape of a triangle with a circle on top of it. I looked over at the mage. “So we just make this shape?” 
 
      
 
    “This is a simple enchantment,” the mage replied while smearing the herbs into the stone. Slowly, he began to create the same shape the book had shown. Then, he flicked some of the herb dust into the fire. Suddenly, the flames became much larger. “Press your shield on to the stone,” the mage yelled. “Hurry.” 
 
      
 
    I held my shield and pressed it on to the stone. Slowly, the shield began to heat up. Moments passed until the mage told me to remove it. Once I removed it, I took a close look at it. “Doesn't look much different.” 
 
      
 
    “Look closer,” the mage replied. 
 
      
 
    I got closer to the shield and noticed that it sparkled. “Oh yea. I do see something. It's a little sparkly,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    The mage tucked his hands behind his back and began to walk away. “This was very simple. But, this is only one method for enchantment. It is a much weaker method than some of the more advanced techniques.” 
 
      
 
    We followed the mage back inside of his home. “So how do I use this shield? Tell me exactly how it works.” 
 
      
 
    “The shield will actually absorb your opponent's NightFall Magic. But, it only works when he uses the magic against you. You will need to make sure that you use your shield to defend against the magic.” 
 
      
 
    “So if I use the shield, the shield will begin to collect the magic?” 
 
      
 
    “That's correct,” the mage replied. 
 
      
 
    Nice. I liked this a lot. “So I basically just drain all of his magic?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But there is more. Once your shield absorbs the magic, you can actually use his own magic against him.” 
 
      
 
    Shit. This was the part I was waiting for. “How? How do I do that?” 
 
      
 
    “The shield will begin to collect dust on it each time you use it against his magic. So, the more magic he uses against you, the more magic you absorb potentially.” 
 
      
 
    “So I basically just need to play defense? If I play defense, I can absorb all of his magic?” 
 
      
 
    The mage nodded. “Yes. A thin layer of dust will collect on the shield after you use it to defend his magic. The more often he hits your shield with his magic, the more magic you collect.” 
 
      
 
    “But how do I use the magic against him?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The mage looked excited. “You need to collect the dust off your shield and rub it on to your sword. Once your blade is laced with the dust, you can deliver a much stronger attack to your opponent. The more dust you collect, the stronger the effect. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “That makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas looked like he was growing a bit bored with everything. “Are you okay over there?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I was just trying to stay focused.” 
 
    I looked at the mage. “Thank you. Thanks for all of the help.” 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Douglas and knew he was ready to leave. “Okay. I guess we got everything we need.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas suddenly came back to life. “Thanks for the help,” he yelled back to the mage. 
 
      
 
    We made our way out of the mage's home. Once outside, We just stood for a moment. I looked all around as Douglas did the same. “How much longer do you think we have?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “A little bit of time. Not much though.” 
 
      
 
    We both walked back towards the center of FlatFall. But, before we could get there, a guard ran up to us. “Your free time is up for today,” he said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty One 
 
      
 
      
 
    I paced back and forth in my cell. Usually, I was only bored. But, my boredom was replaced with a nervous energy. All I could do was wait. Wait until the day of the fight. I was confident I could beat Cosmo, but I also worried that I couldn't. I didn't have any experience with the shield and worried it would be harder to use than I expected. I looked over at Douglas as he pointed at the barred window above us. “He won't be coming back. Isn't that great?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure is,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Douglas walked closer to me and had an odd look on his face. “You look nervous. Why are you nervous?” 
 
      
 
    I tried to pretend his question wasn't valid, but it was. I shrugged my shoulders before sitting down and leaning against the bars. “I just don't know how well this shield is going to work. What if it takes forever to accumulate the magic?” 
 
      
 
    “It will work. You just need to believe in yourself. Know that you are a future champion. That is what I do.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas was always positive, but I had witnessed him receive an ass kicking. So, I knew his positive mindset didn't always work. Still, I appreciated his confidence. There was a small part of me that feared dying in the coliseum. Everything was so real here, and I knew death would most likely feel like death in real life. I couldn't think that way though. I quickly dismissed the thoughts and tried to become more confident. “You are right. I am a future champion. I just gotta believe and know it. All Cosmo has is his magic, and I know how to use it against him.” 
 
      
 
    “That's right,” Douglas yelled while clapping his hands. “You said he is weak without his magic. So, you just need to take it away from him.” 
 
      
 
    In the distance, I could hear the sound of incoming footsteps. The steps got closer and closer until a guard appeared in front of our cell. His eyes shot over to me. “I am here to inform you of your next coliseum fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. It's against the player named Cosmo, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. You are scheduled to fight him late tomorrow night.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. That is good.” 
 
      
 
    “There are some limitations to this particular fight. You can only bring one weapon. Also, each fighter will be limited to six basic healing potions. And, you cannot have any more than one basic mana potion.” 
 
      
 
    “Six basic healing potions?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That is all that you will be able to use. All weapons, armors and use of magic are permitted for this fight. The only restrictions are those that were previously mentioned.” 
 
      
 
    The guard turned around and walked away into the distance. I looked at Douglas. “What healing potions are considered basic?” 
 
      
 
    “Basic potions usually only restore around 25% of your health status. There are many different ones, but they all have the same results. Dust of Life would work fine. It's probably the cheapest too.” 
 
      
 
    Dust of Life? I liked the name. “That's what I will get then.” 
 
      
 
    I would get the healing potions as soon as I could. As far as mana went, I really didn't see a need for it. I didn't know any skills to use it with. In the meantime, all I could do was wait. Wait until the next day. Douglas spent many hours trying to pump me up. He told me one day everything would be different. Told me that we would be great warriors and live outside of the dungeon. It seemed exciting, but I wondered how long it would take. He also told me that we would live together in our own home. But, I wasn't sure about it. I wasn't sure that I wanted a roommate. If was nothing against him, but I preferred to live alone. Douglas continued to ramble as his excitement built. Then, I had an alert pop up. It wasn't a new message alert though. It was a system alert: 
 
      
 
    BladeDust Online System Alert: 
 
      
 
    UPDATE ON TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES! 
 
      
 
    Note to User: Our team is working hard to fix the current log out issues. We have informed all of your family members and friends of the current problem. Please bare with us as we continue working on the current issue. We hope to have it resolved as soon as possible.  
 
      
 
    Thank you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Informed all of my friends and family? I laughed as I knew I didn't have any friends or family. I looked over at Douglas. “Did you just get the system alert?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. It's fucked up isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. How the hell can this even happen?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know,” Douglas replied. “Just be extra careful. You don't wanna become a lost soul during a time like this.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. He was right. Becoming a lost soul right now would suck. We both just stared at the wall. This whole experience was starting to become more crazy than I would have ever predicted. I came into this game with the intentions of having fun and earning money. But now, it seemed so different. As far as I was concerned, this was real. This was a real world and I was living in it. I lowered my head as my thoughts began to slow down. Slowly, I began to drift off to sleep. I knew Douglas was watching me, but I didn't care. If that was what made him happy, I was okay with it. Happiness was something that could be hard to find while sitting in this cell. Besides, I was getting used to it, and it no longer bothered me like it did in the beginning.  
 
      
 
    My world became dark as I fell into a deep sleep. It seemed like no time had passed when I finally awoke the next day. “Feeding time,” the guard yelled as two bowls slid into our cell. 
 
      
 
    I jumped up and ran over to one of the bowls. “Where's our water?” I asked with urgency. 
 
      
 
    “It's coming. Just wait.” 
 
      
 
    The guard placed two cups into the cell. I grabbed a cup and chugged it. Damn, this water tasted good. The guard walked away as I looked at my bowl. Rice again? Was that all they fed us here? I picked the bowl up and dumped it into my mouth. I began to cough and realized I was eating my rice too fast. “It's feeding time already?” Douglas asked from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Yea. The rice is a little softer than usual. That's pretty cool, but I am getting tired of eating rice.” 
 
      
 
    “Douglas rushed over to his food. His mouth began to quiver and he snarled a little. There were some odd sounding grunts that came from him before he lunged into his bowl. Damn. He was a hungry little beast. “This is good. This is real good,” he said with a trembling voice. 
 
      
 
    Within seconds, he had eaten all of his rice. He picked up his water and pounded it down. “All done,” he screamed with a way too loud voice. 
 
      
 
    It was almost annoying how intense he could be sometimes. “Today's the big day,” he said. “Are you ready? Feeling excited yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. I'm pretty excited.” 
 
      
 
    “You should go and learn a new skill. Something that will surprise your opponent.” 
 
      
 
    “That's a good idea actually. I should do everything I can to prepare for the fight.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas's head bounced up and down. “I'm going to be cheering for you. You know that don't you?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “I would expect nothing less.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas began to laugh. He ran from side to side as he touched each wall. “You gotta stay in shape while you are in here,” he yelled while running back and forth. “These are called wall touches. You should start doing them.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes followed his body as he bounced from wall to wall. Shit, this was going to drive me crazy. “Dude. Come on. You can't do this while I am in here. It's an invasion of my space.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas stopped running. “You can do the same. If we wanna be the best, we gotta stay in shape. This raises your stamina levels over time. Besides, you wanna be the best don't you?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we gotta start using our time more wisely,” he replied before running from wall to wall again. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the ground and tried to ignore him. He was right, but it was so annoying. Within moments, I heard incoming footsteps. Putting both hands around the bars, I eagerly awaited for the guard. “It's time to visit FlatFall,” a guard said. 
 
      
 
    “Hell yea,” I replied. “You couldn't have come at a better time.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas stopped running and the guards led us out of our cells. Once we got to Flatfall, I couldn't help but wonder where Tommy and the others were. I took in a deep breath of air and looked around at the city. A smile came to my face. It felt so good to be free. FlatFall seemed so full of life compared to the dungeon. Douglas pointed at the water fountain ahead of us. “I drink water from that sometimes,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Really? They let you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. It's really fun. Wanna drink some with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Not right now,” I replied. “I need to find my friends and learn a new skill. I will catch up with you later.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas still pointed at the water fountain. “Okay, but watch me drink the water. Just watch me. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    Before I could answer, Douglas took off running towards the water fountain. Within seconds, he stood in front of it. Then, he turned around and looked at me. I smiled as he stuck his head into the water. I continued watching as I wondered why he wanted me to watch him. I rolled my eyes. He was weird. After sparing a few more seconds of my time, I turned around and began to look for Tommy and the others. But, I didn't see them anywhere. Surely they must have been out here? Suddenly, I realized I should send him a message. I quickly began to type my message: 
 
      
 
    “Tommy. Are you guys in FlatFall right now? If you are, we can meet. We can meet at the Tavern. Let me know as soon as you get this. 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    I walked slowly as I looked at the different shops and merchant stands. I wanted to just relax and casually explore FlatFall, but I didn't have time. In fact, I had three things to do before my freedom was yanked away from me. The first thing I needed to do was buy some healing potions. Then, I needed to learn a new skill. After that, I would meet up with Tommy and the others. Where could I buy a healing potion at though? I looked at all the players running around. Everyone was always so busy, and never seemed to talk much. I knew why. They all had things to do before they were thrown back into the dungeon. Being on a limited time schedule made you view things differently. A small viking ran past me. “Where can I find some basic healing potions?” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “All sorts of places,” he yelled back without turning around. 
 
      
 
    Another player ran past me. “What's the best place to buy healing potions?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “There's a general goods store a few doors down from the tavern,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I yelled back. 
 
      
 
    I knew my question seemed dumb, but I didn't care. I didn't have time to waste, and I didn't want to wander around the city aimlessly looking for a healing potion. I ran towards the tavern and began to look for any signs of a general goods store. My eyes scanned each building but didn't see it at first. Then, I saw a large wooden building with double doors. In front of the building was a sign with a picture of a barrel on it. I saw the words “Anything and Everything.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed the doors open and ran towards the front counter. Behind the counter, stood an older man. I could barely see his brown eyes due to his saggy eyelids. “Can I help you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I need a healing potion called The Dust of Life. Do you have it?” 
 
      
 
    “You bet,” he said with a slap to the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. How much for 6 of them?” 
 
      
 
    It'll be 25 gold.” 
 
      
 
    “25 gold coins? Can't you cut me a deal or something?” 
 
      
 
    His chin went into the air. “If you have something valuable for me to buy, I will buy it from you. What do you have?” 
 
      
 
    I looked through my inventory and found my weasel suit. I was almost embarrassed to ask, but figured I would. “How much will you give me for a weasel suit?” 
 
      
 
    “We don't buy weasel suits here,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    Damn. I wanted to get rid of this suit. I shook my head and took out 25 gold coins. “Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    He handed me 6 small bottles of clear liquid. I examined the stats: 
 
      
 
    The Dust of Life 
 
      
 
    Level: 1-20 
 
    Weight: 0.2 lbs 
 
    Health Recovery: 3-97% depending on character's level 
 
    Value: 5 Gold Coins 
 
      
 
    What did 3-97% mean? And this only worked for levels 1-20? I looked at the old man. “I don't understand. Is this potion going to heal me 3% or 97%?” 
 
      
 
    “It will have a higher healing effect on low level characters while having less of an effect on higher level characters.” 
 
      
 
    “I am a level 6. So, what can I expect?” 
 
      
 
    The old man took a moment to think. “I would say around 20-30% of your health will be recovered.” 
 
      
 
    I was confused with how the levels worked though. “Are there basic healing potions for characters above level 20?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But, the price is higher. The effects are similar though. That's the way it works with basic healing potions in FlatFall. But, that is only how the basic potions work. There are many different ways to heal yourself.” 
 
      
 
    My eyebrows went up as I felt slightly confused. I wanted to get into a deeper conversation about it, but knew I didn't have the time. I had my basic potions and it was time to learn a new skill. “Thank you. I will come back again in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you need anything else today?” 
 
      
 
    I began to leave, but stopped. Did I need anything else? There was nothing I really needed. But, I did have a little extra gold. If the price was right, I might be interested in something else that could help me in the fight. “Do you have anything that could confuse someone? Maybe something that would temporarily daze them? Anything like that?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a potion called Liquid Clouds.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that do?” 
 
      
 
    “It won't deliver any damage. But, it will create a thick cloud of white dust that can confuse your opponent. It can give you a chance to lower his defenses. Would you like one of those?” 
 
      
 
    It sounded kinda lame, but figured it could potentially be useful. “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “I can give you two of these for 2.5 gold coins,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    That didn't seem too bad. “Okay. I will take them,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Also, Liquid Clouds will only work if you have active mana.” 
 
      
 
    “My mana levels are only maxed at 10 right now. Is that a problem?” 
 
      
 
    “Only if you don't have any backup mana potions. Did you want to purchase one today?” 
 
      
 
    I felt a little irritated. This guy was trying to up sell the crap out of me. But, I figured if I needed mana, I might as well get some. “How much?” 
 
      
 
    “I can throw in a basic potion for only 1 gold,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Just give me that,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Just make sure you drink this potion when your mana levels are running low. It will raise your mana back up to around halfway.” 
 
      
 
    Before I left, I had a new message alert pop up: 
 
      
 
    “Hey it's me Tommy. We are all wearing these new cool outfits that they gave us. We are in the city of FlatFall. I just got your message so I told Todd and Sonny that we needed to meet you in front of the Tavern. We are actually looking for it right now. So, see you soon! 
 
      
 
    Tommy.” 
 
      
 
    I ran outside and quickly made my way towards the Tavern. I kept running until my path was blocked by a white carriage. Crap. It was the Grand Champion and his girlfriend. I rolled my eyes. Maybe I was jealous, but it frustrated me to see how great his life appeared to be. I wanted to catch a glimpse of my dream girl, but didn't have time.  
 
    Besides, what was the point? I had begun to realize that she would never take me seriously until I was more successful. Truthfully, she would never like me until I became a Grand Champion myself.  
 
      
 
    I focused on the image of myself becoming a Grand Champion as I ran faster and faster towards the Tavern. Then, I stopped. I saw them all wearing the same basic outfits that I was once wearing. I had to admit, Sonny looked odd without his yellow robe. They stood in front of the Tavern and appeared to be arguing. I took a few steps closer until I could hear their words being exchanged.  
 
      
 
    “I have never been treated so poorly in my life,” Sonny said while holding his pet's cage. 
 
      
 
    “It's not that bad,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “They said we only have a limited amount of time in the city. Then, we go back to our stinking cages,” Sonny replied. 
 
      
 
    “Now you know how it feels to be caged up,” Sonny's pet squealed. 
 
      
 
    “This is totally different. I shower you with love and respect.” 
 
      
 
    “Love and respect?” the creature asked as his cage began to rattle. “I'm locked up in a cage and I'm stuck in a prison city. I was free until you came and snatched me up during the middle of the night. How am I ever going to escape now? Why would you ever bring me to this hellhole?” 
 
      
 
    The two continued to bicker back and forth as I looked at Todd. He didn't say anything, but also didn't look happy about the situation. I walked closer to the group and raised one hand into the air. “Hey guys.” 
 
      
 
    All of their heads turned towards me. Then, Sonny ran over to me with a desperate look on his face. “Where's my robe? Please, I need to put it on right away.” 
 
      
 
    Oh crap. I had almost forgotten that the robe was gone. Sonny licked his lips and put his cage on the ground. Then, he began to twitch as he couldn't wait for my reply. “Give it to me,” he commanded with both hands out. “I want to get out of this ugly outfit right this minute.” 
 
      
 
    “They took it. I don't even remember how it happened. I actually just woke up, and it was gone.” 
 
      
 
    A blank look came to his face before he fell to his knees. After that, he put both hands on top of his head and began to scream. He didn't scream anything in particular, it was just a terrible sounding noise. 
 
      
 
    “Oh shut up,” the creature yelled from his cage. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Tommy and he gave me an odd look. Then, he ran over to me. “Dude! I told you I would save you. Didn't I?” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You didn't exactly save me,” I laughed. “But thanks for trying. It really does mean a lot to me.” 
 
      
 
    Todd walked over to me and hit my shoulder. “Good to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    “I really appreciate you guys trying to rescue me,” I replied. “Thank you so much for that. I'm just sorry that you all ended up here too.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny slowly came up with a red face. “It was a terrible idea to break a hole into the wall. I told him it wouldn't work. But he kept insisting that it would.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy looked irritated. “You can't walk through a wall unless you break a hole in it. That's just basic science dude.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny ignored him and grabbed my arm. “Who took my robe? You must retrace your footsteps and tell me the truth. If you can remember, I can talk to who took it. Can you think really hard? Just for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    I squinted my eyes and tried to pretend I was deep in thought. “I can't remember. My memories are gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Lets get a drink,” Todd said. “Come on. Let's all sit down and get a drink.” 
 
      
 
    I began to twist my fingers. “I'm really in a hurry,” I replied with a stutter. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Tommy replied. “How can you not drink with us? We came here and tried to save you.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. He was right. I couldn't say no. I would have to be the biggest asshole in the world to decline a drink after all that had happened. “Fine. Just one drink,” I replied with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    

  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty Two 
 
      
 
    I quickly realized that everyone was broke. I had almost forgotten that they stripped your gold when you first arrived in FlatFall. Todd pointed to an empty table and everyone took a seat. “Beers on me,” I said with my finger into the air. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Todd replied as I walked away. As I walked to the bar, I worried that I would run into Cosmo. The last thing I wanted to see was his ugly face. I just wanted to get the beer and head back to the table. Once I arrived at the bar, I quickly ordered four beers. The bartender grabbed the beers as I waited for him to hand them to me. I payed him the gold and awkwardly picked up two beers in each hand. 
 
      
 
    I made my way back to the table and took a seat. “Here you go,” I said while placing a beer in front of each person. 
 
      
 
    “What about me?” Sonny's pet asked from inside his cage. 
 
      
 
    “You can't drink. It could be dangerous for a creature your size. You know better than to ask such silly questions,” Sonny replied.  
 
      
 
    “I wanna get drunk and I don't give a shit if it kills me. Better than being stuck here.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny put his face close to the cage. “Just be lucky I found you again. Anything could have happened to you out there. Now your safe and sound in your cage. You need to start appreciating the smaller things in life. That's something we will work on.” 
 
      
 
    The creature let out a nasty sounding hiss. Todd took a sip of his beer and leaned back in his chair. “Thanks for getting Tommy to find my soul. That was some good teamwork between you guys.” 
 
      
 
    “Tommy just stepped up and took action,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Tommy chugged his beer and slammed it on the table. “I felt bad when I ran away. Like, I wanted to kill myself. I had to do something to make up for it. Just figured I would save everyone, and that's what I did.” 
 
      
 
    “I was pissed when you ran away. In fact, I didn't think I could forgive you. But, you risked everything to come back for me. So, I forgive you.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that. I felt really bad,” Tommy replied. “I can't believe I ran. It just kinda happened without me thinking about it.” 
 
      
 
    “It's okay. I forgive you,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do?” Sonny asked. “I can't live my life like this. How are we ever going to get out of this place?” 
 
      
 
    “It's not that bad once you get used to it,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Used to it? They want me to fight in the coliseum,” Sonny stuttered. “I'm a healer. Not a fighter. You can't take a loving man like myself and turn him into a hateful man. It just doesn't work. My kind heart won't allow me to fight someone.” 
 
      
 
    In the corner of my eye, I saw a figure quickly approaching our table. Then, there was a clapping sound. I turned around and saw Cosmo. “Look at this,” he said. “All of the losers are sitting at the same table. Kinda reminds me of lunch at highschool.” 
 
      
 
    “Dude, you are the only loser here,” Tommy yelled back to him. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo smiled and put both hands on Tommy's shoulders. “You're not too bright are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Having second thoughts about the fight?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Tommy, Sonny and Todd all looked confused. “What fight?” Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Me and the backstabber are fighting in the coliseum tonight. Isn't that right Cosmo?” 
 
      
 
    “If that's what you want to call it,” Cosmo replied. “Doubt it will be much of a fight.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo took a step backwards and put both of his hands together. Then, a serious look came to his face. “I do want to say that I am sorry. Sorry for what I did. I realize it was wrong, but I just couldn't help it.” 
 
      
 
    “You're not sorry,” I replied. “If you were sorry, you would try and help us.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo tilted his head to the side. “You're right. I'm not that sorry. But, believe it or not, I do feel a little guilty.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. So why are you telling us this now?” 
 
      
 
    “Just thought I would say it now since you are all here in the same spot. Figured it would be a good time to make amends. I didn't want anyone to think I was a bad guy,” he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Save your breath dude. We all know your a piece of shit.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. But, don't say I didn't try to apologize,” Cosmo replied. 
 
      
 
    “Wait? Are you trying to back out of our fight? Is that what this is all about?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You wish,” Cosmo laughed. “I just had a sudden urge to say that. Can't I just express my feelings?” 
 
      
 
    “Dude. You are drunk. Did you forget that we were fighting tonight?” 
 
      
 
    He smiled. “Do you see a drink in my hand?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but I know you have been drinking. You are always drinking.” 
 
      
 
    “Not before a fight. Only an idiot would do that.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the beer beside me. “I haven't even had a sip. Don't worry, I am ready for you. You are going to regret what you did to me. Just wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo began to walk away. “I can't wait,” he replied. “Surprises are always fun.” 
 
      
 
    As he disappeared into the distance, I looked at everyone at our table. “I forgot to tell you guys about that. Me and him are seriously fighting in the coliseum tonight. Pretty crazy huh?” 
 
      
 
    Todd looked confused. “Who was that guy?” 
 
      
 
    “He was the guy who was helping us build an army. Everything was going great, but he betrayed us. He's the reason why we are all here. If it wasn't for him, I wouldn't have ended up here. And if I didn't end up here, none of you would have either.” 
 
      
 
    Todd tilted his head and took a swig of his beer. “Beat his ass tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I wanna watch the fight,” Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I replied. “Tell the guards when they take you back to your cell. Tell them you want to watch me fight and they will allow it.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy nodded. “Okay. Do you think you can beat Cosmo?”  
 
      
 
    “I think so. I got a whole plan. In fact, I gotta get going. I actually have to learn a new skill real quick. Just in case something goes wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone stood up and shook my hand. Then, Sonny looked at me with a serious look on his face. “I will cheer for you. But please try and remember who took my robe. This is vital information that I need. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Was this guy for real? “Dude. Your robe is gone. Sorry, that's just the way it is.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny looked frustrated but tried to hide it. “Just replay your thoughts before you go to bed. That's all I ask. Sometimes you can reawaken suppressed memories with this method.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you listen to yourself? Your pathetic,” the creature hissed. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I replied. “I will be sure to try that one night.” 
 
      
 
    “We will all watch your fight,” Todd said. “Good luck to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. I really appreciate it. Hopefully I will see you guys tomorrow during our next free time. Until then, enjoy the fight.” 
 
      
 
    I waved at everyone and made my way out of the tavern. Once outside, I knew I was short on time. My feet moved quickly as I headed towards the skill shop. I feared that the guards would arrive and grab me at any moment. But thankfully, they didn't. I looked for the shop with the sign I recognized. Then, I saw it. I saw the picture of a man swinging a sword. I pushed the metal doors open and entered the shop. Once inside, I saw the same NPC I had seen before with the scar on his face. I ran up to him and didn't waste any time. “I have 15.1 gold coins and need to learn a good skill. An attack that will catch my opponent by surprise.” 
 
      
 
    The NPC looked at me while tightening his pony tail. “15 gold coins gives you a few options. What are you looking for exactly?” 
 
      
 
    I began to think. What was it that I needed? If I had the dust on my blade, I just needed to land the blow. That was the most important thing. “I need a move that is quick. I just want to make sure I hit my opponent with my sword.” 
 
      
 
    The NPC took a moment to think. Then, he put one hand into the air. “I have a good one.  It delivers low attack damage, but has a high land probability. It is called IronPush. Did you want to learn that today?”  
 
      
 
    “How much is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Only 12 gold.” 
 
      
 
    My eyebrows went up. Damn, this was nearly going to break me. But, I didn't care. I would pay my monthly dues with the money I would win in the coliseum. “Yes. I believe I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but I should also tell you the skill uses mana. If you have low mana levels, it will not be as effective as it could be.” 
 
      
 
    “My mana level is only 10. Will I still be able to land a blow?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe one or two times. But after that, your mana levels will be too low. You should get some mana potions to go along with this skill to replenish your levels.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. I was glad I had bought a mana potion earlier. Hopefully I would have enough for everything. “I'll take this skill,” I replied while handing the NPC 12 gold coins. 
 
      
 
    “Step this way,” the NPC said while pointing at a straw dummy. 
 
      
 
    I walked over to the dummy and the NPC began to demonstrate the skill. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a potion. Then, he quickly drank it. After that, he held both hands in front of his chest. Suddenly, there was a burst of energy that came from him. The dummy jerked backwards before he delivered a rising upper cut move with his sword. “Wow,” I yelled. “That was really cool.” 
 
      
 
    “The burst of energy stuns your opponent for a brief second. As good as the skill is, many players have a defense against it.” 
 
      
 
    “If they can defend against it, then why would I use it in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    “Most players don't expect this skill. Well, not unless you have a history of using it.” 
 
      
 
    “So it should work right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It has a high chance of working the first time you use it. If the player is educated, he could have a defense set up for the skill. But usually only advanced players go through such troubles. If your opponent has never seen you use the skill, he would have no reason to believe you know it. If that is the case, I doubt he has set up a defense for it.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “While you are fighting in the coliseum, your opponent cannot see what skills you have. But, once outside of the coliseum, one can access a stat report on you if one talks to the right person. But that is a whole different story. You should be able to use this without any problems.”  
 
      
 
    The NPC moved out of the way and pulled me closer to the dummy. “Practicing the skill will not drain your mana. This is all part of learning the skill.” 
 
      
 
    I put both hands in front of my chest and the NPC handed me a mana potion. “Just drink this and feel the energy. Once you drink this, you will feel a warmness in your lower legs that will eventually rise to the pit of your stomach. This skill actually allows you to feel the mana increase as warmness. The warmness will begin to rise until it hits your lower stomach.” 
 
      
 
    The NPC stopped talking and put his elbows against his stomach. “This part can be tricky for new players. Make sure your elbows are against your stomach. Once the warmness rises, you will feel your elbows start to become warm. You are simply directing the energy into your arms, and out of your palms. Once your elbows become warm, you need to believe that the energy is being transferred into your arms. See the energy in your mind, and know that it is there. Then, in your minds eyes, see the energy flowing into your arms and blasting out of your body.” 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat. “This sounds kinda hard,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “You will get the hang of it. Just try it for yourself and see. That is why you need to practice this skill.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. This sounded like some deep stuff. I looked at the mana potion before I chugged it. There wasn't much of a taste but I felt a warm sensation. The sensation got stronger until it almost felt unpleasant. “This is really warm,” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry. It's only temporary and is harmless,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    The warm feeling began to move up my legs before arriving in my stomach. “It's in my stomach,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Put both of your elbows against your belly. Do it now.” 
 
      
 
    I put both elbows against my stomach and tried to imagine the energy flowing into my arms. But, it wasn't happening. Instead, the energy continued rising and began to grow weaker. “I feel it in my chest now. What's happening?” 
 
      
 
    “You missed it,” he replied. “Let's try again.” 
 
      
 
    I tried many more times, but had only failed. The NPC told me that it could sometimes take many practice sessions to master. I was beginning to grow frustrated, but then something happened. On my sixth try, I actually felt my elbows grow with warmness. “My elbows are warm,” I yelled with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Now see the energy flowing through your arms and rushing out of your palms. Visualize it in your head and know that it's true. But, be certain to keep your elbows against your stomach. If you break the flow, the energy will be lost.” 
 
      
 
    I visualized the energy flowing into my arms and actually felt it doing so. But, the energy wasn't rushing through my arms. Still, I continued to see it getting closer and closer to my palms inside of my head. Suddenly, the warmness quickly headed towards my palms. After that, there was a release and the dummy bounced backwards. “I did it,” I yelled with excitement. “Did you see that? The dummy just moved a little.” 
 
      
 
    The NPC clapped his hands together. “Very good. There wasn't much power behind it, but you will get better with time. Just keep practicing.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to practice for a long time, but wondered about the guards coming for me. “Is my time frozen here? Or, will the guards come and get me?” 
 
      
 
    “The guards will not come for you here,” the NPC replied. “Once you purchase a skill, you can practice for as long as you wish.” 
 
      
 
    Yes. This was awesome. Practicing this skill would be way more fun than going back to my cell. But more importantly, I needed to master this skill and use it against Cosmo in the coliseum. “I want to practice until I master this skill,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “That is fine. Your mana levels are low, but you can deliver a more powerful stun than the one you just preformed. Once you get to your max level, I will let you know.” 
 
      
 
    Time seemed to stand still as I practiced the skill over and over. I failed many more times, but my successes were getting more frequent. After getting better at the first part of the move, the NPC showed me how to preform the uppercut. After about two hours, I had gotten to the point where I could deliver the skill with certainty. I didn't want to tire myself out too much, and knew my fight with Cosmo was only hours away. I thanked the NPC and began to leave. Right before I opened the door, I had an alert pop up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    You Have Learned A New Skill! 
 
    Melee Combat: IronPush 
 
      
 
    Awesome! I opened my Character stat sheet and noticed that I had a new skill listed: 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 6 
 
    Human Male 
 
      
 
    Statistics:  
 
    HP: 20/20 
 
    Stamina: 14 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 18 
 
    Persuasion: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 1 
 
    Willpower: 1 
 
    Sneak: 2 
 
    Agility: 3  
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
    Melee Combat: IronPush 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Abilities: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    I realized Melee Combat was a whole separate skill tree. How many moves could I learn in this game? It all seemed so exciting. Eventually, I would have a ton of different moves under my belt. Then, I could begin to work my way up the coliseum and hopefully one day become Grand Champion. I opened the door and left the skill shop. Once outside, I knew the guards were coming for me. Near the water fountain, I saw the Grand Champion and his girlfriend. I began to walk closer to them, but was stopped by one of the guards. “Your free time is up for today,” he said while grabbing my arm. 
 
      
 
    “Great,” I replied with sarcasm.  
 
      
 
    The guard led me past the Grand Champion and his girlfriend. Then, with surprise, I noticed her looking at me. What the hell? Did she actually remember me? I smiled at her, and she laughed. Then, with surprise, she smiled back and then waved at me. I couldn't believe it. She actually remembered me. The guard pulled me forward, but I couldn't leave without saying anything. “I am fighting tonight in the coliseum,” I yelled to her. “You should watch me.” 
 
      
 
    The Grand Champion turned around and shot me an evil look. He looked at me like I was the scum of the earth. But, I wasn't bothered by it. I knew he didn't care about her. He was probably seeing ten other girls on the side. He yanked her arm and put one finger in front of her face. I couldn't hear what he was saying, but he seemed upset. Oddly enough, she didn't seem angry. Instead, she was laughing. 
 
      
 
    I know it seemed pathetic, but her remembering my face gave me hope. I knew I couldn't compete with the Grand Champion, and she probably actually thought I was pathetic. Still, I knew I had a chance with her in the future. As we walked back to the dungeon, my thoughts quickly went in a different direction. My thoughts changed to the fight ahead of me. I wondered if I could really defeat Cosmo. I had everything I needed, but could I really defeat him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty Three 
 
      
 
    When I arrived at my cell, Douglas looked like he had been waiting all day for me. The guard tossed me in and slammed the door shut. Douglas clinched both of his fist together. Then, he began to jab in front of him. “I wish I was fighting tonight,” he said with a flurry of punches. 
 
      
 
    “Yea. I am ready for this. I just wish tonight would go ahead and get here.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to kill him? Please tell me you are going to kill him if given the chance. Right? It's a lot of fun. Trust me on that. So, you are going to kill him right?” Douglas asked with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know. I haven't thought that far ahead yet,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “The crowd goes crazy when you fight to kill. It's so rewarding.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know if I want to kill him yet,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “He deserves it. You know he does.” 
 
      
 
    I sat in the far right corner of our cell. He did deserve it, but death seemed too real in this game. If I was given the chance to kill Cosmo, I wasn't sure what I would do. I tried to clear my mind as I continued to wait. Then, I had a new message alert pop up: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it's me Tommy. We are all gonna watch the fight tonight. I can't wait to see you kick Cosmo's ass. That dude is a real loser. Just wanted to let you know that we will be there. Maybe tomorrow we can all grab some beer to celebrate your victory. That would be really cool. 
 
      
 
    Tommy.” 
 
      
 
    If I won, tomorrow sounded like a good day. My body began to rock back and forth with nervous energy. I just wanted the moment of truth to arrive. Douglas walked over and sat down next to me. “Just take as much damage as you can with the shield. Once the magic begins to accumulate on it, you can scrape the dust off and lace your blade with it. Just remember that the dust will make your blade stronger. So, put as much as you can on the blade.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a plan,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Douglas looked surprised. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry. You will see soon enough. Somethings are best left as a surprise.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas pushed my shoulder while displaying a half smile. “Come on. You can't just say that and not tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “It's a surprise,” I replied with confidence. 
 
      
 
    Douglas stood up and rubbed his hands together. “I knew you had a plan. I could see it in your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “I just need some time to myself. Time to prepare for the fight.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand that,” Douglas replied as he walked to the other side of the cell. “Some people need alone time, while others do not. Everyone is different.” 
 
      
 
    We both didn't say anything else for the next few hours. Douglas just sat in the opposite corner and stared at me. But, it didn't bother me. I knew the troll suffered from a staring disorder and had learned to accept it. The time crawled by as my ears listened for the sound of incoming footsteps. I knew they had to come, but I just didn't know the exact time. Then, I heard something. There was one soft pound, then another followed. I jumped up and ran over to the bars and tried to catch a glimpse of the guard. The footsteps got closer and closer until I saw him. “It is time for you to fight in the coliseum,” he said while opening our door. 
 
      
 
    The guard grabbed my arm as Douglas quickly let the guard know he wanted to watch the fight. The guard informed Douglas that another guard would come for him shortly. The cell door behind me slammed shut as the guard led me down a long hallway. A thin layer of sweat formed on my forehead as I continued down the hallway. After what seemed like the longest walk, we arrived at a small room.  
 
      
 
    Shit. I had almost forgotten about the awkward little meeting they made us have before the fight. What the hell was the point of this? The guard pointed at the round wooden table and I took a seat. My eyes looked at the painting of the Emperor on the wall. Was I really going to have to look at his crappy painting before every fight? On the table, were two plates of rice and two cups of water. Shit, I was tired of rice. They couldn't even give us a proper meal before a fight? Not even a banana? Come to think of it, I hadn't had a banana since arriving here. Crap. How low were my potassium levels? I was probably really low on potassium and didn't even realize it. It was something I had never really thought about.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the door opened. It was Cosmo, and he looked more sober than ever. “Enjoying your rice?” he asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “It's the only thing I eat,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    He pulled out a chair and took a seat. Then, he scooped up some rice and stuck it into his mouth. After finishing his rice, he drank some of his water. He wiped his mouth and rested his chin on his other hand. “I almost feel guilty even fighting you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Dude, don't even try to act like that. Don't act like your that much better than me.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at the table below him. “This will be too easy for me. You do know that don't you?” 
 
      
 
    “That's weird, I was just thinking the same thing. I was just thinking this was going to be too easy for me.” 
 
      
 
    He took a sip of his water and gently put it down on the table. “I've been known to kill players in the coliseum. Did you know that?” 
 
      
 
    Kill players? Shit. Those words hit me like a train. I didn't want to show any fear, but those were not the words I wanted to hear. Did he really kill players in the coliseum? The thought of becoming a lost soul in the middle of this fucked up glitch scared the hell out of me. With so many thoughts running through my head, there was a brief moment of silence. A brief moment of silence that might have appeared to look like fear. My head went from side to side as I tried to think of something to say. Something to show that I wasn't scared. “Fuck death,” I replied with a rock hard face. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo slapped the table. “This is going to be fun. I'm going to enjoy tearing you apart as the crowd cheers for me.” 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip. It didn't sound like fun to be torn apart. But, those were just words that I refused to believe. Besides, I was sure it was nothing more than a figure of speech. I looked at his display name and noticed that his level had increased a little: 
 
      
 
    Cosmo Dust – Level 19 
 
    Human - Mage 
 
      
 
    Level 19? Sure, he was a higher level, but I had a plan. A plan that I was confident would work. All of a sudden, there was a loud thud. Behind us, stood a guard. “It is time,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo stood up and extended his hand out. I looked at his hand and then at his face. “Do you expect me to shake your hand?”  
 
      
 
    His handshake lingered in the air. “I always shake the hand of those I kill,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    I slapped his hand away. “Your a little bitch, and I can't wait to kick your ass tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo looked at his hand but didn't say anything. The guard grabbed my arm and led me out of the room. Then, he did the same to Cosmo. I stood on one side of the guard, while Cosmo stood on the other. We began our walk to the coliseum as we walked down the long hallway. At the end of the hallway, I could see the light. The light that came from the entrance of the arena. The closer we got to the light, the louder the crowd became. Then, I felt it. I felt the sunlight hit my head. We had arrived at the arena, and this was the moment of truth.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fuck it. I didn't care what happened. I was going to fight until I died. If I became a lost soul, then so be it. All I cared about was beating Cosmo, and I wouldn't stop until I had beaten him. I quickly made sure I had everything I needed. I was wearing my DragonFrost Armor but still had to equip my Soul Hand Sword. I opened my inventory and equipped my sword and shield. The Shield of FlatStone was my most prized possession. Once equipped, I looked at my whole layout. Truthfully, I didn't look half bad. The white sword handle went well with my white armor. My shield looked pretty cool in its own way as I held it into the air and watched the sunlight reflect off it. 
 
      
 
    I looked around at everyone watching us and realized the coliseum was even more massive than I had remembered. It was much more packed than the last time I had fought. Thousands upon thousands of random faces had their eyes on us. Damn, was the whole city watching the fight? The crowd roared as Cosmo scraped up some dust and threw it into the air. He pulled out his sword and pointed it at me. After that, he threw his sword into the ground and jumped up with a roar. The crowd cheered louder as some white flowers were thrown down to the arena. 
 
      
 
    The guard looked at me and then pointed at the opposite side of the arena. “That is your position.” 
 
      
 
    I began to run over to the opposite end of the arena. But, when I arrived at the middle of the arena, I stopped. I knew Tommy, Todd and Sonny were watching. Not only that, but the Grand Champion's girlfriend might have been watching too. I needed to do something cool. Something that everyone would remember. I looked at the cheering crowd around me. My head went towards the ground as I began to beat my sword on my shield. Then, I threw my sword and shield into the air. The crowd went crazy. The noise was nearly deafening, but it really got me pumped up. I ran to the opposite corner of the arena and took my position. 
 
      
 
    I looked across the arena and saw Cosmo. He wore his black robe and had only a sword. Truthfully, I didn't expect him to have a sword. But, I suppose it made sense. Who would come to the coliseum fight without a sword when it was allowed? I wasn't scared. In fact, I was more confident than ever as I waited for the bell to ring. After a few moments, the crowd began to stomp their feet. The coliseum literally began to rumble as the loud bell rung. The crowd yelled “Fight, fight, fight,” over and over.  
 
      
 
    Cosmo's body went into motion. He was far away, but was quickly getting closer. I took in a deep breath and tried to plan my first move. I had six basic healing potions, and one basic mana potion. Cosmo stood in the center of the arena. What was he doing? Was he waiting for me? I began to walk, but my footsteps were slow. Still, Cosmo waited. The crowd seemed irritated with my slow walk, so I began to walk faster. Eventually, my walked turned into a run, and within seconds, I was right in front of Cosmo. He smiled at me. “Ready to die?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I held my sword into the air and let the bright sun hit the blade. “I'm ready to kill,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo spit on the ground. Then, he began to walk to his side. His eyes were locked on to me as my shield went in front of my body. “Come on,” I screamed. “Do something. Stop talking and do something!” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo swung his sword and hit my shield. Then, he tried to hit me again, but I blocked it. The size of my shield was massive, and I was thankful for that. In a weird way, I almost felt like a turtle hiding in my shell while I held it in front of me. Cosmo seemed irritated with the size of my shield. “Come out from behind there,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    I didn't reply. I looked at him and noticed he was looking at his hands. They were glowing, and I knew he was about to use his magic. With one swift movement, I lunged forward and hit him with the bottom of my shield. “Shit,” he mumbled while stumbling backwards. 
 
      
 
    A sudden burst of cheers followed as I tried to make the most of my attack. My sword went over my head as I hoped to deliver a devastating blow. But, something strange happened. An invisible forced stopped my blade from coming down and my body flew backwards. I landed on my back. Shit, it hurt. With no warning, I saw his blade coming down towards me. I quickly put my shield over my chest and heard a loud bang. Then, there was another. “Die,” Cosmo yelled. 
 
      
 
    I jumped up with my shield. I held it over my chest and focused on his sword. Cosmo wiped his nose and twirled his sword in his hand. Shit. This sword of his was a major problem. He was using his sword more than his magic. Truthfully, I didn't know how much longer I could defend myself against his sword. How was I going to get his sword though? Cosmo lowered his head. “You're lasting longer than I expected,” he said with a devious laugh. “But you won't last much longer.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, his hands brightened with energy. My shield went in front of me and pushed against my body. Yes! The force to my shield told me that he had used some magic. I touched the front of my shield and noticed a tiny layer of dust on it. I wiped some off and looked at it. It sparkled with whiteness and almost looked like sand. I looked at Cosmo and smiled. “Is that all you got?” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo raised his sword into the air and pretended to come down with it, but then stopped midway through. My shield went up as he kicked my left knee. I fell to my side while my shield propped up my body. After that, he delivered a punch to the left side of my head. Then, he grabbed my hair and slammed my face into the ground. My fingers latched on to the shield as I knew I couldn't drop it. Damn, it hurt, and I could taste the blood in my mouth. I didn't know how low my health was, and didn't have time to check. I held my shield tightly while feeling a tugging sensation. “Give me that,” Cosmo yelled while trying to yank it from my hands. 
 
      
 
    My body came up as he tried to pull the shield away from me. But, I wouldn't allow it. I wouldn't allow him to take it from me. The force of the pulling actually pulled me to my feet. There was a struggle, but I regained my balance. Then, I ran full force as he continued pulling my shield. Using his own momentum against him, I continued to run until he fell to the ground. I was on top of him, and I was in control. My sword came down and met his sword. Our blades went against each other for several moments as my blade got closer and closer to his throat. For the first time ever, I saw fear in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    I pushed his blade as hard as I could, but my body jolted backwards. Damn, he had used his magic again. I landed on my side and quickly climbed to my feet. Cosmo pulled out a potion of green liquid and guzzled it down. Wait. Was that his mana potion? Was he already running low on mana? If that was the case, I knew his levels would be depleted soon enough. I quickly looked at my health bar. Crap. I was already down to 06/20? I ran a safe distance away from Cosmo. I had to heal myself, and didn't want to risk being hit while doing so.  
 
      
 
    Once I was far enough away, I pulled out a health potion and chugged it. I checked my health again and saw that it went up to 11/20. That wasn't enough. I pulled out two more potions and chugged them. My health went up to 19/20. Yes, that was much better! Cosmo walked closer to me and began to laugh. “Already used 3 potions? Won't be much longer until you are dead.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled out a health potion and downed it. He wiped his lips and raised his sword into the air. My eyes became big. Yes! I was happy to see that I had already done some damage to him. If I could just hold on, I knew I could beat him. But, I only had 3 health potions left, and I knew one strike with his sword could potentially kill me. So, I had to get his sword away from him. But how would I do it? My mind began to come up with a plan. I had the potion that would create a cloud of dust, and I had my new skill. Perhaps if I combined them both I could somehow get the sword away from him? It wasn't my original plan, but it made sense. It was the best idea I had, and I was going to go with it. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo raised both hands into the air and tried to use his magic against me. But, my shield went in front of me and caught the energy. This time, it was much stronger than the first blow. My feet left the ground for a split second and I nearly lost my balance. But, all I could do was smile. I knew my shield was collecting his magic and I would eventually use it against him. “You can only hide behind your shield for so long,” Cosmo yelled to me. 
 
      
 
    “I'm not hiding,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the crowd began to chant. They chanted the same thing over and over. “Kill, kill, kill.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo raised his sword into the air before he pointed it at me. “They are ready for the fatal blow,” he said while walking closer to me. 
 
      
 
    “Do I have to kill you already?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo's walk became faster. I had to do something, and I had to do it quickly. I pulled out my mana potion and chugged it. I focused on using my skill and tried to feel the warmness in my body. It was there, just like it was during training. After that, I quickly scanned my inventory and located the Liquid Clouds potion. I threw it at Cosmo and a cloud of white dust appeared. Cosmo began to cough as I could barely make out his figure through the thick layer of dust. Then, I got busy and began to put my new skill to use. Both of my elbows went against my stomach as I tried to see the energy moving into them.  
 
      
 
    The warmness raced up my legs as Cosmo swatted the cloud of dust in front of him. Within seconds, I felt the warm sensation hit my elbows. In my mind, I saw the energy flowing through my arms and shooting out of my palms. Just like that, it happened. Cosmo's body bounced backwards and I lunged forward. With sudden speed, I jumped upwards and delivered a rising uppercut with my sword. There was a boom as Cosmo landed on his back.  
 
      
 
    The white dust lingered in the air and I jumped on top of him. I slammed my fist into his face over and over. “I hope you like this,” I yelled while pounding his face. Then, I jumped to my feet and placed one foot on his chest. I grabbed the handle of his sword while crushing his chest with my foot. I yanked his sword but his grip was strong. He put up a good fight, but eventually, I had yanked the sword from his grip. 
 
      
 
    I put the sword into my inventory. Cosmo was still on the ground, and appeared to be hurt. I stood over his body and saw his bloody face. Damn. I couldn't believe it. I couldn't believe that I had actually gotten his sword and had managed to hurt him. Without saying anything, he pulled out a health potion and chugged it. Then, he pulled out another. Wow. I had really hurt him. He only had three potions left and no longer had a sword. He continued to lie on the ground. I looked at him. Then, I smiled. After that, I spat on him. “How's that feel?” 
 
      
 
    Without warning, a burst of energy came from him and I went flying into the air. I landed on the ground and my vision flashed. Cosmo jumped to his feet and I quickly jumped to mine. Standing in front of me, he shot a wave of energy towards me. I tried to raise my shield, but I was too slow. Damn, he had hit me. I fell to my knees and tried to catch my breath. With no time to waste, I pulled out a health potion and chugged it. Looking at my health bar, I noticed it was at 08/20. Shit, I needed more health. I stumbled backwards and tried to get some distance between us. Again, I pulled out a health potion and chugged it. My health went up to 13/20 as I regained my balance. Cosmo popped his knuckles and gave me an odd look. “I'm surprised,” he said while wiping his nose. 
 
      
 
    “About what?” 
 
      
 
    “That you have actually provided a challenge.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered as we just stared at each other. I had two more potions, and had to use them wisely. Cosmo no longer had a sword, and my shield was already beginning to collect a thicker layer of dust. He had no idea that my shield was collecting his magic, and didn't know I was going to deliver a fatal blow with it. 
 
      
 
    I put my shield in front of my body and slowly made my way closer to Cosmo. Both of his hands began to glow, but the glow quickly faded. He tried again, but the same thing happened. Shocked covered his face as I saw the moment that he realized he was out of mana. I beat my sword on my shield. “I'm waiting. I'm waiting for you to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo was scared. I could see it in his eyes. He had no weapon, shield nor magic. Now, all I needed to do was drain his health. I had to be careful though. Cosmo put both hands in front of his face and lunged at me with desperation. One hand went around my wrist as he tried to steal my sword away. “That's mine,” I yelled with a kick to his chest. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo stumbled to his knees and let out a string of coughs. I rubbed my hands over the surface of my shield and collected as much dust as I could. After that, I smeared the dust on to the blade of my sword. The sword glistened under the sun as I held it over my shoulder. Cosmo looked up, but couldn't stop my incoming slice to his chest. Blood flew into the air before he fell to his side. With urgency, Cosmo pulled out a health potion and chugged it. Then, he pulled out another. My sword went over my head as I mentally prepared for the fatal blow. Before it could land, Cosmo punched me right in the gut. I hunched over and tried to catch my breath. But, my vision flickered as he slammed his elbow into the back of my head. I tumbled to the ground and coughed. “Stay down,” he said while kicking me to my back. 
 
      
 
    I quickly drank a health potion. I put one hand on the ground and tried to get up. But, Cosmo kicked my elbow. “I said stay down,” he commanded.  
 
      
 
    I checked my health and couldn't believe what I saw. Only 2/20? Oh shit! Death was near and I only had one health potion left. I pulled out the potion and guzzled it down. Cosmo's foot went into the air and nearly crushed my skull. But, I rolled to the left before popping up to my feet. Cosmo was hunched over and had a crazed look in his eyes. Dripping from his face, was a steady stream of blood. I looked at his black robe and noticed the bloody gash going across his chest. Yep, he was almost dead. I ran up to him and slammed my shield into his face. He stumbled backwards and I threw a hard punch into his stomach. He regained his balance, but I could see that he was seriously injured. 
 
      
 
    His movements were slow as he wobbled closer to me. Damn, he was beginning to look a bit ghostly. “Not looking so good over there,” I yelled with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Cosmo didn't laugh. “I don't know how that last sword blow delivered so much damage,” he hissed. “Your level is too low to deliver such damage.” 
 
      
 
    I rested the blade of my sword on my shoulder and walked closer to him. “You're going to love what happens next.”  
 
      
 
    Cosmo was growing weaker with each passing moment. Oddly enough, the crowd grew louder as he got weaker. They knew he was approaching death, and were excited to see it happen. As I got closer to Cosmo, he began to walk backwards. “Where are you going?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He pulled out his last health potion and drank it. My head went back and forth. “This isn't going to end well for you. You do know that don't you?” 
 
      
 
    I ran my hand over my shield to collect some more dust. Then, I rubbed it on to my blade. Cosmo seemed to had regained a little strength from his last potion, but not much. His head went down and he charged towards me. The sudden burst of energy had caught me off guard. He tried to take me to the ground, but I didn't allow it. His hands went around my neck as my shield came up with an uppercut. He tumbled to his side before I sliced him across the chest again. He screamed and held his chest in pain. With a sudden yank, I grabbed his ponytail and held his head backwards. His eyes looked into mine. I didn't smile, and I spoke slowly. “Payback is a bitch, isn't it?” 
 
      
 
    Before he could answer, I slammed the butt of my sword into his face. His body fell to the ground. This was it. This was the big moment. Would I let him live, or would I let him die? I rolled him to his back and the crowd roared. I looked up and they began to chant, “Kill him, kill him, kill him,” over and over. 
 
      
 
    I looked at his face and noticed that even his eyes were filled with blood. He tried to get up, but he couldn't. Like a rodent who had been poisoned, he was down for good. The coliseum began to rumble as the crowd stomped their feet. My sword slowly went up into the air. The crowd became louder, but I didn't know if I wanted to kill him. My sword came back down as I placed my foot on his chest. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn't kill you. You got one chance to convince me.” 
 
      
 
    Cosmo coughed and some blood shot out of his mouth. He wiped the blood away and grinned. He struggled to say something, but I couldn't hear it. I tried to listen to his words, but they just wouldn't come out. I looked into his eyes and didn't really see any remorse. My head went from side to side. Fuck it. He didn't give a shit if I lived or died, so why should I care about him? My sword went into the air as he tried harder to speak. But, there were just some gurgling sounds. My grip tightened around the handle as the sword went higher and higher. Then, I speared it down into his chest. Blood spilled out of Cosmo as his body began to shake. “Die you bastard,” I yelled with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    I looked up and noticed white pedals raining down around me. Thousands and thousands of beautiful white pedals. Below me, Cosmo's body shriveled up. Damn, he was just another lost soul. Then, something unexpected began to happen. The crowd began to chant, “Walker, Walker, Walker,” over and over.  
 
      
 
    Wow! I couldn't believe it. How did they already know my name? I threw my sword and shield into the air while jumping up and down. More white flowers came down and eventually covered the entire arena. The ground was so white, that it almost looked like snow. Then, I noticed loot sitting in the spot where Cosmo's body was. Awesome! The thought of taking his robe really made me happy. I reached down and examined it: 
 
      
 
     Robe of The Dark Eye 
 
      
 
    Slot: Upper Body 
 
    Level: 10-20 (Beginner) 
 
    Weight: 1.3 lbs 
 
    Value: 47 Gold 
 
    NightFall Magic Effects: +14% damage when worn. Increases magic damage, but drains mana levels 4% faster. 
 
      
 
    Wow! This robe was worth 47 gold? Nice. I quickly went to the next item and examined it: 
 
      
 
    Chain of Yesterday 
 
      
 
    Slot: Upper Body 
 
    Level: Any 
 
    Weight: 0.9 lbs 
 
    Value: 02 Gold 
 
      
 
    Personal item: A personal item that carries significant importance to its user. 
 
      
 
    My head went from side to side. Seemed pretty worthless. Maybe I could give it to Sonny's pet or something as a gift? I quickly looked for more items, but there were none. Then, I saw some gold he had left behind: 
 
      
 
    87 Gold Coins 
 
      
 
    Wow. Awesome! I put the gold in my inventory. I looked up at the cheering crowd and knew I was where I belonged. Never in my life had I felt so alive. Sure, I was in some pain, but it didn't matter. All that mattered was that I had defeated Cosmo. I had taught that piece of shit a lesson he would never forget. I continued to soak in the crowd's love for me until a guard rushed to my side. He pointed to my left, and I saw two men dragging a large chest towards the center of the arena. Oh damn, I had almost forgotten. I had almost forgotten about the gold reward they gave you. So, I guess they rewarded you for killing your opponent? You got their loot, plus the gold in the chest. I guess it made sense. I walked to the center of the arena and opened the chest: 
 
      
 
    Coliseum Victory Reward! 
 
      
 
    35 Gold Coins! 
 
      
 
    35 coins? It went up from the last fight! Damn, I was quickly starting to see how one could become wealthy while fighting in the coliseum. The gold from winning this fight was really starting to add up. In fact, I had plenty of gold for my monthly dues if they came around. Then, an alert popped up in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  
 
      
 
    You Have Leveled Up! Open Your Inventory To Distribute Points. 
 
      
 
    Note To User: You Have 4 Points to Distribute. Use your points wisely. 
 
      
 
    Walker Williamson – Level 7 
 
    Human Male - Warrior 
 
      
 
    Statistics:  
 
    HP: 22/22 
 
    Stamina: 14 
 
    Mana: 10 
 
      
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Strength: 22 (+4 added) 
 
    Persuasion: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 1 
 
    Willpower: 1 
 
    Sneak: 2 
 
    Agility: 3  
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
      
 
    Melee Combat: IronPush 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Abilities: 
 
    None yet acquired 
 
      
 
    Awesome. I added 4 more points to my strength. I loved getting stronger and watching myself get bigger. I examined my arms and noticed the increase in size. I flexed my muscles for the crowd. They cheered louder as I smiled. Before I knew it, I would be a massive hulking coliseum warrior. And then, everyone would fear me. I walked back towards the guard and he led me out of the coliseum.  
 
      
 
    Once we began to walk down the long hallway, it was almost sad to hear the cheering crowd fade away. Within moments, we had arrived at the small room where me and Cosmo ate rice. The guard pointed at the table and I took a seat. Damn. Did I have to speak with the Emperor again? Both hands were behind his back as he walked into the room. He didn't sit down, and he spoke quickly. “For a new arrival, you show a lot of promise. Continue to win, and you will have your freedom.” 
 
      
 
    “How much freedom?” 
 
      
 
    “I can give you a small housing unit. No restrictions. You can leave and go as you please.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn't hide my smile. “When? When can you do this?” 
 
      
 
    “Show me you are worth the investment, and you will receive this.” 
 
      
 
    “How do I show this?” 
 
      
 
    “Continue to win,” he said with his chin down. “Win a few more fights, and you will receive your freedom.” 
 
      
 
    The Emperor turned around and left the room. I had to admit, it sounded like a good deal. Life in FlatFall wouldn't be bad if I had total freedom. A guard grabbed my arm and led me back to my cell. I arrived at my cell and Douglas threw his arms around me. “That was one of the best fights I have seen in a while,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “I am still in a bit of shock. It's hard to believe I actually beat him.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew you were going to win. I just knew it.” 
 
      
 
    I sat on the ground and put my head between my legs. “The pain is starting to hit me,” I mumbled. 
 
      
 
    Douglas sat next to me. “Yea. Your head looks like a big tomato.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I replied with sarcasm. “I gotta go get some healing potions.” 
 
      
 
    “It will heal on its own,” Douglas replied. “You leveled up after the fight right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Level 7 now.” 
 
      
 
    “Your health was fully restored then. The pain will gradually fade away too. It just takes a while to show physically. Within a few days, you will look normal again.” 
 
      
 
    “That's good to know,” I replied while leaning my head against the bars behind me. 
 
      
 
    My eyes began to close, but jolted open as Douglas had a burst of excitement. “We gotta celebrate. Let's get drunk tomorrow at the Tavern. It will be fun!” 
 
      
 
    “Hell yea,” I replied. “I am actually meeting my friends there tomorrow. You can join us.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas rubbed his hands together with excitement. I quickly sent Tommy a message: 
 
      
 
    “Meet me at the Tavern tomorrow during our free time. Drinks are on me, and we are getting drunk! 
 
      
 
    Walker.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes. All I wanted to do was sleep. The fight had taken every last ounce of energy I had. Without any effort, I drifted off to sleep. I had a dream. A dream of standing in the middle of the coliseum. I was a Grand Champion, and everyone cheered for me. The dream didn't last long though. Before I knew it, the next day had arrived. We ate our meal and waited for the guards to come for us.  
 
      
 
    I got up and paced back and forth. Douglas did the same. “I'm ready to get drunk,” he said with eager eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” I replied. “I just wanna have some good fun.” 
 
      
 
    “Your face already looks better,” Douglas said while examining me. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Yea. You aren't quite as bloody and swollen.” 
 
      
 
    Just after that, the guards arrived. They grabbed us and we began our walk to FlatFall. As soon as we got there, I noticed something. A few players began to gather around me with curious looks on their faces. A tall skinny elf walked up and pointed at me. “I saw your fight last night. You kicked that dude's ass.” 
 
      
 
    My face must have turned even more red. “Thank you. Yes, I did kick his ass. It was a lot of fun.” 
 
      
 
    Some more players gathered around me. “When are you fighting again?” One of them asked. 
 
      
 
    “I'm not sure. But I'm sure it will be soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    I put both of my arms into the air. I cherished the moment and spoke with confidence. “My name is Walker. Remember my name.” 
 
      
 
    “Right on,” a player yelled. 
 
      
 
    We walked towards the tavern and a smile came to my face. This was so cool. I couldn't believe players were actually approaching me and asking about my next fight. I must have provided some decent entertainment for them to do so. We walked into the Tavern and looked for Tommy and the others. But, the first thing I saw was the Grand Champion and his girlfriend. He was busy pounding beers down just like the last time I had seen him. I walked towards the bar and positioned myself beside him. “Nice drinking skills,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The Grand Champion didn't reply. He just popped open another beer and began to drink it. Next to him, his girlfriend giggled. “I saw your fight last night.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? Did you like it?” I nervously asked. 
 
      
 
    She giggled some more. “Very impressive.” 
 
      
 
    The Grand Champion turned towards me. Then, he pulled her closer to him. “It was beginner's luck,” he mumbled.  
 
      
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and turned away from me. Then, I got the silent treatment. Still, I stood there for a moment. But then, I realized things were getting awkward. I quickly turned around and walked back over to Douglas. After that, I began to search for Tommy through the red hazy air. I squinted my eyes and saw him and the others sitting at a nearby table. “There they are,” I said to Douglas with one finger out. 
 
      
 
    Douglas began to act a little strange. “I hope they like me,” he said. “I mean. I know they will like me. I just get nervous meeting new people sometimes. That's all.” 
 
      
 
    “You suffer from social anxiety?” I asked as we walked closer to the table. 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes. Just when it's large groups. But, it's only for a few minutes. After that, my shyness goes away.” 
 
      
 
    That was weird. It was hard to imagine Douglas being shy. When we arrived at the table, Tommy and the others looked thrilled to see me. In the middle of the table, there was a big pile of beers. “We saw the fight last night dude,” Tommy said while kicking a nearby chair out from under the table. 
 
      
 
    I sat down in the chair and Douglas sat down next to me. I put both elbows on the table. “How did I do?” 
 
      
 
    “You beat the shit out of him,” Todd laughed. “Grab a beer. This is on us.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “I always love free beer.” 
 
      
 
    I chugged a beer and hoped to catch a buzz. It had been a while since I had drank a lot, but I didn't feel anything. I popped open another beer and chugged it. Tommy leaned closer to me and I realized he was already pretty drunk. “What was that move you did? That uppercut move? That was pretty cool.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a skill I learned right before the fight. It's called IronPush.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy looked over at Douglas and a confused look came to his face. “Where did this troll come from? I just realized I don't know him.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas began to twitch. His fingers went together and began to twirl around. What the hell? Why was Douglas acting so strange. “This is my cellmate,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Douglas nodded. “My name is Douglas. Yes, I am a troll. It's true.” 
 
      
 
    “He's a very good cellmate,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Sonny tilted his head. Then, a worried look came to his face. “How do we know if we can trust him? We can't talk about the plan here now. We just can't.” 
 
      
 
    Todd slapped Sonny's shoulder. “It's fine. Everything is fine.” 
 
      
 
    I lowered my eyebrows. “What plan?” 
 
      
 
    Todd began to talk, but Sonny put his hand over his mouth. “Don't say it. We don't know anything about that troll.” 
 
      
 
    Tommy looked irritated. “Chill out dude. Just let him talk. The troll seems pretty nice.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you guys talking about?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    On the corner of the table, the pet's cage began to rattle. “All I want is one beer. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
      
 
    “Give your pet some beer,” Tommy yelled. “I feel sorry for that thing.” 
 
      
 
    Todd popped open a beer and stuck it against the bars that contained the pet. Two tiny hands lunged on the bottle. “Tilt it down. I can't drink it unless you tilt it.” 
 
      
 
    Todd picked up the cage and tilted it. “What are you doing?” Sonny asked. “You are tampering with private property. Did you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “Calm down. He just wants one beer. Let him have a little fun for once.” 
 
      
 
    Sonny looked frustrated, but didn't stop Todd. I took another sip of my beer. “So what's this secret plan?” 
 
      
 
    Sonny looked at Douglas and then back at me. “Fine. I will just go ahead and say it. We are going to take over FlatFall. Gonna change everything about it.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned back. “Take it over? What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Sonny whispered. 
 
      
 
    “This place is fucked up,” Todd replied. “We want to change the way it works. Get the Emperor out of leadership.” 
 
      
 
    “But how? How would we do that?” 
 
      
 
    Tommy took a sip of his beer before slamming it down on the table. “You just do it!” 
 
      
 
    What the hell? I had never seen such a determined look on Tommy's face. I twisted my lips. “But, I kinda like fighting in the coliseum.” 
 
      
 
    “We aren't going to change that,” Todd replied. “That's still gonna be here. We are just going to make this place more user friendly. We won't lock up the prisoners in cages and force them to fight. Nobody should be forced to fight.” 
 
      
 
    Douglas raised his hand. “I'm going to be a Grand Champion one day.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked. That was a random statement. Sonny looked at Douglas and leaned closer to him. “What's that suppose to mean?” 
 
      
 
    “You can still be a Grand Champion,” Todd replied. “But we will build up this prison and turn it into a kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    “A kingdom? Really?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and we will run it,” Todd replied. 
 
      
 
    I had to admit, I liked the idea of being a king. But, how was it all going to work? “Who will be the king though?” 
 
      
 
    “Any one of us,” Todd replied. “We will figure that out later.” 
 
      
 
    The pet's cage began to rattle. “Open this damn thing up. I'm in a dancing mood,” he screamed before letting out a long laugh. 
 
      
 
    Sonny's head went from side to side. “You must think I'm a fool. I will never let you out again. Not until you prove your love for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't wanna prove shit to you,” the pet hissed. 
 
      
 
    I popped open another beer and funneled it down my throat. A warm fuzzy feeling came over me as I began to catch a buzz. “I gotta admit, this sounds like an interesting idea. I'm all up for it, but how are we gonna do it?” 
 
      
 
    “It won't be easy,” Todd replied. “In fact, it's going to take some teamwork. We must all work together if we want it to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “It's kinda like running for president,” Tommy replied. “You gotta get the people on your side.” 
 
      
 
    “Yea,” Tommy replied. “We must all work our way up in the coliseum. Win the people over, and create an up rise.”  
 
      
 
    “Yea, we gotta make the people riot and stuff,” Tommy replied with slurred words. 
 
      
 
    I drink some more beer. Maybe it was because I was getting drunk, but the plan was starting to make sense. “I'm going to become the Grand Champion. I can rally the people up and make this happen.” 
 
      
 
    “We will all become powerful and influence the people,” Tommy replied. 
 
      
 
    “I'm usually a man of peace,” Sonny said while sipping his beer. “But, this place treats me poorly. It's just not right.” 
 
      
 
    I slammed my fist on to the table. “Okay then,” I yelled. “ It is official. We will take over FlatFall!” 
 
      
 
    Tommy raised his beer into the air. “Shall we drink to it?” 
 
      
 
    Me, Sonny and Todd raised our beers into the air. But, Douglas looked uneasy. Then, a smile came to his face and he raised his beer. I grinned. “Let's drink to the four new kings!” 
 
      
 
    “What about me?” the pet asked. 
 
      
 
    “Your just a pet,” Sonny replied. “Know your role in life.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn't a pet until you forced me to be one. Open this cage. I demand you to open this cage now.” 
 
      
 
    Without asking, Todd opened the cage and the creature jumped out. He fell to his side and tried to dance.  
 
      
 
    Sonny looked at Todd. “What are you doing? Are you crazy? He'll run away and never come back.” 
 
      
 
    Todd rolled his eyes. “Relax. He just wants to dance.” 
 
      
 
    The pet climbed to his feet and clapped his hands. He walked over to an empty beer can. “Fuck this can,” he yelled while kicking it off the table. Both of his arms went into the air as he twirled around in circles. Everyone laughed and continued to drink more and more beer.  
 
      
 
    “You're a pretty cool pet,” Tommy yelled with a slap to the table. 
 
      
 
    The creature continued to dance as Sonny watched him like a hawk. I looked around at everyone in the Tavern and smiled. One day, I would own this place. I had to admit, it was a powerful feeling. Not only would I become Grand Champion, I would also become king. It was official, I loved my new life. The future was bright, and I couldn't wait for it to arrive. But for now, I would just enjoy my beer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks For Reading BladeDust Online!  
 
      
 
    Join My Email List And Get Book 2 On Launch Day For A Discounted Price! Sign Up Here.  
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed the book! If you liked the book, please feel free to leave a review on Amazon.com. I would greatly appreciate it. Thanks for reading! 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
Bif?t)EDUyl~

N
|

ONLINE






