
        
            
                
            
        

    



Chapter
One


 


I was so excited I could hardly
breathe. As the shuttle pulled to a stop outside FuzeTek, I couldn’t help but
think how smooth the tracks were here.  Back in Grosthorne Section 8 the grids
were so ill-maintained that the shuttles groaned as they lumbered into their
stops. I guessed that the city officials didn’t want to spend money on the upkeep
of the poor sectors. FuzeTek’s headquarters were in the middle of the tech
district, and things were different here.


 


As excited as I was, I couldn’t help
feeling that a shadow hung over me. I thought about the tests I’d taken the day
before, and I got a feeling of anxiety in my stomach.  My dad put his hand on
my shoulder and squeezed.


 


“Try not to think about the JQ
tests,” he said.


 


I nodded. “I know, but I can’t help
feeling I flunked them.”


 


“It’s your birthday, Eric. You’re
twenty-one. Try to forget about it for today. You’re a Templeton, and
Templetons don’t brood on things they can’t change.”


 


That was easy for him to say. The day
before, I’d taken the Job Qualification tests. These weren’t just meaningless
exams. The JQ tests were used to measure your intelligence and job aptitude,
and the state used your scores to allocate you a career. If you did well you
were okay; you’d become a doctor or a professor. Somebody with prospects. Do
badly, and you were sentenced to a life of menial labour where your prospects
were slim. I had screwed them up, and that meant two things. One, I would
shortly be enrolled into the army for a couple of years of national service.
Two, after that I’d begin a career that payed little and had nowhere to climb.


 


I guess that I shouldn’t have
expected more. The Templeton family had always been a poor one. My mum had
scored in the lower percentile on her JQ tests, and as such she’d worked as a
waitress all her life. Not that there was anything wrong with that, because
every job had value. It just meant that she’d never earn more than minimum
wage.


 


My dad was different. He was the most
intelligent person I knew, which made it strange that at twenty-one, he’d also
flunked his JQ tests. He’d been a hospital porter all his life, and he’d always
been bitter about it. He always insisted that something had happened to his
test results. He knew that he’d aced them, but the when the scores came back,
he was well below average.


 


“They switched my scores,” he always used to say. “There was
some mix-up in the office, and they switched my scores with someone else’s.”


 


The state wasn’t above administrative
mistakes, and it was clear to everyone how clever Dad was. The problem was that
if you wanted to retake the tests you had to pay CR-15,000, which was well
beyond his means.


 


It was a crooked system. Everyone
knew it. If you were rich, it didn’t matter how poor your JQ scores were
because you could just pay CR-250,000 and then pick whatever profession you
liked. For poor families like mine, your only hope at changing your destiny was
to earn your fortune in Re:Fuze.


 


We got off the shuttle and walked
toward the FuzeTek building. As we went through the automatic doors I couldn’t
help feeling butterflies in my stomach. This was it. My dream was going
to come true. As we stepped inside the office, I heard a voice come from a
speaker above me.


 


‘Re:Fuze began as an educational
tool. The total immersion game was soon adopted by the military and after that,
the world saw its true value. Re:Fuze spread worldwide, and its in-game economy
soon became bigger than the one outside of it.’


 


I already knew that. The government
invested a lot into Re:Fuze, and they reaped more than their fair share of
rewards. Money earned in the game was taxed by the state, and the proceeds were
used to expand the army, fuel businesses, and to make the nation great. Pity
none of it filtered down to the likes of my family. Over the decades Re:Fuze
had become so important that when someone was in-game, they were given a pardon
on their national service and their career designation was put on hold until
their time in the game ended.


 


I wondered where Thomas was right
now. My older brother had joined the game three years earlier, and none of us
had seen him since. I hoped that he was doing well and making lots of CR in
Re:Fuze, but I also couldn’t help asking myself why he’d never sent money back
home. Players could stay in their game cocoons for up to a year at a time,
after which they had to take a rest for two weeks. If he was still playing, why
hadn’t he bothered to get in touch with us? Part of me missed my brother, but a
larger part was angry at him. Mad that he’d never tried to contact us, angry
that he’d never sent any CR back to my parents.


 


The office had a reception desk and a
bank of chairs. Beyond them was a steel door with a sign on it that read ‘No
unauthorised entry’. The room smelled of bleach as if it had just been
cleaned. We sat down in the reception area and waited for someone to call us.
As the minutes ticked by I felt my stomach turn to water. I looked at my
parents. My mum had a magazine in front of her, and she scanned each page
intently. My dad sat with his legs crossed, and he impatiently drummed his
fingers on his thigh.


 


I couldn’t help but feel guilty. Just
like they had with Thomas, my parents had spent years saving up so that I could
play Re:Fuze. I knew that my mum had done it because it was something I’d
always wanted. My dad’s reasons were different. He knew about the riches you
could earn in the game if you were good at it, and he saw my entry into it as
an investment. I just hoped I could repay him. I hoped I could go in-game,
level up, and earn enough CR to set us up for life. The weight of expectation
was so heavy I could feel it on my shoulders already.


 


Across the room there was a hissing
sound, and then the steel doors opened. A man stepped through them. He wore a
white lab coat, and his hair was tied back tightly into a pony tail. He
stopped, looked around the room, and then saw me.


 


“Eric Templeton?” he said.


 


I tried to speak, but I was so
nervous my throat felt like it had closed. Instead I just nodded.


 


“Come this way,” he said, and
beckoned me with his finger.


 


We followed him through the steel
doors and into the heart of the FuzeTek building. It was a labyrinth of pure
white coloured walls and cold floors that made our footsteps echo. As we
followed him through the maze he spoke to us without turning to look.


 


“You’ll start in Blundow,” he said.
“That’s where all the newbies spawn. There’s no PK-ing in Blundow, so don’t
worry about that. Yet.”


 


“PK-ing?” said mum, with confusion in
her voice.


 


“Player-Killing,” said the techie.
“Other players can’t kill you in Blundow. It’s necessary, because in Re:Fuze,
all death is permanent. If a player kills you, you’re gone. If a dragon spawn
incinerates you, it’s game over. Bye bye character, bye bye all those lovely
CRs you saved up to buy your login.”


 


He led us to the end of a corridor
and opened a door. When we stepped inside, I gasped. It was a large room filled
with oval-shaped cocoons. They had monitors in front of them, and clear tubes
fastened into holes on the side. A milky-white liquid flowed through one tube
into the cocoon, and a brown liquid flowed out through another. On the monitors
I saw lines of text. I glanced at one of them.


 


Name: Balrog878


Class: Warrior


Level: 16


 


There were over fifty cocoons in
total, all with monitors displaying the character names of the people inside
them. All of a sudden a red beacon lit above one cocoon. A siren rang out, and
a monitor flashed red.


 


“We’ve got a death,” shouted a
technician. Pens rattled in the pocket of his lab coat as he ran across the
room.


 


A few more technicians ran over to
the cocoon and waited. There was a hissing sound, and the cocoon slowly started
to open. When it opened fully, a large man with long brown hair stumbled out.
He fell onto the floor and vomited.


 


“Ignore him,” said the techie. “He
died at level four, somehow. Hopefully that won’t happen to you.”


 


The large man pushed himself up off
the floor. His eyes were dazed, and he blinked as he looked around the room.
The realisation of his character’s death seemed to hit him, and his face
drained of colour.


 


“Let me back in,” he said. “It was a
mistake. I cast a healing spell but it didn’t work, for some reason. You’ve got
to let me back in.”


 


A female technician shook her head.
“No refunds, no re-entry,” she said.


 


“But I spent my last CR getting in
here. Please, you’ve got to let me go back.”


 


The techie put his hand on my shoulder
and pushed me forward. “Your cocoon’s over here,” he said.


 


We crossed the room until we stood in
front of a cocoon. This one was open. The inside was dark and made of plastic,
and a musty smell came from it. The tech faced me.


 


“You’ll need to join a guild by level
5,” he said. “You have to leave Blundow at level 5, and then you’ll go onto the
main map. Player killing is allowed on all areas on the map, so you won’t
survive without being in a guild.”


 


“Why does being in a guild help?”
asked Dad.


 


The techie gave a patronising smile.
“The four guilds hate each other, but after the Great War, they have a treaty.
The pact says that guild members won’t attack each other without an official
battle or without provocation. Lone wanders have no such protective treaties.”


 


I stood and looked at the cocoon. I
had spent so long fantasising about this but stood there, ready to play, I
realised I was scared. What if I played poorly? What if I couldn’t earn enough
CR in-game? What would my dad think?


 


“Come on, Eric,” said the techie.
“I’ve got another five entries to manage this morning.”


 


With shaky legs I climbed into the
cocoon. I stepped inside and leaned back against the casing. It felt dark
inside, even though it wasn’t closed yet. A pair of goggles dropped down from
the ceiling.


 


“Open wide,” said the techie.


 


I opened my mouth, and a tube shot
out of the side of the cocoon and went into my mouth and straight down my
throat. I felt my gag reflex activate and wanted to retch, but I fought against
the feeling. Metal clamps suddenly snapped down on my arms and legs and held me
in place. I felt liquid pour from the tube and into my throat, and I felt like
I couldn’t swallow it. I was drowning. I was going to die.


 


I started to feel light-headed. I
struggled to breathe, but as the faintness took over, I stopped fighting. A
pleasant, warm feeling started to swim through me, and it gave way to euphoria.
Suddenly it was like I was on a beach with my eyes closed while sun beat down
on my face. I felt the goggles clamp over my eyes. As my vision started to
fade, I heard a voice somewhere beyond me. It was my dad’s.


 


“Bring us back CR,” he said, his
voice growing quieter. “Do it for the family.”


 


There was a loud cracking sound, and
then an explosion of light. Reality disappeared, and I found myself looking at
a screen that took up the whole of my vision. It took me a few seconds to
realise that it was my character screen.


 


I felt my heart thump in my chest.
This was it. I was finally in Re:Fuze. I looked at my character screen.


 


Name: Please Choose 


Race: Please Choose


Class: Please Choose


 


Ability #1: To be learned


Ability #2: To be learned


Ability #3: To be learned


 


Please allocate 10 stat points: 


                                     


Strength: 


Agility: 


Intelligence: 


Endurance: 


Charisma:


 


HP: 


Mana: 


Stamina: 


 


Skills (out of 100)


To be learned


 


Ongoing Stats:


Guardian: 


Chaos: 


Viewers: 


 


Suddenly I felt like I was back in my
JQ exam looking at a mass of information and struggling to take any of it in. I
needed to calm down. This was the most important section of the game, I knew.
If I screwed up my character, it could lead to problems further down the road.
I scanned through each section and worked through it bit by bit.


 


For my name, I wanted something that
sounded mean. Something that made people worried when they saw me. So what
could I pick? The Tank? No, that sounded corny, like one of the old-days
wrestlers. If I was choosing a name like that I might as well equip my
character with a fake tan and Lycra shorts. Okay, what about Dark Lord? I typed
it in, but the name wasn’t available. A text box appeared on the right side of
my vision.


 


Name
already chosen. How about Dark Lord 5007?


 


Did that mean there were already 5006
Dark Lords running around the map? Not very original, and certainly not scary.
Besides, a name like Dark Lord would make me sound like I was thirteen years
old. I needed something original.


 


Then it hit me. When we were growing
up, Thomas and I were obsessed with Greek mythology and the Greek gods. We’d
watch films about them and read books about them. It seemed like another world,
one full of heroes and magic.


 


I had it. I knew what my name would
be. I type it into the screen.


 


Name:
Chimera.


 


The Chimera was a monster from Greek
mythology. It  was a lion that had the head of a goat and a tail of a snake,
and it breathed fire. If anyone in Re:Fuze knew what the name meant, it would
give them the right impression.


 


With my name settled, I moved onto
race. That was easy – human. Next was class. I needed something powerful and
good at combat, but something that was also adaptable. I thought about warrior,
but there would be lots of those. Instead, I settled on paladin.


 


There were three ability slots, but
the game wouldn’t let me choose those yet. I wondered if those were something
that I would have to unlock. The next thing I was able to choose was my core
stats. The creation screen would let me allocate ten points to my core
attributes.


 


I needed a character build that was
strong, but that could also use magic. That being the case, I decided to ignore
the charisma and agility attributes. After all, I didn’t plan on doing much
trading or becoming proficient with a bow. Plus, I was charismatic enough in
real life so I didn't need extra points. Yeah, right. Maybe one of my abilities
would be big-headedness.


 


I loaded the ten points onto
strength, endurance and intellect. With those selected, I saw my hit points,
mana and stamina fields populate. My first step in game would be to improve
those, either by levelling up or buying new equipment.


 


The skill area was similar to the
abilities. Nothing was populated, and instead each skill just said ‘to be
learned.’ Finally, there was a section titled ‘Ongoing stats.’


 


Chaos:


Guardian:


Viewers: 


 


I didn’t know what the Chaos and
Guardian stats were, so I didn’t know how important they were. I guessed that I
would just have to find out. I did, however, know what ‘Viewers’ meant. In the
real world, people who didn’t play Re:Fuze liked to spend their time watching
it. Not me, of course, since I couldn’t afford the CR needed to get a feed
subscription.


 


People would watch real-time feeds of
characters in the game. The highly-viewed characters sometimes got send gifts
in-game by the people watching from the outside.  Somehow, I was going to have
to get people to watch me play. But how?


 


That was a problem for another day.
Now, it was time to enter Re:Fuze. At the bottom of the screen was a ‘confirm’ button,
and I knew that pressing it would enter me into the game. For a second I was
scared to do it. After waiting so long to play Re:Fuze, I felt my nerves get
the better of me.


 


I thought of my parents outside. They
were counting on me to do well in the game. This wasn’t something that I was
playing for enjoyment; I needed to earn enough CR to get my family out of the
Grosthorne sector. I needed to be successful enough that I didn’t have to worry
about my national service or my JQ scores.


 


I took a deep breath. With a firing
pulse and shaky fingers, I pressed the ‘complete’ button. There was a zap of
light, and my vision faded to black.
















 


Chapter
Two


 


‘Did
you know? 30% of players die without leaving Blundow. Remember to rest and
heal!


 


I read the inspiring message as the
game loaded, and I resolved that there was no way I was going to be one of the
30% of newbies who died without ever seeing the main map. It shouldn’t have
been difficult; I just needed to stay calm. If I took too much damage I would
heal. I wouldn’t take any risks.


 


Colours burst onto the screen, and I
found myself stood in a barren field. A breeze blew in the air. I heard it
whistle as it went by, and then I felt the cold wind snake up my arms. I
couldn’t believe how real it felt. I knew that the cocoons had sensation
amplifiers, but I never believed it could be so…realistic. I saw birds swoop in
the air, and I watched as each individual blade of grass moved in a different
way to the others under the blowing of the breeze.


 


My pulse raced. I took a step forward
but the movement felt slow, and I thought I was going to fall down. I wondered
why such a simple thing as movement was so difficult, but then I realised that
as a paladin, my character was probably taller than I was in real life. I spent
a few minutes going back and forth, gradually getting used to walking in a body
that wasn’t my own.


 


I looked around me. There didn’t seem
to be anybody else nearby, and for miles beyond all I saw were fields of yellow
grass. For a newbie map, this didn’t seem too welcoming. 


 


Location discovered! The Plains of
Jordan.


25XP Gained!


25XP until level 2.


 


The Plains of Jordan? Where the hell
was that? Wasn’t I supposed to be in Blundow? I had seen images of Blundow on
the net, and I knew it was a little hamlet with a few shops and NPCs. The kind
of place you saw on the front of Christmas cards. There were no shops in the
fields in front of me, and certainly no people. There wasn’t even a single
Christmas tree in sight.


 


I turned and looked behind me. A
hundred meters behind was the edge of a mountain. Cut into the rocky cliff was
a cave. The mouth of it was wide and dark, and it couldn’t have looked any more
uninviting. I would give that a miss, I decided.


 


I turned back around and looked at
the fields. As I scanned across them, I saw movement above. Something swirled
in the sky in the distance. It was a large creature with a slinky body and
flapping wings. Spikes were ridged across its back, and as it dove and swooped
I heard it give a cry.


 


It looked terrifying, and something
told me it was a creature way beyond the means of a level 0 newbie. Why would
the developers put a monster like that so close to the spawn map? No wonder 30%
of people died without reaching the main map.


 


I needed to check my gear, but how
did I do that? I knew I should have read the game manual when Dad told me he’d
bought me a game pass, but I had just been too excited. I was so stupid
sometimes. I always used to let my excitement get the better of me and rush
into things without thinking about them. Before he went, Thomas had given me
the nickname ‘Mr. Naïve.’ Luckily, he hadn’t told anyone else.


 


I hit my chest in frustration. As I
did, a screen popped up. It showed a drawing of my character, and next to it
was a list of all my equipment. As I scanned through my gear, I felt my heart
sink. All I had was a cloth shirt, cloth boots and a bronze sword. Certainly
not enough to fight the winged creature with. That was the first thing I was
going to have to do; get better equipment. Maybe I would get lucky and come
across a chest, or maybe there would be lower-level creatures around that dropped
loot when killed. I knew that in-game you could find or make weapons and armour
to improve your stats. Sometimes, if you were really luckily, you’d kill a boss
and a rare item would drop. It was a long time before I’d find anything like
that.


 


I was a paladin, so I knew I would
start with some basic spells. But the same problem resurfaced – how did I
access them? I patted my chest again and the inventory screen came up. I patted
it twice in quick succession, and the screen closed and then reopened. There
had to be some way to access my spells.


 


I rubbed my head and got nothing but
irritated skin. I jumped up and down, and just felt stupid. Even the birds in
the sky seemed to be laughing at me. Then I stoked my arm, and got lucky. A
screen appeared with over fifty brown squares filling it. Forty-nine of them
were empty, but the first square showed a white back ground with a yellow halo.
I focused on it, and a name appeared.


 


Spell: Bless. Increase the attack
points of allies in a fifty-metre radius by 5%.


 


Well that wasn’t going to be much
good against the winged creature unless I wanted to bless it to death, and
looking at the barren fields, it seemed I was fresh out of allies. Where the
hell was everyone? Shouldn’t there have been newbies like me running around,
and NPCs stood there waiting to chat?


 


I opened up my inventory screen
again. In the corner was a tiny drawing of a map. Focussing on it, the map
unravelled and then opened, making a crinkling sound as it spread across the
screen. The map was completely black, save for a tiny section where I stood. It
looked like I was in the furthermost corner of the right hand-side of the
world. I felt lonely.


 


I heard a flapping sound across the
plains beyond me. I tried to close the map, but in my panic I brought up the
spell list. The flapping sound grew louder until I realised what I was hearing.
It was the sound of giant wings beating in the air.


 


A shudder of fear ran through me. I
forced myself to stay calm, and I closed the map screen and stared across the
plains. My suspicions were confirmed. I stared ahead of me and had a sinking
feeling as I watched the winged creature heading in my direction.


 


How had it noticed me? That didn’t
matter right now. All that mattered was that as the creature got nearer, I saw
text gradually appear above its head.


 


Flying Gologoth – Level 76


Fire Elemental


HP: 5000/5000


 


Level 76? What the hell were they
thinking putting creatures like that near the newbie camp? And that was when
the realisation finally hit me; I wasn’t in Blundow. I was nowhere near the
newbie point. Something had gone wrong, and the game had deposited my level 0
character in the darkest reaches of the map in a place where I was too weak to
be.


 


It was clear I couldn’t fight. A
bless spell and a bronze sword were no match for a level 76 beast, and for all
I knew, it breathed fire. My cloth shirt suddenly seemed all too flammable for
my liking, and I wondered if human torch was a selectable class.


 


I turned around. There was only one
place I could go; the cave that was cut into the mountain. The mouth was so
dark that not a single beam of light penetrated it, and it made me shiver when
I thought about what might be waiting for me inside. There was a phrase that
people used quite a lot – ‘better the devil you know.’ It wasn’t true in
this case. The devil here was a level 76 Flying Golgoth, and that devil would
kill me with the slightest of effort.


 


I ran toward the cave. My steps felt
heavy and clumsy, and I heard the flap of wings behind me. The creature roared,
and the sound sent a shiver through me. Just as I heard it swoop down, I
reached the mouth of the cave and ran inside.


 


I felt cold close all around me. The
cave was made of stone. The wind reached the mouth and then made a whistling
noise as it blew through the eerie tunnel.  I decided I needed to go further in
to make sure I was safe, so I took tentative steps along the stone floor.


 


As I walked, I became aware that my
footsteps were too loud, and they seemed to echo off the walls. The hairs on my
arms stood up. I stopped. With my footsteps silent, I heard something else.


 


Voices. Someone was in the cave,
somewhere deep in the middle. I needed to be quiet. I crouched down as low as I
could and then I took careful steps forward, making sure I didn’t make a noise.


 


New
Ability learned: Sneak. Your feet make no sound as your prowl in the shadows.
Sneak is a crucial tool for any thief to have. Do you accept?


 


I didn’t have any desire to be a
thief, so I declined. With only three abilities slots to spare, I couldn’t
waste one of them on the first ability that came my way. Once I declined it my
slots stayed empty, but I felt something change inside me, and a warm glow
spread across my forehead.


 


I put my hand to my head, and a
screen loaded in front of me. It was my character information sheet, and most
of it looked as it had when I created my paladin. There was one addition. Under
‘Skills’, there was one entry.


 


Sneak – 1 (0% toward next level).


 


So it seemed that even if I declined
an ability, I could still gain a skill. That was good to know.


 


As I crept through the cave, I felt
better when I heard that my footsteps were quieter. Sometimes I lost my balance
and put my foot down harder than I intended, but I guessed that was because my
sneak skill was low, and that it would get better the more I used it. Maybe it
was something I could work on, and I could become the rarely seen Ninja
Paladin, or Ninjadin, as I’d call it.


 


I went further into the cave. As I
walked through, I started to find the carcasses of monsters that had already
been killed strewn on the floor. I focused on one of them.


 


Cave Bull – Dead


Loot – Empty.


 


Someone had been through the cave
before me, and I realised that the voices I had heard must have been theirs.
Maybe they would be able to help me. Perhaps one of them would be a mage, and
he’d be able to cast a spell to send me to Blundow.


 


I walked toward the voices, hearing
their volumes grow louder the deeper into the cave I went. Eventually I saw a
glow ahead of me. I realised it was the flames of a torch flickering in the
pitch black, and I saw that a figure held it. I crept closer.


 


Sneak increased by 10%!


 


Warm pleasure surged through me. Was
this how it felt to improve your skills? It was like I had just drunk a pint of
beer, and that a pleasant glow had settled in my stomach. If this was how it
felt to improve a skill, I couldn’t imagine how amazing levelling up would be.


 


As I neared the torches and the
voices, I stopped. Suddenly I felt nervous. I remembered what the techie had
told me before I had gotten into the cocoon. It was dangerous to be on the main
map without a guild, and player killing was allowed everywhere. I needed to be
careful. I would have to listen to these people and see what they were like
before I tried talking to them. I crept forward as close as I could until
finally I could see them.


 


The cave beyond opened up into an
oval room. In the centre of the room was a stone spike that jutted up from the
floor. Green lines glowed on it, running across its surface like veins. Three
people stood around it.


 


One was a mage with a cloak that
shimmered gold in the darkness. He had a beard that was pointed and reached
down to his chin, and his eyes were cruel and seemed to be full of dark
secrets. A name flashed above him.


 


Battan555 – Mage Level 79


 


Next to him was a small man with a
hunched back. He wore a belt with daggers fastened across it, and the tips of
some of them seemed to drip with poison. His face was a sneering one, as if he
was always looking for a way to cause mischief.


 


Dyzmal – Thief Level 82


 


Finally there was the third man. He
was taller and thicker than the rest, and seemed to bulge with muscle. He wore
metal armour that doubled his size, and I wondered how he could even move with
that much steel on his body. A great sword hung over his beck, the hilt of
which shined with gemstones. His face was pale and his gaze was stern. From his
stance, I knew immediately that he was the higher ranking of the three.
Something about him sent a chill through me, and I knew straight away that
under no circumstances should I speak to him.


 


Herelius Rouge – Warrior Level 106


 


Wow. For a second, all I could do was
stare in astonishment. How had Herelius become so powerful? He must have played
the game for years, decades even. I had the strong urge to back away and leave
the cave, but I knew that the winged creature waited for me outside. Instead I
leaned further back into the shadows. 


 


I watched the men, and I realised
that next to all their names, was a symbol. It was a black serpent with its
mouth open, and blood dripped from its bared fangs.


 


Herelius crossed his arms and spoke
to his companions. His stare was so strong that even the other high-level
characters couldn’t look away from it.


 


“Is it possible?” said Herelius. “Can
we bring Necrolor back?”


 


The mage stroked  the surface of the
spiked rock in front of him. The green veins seemed to glow brighter at his
touch.


 


“It’ll be tough, but it can be done.”


 


“And what would we need?” Herelius’
voice had an air of impatience about it.


 


“When the Halons defeated him,” said
Battan the mage, “His soul was spread throughout the map. If we can find the
pieces, we can bring him back.”


 


The thief, Dyzmal, adjusted the
weight of the bag on his back. It looked like a loot sack, and the possessions
inside it bulged against the leather.


 


“The Halons aren’t going to let us.”


 


Herelius spat on the floor. “I’m not
asking for permission. Damn the treaty. How dare they tell us who we can and
can’t kill? Do they think that just because Necrolor is gone that we’ll stay
quiet?”


 


Battan stoked the stone again. “What
about Ozreal? Think he can be bought to help us?”


 


Herelius gritted his teeth. “I don’t buy
help. I demand it. But I doubt it, anyway. I wouldn’t trust him. Never trust a
man who won’t join a guild.”


 


I decided that I’d heard enough.
Whatever these guys were talking about, they’d travelled all the way to a
lonely cave in the remotest part of the map to do it. They obviously didn’t
want prying ears, and I doubted they’d like me being there.


 


I decided to call tech support. There
had to be a way to talk to the techies in FuzeTek and tell them what had
happened. I could get in touch with them, and they could fix whatever bug had
sent me here instead of Blundow. I longed to see excited newbies running
around, and NPCs standing by with gentle smiles.


 


The question was, how would I summon
the techies? Like everything else in this game, it wasn’t easy. Why the hell
hadn’t I read the manual?


 


I started pressing different parts of
my body, pinching my earlobes, prodding my temples, scratching my knees. As I
patted my leg, I must have made too much noise, because the thief turned around
and snapped his eyes in my direction.


 


“What’s that?” he said.


 


Sneak failed! You have been detected!


 


A chill ran through me. I felt the
blood drain from my face, and I thought about running from the cave. If I
stayed they would kill me. The winged creature was outside, but maybe I’d have
to risk it. Perhaps the phrase ‘better the devil you know’ really was
true after all.


 


I stood up. Just as I was about to
sprint away, the mage pointed his arm in my direction. A shock of blue light
flew from his fingertips. It hit me and knocked the air out of my chest. I felt
it wrap around me like icy cold vines. As much as I tried to struggle, I
couldn’t move an inch.


 


Herelius turned to face me, and I
felt the heat of his stare on my skin. His face was horrible to look at. His
skin was pure grey, and his bones pressed against his skin as if he was
hundreds of years old.


 


“What’s a level 0 doing here?” he
said.


 


I knew then that I had stumbled
across something that I shouldn’t have. I wanted to run but the mage’s icy
vines held me in place. I thought about trying to plead my way out, but I knew
it wouldn’t help. I hadn’t bothered to allocate points to my charisma skill,
and my real-life charisma wasn’t nearly as good as I liked to think. 


 


As his two friends watched, Herelius
walked toward me. His heavy footsteps boomed on the stony floor.


 


“I’d order you not to tell anyone
what you saw today,” he said, walking toward me. “But I don’t have to, because
you won't get the chance.”


 


And then he stood in front of me. I
heard the screech of metal as he pulled his great sword out of the sheath on his
back. The gems in the hilt turned red, and the glow of them threatened to blind
me. He raised the sword over his head. In the second before he struck I had
time to stare into his eyes, and I saw nothing but hate in his gaze.


 


I blindly cycled through menus,
seeing the character and inventory screens switch in front of me. There had to
be something I could do. Anything.


 


But I knew there wasn’t.


 


His sword carved through my shoulder
and sent a pain through me that was so strong that it blinded me, and I couldn’t
help but scream in agony. Fire flowed through me, burning me from the inside
and sending me into a fit of suffering.


 


The game world faded around me and
the sounds disappeared. Gradually the pain wore away, and everything around me
faded to black.
















 


Chapter
Three


 


“Unlucky, kid,” said the techie, when
he helped me out of the cocoon.


 


As he pulled the tube out of my
throat I wanted to retch, but I held it in. At first I was dazed at the jarring
sensation of being back in real-time, but the feeling quickly gave way to
something else. I had never in my life been as angry as I was then. What the
hell were they playing at? How could the techs have let this happen? I didn’t
know who I should direct my fury at; the incompetent technicians, or the
over-powered Herelius Rouge who had so remorselessly killed a level 0.


 


The tech patted me on the back and
guided me away from the tube. I shrugged him off.


 


“You’ve got to let me back in,” I
said. I felt my cheeks start to flush with blood. I looked up and saw that
everyone was watching; the long-haired man who had only recently been taken out
of his cocoon, the technicians, and worse, my parents. My dad stood there in
shock, his eyes wide as if he couldn’t believe it.


 


“What happened, Eric?” he said.


 


“It’s not fair,” I answered.


 


The tech smiled. “Deaths are
permanent. I thought I warned you about that?”


 


“But you said I’d be in Blundow. I
don’t know where the hell you sent me, but it wasn’t a newbie map.”


 


The techie shrugged. “A death is a
death. Game over.”


 


I gritted my teeth together. I was so
angry I felt I could grind them into dust. “I want to see the manager.”


 


Mum stepped forward with her arms
outstretched, as if I was a child and she wanted to hug me. “Come on, Eric.
Let’s go home.”


 


I looked at the tech. It was clear
from his cocky manner that he had no interest in helping me. Then I saw a shape
in his pocket. Square at the bottom, and tubular at the top. I knew it could be
only one thing; a cylo-hit.


 


I looked at him. It was time for my
real-life charisma skills to come into play. I leaned in so close I could smell
his minty breath.


 


“How about you get the manager
yourself?” I said. “Or I go and find him and tell him what you have in your
pocket?”


 


The techie’s smile dropped. He patted
the pocket of his trousers, and then realised what he had so carelessly left in
it. Cylo-hits had been outlawed a year earlier, though that hadn’t made it any
harder to get hold of the artificial high.


 


The techie sighed and then touched
his ear. His earpiece flashed red, and he spoke aloud.


 


“Mr. Marvers,” he said. “I’ve got a
kid here. There was a glitch with his spawn, and it sent him into the Plains of
Jordan. No, no, he’s a level 0. What? Come on, Marvers, he’s a newbie. This is
our mistake. Damn, okay.”


 


The red light on his earpiece faded,
and the techie looked at me with a resigned expression.


 


“It’s a no,” he said. “Death is
permanent.”


 


***


 


In the weeks that followed I thought
my anger would fade, but if anything it grew. Every time I looked at my dad I
could read the disappointment in his expression, though I know he tried to hide
it. I’d watch him leave for work and I’d see how hunched his shoulders were, as
if a great weight had been placed on them. I had been his only hope of respite
from a job he hated, and I had failed.


 


I knew that I should have tried to
forget about the game and start thinking about my upcoming national service.
Rather than focussing on Re:Fuze, my time would have been better spent
improving my real-life skills. National service was no joke, and it was so
physical that some recruits died in basic training. I knew I should have been
exercising and getting fit.


 


Instead, I spent my time burning our
net credits to research the game. I tried to remember what Herelius, Battan and
Dyzmal had been conspiring about in the cave, but it was difficult. I wished I
had access to the console log history of my time in the game, but I knew from
watching the news that FuzeTek never surrendered them, not even to the agencies
of the state.


 


I thought back. They had mentioned
Halons, but I knew that the Halons were just a guild. So what else had they
talked about? A name popped into my head, and as soon as it did I felt my
thoughts turn dark. I remembered Herelius’ words.


 


‘Is it possible?” he had said. ‘Can we bring
Necrolor back?’


 


I read about how Necrolor was one of
the first players to ever go into the game, and that he was already level fifty
by the time it finished its beta stage. As the decades wore on, he levelled up
to the point that he was the strongest character in the game. 


 


He started out on the Guardian side,
but gradually slid into Chaos. The two terms were meters of how good your
actions were in Re:Fuze. Do a good deed and you get Guardian points. Do
something bad, Chaos. Necrolor fell so far into the darkness that his Chaos
points were almost as high as his character level. Shortly after that he
founded the Serpent guild, and under his rule they became the most powerful and
chaotic force in the world. 


 


They started acquiring territory by
taking it by force from the NPCs and other guilds that held it. With most of
the game world conquered, they demanded impossibly high tributes from those who
wanted to cross their lands. If you couldn’t pay, you died.


 


This pushed the Halon and Merc guilds
into an alliance for the first time, and they slowly fought back against the
Serpents. Even with their combined might they still couldn’t overpower the
Serpents, and things came to a head in a battle on the Plains of Jordan. It was
a battle that lasted weeks, and almost every player in the game was involved on
one side or another. Finally the Serpents were within an inch of victory, which
would have given them control of the whole game map.


 


At the last minute, the Greyes, a
notoriously secretive guild, came to the aid of the Halons and Mercs. Their
strange abilities turned the tide of battle, and Necrolor and the Serpents were
defeated. Necrolor was killed, but his body was never found.


 


Shortly after, the Serpents were
given amnesty as long as they agreed to follow game laws. Their territory was
taken from them and divided up between the Halons and the Mercs, though the
Greyes refused any offers of extra territory and retreated to their own hidden
lands. Ever since then there had been small skirmishes between the guilds, but
no wars.


 


It was said that Necrolor was gone,
but some thought that he might respawn. That, however, was just a legend.
Something the older players told the newbies to scare them as they left Blundow
for the first time.


 


Reading it filled me with anger. I
thought back to Herelius and his friends in the cave near the Plains, and I
wanted to smash things. How could they do that to me? I was a level 0, a
nobody. Why couldn’t they have just let me live? Didn’t they know how much it
cost to get a login for Re:Fuze? Didn’t they realise how hard my parents had to
work to save the CR?


 


I knew I had to get back, somehow. I
had to get back into the game and kill Herelius. Even if I had to stay in a
cocoon for a decade I would do it. The question was, how?


 


The prospect of getting a login
didn’t look likely. My national service started to loom close, and this was
compounded by the news my dad gave us one night. He came back from work with a
broken arm after a hydraulic safety latch had failed and crushed his arm, and
he wasn’t going to be able to work for at least six months. The problem was, he
didn’t have health insurance and his employer gave no sick pay. We were
screwed.


 


I researched all kinds of ways to get
back into the game. I found black market dealers who sold logins, but I knew
that most of them were fake. I discovered one place that bought life force for
CR, meaning that they would buy weeks and months of your life from you for
cash. At first this looked like a possibility, but then I did the maths.


 


They paid CR5 for an hour of your
life. A genuine Re:Fuze login cost CR15,000, which meant that I would have to
sell 3000 hours, or 125 days, of my life to get back in. I just couldn’t do it.


 


One afternoon I sat in my room in
front of my monitor. The sky outside was grey, and rain fell from heavy clouds
and splattered the pavements. The streets were empty, and darkness was falling.
I looked up at the monitor.  I was researching exercise regimes. I figured that
if I was going to have to do military service, then I might as well get fit.


 


As I looked up a regime that involved
1000 sit ups a day and wondered how I’d ever get that fit, the screen went
blank and a warning flashed.


 


Net Credits depleted. Please top up.


 


Damn it. I left my room and went
downstairs. My mum and dad sat in front of the television, neither of them
speaking to the other. Dad was always in a mood these days, but I couldn’t
blame him. Every time I looked at him I felt a sense of shame, and I knew that my
failure had put us in this situation.


 


I was going to ask him to top up the
credit, when I thought better of it. Just as I turned to go back upstairs, I
looked at the front door. A letter was on the floor. This was strange, because
physical mail was hardly ever used these days. Gone were the days of writing
letters and having the postman deliver them.


 


I walked over to it and picked up the
envelope. I turned it over and saw that my name was written on the back.


 


In the living room across from me, Mum
turned her head to look at me.


 


“What’s that?” she said.


 


I don’t know why, but I felt like I
should hide the envelope. “Nothing,” I said. “I’m going out for a bit.”


 


“Where?”


 


I needed an excuse. “For a run. Can’t
turn up to national service coughing like a cylo-smoker.”


 


I went outside into the pouring rain
and let the front door slam behind me. As I walked down the street, a shuttle
rushed by and swept a puddle of rainwater onto the pavement, drenching my
shoes. I walked on with squelchy feet until I got to the shuttle stop. It was
empty, and there was a street light beside it. Like all the lights in my
sector, this one flickered and seemed like it would die at any minute.


 


I carefully opened the envelope.
There was a piece of paper inside it, with three sentences on it.


 


Username: Janus


Password: Sanuj01


20.15.4232.789


 


My heart started to beat faster. I
looked around me, as if someone might be looking over my shoulder.
Instinctively, I knew what this was. It was a user name and password for
Re:Fuze.


 


A rush of happiness filled me, but it
quickly gave way to confusion. Who would send me a login? This wasn’t like
posting a Christmas card through someone’s door; these things were worth
thousands of CR. So who would do it? The person who sent it had to meet two requirements,
I knew.


 


One: they had to be able to afford to
buy a login.


Two: They had to both know me and
like me enough to send it to my house.


 


So who would do that? Had the techie
taken pity on me? Even if he had, techs didn’t earn enough to be giving away
CR15,000. Who was it, then?


 


Then it hit me. Was it Thomas? Had he
sent me the login?


 


A shuttle pulled up at the stop. The
doors made a wheezing noise as they opened, and a spectacled driver stared at
me.


 


“You getting on, or what?”


 


“Are you going by FuzeTek?” I said.


 


The driver nodded. I got on the
shuttle, the login paper tightly clutched in my hand, my pulse racing too fast
for my body to keep up.


 


By the time the shuttle stopped at
FuzeTek I was a bundle of energy, and I practically leapt off the shuttle. I
sprinted across the road and toward the FuzeTek offices. I ran inside, and
stopped at the reception desk.


 


The man behind the desk frowned at
me. “Aren’t you the guy who was in here a few weeks ago? The only who died at
level 0?” 


 


I nodded, feeling a burning shame in
my face. “I’ve got a login,” I said.


 


“Pass me the details.”


 


The receptionist looked up the
username and password on his computer. I paced around the reception room,
glancing at the steel doors every time they hissed open and expecting the tech
to appear and lead me to the cocoon.


 


The receptionist coughed, and then
beckoned me over.


 


“When’s the tech coming?” I said.


 


He shook his head. He folded the
paper and slid it across the desk.


 


“Never. This login isn’t registered
here.”


 


“It has to be. I have a username and
password.”


 


“Good for you. But they’re not
registered to any of our cocoons, so we can’t let you in.”


 


I was going to argue, but I
remembered where it had gotten me earlier, and my faith in my real-life
charisma was falling by the second. Downcast, I screwed the paper up in my hand
and walked out of the office.


 


I sat on a bench outside the offices.
The rain gushed down and soaked through the already-thin lining of my coat, but
I didn’t care. What was the point in anything? My national service was coming,
and there was nothing I could do about it. Whoever had sent me the note was
probably playing a joke on me.


 


I unscrewed it and looked at it for
one final time. That’s when I saw it.


 


Username: Janus


Password: Sanuj01


20.15.4232.789


 


There wasn’t just a username and a
password, there were numbers too. But what were they? Coordinates? 


 


I needed to get onto the net. I got
up from the bench and went back into the FuzeTek waiting area. In the corner
was a computer unit that was free to use. I waited until the receptionist’s
phone rang, and when he was busy talking, I walked across the room and to the
computer.


 


I quickly brought up a website that
searched coordinates and gave their location on a map. With shaking fingers, I
typed in the number. I felt the suspense build in my chest until I thought I
couldn’t take it anymore.


 


The website searched, and then
flashed a message.


 


Coordinates incorrect. No matches
found.


 


So if they weren’t coordinates, then
what were they?


 


Hang on. How could I be so stupid? Of
course they weren’t coordinates!


 


I brought up another website. This
time, it was one that traced IP addresses. I keyed in the numbers from the
paper and took a deep breath. A few seconds later, a message popped up, and I
exhaled in relief.


 


A map displayed on the screen,
showing the exact location of the IP address. Even better, it was just a few
streets away from me.


 


I sprinted out of the office and down
the street, ignoring the rain that drenched my hair and washed my hair product
down into my eyes, making them sting. My hurried footsteps splashed water up
from the pavement and all over my trousers, but I didn’t care.


 


I stopped outside the address that
the website had listed. It was a grubby shop, and the front window was boarded
up. I leaned forward and peered through a crack that the boards didn’t cover,
and I saw nothing but an empty room covered in dust.


 


Was it all a joke, then? Did someone
hate me that much that they’d go to such an effort to play a trick on me?


 


Then I saw something in the alleyway
beside the shop. There was a stone stairway that seemed to lead down. I walked through
the alley and stood at the top of the stairs and saw that they went into a
basement. Gripping the handrail, I knew I had to follow the stairs. I couldn’t
turn back, not now.


 


Taking a deep breath, I started to
walk down.


 
















 


Chapter
Four


 


I opened the door to find a small,
dark room. The floor was covered in dust and loose stones, and there wasn’t an
inch of light to illuminate it. I felt around the wall to my left and touched a
light switch. Flicking it, I saw that the room was bare, save for one thing. In
the centre, was a cocoon.


 


The plastic was faded and dirt lined
the surface. Two tubes stuck out from it and led to a metallic unit in the
corner of the room. There was a monitor attached to the side of the cocoon,
with a red L.E.D glowing on it.


 


I walked over to the cocoon. On the
floor in front of it there was an envelope. I bent down and picked it up, and I
saw that my name was written on it.


 


My skin tingled. I felt the same
nerves as I had the morning of my JQ exams, a sense of dread mixed with
anticipation. I opened the envelope and took out a sheet of paper, and I read
the words.


 


Find Ozreal.


 


I leaned forward and touched the
cocoon, and then it hissed and slowly started to move, like a clam inching open
at the touch of a finger. A damp, rotten smell hit me. It must have been years
since the cocoon had been used, but inside there was a screen that was lit up.
I looked around me. I suspected some kind of trap and I knew I should have been
wary, but my excitement got the better of me. I stepped inside the cocoon and
sat down. Just for a minute, I told myself. Then I’ll get back out.


 


No sooner had I sat down than the
cocoon slammed shut, trapping me inside. It was pitch black save for the glow
of the screen. Fear ran through me. 


 


State username and password.


 


I read the login details from the
sheet. As soon as I finished, I heard a snapping sound, and the touch of
something cold on my wrists. I realised that metal clamps had fastened me in,
and shortly after two more slammed shut on my legs. 


 


There was nothing for it now. I was
trapped. Something made a whirring noise, and a tube protruded through a hole
in front of me. I knew what was coming next. In my mind, I heard the techie’s
voice from weeks earlier.


 


“Open wide.”


 


I opened my mouth and felt the tube
wind into it. It snaked down my throat, filling it until I couldn’t swallow,
and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Keep calm, I thought. You’ve been
through this before.


 


The sensation passed and like before,
it gave way to a warm feeling and then euphoria. My vision faded, and minutes
later, I found myself staring at a character creation screen.


 


Name: Janus 


Race: Human


Class: Tinker


 


Ability #1: To be learned


Ability #2: To be learned


Ability #3: To be learned


 


Strength: 1


Agility: 3


Intelligence:3


Endurance: 1


Charisma:2


 


HP:  95


Mana: 180


Stamina: 75 


 


Skills (out of 100)


Explosives


Knife Play


Blade Sharpen


 


Ongoing Stats:


Guardian: 


Chaos: 


Viewers: 0


 


Janus? Where had that name come from?
Of course! That was the username on the note I had been sent. I felt an
eagerness to skip the creation screen and get straight back into the game, but
I knew I had to stay calm. This was important.


 


I studied the character in front of
me. The class selected was tinker. There was no way I was going to be a tinker.
What did they even do? In the articles I had read about Re:Fuze, I didn’t
remember seeing anything about a tinker. It hardly sounded like a powerful
class.


 


I focused on the class selection and
tried to change it, but to my dismay nothing happened. I tried again, and a
message flashed on the screen.


 


Character settings locked. Cannot be
changed. Please confirm.


 


No way, this character was all wrong!
Not only was the class one that I would never have chosen, but the attributes
were all wrong. Strength 1? Endurance 1? The first enemy I saw would make
mincemeat out of me!


 


I focused on the attributes and tried
to alter them.


 


Character settings locked. Cannot be
changed. Please confirm.


 


Damn it. I couldn’t change a thing.
In the bottom part of the screen the ‘confirm’ button glowed red, as if it was
begging me to press it. With no other option, I was going to have to do it.
Tinker or not, at least I was going back to the game. At least I had another
chance. Another chance to make CR for my parents. Another chance to find my
brother. Most importantly, a chance to kill Herelius Rouge. 


 


I took a deep breath and then pressed
confirm. The screen changed to black, and then text flashed on it.


 


Feeling under the weather? Buy health
potions, or make friends with a mage!


 


Dots of colour began to fill the
screen millimetre by millimetre, as if it was a TV set that was slowly being
tuned in. Soon the screen swam with colour; greens and reds and browns. They
joined together to form a picture, and a few seconds later, I found myself in
Blundow.


 


It was a small village square with
four shops. Each of them had a sign above the door with symbols carved into the
wood. One showed a hammer and an anvil, another a potion bottle with steam floating
off the top. Voices cried out around me.


 


“Mana potions for sale! Half the
price of the NPCs!”


 


“Anyone want to trade a great sword
for a bow?”


 


“I’m going to kill you the second we
get out of Blundow.”


 


Newbies ran around me. Some swiped
with swords, despite the fact that in the small village they couldn’t harm the
NPCs or the other newbies. A mage stood at the side of the square and cast ice
balls from his fingertips, watching as they rushed into the centre of the
square and then dissipated. I looked around, and I quickly saw that it was easy
to tell the NPCs from the other players. Players had their names and levels
above them in blue, whereas the NPCs were green.


 


Blundow was founded by Temerus Jack,
one of the first merchants in Re:Fuze. He cast a spell of protection over the
town so that new players could have a safe place. No other players can harm you
in Blundow, but beware! After level 5, you can no longer stay.


 


I swiped with my hand and made the
text box disappear from my screen. For a few seconds I was intoxicated by the
richness of the game, by how real the sounds and the smells were. This was
another world, and it was one I had always craved. It was an escape from the
drab grey colours and depressing poverty of my sector. It was a place where
anything could happen.


 


Despite the possibilities that lay
before me, I knew I had things that I needed to do. Top of that list was one
burning goal; to find and kill Herelius Rouge. First, though I needed to know
where he was. I wouldn’t attack him straight away, because he would kill me
with a single blow. I wasn’t a complete idiot. At least if I knew where he was,
I would have a direction to set on once I was strong enough.


 


I walked through the village square.
A barbarian rushed by me, barging me with his muscled shoulders. I became aware
of how weak my tinker was. The obvious thing would be to improve my strength
and endurance, but I knew deep down that was silly. I was never going to be a
warrior, no matter how much I wanted. This was the hand I had been dealt, and I
would have to play to the advantages of my class. That meant improving my
skills.


 


“Hello, traveller,” said a voice next
to me. “Need to know more about the world?”


 


I looked to my right and saw a portly
man with a bald head. He wore a jacket with a shirt underneath. His name was written
in green above his head.


 


Percy Jack, Town guide, Level 4 


 


Percy was an NPC, and I guessed he
had been put there to give advice to those new to Blundow. I looked at him and
nodded.


 


“Good to meet you,” I said. “Listen.
I’m looking for some information.”


 


“If you want potions, try Hobbes’
Bottlerack.”


 


“I don’t need potions, I need to ask
you something.”


 


“If you need a blade, Curves’ Death
Store is the one for you.”


 


“I don’t need swords either,” I said,
starting to feel annoyed. “I have a question.”


 


Percy frowned. “So what is it you
need?” he said, his friendly tone gone.


 


I leaned in closer to him. “I need to
see a list of players on the world map.”


 


Percy looked around him, as if we
were conspirators sharing secrets. “And why would you want to know that?”


 


“None of your business.”


 


“Aren’t you a nasty one?” he said.


 


Chaos point gained.


Total Points: 1 (99 until next level:
Nasty Git)


 


I got a chaos point for that? I
couldn’t believe it. I knew that you got Chaos points by doing something bad,
but I hadn’t realised that the NPCs would be so touchy. I wasn’t so sure I
wanted to accumulate chaos points, so I knew I had to be careful.


 


“Sorry, Percy. I woke up on the wrong
side of the bed. Could you do me a favour, please, and show me a list of
players in the game world?”


 


“Of course I can,” said Percy.


 


I smiled. It was one step closer to
finding Herelius. It was a small step, but I had to start somewhere. “Great.”


 


“I can show you,” continued Percy.
“But not until you’re level one. Now get lost.”


 


Quest Received: Becoming a Somebody. 


 


At level 0 you’re a nobody. Get those
rude NPCs to take notice by levelling up.


 


Reward: 20XP


 


When I swiped my hand and removed the
quest text from my display, I noticed that three newbies were looking at me.
Two were warriors, and both wore the same greaves and brandished similar one-handed
iron swords. Next to them was a mage. Her face was covered by a hood, and when
she looked at me, she sneered. I looked at the text above her head.


 


Reebus, Mage Level 2


 


“Tinker, tailor, candlestick maker,”
she said, looking at me through squinting eyes.


 


I turned on her. “What’s that
supposed to mean?”


 


“Nothing,” said one of the warriors
next to her. “Except you chose the worst class possible. You’ll die the second
you step foot out of Blundow.”


 


Reebus laughed. I wanted to get
angry, but the truth was that they were right. My class wasn’t geared toward fighting
at all, and I knew that I would have to make sure I joined a guild as soon as
possible.


 


Right now though, I had to get to
level 1. Until I did, Percy wasn’t going to talk to me, and that meant I
couldn’t get any information. So how was I going to level up?


 


“You might want to get some EXP under
your belt,” said one of the warriors.


 


I shrugged my shoulders. “And where
would I do that?”


 


“I’ve met some noobs,” said Reebus.
“But you’re the greenest of them all. See that forest over there? That’s the Forest
of Ashenhall. They call it the Killing Fields. Go over there and murder some
mousekin.”


 


***


 


I left the hubbub of the village
square behind me. I found the name ‘Forest of Ashenhall’ to be a poor
description for what it actually was. There were a few small oak trees spread
across a plain of grass. Every so often there were mounds of soil, and dotted
around the grass were mushrooms that sprouted up from the ground. In the
distance, half-hidden in the shade of a tree, a dwarf and a giant seemed to be fighting
something.


 


Ashenhall Forest was once part of
Ashenhall Manor, an estate owned by Baron Ashenhall. After the Baron was
betrayed by his son, he burned his own manor to the ground. All that remains is
the forest.


 


I swiped away the message and took stock.
I needed to get to at least level one, and to do that I needed 50 experience
points. I guessed there were other ways to earn experience, but the most
obvious was to start killing critters. So where were these mousekin that Reebus
had told me about?


 


As I stood and watched, a mound of
mud across from me started to shake. It vibrated more and more, and then I
heard a squealing sound. The mud exploded and flew off in different directions
over the grass, and before me stood a mousekin. It was a small, weasel-faced
creature with sharp teeth and a protruding nose. It had small paws with
oversized claws on the ends, and the underside of its nails were covered in
soil. It looked around for a few seconds, blinked, and then saw me.


 


I quickly patted my chest to bring up
my inventory. As a tinker, it seemed I wasn’t equipped for fighting. I had the
standard cloth shirt and boots. Instead of the bronze sword of a paladin, all I
had were two daggers. I equipped one in each hand, closed the screen, and then
saw the mousekin running at me.


 


It was stupid, but at first I was
nervous as the feral creature sprinted in my direction. I knew that the game
was fitted with sensory amplifiers, and that when the mousekin bit me it would
hurt. Well, I wasn’t going to give it the chance. I was going to stab it until
the exp points leaked out of its dead body.


 


As the mousekin came within a hands
reach of me, I stabbed out with my dagger. The mousekin screeched, and I saw
its health bar fall down a quarter of the way. This was easy; all it would take
was four stabs, and it would die.


 


As I went to stab it again, I felt
different. My arms felt heavier, and my swing was slower. I took a step back
and quickly brought up my character screen.


 


When I saw my stamina level, I was
appalled. Just one stab with my knife had brought my stamina down a third of
the way. That meant that I needed 4 hits to kill a mousekin, but my stamina
could only support 3. So what was I supposed to do?


 


I didn’t have much time to ponder it,
because I felt a stinging sensation on my hand. I swiped away the character
screen and saw bite marks on my left hand. Blood trickled out and over my skin
and onto the hilt of my dagger.


 


10HP lost


85/95


 


10 HP for a mouse bite? This was
ridiculous. As the mousekin prepared for another assault, I waited until it was
close and then stabbed it again. I felt a weariness fall over me, and watched
as the mousekin’s health bar dropped to half way. It ran at me again, and this
time my strike dropped its health to just one quarter.


 


I stepped back. My breaths came fast
and shallow, and even my meagre inventory bag felt heavy on my back. I wanted
to raise my knife and deal the killing blow, but I knew that I couldn’t because
I had no stamina. This was just stupid. What was the point in a tinker if I
couldn’t even kill the most basic creature in the game?


 


The mousekin didn’t seem to carry the
same fatigue as me. When it ran at me again, I stepped to the left and let it
miss me. Gradually, I saw that my stamina bar was filling up.


 


That was it, then. I would just have
to strike 3 times, rest, and then when I was ready, deal the final blow. This
couldn’t go on, though. I needed to increase my stamina as soon as I could. The
problem was that to do that, I had to level up. And to level up, I had to kill
mousekin. Oh, what a frustrating circle.


 


Finally, after minutes of
sidestepping, my stamina had filled enough to let me hit the creature again. As
the mousekin rushed toward me, I got ready. Those sweet exp points would be
mine.


 


Just as it reached me and I was ready
to strike, a fireball shot by me. It hit the mousekin square on the face and
incinerated its fur and skin. The fire spread to the rest of its body, until
finally it was a pile of bones and ash. The air filled with the smell of burnt
hair and meat.


 


I heard a laughing sound to my right.
I looked and saw Reebus stood twenty feet away, with fire dancing on the edge
of her fingertips. Blue text flashed above her head.


 


15 EXP Gained


 


So she’d stolen my points! How long
had she been waiting there, ready to steal my kill? I couldn’t believe it. A
fire rushed through me hotter than the flames on the mage’s fingertips. This
was the fire of anger.


 


“Better be quicker next time,
Tinker,” she shouted over to me.


 


I knew that if I reacted I would just
be playing into her hands. Instead I walked across the forest away from her.
Another mound exploded, and again a mousekin and I carried out our death dance.
I had whittled it down to a quarter of its health, and then rested. When I was
about to kill it, another fireball rushed across the forest, the flames
lighting the twigs of the trees that it brushed passed. The mousekin exploded
in flames and died in front of me. I turned around and saw Reebus. Text glowed
above her head.


 


15 EXP Gained


 


I might not have had strength or
endurance going for me, but I certainly had intelligence. I looked at Reebus
and smiled, trying my best to hide the fury inside me.


 


“We’ve got a good eco system going on
here,” I said. “But it’s a little off balance. How about you stop stealing my
kills, and we work together? We’ll each whittle down the mousekin’s health, and
then we’ll share the kills. That way we kill them quicker, and we both get exp.
What do you say?”


 


Reebus thought about it for a second,
and then she started laughing.


 


“I say that you should go sit on a
sword, tinker,” she answered. “I’m auditioning for the Serpent guild, and I
need to level up.”
















 


Chapter
Five


 


When I got back to Blundow the sun
had set and the village square was covered in darkness. I realised that the
game had a day and night cycle, but that shouldn’t have surprised me really.
This was a total immersion game, and that meant that the sun would have to fall
eventually. For a few minutes I stood at the edge of the square and watched the
lamps glow in the windows of the shops, and I marvelled at the tiny pixel
fireflies that bounced against the glass and tried to get to the flame.


 


I found the armourer stood outside
his shop. He was a large man and he wore a black apron that bore signs of wear
and tear. He crossed his arms across his barrel chest and stared at me as I
approached.


 


I had decided that I needed a new
weapon. Having a dagger in each hand meant that I could strike quicker, but
that amounted to little if I had the stamina of a new born baby.


 


“Bit late to be out isn’t it?” said
the armourer. His name glowed green above his head.


 


Yandel Curves – Armourer, Level 3


 


I nodded at him. “I’m an insomniac. I
was wondering what you had for sale?”


 


“And you can keep wondering,” he
said. “Because I look at you, and I smell a level 0. Tell me if I’m wrong.”


 


“You’re not wrong,” I sighed.


 


“Then go away and level up. Hasn’t
Percy told you about this?”


 


For a newbie village, the people in
it weren’t helpful. Maybe it was a place where they gave you tough love.
Whatever the reason, I wasn’t going to be put off by it.


 


“Listen,” I said. “I’m going to level
up, and then I’ll come back and buy from you. Until then, what’s the harm in
letting me look at your wares? I won’t try to get anything. And then at least
I’ll know how much CR I need to buy things from you, and I won’t have to annoy
you by coming here and not having enough money.”


 


He uncrossed his arms and put his
hand to his chin in thought. I noticed that he had tattoos on each of his
knuckles. They were tiny blue spirals.


 


“You’re a slippery one,” he said.
“But you make sense. Aye, go on then.”


 


I heard the flourish of trumpets in
my ear, and then a message appeared.


 


New Ability Learned: Snake Tongue.
You can charm the most stubborn of people with your words, but sometimes they
drip with poison.


 


Do you accept?


 


Snake Tongue wasn’t the most
flattering way to describe the ability, but I liked the sound of it. I realised
that this was a world where fighting ability wasn’t the only way to do things,
and I sure as hell was never going to be a warrior. If my weakness was my
physique, then I’d have to make my mind strong. I accepted.


 


Ability slot 1 filled – Snake Tongue
– Level 1


 


Charisma increased to 3!


 


Warmth started in my stomach and
spread to my chest, and then it flowed out into my arms and legs. I couldn’t
help but smile as the feeling covered me.


 


Achievement Unlocked – ‘Baby Steps’


 


You learned your first ability!


 


15 exp gained.


 


This was great! I started to wonder
about what other abilities were waiting for me, when an image filled my screen.
It was a long brown table with rickety legs, and on it were the armourer’s
items. He had laid them out neatly with their price tags below them.


 


As I scanned along the items, I was
dismayed. Most of them required a strength ability of at least 2 to use them,
and I only had 1. The only weapon I could use was a pair of sharpened daggers,
which had double the attack rating of my current ones. They would have been
enough to allow me to kill the mousekin without having to rest. When I looked
at my own inventory screen, I saw that I had no CR. The sharpened daggers cost
CR75, which left me quite short.


 


“Thanks,” I said. “Pretty good
selection. I like the look of the sharpened daggers, so keep them on hold for me,
please. You’ve done a good job with your weapons.”


 


The armourer smiled, and stuck his
hand out toward me. I took it, and we shook hands.


 


Guardian point gained! 


Total points: 1


(99 to next level: Pretty Good Guy)


 


As good as it was to gain a new ability
and a Guardian point, I couldn’t help feeling downcast as I walked back to the
Killing Fields. It felt like a long way to go until I would either level up
enough to increase my stamina, or earn enough CR to buy a weapon.


 


I stood in the Killing Fields and
waited for a mound of soil to shake. The forest around me was silent, and
moonlight shone through the gaps in the leaves on the trees. The mud in front
of me exploded, and a mousekin jumped out.


 


I looked around me, and this time I
couldn’t see any sign of Reebus and her hood-covered, sneering face. The
mousekin ran at me, and I quickly dealt three sharp stabs to its abdomen. I sat
back and let my stamina refill, watching as the blood dripped down its fur.


 


Finally my stamina filled to a third.
This was it. Time for my first kill. The idea of it filled me with excitement,
and I readied my daggers. As the mousekin made a final charge, I waited for the
inevitable fire ball to burn through the forest and incinerate my kill. When it
didn’t come, I lurched forward with my blade and plunged it deep into the heart
of the creature.


 


The mousekin squealed in pain and
then collapsed onto the floor, where it gave a final death rattle from its
throat. When it died, it’s body slowly started to evaporate, leaving nothing
but skin and meat. I picked them up and put them in my bag.


 


15 exp gained!


Total: 30 (20 more until level 1)


 


Mousekin meat x1 added to inventory


Mousekin skin x1 added to inventory


 


It had taken way too long between
seeing the mousekin and killing it, and it was clear that it would take me
weeks to level up this way. At this rate, Herelius Rouge would be walking with
a cane by the time I was powerful enough to face him. In some ways that would
have worked in my favour, since age often weakened those who relied on their
physiques. That wasn’t what I wanted though. I wanted to face him as equals,
and for him to know that I had fought him at his best, and won.


 


I sat back against the trunk of an
oak tree and let my stamina bar make its painfully-slow rise. As I did, I found
myself start to doze off. The wind was chilly, but I was so tired that I knew I
could sleep through it if I wanted to.


 


Suddenly the forest was alive with
the sound of something thumping on the ground. It was so loud that it was like
an earthquake, and it made my skin tingle with fear. I looked around me and
wondered what monstrous creature had awoken in the forest. Knowing how
incompetent the techs were, I wouldn’t have put it beyond them to let loose a
level 50 basilisk in the Killing Fields.


 


I got to my feet and readied my
daggers. A shape started to form in front of me. It was a mass of shadow that
grew larger the nearer it got, blocking the forest behind it from view. I
backed against the tree trunk and prepared myself, feeling like a sardine
squaring up for a fight with a great white.


 


“You won’t need those,” boomed a
voice.


 


A lamp lit up at the side of the
shadow, closer to the ground. As it illuminated the area of the forest, I
realised that a giant and the dwarf stood before me. I had seen them earlier in
the day in the Killing Fields, but I hadn’t wanted to approach them. My
experience of other players, even in Blundow, wasn’t good so far.


 


Both of them had their names written
in blue above their heads.


 


Brian – Giant – Tinker Level 3


Smoglar – Dwarf – Warrior Level 4


 


The dwarf frowned at me. At first I
thought he was looking at me with contempt, but then I realised that it was
just his normal expression; he had mean, rocky features like the face of a
mountain. The giant smiled, and straight away I saw the intelligence behind his
eyes.


 


“Pardon me for interrupting,” said
the giant, his voice so loud that it shook the leaves on the tree behind me.
“But I’ve been watching you use those daggers. And then resting. And then using
them again. Then resting…It’s enough to put someone to sleep.”


 


“Why are we helping him?” said the
dwarf.


 


The giant held out a hand to silence
his friend, and then looked at me.


 


“Take this as a tip, from one tinker
to another. Check your skills.”


 


“What do you mean?” I said.


 


“Just check them.”


 


Smoglar shook his head at his giant
friend. “Always with the tinkering. I thought you’d choose something else when
they….”


 


“Don’t say it,” said Brian. It
sounded like anger hovered on the edge of his booming voice.


 


“I just thought you’d choose a
different class, that’s all, you great big lump.”


 


“We agreed not to talk about that,”
said Brian. “You know how upset it makes me.”


 


With that, Brian and Smoglar turned
and walked away from the forest and toward the village, leaving me alone next
to the tree. As soon as they had gone, I checked to make sure no mousekin had
spawned near me. Seeing that none were around, I brought up my character screen
and checked my skills.


 


Explosives – Level 1 (0% toward next
level)


Knife Play – Level 1 (0% toward next
level)


Blade Sharpen – Level 1 (0% toward
next level)


 


All well and good, but what did they
mean, and how could I use them? I focussed on the skills, but a description
didn’t appear. And then I imagined a question mark in my head. I dragged it
over the ‘explosives’ skill and released it.


 


Explosives – With the right
materials, you can really make a bang.


 


Now I was getting somewhere. I
applied the same method to the other skills, and read their definitions.


 


Knife Play – your chance of a
critical hit is increased by 1% with every level of this perk.


 


Blade Sharpen – If you have the proper
tools, you can make any blade stronger.


 


The Knife Play skill didn’t appeal to
me, since I wasn’t a fan of passive skills on the other RPG games that I had
played. Blade Sharpen, on the other hand, was much better. If I could improve
my own daggers, then I wouldn’t have to use the armourer. All I needed now were
the right tools.


 


I thought about it. How did someone
sharpen knives? The solution was clear – a whetstone. But where would I find
one of those? In the village, was the obvious answer. From the armourer. Damn,
so I did need him after all.


 


As I thought about how everything in
this game ran in a vicious circle, I felt pain explode on my neck. I put my
hand to my skin and felt wet blood on my fingers.


 


25 HP lost!


Total: 60/90


 


What the hell had just attacked me? I
couldn’t see any mousekin anywhere, but I felt the agony in my neck all the
same. I stood up and backed away from the tree. As I moved, my shoulder burned
with fresh pain.


 


25 HP lost!


Total: 35/90


 


I turned around and saw not a
mousekin, but something else. It was a snake, its body thicker than a log and
coiled all the way around a branch, hiding its true length. Venom dripped from
its fangs, and its tiny black eyes regarded me with suspicion.


 


Ashenhall Whipsnake – Level 6


 


I backed away from the tree. As soon
as I had gone three steps I heard a thud. I turned and saw that the snake had
plopped down to the ground and was slithering along the grass toward my
cloth-covered feet. Three more thuds joined it, and soon four of the jumped-up
pieces of string were chasing me.


 


With 35 hit points, the stamina of a
moth, and armour made of cloth weaker than my grandma's curtains I knew I
couldn’t kill one snake, let alone four. I had to run. I fixed my sights on the
crest of a hill in the distance, and I ran. I heard the snakes slide across the
bracken behind me and I knew I had to pick up my speed, so I started to sprint.


 


“What’s the matter?” I shouted to the
snakes as I ran. “Don’t you know I have Snake Tongue? I thought we were
friends.”


 


I couldn’t keep up the faster pace
for long. Soon I felt a pain in my gut as if I had just been winded.


 


Stamina Drained! 


5HP lost


Total: 30/95


 


I wheezed, desperately trying to suck
in air that seemed reluctant to come. This was it for me; I was done for. I
couldn’t fight the snakes and I couldn’t run from them. So what now?


 


I looked forward, gritted my teeth
and launched into one more run. I managed three steps before a message
appeared.


 


Stamina Drained!


5HP lost


Total: 25/90


 


I stopped and let myself flop on the
floor. I looked up, ready to meet the venom-coated fangs that would send me
back into the real world. I didn’t see the beady stare of the snakes. Instead,
I watched as they slithered back through the forest to their tree. I looked up
and saw that dawn was starting to break, and sunlight dribbled into the sky
like an egg yolk. The snakes must have been nocturnal.


 


With the snakes gone, another problem
faced me. I only had 25HP, and that wouldn’t be enough to see me through to
reaching level 1. I had to increase it, but how? I knew that potions were for
sale in the village, but the NPCs wouldn’t sell to me until I was level 1. The
other option was to speak to Reebus, the kill-stealing mage, and see if she had
healing spells, but my faith in her generosity didn’t make that option
appealing.


 


So what, then? Why had the makers of
Re:Fuze made even the newbie village of Blundow such an unforgiving place? Was
it to weed out people like me, the ones who were too naïve to screw over other
players? Maybe I was going about things the wrong way. Perhaps I should have
found someone in the forest and hovered near them while they fought a mousekin,
and then rushed in for the final, kill-stealing blow. No, I couldn’t do that. I
would just have to think of something else. 


 


I raised my fist in the air and then
pounded the grass in frustration. As I did, I noticed something. I had seen
them before but I hadn’t paid them any attention. Spread across the forest
floor were little grey mushrooms with bulbous tops. Maybe they were edible, and
perhaps they would restore my HP. At this point, anything was worth a try.


 


I stretched across and ripped one out
of the ground. I was about to close my lips around its grey, scaly skin, when I
stopped. What if it was poisonous?


 


I opened my inventory. A new slot had
been filled by the mushroom.


 


Forest Mushroom


?????


 


Well, that wasn’t much help. I
imagined a question mark in my mind, and then I dragged it over the mushroom
and released it. I heard the sound of something tinkling, and then the text
changed.


 


Forest Mushroom


Restores 15HP


0.005% chance of poison when
consumed.


 


Now I was in business! Screw buying
potions, screw Reebus, I could find my health for free. I decided that I would
pick enough of them to fully restore my HP and to have a surplus, and then I
would pick even more and sell them. There was a chance of poison, but it wasn’t
high enough to worry about. The cylo-smokers back in the real-world gambled
with higher health odds than that.


 


New Ability Learned: Forager. You can
tell which plants are good to eat, which are poisonous, and which have magical
properties. Do you accept?


 


As much as I wanted to fill my
ability slots, I didn’t want to be a forager. I was already a tinker with the
Snake Tongue ability, and I felt like I should have something that was at least
a little bit combat-driven. I was already getting the idea that my time in the
world wasn’t going to be one full of battles, but I had to be able to defend
myself. I refused the ability.


 


I opened up my character sheet, and I
saw that ‘forager’ had now been added to my skills list, and that it was at
level 1. So what, then, was the difference between ability and skill? I formed
a question mark in my mind and applied it to the ability section of my
character sheet.


 


If something is chosen as an ability,
it becomes an inseparable part of your personality. It grants a greater chance
of success, and at a higher level, may give new powers that you otherwise would
not have gained.


 


Basically, a skill was a weaker
version of an ability. That meant that at some point I should get some kind of
power from my Snake Tongue ability.


 


Over the next hour I picked enough
mushrooms to restore my HP. When I first ate the bitter fungus, I didn’t like
its taste. It was sour and tasted like the earth, and I found it hard to
swallow them down. After a while it became easier, and I realised that I was
actually hungry. I ate the final mushroom and watched my HP bar rise.


 


15HP Gained!


Total: 95/95


 


As much as I liked filling up the
bar, 95 was still pathetic, and I couldn’t help feeling that I had the HP of a
kitten. I needed to sort that out quickly. But then, I also needed to improve
my stamina. And get better weapons. And work on the core skills of my class. So
much to do. How on earth was I ever going to be strong enough to face Herelius
Rouge?


 


With my HP and stamina restored I was
able to find and weaken some mousekin. This time there were no annoying mages
around to incinerate my kills. As I plunged my blade into the second mousekin,
I heard the sound of trumpets around me, and a beautiful, yellow message
appeared.


 


Level Up!


Next Level: 2


Exp to next level: 55


 


A glow rushed through me. It was like
standing under a tropical sun and feeling its rays stroke my skin, warming me
to just the right temperature. I started to feel light-headed with the euphoria
of it, and I had to sit down on the forest floor.


 


Bringing up my character screen, I
saw that I had two attribute points to allocate.


 


Please allocate 2 core attribute
points:


 


Strength: 1


Agility: 3


Intelligence: 3


Endurance: 1


Charisma: 3


 


I knew that I needed to be able to
kill the mousekin quicker, so the obvious answer was to increase my endurance
so that my stamina went up. The problem was, if I tried increasing the
‘warrior’ stats like endurance and strength, I would forever be playing catch-up
with the players around me. The best thing to do would be to emphasise the
advantages of my class, and that meant improving my intellect and charisma. 


 


I knew I could spend forever debating
where to spend my points, so I loaded 1 into my intelligence and 1 into
charisma, and then confirmed it.


 


Intelligence increased to 4


Charisma increased to 4


 


With that done, I picked up the skin
and meat from the mousekin, and I spent a while plucking mushrooms from the
forest floor.


 


Foraging skill increased by 15%.


 


As the midday sun hung in the sky and
sent yellow light over the forest floor, I headed back to the village centre.
Something about the volume of chatter pleased me, and I didn’t feel quite so
alone. I strode over to the armourer.


 


Quest Complete – Become a somebody!


 


You are now a level 1, and the NPCs
will finally talk to you.


 


Reward: 20xp


 


I walked over to Curves the armourer
and gave him a big, and hopefully patronising, smile. 


 


“Hello, Curves. Ready to do
business?”


 


“Now that you’ve got rid of your
level 0 smell, you bet.”


 


Again I saw Curves’ armoury table
stretched out in my mind. I walked to the end and ignored the swords and battle
axes that I could never hope to wield. I saw the pair of sharpened daggers, but
I decided not to buy them. Instead, I wanted the whetstone that was at the end
of his table. The price was CR75.


 


Before doing anything else, I showed
Curves’ my own wares. I had 4 lumps of mousekin meat, 4 mousekin skins and
eight mushrooms. After offering them all to him, I came away with CR52. Added
to my current amount of CR, that gave me…CR52. Damn.


 


I knew that I could just go back to
the forest and spend the afternoon picking mushrooms  again, but I was dimly
aware that the guilds were in town, and I needed to impress them at some point.
Reebus had told me that she was auditioning to join the Serpents. I needed to
look into that.


 


Until then, I couldn’t waste time. I
decided that rather than go foraging, I would try and use my Snake Tongue.


 


“Listen, Curves’” I said. “You’ve got
a whetstone on sale for CR75. Problem is, I can get one cheaper. There’s a guy
in Ashenhall Forest with a little stall, and he only wants CR45 for a
whetstone.”


 


“I’ve never heard of him,” said
Curves.


 


“When’s the last time you visited the
Killing Fields?”


 


“Not since I was a young lad and
thought I was going to be a Halon warrior.”


 


“Well, then. You’ll have to take my
word for it. So how about I give you an even CR50 for the whetstone?”


 


Curves thought about it for a few
seconds, and then smiled.  “Then I’d say let’s shake on it. You’ve got a deal.”


 


Snake Tongue ability increased by 25%
(75% to level 2)


Whetstone added to inventory


Guardian point gained (Total: 2)


 


Ever have one of those days where
everything happens at once? That’s how I felt after speaking to Curves. After I
had finished talking to the armourer, I couldn’t wait to try out the whetstone.


 


I opened up my inventory in my mind
and saw my blunt daggers and my new whetstone. Mentally, I dragged the items
together. Sparks flew, and then the blades on the daggers changed. They became
sharper.


 


Item changed!


Dagger (x2) became Sharpened Dagger


 


Blade Sharpen skill increased by 25%
(75% to level 2)


 


With my new blades, I headed back
over to the Killing Fields. This time the mousekin of Ashenhall Forest didn’t
stand a chance, and it wasn’t long before my inventory bulged with mousekin
meat, and my exp points started to pile up.


 


I spent hours lunging and stabbing
with my sharpened daggers, and soon the sound of mousekin squeals became as
normal to me as the sound of the wind whistling through the trees.


 


Soon I had experienced the happiness
of not just one more level up, but three. As I killed my last mousekin of the
day, a message appeared.


 


Level Up!


Next Level: 4


Exp to next level: 76


 


This left me with just 1 level of
leeway before I had to leave Blundow, so I knew that I had to stop grinding. It
was time for me to find a guild. Before that, though, I now had 6 unallocated
experience points to use. I checked my stats:


 


Unallocated attribute points: 6


 


Strength: 1


Agility: 3


Intelligence: 4


Endurance: 1


Charisma: 4


 


HP: 95/95


Mana: 205 / 205


Stamina: 104 / 104


 


I decided that with 6 points to
spend, I could afford to spare one of them on strength. Doing so would push my
HP over the 100 mark, and would come with an added bonus of increasing my
attack points. I would also spend a point on endurance, since it just felt
pathetic to have an endurance of 1. I knew that other players couldn’t access
your character screens, but if they did I would have been ashamed.


 


This left me with 4 points to spend
on my core stats, the ones that would benefit my class. The problem was that I
still didn’t know the class well enough. I needed someone to help me, someone
with experience as a tinker. I decided that for now, I would leave the 4 points
unallocated.


 


I spent the last couple of hours
picking mushrooms from the forest. As the sky started to darken, I became aware
that the snakes would soon come out. I figured that I still had a little bit of
daylight left, so I carried on foraging.


 


As I bent down to pick up a mushroom,
I felt a blinding pain in my back, and for a second I thought I had slipped a
disc.


 


You are over-encumbered. Sell or drop
items.


 


There wasn’t a chance in hell that I
was going to drop anything. That was one of the things about me; I was stubborn.
As such, I decided that I would take an agonising and slow walk  back to the
village square rather than throw away anything from my inventory.


 


My plan was to sell some of the
mousekin meat, skins,  and some of the mushrooms to Curves. I would then use
the cash to improve my armour. I didn’t put much stock in protection that was
made of cloth, and I needed to upgrade to leather at the first opportunity.
Some kind of metal armour would have been ideal, but I doubted that I even had
the strength to wear it. 


 


When I got back into the town I went
straight over to Curves. It seemed that my reputation had been improved with
him, because he greeted me with a smile.


 


“Hello friend,” he said.


 


As I walked over to him, I pulled my
inventory bag off my back and patted it. 


 


“Have I got something for you…” I
said.


 


But as I touched the bag, it felt
strange. Before it had been so heavy that I couldn’t walk fast with it, but now
it was light. I stopped and dropped it on the ground. I pulled the strings and
opened it, and then I stepped back in shock.


 


My bag was completely empty! Somehow,
someone had managed to steal all of the mousekin meat and skins from me. Not
only that, but something else was missing – my whetstone.
















 


Chapter Six


I felt a lump form in my throat. I
was so angry that for a second I wished that PKing was allowed in Blundow,
because I’d find the culprit and stick a dagger through their neck.


 


I looked around me, but I didn’t
expect to find out who it was. The nature of a thief, after all, was that they
tried to hide their crimes. Those who were good at it could empty your pockets
without you feeling a thing, then slink off into the shadows and count their
new treasures.


 


This was no professional thief
though. Stood just yards away from me, with a big grin on her face, was Reebus.
I watched as text appeared above her head.


 


Chaos Point Gained!


10XP Gained! 


 


Never before had I wanted to kill
someone so much. Well, actually that wasn’t quite true; Herelius Rouge would
always hold the first place for people I wanted to murder. Where was all of
this hate coming from? Was the harsh world of Re:Fuze changing me? As I
pondered a world that rewarded stealing with exp points, I knew that I would
have to adapt. I was going to have to become tougher.


 


I decided that when I left Blundow,
if I ever saw Reebus on the world map, then I would kill her. To do that, I was
going to have to learn an attack that was better than swinging sharpened
daggers.


 


As I thought on how I would go about
killing a fire-wielding mage, I noticed something. In the bottom right corner
of my screen, something had changed.


 


Viewers – 1


 


I didn’t know when it had happened,
but somewhere along the way I had picked up a viewer. That meant that someone
had taken an interest in me and was watching me play. But who? My first guess
was my parents, but I knew that they couldn’t afford the net credits required
to live-stream Re:Fuze. Perhaps it was the techie in the FuzeTek office, but I
doubted it. They probably had the ability to watch any player they chose
without it appearing on the viewing stats.


 


It didn’t matter. If the person ever
made contact or sent me a message, then great. Until then, there was nothing I
could do. I reminded myself that I had tasks to complete.


 


I looked across the square and I saw
Percy, the town guide NPC. He was talking to a level 2 thief. I waited until
they had finished, and then I walked over. When he saw me, Percy flashed me a
smug smile.


 


“I expected you to come back to me
when you hit level 1, but here you stand as a level 4. My, Janus, how you’ve
grown.”


 


I was long beyond being polite to the
portly man. “I did what you wanted,” I said. “Now how about you hold up your
end of the deal?”


 


“Would you like to know more about
the Great Guild War?”


 


I shook my head. “I’ve already
researched that. I know all about the Serpents and Necrolor. Show me the player
list.”


 


“But I can tell you - ”


 


“Just show me the list.”


 


“I see your manners haven’t improved.
Here you go.”


 


My screen filled with a list of all
the players currently active in the game. There was a search bar at the top. I
focussed on it, and I imagined Herelius Rouge’s name filling it. Sure enough,
the rest of the player names filtered out, leaving just his.


 


Herelius Rouge – Warrior - Level 109


Location: Cannot be displayed to
non-Serpents


Last known public location: The
Agabond Marsh, 15 days ago.


 


So without joining the Serpents, I
wasn’t going to be able to find Herelius. That made sense, I guessed. If any
Halon or Merc guild members could look up Herelius’ location, they could lay an
ambush for him. The problem was, I had no desire to join the Serpents. Not when
one of their high-ranking officers had already killed me.


 


I looked at Percy. “Tell me about the
Agabond Marsh,” I said.


 


He gave a nervous grin. “It’s no
place for a level 4.”


 


“I didn’t ask that. Tell me about
it.”


 


“Fine.”


 


The Agabond Marsh is known as the
final resting place of Agabond-Ra, an orc mage who rose to the heights of the
Serpent guild command. In his final battle, Agabond led a Serpent troop that
held ground against a Halon battalion twenty-times their number. It is said
that his mage staff shattered on the marsh, and that the one who finds the
pieces and remakes the staff will receive power that he could never imagine.


 


Was Herelius looking for the staff,
or was he just paying tribute to a fallen legend of his guild? I knew that at
some point, I would have to travel there.


 


“Percy,” I said. “Show me the player
list again.”


 


He frowned. “You’re one wrong word
away from a Chaos point.”


 


I gave him my corniest smile.
“Please,” I said.


 


The player list filled my screen
again. I had found all I could about Herelius, but now there was another player
I needed to locate. My brother Thomas was out there somewhere,  I was sure of
it. If he’d died or left the game, then surely he would have returned home by
now?


 


The problem was that I didn’t know
what his player name was. But knowing Thomas, I had an idea. It would have to
be something related to Greek mythology, or Greek gods. I cycled through the
player list, trying the name of every mythological figure, monster and God that
I knew. I tried Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, and every other name I could think of,
but nothing came up. So where was Thomas, and what was his player name?


 


Then I realised something. My own
character name had been pre-selected for me, and it was Janus. I knew that name
somewhere, but where? That was it! Janus was the God of new beginnings. The
only problem was that he was Roman, not Greek. Had Thomas picked this name for
me? Was he the one who sent me the login for Re:Fuze? I realised then that I
missed my brother, and I desperately wanted to see him. I needed a friend in
this unforgiving world.


 


I was sick of this. I was tired of
Blundow and the forest filled with mousekin and snakes. I was sick of the
sneering NPCs and the kill-stealers. I was going to leave. Guild or not, I
needed to join the main map. Herelius was out there somewhere, and so was
Thomas.


 


I walked away from the square and
toward the east. As I left Blundow behind me, the wind turned cold. Even though
it was daylight, the sky was darkened by shadow. As I walked further away from
the newbie village my steps became harder. It felt as if something was pushing
me back and willing me not to go on.


 


I pushed through the feeling, and
eventually I came to a path that led out of Blundow. Next to it was a wooden
sign.


 


The world map awaits and dangers are
within. Are you ready?


 


No, I wasn’t ready, but I doubted I
would ever feel completely prepared. Taking a deep breath and resolving to go
on, I walked forward.


 


Warning: PKing allowed beyond this
point.


 


Tell me something I don’t know, I thought. Ignoring the message, I
walked further into the main map. I was barely five minutes out of Blundow when
I came to a bridge.


 


Location discovered: Brigand Bridge.


15 exp gained!


 


 The bridge was made of cobblestones,
and it swerved over a babbling stream. At the end of it was a green hedge with
thorns sticking out from the leaves. I walked over the bridge but just as I
reached the end, a man stepped out.


 


Dracol, Warrior, Level 15.


 


He held a sword in one hand and a
shield in the other, and his face was marked by cuts and scratches. I knew from
his expression that he meant me harm, and I realised from his level that I
would have no chance against him. I turned to walk away, when I saw another
figure blocking the other side of the bridge behind me.


 


Red Leroy, Shaman, Level 11


 


I took stock of them. Both were
levels ahead of me, and they sported weapons that I knew would slice me into
pieces. I wondered if they had weaknesses that I could somehow exploit. I
focussed on their faces, staring deep into their eyes and tried to see into
their souls.


 


Skill gained: Appraiser of Men. You
can look deep into a man and see what is in his heart. You can tell his
strengths and weaknesses with merely a glance.


 


Do you accept?


 


Well it wasn’t necessarily a pro-active
combat ability, but it was a useful one none-the-less. Brawn was never going to
be my thing, so I was going to have to rely on brains. I accepted the ability,
and felt a warmth spread through me as it was added to my character sheet.


 


I looked at the figures on the bridge
and tried to use my new ability. I focused first on the warrior, Dracol.


 


Dracol, Warrior, Level 15.


Strength: Melee attack


Weakness: ???


 


Damn. It seemed I was going to have
to level up my appraiser skill before it became of much use. I didn’t have much
time to think about how to do this before I felt a hand grip my shoulder and
send a shiver of pain through me. The shaman had grabbed me from behind, and he
held me in place while Dracol stared at me.


 


I was trapped. The two of them closed
in on me from both sides without saying a word, and it was only when they were
within a foot of me that one of them spoke. It was Dracol.


 


As I looked at him, I saw a symbol
next to his name above his head. It was a golden halo with a sword running
through it. These two were part of the Halon guild, I realised.


 


“It’s going to cost you CR20,” said
Dracol, his voice as rough as crushed stone.


 


“Excuse me?”


 


“This is our bridge. If you want to
cross it, it’s going to cost you.”


 


I already knew that I had no CR to
give, and my inventory had been emptied when Reebus stole from me. I realised
that these two men weren’t going to let me go. If I didn’t pay up they were
going to kill me and send me back to the real world.


 


What was I going to do? With nothing
to give and no hope of winning a fight, I had to come up with something else. I
decided to use my Snake Tongue.


 


“Your blade looks rusty,” I said,
nodding at the sword he gripped in his hand. “I’ve got a whetstone back in the
village. Let me go back and get it, and then I’ll come here and improve your
stats.”


 


I felt the grip on my shoulder
tighten. Behind me, Red Leroy laughed.


 


“Naïve little tinker. You think we’ll
let you go back?”


 


“It’s in your interest,” I said.


 


Dracol shook his head. “What’s a
level 4 doing here, anyway? Shouldn’t you be fighting mousekin, or jumping
through hoops to join a guild?”


 


“You're part of the Halons, aren’t
you?” I said.


 


“You’re a perceptive one.”


 


“Do you just stay on this bridge all
the time?”


 


The shaman spoke. “It’s a lucrative
spot,” he said. “Most newbies pass through here when they leave Blundow. At
CR20 a time, it can be quite a good place to stay.”


 


I needed to do something. I couldn’t
die yet, I wasn’t ready. I knew that if I did, there wasn’t a hope in hell of
me ever getting back into Re:Fuze. I needed to think of something.


 


“How about this?” I said. “Let me go
back to the village. I’ll have to leave at level 5, and when I do, I’ll pass
through here again. Instead of giving you CR20, I’ll double it.”


 


Dracol shook his head. He gripped his
sword tighter.


 


“Triple it, then. Come on, that’s got
to be worth it. Kill me now, and you get nothing. Let me go, and you triple
your earnings from me.”


 


The warrior thought about it. His
forehead screwed up as he pondered, and I couldn’t help but think that even the
simplest of things confused him. Perhaps that was why he travelled with the
Shaman.


 


“You’ve got a deal,” said Red Leroy.


 


I sighed with relief. The deal didn’t
mean anything to me. Once I hit level 5 and had to leave Blundow, I would just
go a different direction. In such a gigantic game world, they’d never find me.


 


“Don’t go thinking you can weasel out
of this,” said the Shaman. “I have ways of finding you.”


 


Marker added. Dracol and Red Leroy
can now find your location on the world map.


 


Damn it. If luck had been an
attribute, then mine would surely have been zero. There was nothing for it. I
was going to have to come up with CR60 to give to the brigands once I reached
level 5 and left Blundow. On top of that, I somehow needed to find the money to
replace my whetstone and get new armour. I’d heard the phrase ‘beginners luck
before’, but I sure wasn’t getting any of it.


 


“Now get lost,” said Red Leroy,
behind me.


 


Just as I was about to leave, Dracol
swung his sword and cleaved it straight into my chest. Pain flashed across my
skin, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe.


 


109 HP lost!


Total: 1/110


 


It was a harsh lesson to learn, but
it was a valuable one. Nobody in the game could be trusted. I hobbled back to
the village with my lousy 1HP, hearing the laughs of the brigands behind me.
















 


Chapter
Seven


 


My body ached as I limped into town.
I felt like I had contracted flu and that my whole body had been weakened. I
put my hand to my chest and felt the lines of a cut across my skin, wet with
the blood that Dracol’s sword had drawn. It was too much to wish that I could
change my class, but I just wished that tinkers were tougher. If they were so
poor at fighting, why hadn’t they been given good defences, like skin made of
dragon hide or something like that?


 


A few newbies stared at me as I
lurched onto the main square. 


 


“You look like you could use a
potion,” said a man stood outside a shop. There was a sign above him with a
potion bottle carved into the wood.


 


“And you look like you want to sell
me something,” I said, and walked by.


 


I saw the Brian the giant and Smoglar
the dwarf stood near the armourer. Smoglar was looking at Curves’ weapons,
running from one end of the table to the other like a child who was trying to
choose a toy.


 


Brian smiled when he saw me. For an
instant, I noticed something peculiar about his expression. His eyes were sad,
as if he had lost something. The expression quickly left his face.


 


“Morning, Janus,” he said, his
booming voice drowning out the bustle of the village around him. “Forgive me
for saying this, but you look like crap.”


 


“I’m not feeling my best,” I
admitted.


 


“I’d buy you a potion, but I gave my
last CR to Smoglar so he can buy a new axe.”


 


“How about some advice instead?” I
said.


 


“One sec, let me rest.”  With
creaking movements, the lumbering giant lowered himself to the ground. “Okay,
go head.”


 


“I need to know how to join a guild,”
I said.


 


On hearing this, Smoglar turned in my
direction. He spat on the ground. 


 


“As you can tell,” said Brian. “We
aren’t a fan of guilds.”


 


“Why not?”


 


“A long and boring story,” said
Smoglar, picking up an axe and heaving it in his hands.


 


“I need to join one,” I said. “It’s
become pretty clear that I’m not going to survive out there.”


 


The giant crossed his arms. A serene
look washed over his face.


 


“There are a few ways. You see, the
guilds demand different things from people. The Serpents want mean people with
good fighting ability. So to join them, you need to increase your Chaos points
and be handy with a blade or spell. The Halons prize honesty and strength, so
you would need a high Guardian score and again, you’d have to be good at
wielding a sword.”


 


Neither of those seemed to be within
my remit. I thought back to Reebus, and what she had said when she stole my
mousekin kill. She was auditioning to join the Serpents. It made sense; not
only was she levelling up using destructive magic, but she was also increasing
her Chaos points.


 


“What about the Mercs?” I said.


 


Smoglar paid Curves for the axe, and
then turned to face me. “Those guys know nothing but treachery.”


 


“The Mercs are traders,” said Brian.
“To join them, you just need to pay a fee.”


 


“How much?”


 


“CR500,” said Brian.


 


What? How on earth was someone
supposed to earn that much CR in Blundow? It seemed that each guild demanded a
lot from its members, and right now I fell short on every count.


 


“Okay,” I sighed. “What about the
Greyes then?”


 


This time rather than give me
pleasant smile, Brian laughed. “Forget that. Nobody knows who gets to join the
Greyes, or why they are chosen.”


 


With this the giant stood up and as he
did, his knee joints cracked. He patted down his trousers and brushed off some
dirt.


 


“The best advice I can give you,” he
said, “isn’t about the guilds. You’re a tinker like me.”


 


“Here we go again,” said Smoglar.


 


“Listen to me carefully, Janus,” said
Brian, his tone turning serious. “First chance you get, find yourself a powder
bowl.”


 


“What the hell is that? And where do
I get one?”


 


“Time to go,” said Smoglar, twisting
the handle of his new axe in his hands. “Level 5 beckons.”


 


Both the giant and the dwarf walked
away from me without a word, and I watched as they left the village square and
headed off.


 


I thought about what Brian had told
me. I might have been able to earn the Guardian points to join the Halon guild,
somehow, but I’d never have the strength. Ditto for the Serpents. With the
Greyes being so aloof, my only option was to join the Mercs. Somehow, I had to
come up with CR500. Added to my debt to the brigands, it seemed I was going to
have to find a lot of money, and fast.


 


I headed over to the Killing Fields.
I didn’t want to level up just yet, because as soon as I hit level 5 I would
have to leave Blundow, and I would be guild-less. Instead I avoided any
mousekin that spawned near me, and walked far enough away from them that they
stopped trying to fight.


 


I spent the morning foraging for
mushrooms as the sunlight shone on the dappled leaves of the trees. Before long
I had packed 20 of them into my bag. Before doing anything else, I ate 5 of
them and watched my HP rise.


 


HP gained! 


Total: 76 / 110


 


I wasn’t quite at full health, but I
was aware that there was a slim chance that the mushrooms could poison me, and
I didn’t want to push my already non-existent luck.


 


As I foraged around for more of the
fungus, I heard screams coming from somewhere further into the forest. I
listened, and I realised that these weren’t the death screams of mousekin. The
sound I heard was made by a player character, and they were in pain.


 


I followed the direction of the
screams until I reached the edge of the forest.


 


New Location discovered! Goblin Cave


 


15XP Gained!


 


This cave didn’t look as menacing as
the one I had entered on the Plains of Jordan, but it still looked uninviting.
I didn’t know what waited for me inside, but it wasn’t likely to be a cup of tea
and a sit down meal.


 


As I thought about what to do,
another scream met my ears. This one was louder and full of pain, and I knew I
couldn’t just stand there. Making sure my daggers were equipped, I ran into the
mouth of the cave and crossed the threshold.


 


Goblin’s cave is home to the Kilne
Breed, a family of goblins who shun the light and covet gold. They aren’t
strong on their own, but beware of them when they gather in gangs.


 


I followed the screams through twists
and turns in the dark, stony cave. Every so often I passed the body of a
recently-killed goblin. I stopped by each one for loot, but all of them were
empty.


 


Eventually the screams sounded like
they were right next to me. I rounded the corner, gripping my daggers so tight
that my knuckles turned white.


 


Around the corner was the end of the
cave and there, on the floor, was Reebus. Her mage robe was covered in blood,
and her face was pale. A group of goblins advanced on her. The creatures were
small, and at full height they only reached up to my knees. Despite their
height disadvantage, they looked ferocious. Their faces were twisted and green,
and their teeth looked sharp enough to chew through bone.


 


I looked at Rebus. Her HP bar hovered
above her head, and I saw that it was almost empty save for a millimetre of red
at the end. As the goblins got nearer, it looked like she was about to die.


 


I knew I should saviour the moment.
This was the mage who had laughed at me and stolen my kills. Then, not
satisfied with that, she’d stolen my whetstone from me. Part of me wanted to
laugh in her face and make sure she saw it, then turn and leave.


 


I couldn’t do that. I knew all too
well what it felt like to die in this world. For all I knew, Reebus was like
me. Perhaps she came from a poor family too, and this chance in the game was
the only one that she would get. I couldn’t walk away.


 


Reebus saw me. Her eyes widened.


 


“Kill them,” she said.


 


“So now you want my help?”


 


“Please. I can’t afford another
login. Make sure they don’t kill me.”


 


I sighed. “Okay. But I can’t take
them on my own.”


 


As the goblins approached, Reebus
summoned the last of her energy and slid away from them. She picked up her bag
and threw it to me. It landed feet away, so I walked over and picked it up. I
tried to untie the  strings, but they wouldn’t budge.


 


“Give user Janus access to my
inventory,” said Reebus.


 


Inventory access granted: Reebus,
Mage, Level 4.


 


This time the strings unwound. I
looked in her inventory and saw that it was much fuller than mine. She had
potions and staffs, and various pieces of armour. I looked at her CR count and
saw that it positively dwarfed mine. This mage was carrying around CR750! Had
part of that been earned when she stole and then sold my whetstone?


 


I would deal with that later. First,
I needed to finish off the goblins. But how? I couldn’t use her staff, and the
health potions wouldn’t have been much good.


 


“The scroll,” shouted Reebus.


 


There it was. In the corner of her
inventory, separated from everything else, was a scroll of Infernal Flame.


 


I took it out and equipped it. I had
the scroll in my left hand now, but I still didn’t know what to do. I looked at
Reebus.


 


“Focus on the goblins and then read
the scroll,” she said, her face twisting in agony. 


 


I stared at the goblins as they
inched ever closer to the mage, their dagger-sharp teeth wet with saliva. I
unrolled the scroll and read it. As I repeated the words on the page, my hand
started to tingle. Without warning, a fireball rushed out from my fingertips.
It hit the first goblin in the face, and the creature shrieked as his skin
melted. The fire leapt from goblin to goblin, turning them into a mess of ash
and bone.


 


As they all died, a horrible thought
hit me. I was going to get exp for this. I only needed 46 more to reach level 5,
and after that I would have to leave Blundow. The mage had screwed me once
again, but this time she hadn’t meant it. I watched in horror as the text boxes
flooded my screen.


 


5XP Gained!


5XP Gained!


5XP Gained!


5XP Gained!


5XP Gained!


5XP Gained!


 


And then it stopped. I brought up my
character screen and breathed a sigh of relief. I had 60 exp points toward the
next level, which left me with 16 to go. I was okay, for now.


 


Reebus slowly got to her feet,
wincing in pain at each movement. She looked at me, and I swore I saw a sneer
cross her face.
















 


Chapter Eight


I prepared myself for the treachery
that was sure to come. Reebus lifted her hands to her face. A yellow glow
spread across her fingertips and quickly became a ball of energy. When it was
the size of a pumpkin she released it, and the light washed over her body. As
it swam over her skin, her HP bar started to rise.


 


I still held her bag in my hands, and
I still had access to the contents. I knew that there was enough CR inside it
to get me entry to the Mercs, with enough left over to buy a new whetstone and
maybe some armour. After everything Reebus had done to me, surely I could be
forgiven for giving her the same treatment?


 


Then I looked in the corner of my
screen. My solitary viewer still watched me, and I didn’t have a clue who they
were. I knew that Reebus wouldn’t be the only witness to my actions. I couldn’t
do it. As Reebus approached me, I handed her back the bag.


 


“Thanks,” she said, taking it from
me. Despite her healing spell, she still had a graze on her cheek.


 


Guardian point gained!


Total: 3


 


“I know I’m not exactly your best
friend,” said Reebus. “And you could have just taken my stuff and left me to
die. I really appreciate it, Janus. You’re obviously a better person than me.
Here, take this.”


 


Item received: Leather Armour


 


I checked my inventory. The leather
armour had 5 defence points, compared to the 1 of my cloth shirt. It hardly
made me strong enough to face Herelius, but it was a step in the right
direction. I equipped it and felt my defence points increase. The leather felt
snug around my torso, and it helped ward away the cold of the cave.


 


“Guess I got pretty reckless,” said
Reebus. She gripped her staff in her hand. “I’d already lost half my HP by the
time I got in here, but I was desperate. The Serpent guild recruiter is leaving
soon, and I need to reach level 5.”


 


“I take it that you’ve earned enough
Chaos points,” I said, glaring at her.


 


She looked at the ground. “Sorry
about that. But nobody said this world was going to be easy. It’s every person
for themselves. Until you join a guild, that is. The fact is that outside, I
don’t have anyone. I’m an only child, and my parents work abroad. I don’t have
many friends. I just wanted to be part of something, and I knew the Serpents
would let me join if I worked on it.”


 


“We need to get out of here,” I said.


 


“I’m not leaving yet.”


 


“You almost died, Reebus.”


 


She nodded. Her face took on a look
of determination. “I know. But there’s something I need to find in here.”


 


“What?”


 


“The Goblin King. He’s in the cave,
somewhere. Word is that if you kill him, he’s got a chance of dropping rare
loot and tons of CR.”


 


That piqued my interest. I knew that
it wasn’t likely that rare loot would be dropped, but I really needed the CR. I
didn’t have long before I levelled up, and I had to join the Mercs before I was
forced to leave Blundow. I remembered the brigands on the bridge. I’d only just
set foot on the main map before they’d threatened to kill me. I needed the
protection of the guild treaty.


 


“So listen,” said Reebus. “I guess I could
use a little help here. How about this? We form a party. That way, we both get
awarded exp for each kill.”


 


I shook my head. “I’m nearly at level
5. I can’t afford to level up just yet. I have another proposition for you
though. We go through the cave together, and I’ll help you fight. You get the
exp for the kills, and we split whatever loot we find.”


 


Reebus thought about it for a few
seconds, and then nodded. “Deal.”


 


“So what now?” I said.


 


I looked around me. We were in a
circular-shaped room surrounded by stone walls that looked cold to the touch.
In the corner of the room was a pile of bones, which I guessed were the
leftovers from the goblins’ last feast. It didn’t seem like there was anywhere
else to go.


 


Reebus walked up to the walls. She started
on the left, and then walked from end to end, tapping at the stone with her
staff. The sound of her taps echoed in the cave, but little else happened. She
stopped at one section. She kneeled down to the floor, then banged on the stone
three times.


 


The wall of the cave started to glow,
and blood-red letters appeared. There was a rumbling sound, and the walls
started to shake. I looked around me and expected a flood of goblins to enter
the cave, mouths open and ready to bite. Instead, the stone wall started to
slide down, revealing a small rectangle-shaped opening.


 


A horrible smell drifted out from the
gap. It was a stench of death and rot, and it made me gag when it snaked up
into my nostrils.


 


“Weak stomach?” said Reebus.


 


I shook my head, not wanting to seem
weak in front of her. “I’ve smelled worse.”


 


“Let’s go.”


 


Reebus walked through the opening
first, and I followed after her. I equipped my second dagger in my left hand.


 


The opening led into another room.
The ceiling was high above us, and water dripped down from it. The stench of
rot became so intense that I felt like it was infecting me.


 


Deep within the room, something
roared. The sound made the hairs on my arms stand up. When I looked across, I
saw what had made it.


 


A gigantic, fat-looking creature
waited at the end of the cavern. It saw us, and then slowly got to its feet.
Its skin was green and looked as tough as leather. At full height it dwarfed
the both of us, reaching almost twenty feet tall. It opened its mouth and
roared again, sending an aroma of death straight to my nose. Slime dripped off
its arm-sized teeth.


 


Goblin King – Level ???


HP - ???


Strength - ???


Weakness - ???


 


Reebus didn’t waste any time. Before
the beast could move, she grew a fireball in her hands and sent it flying at
the monster’s chest. The flames lapped on its leathery hide, then fizzled off.
If it had hurt the creature, it didn’t show it.


 


My first thought was that we
shouldn’t be here. This was clearly a creature way beyond our level 4
capabilities. It was yet another example of the cruelty of the techies, that
they would put such a powerful monster so close to the newbie camp. This time,
though, I couldn’t even blame them. They hadn’t forced us to enter the cave.


 


The flames seemed to have enraged the
already-hungry goblin king. It took lumbering steps forward, closing the
distance between it and Reebus in two strides. When it reached her it swiped a
clawed-hand at her chest and sent her flying back against the cavern wall. I
heard her head thud as she hit the stone, and watched as her HP dropped by a
quarter.


 


The goblin stood over her. It lifted
its hand again and got ready to strike Reebus as she tried to straighten
herself.


 


It was all or nothing, I decided. If
I let it kill her, then it would soon turn its attention on me. Gripping my
daggers, I charged at it. The cavern echoed with my footsteps as I sprinted
across. The closer I got the more powerful the stench of rot was, but I forced
myself to ignore it. 


 


I reached the goblin king. Without
thinking, I stabbed both of my daggers into its side. The weapon in my left hand
cracked and then broke, shattering into pieces on the floor. Pain seared
through my wrist, and it felt as if I had broken it.


 


10HP Lost!


Total: 66/110


 


What? Attacking this thing actually
made me lose HP? How the hell were we supposed to kill it?


 


The beast swiped a meaty hand at me,
and I felt its claws scratch across my skin.


 


20HP Lost! 


Total: 46/110


 


There was no hope of us winning.
Reebus was the most powerful of the two of us, and her fireball hadn’t even
hurt it.


 


“We need to run,” I said, trying to
hide the panic in my voice.


 


Reebus seemed to have lost all her
bravado. She looked at the goblin king, and then at me, and she nodded. She got
to her feet. 


 


I turned around. As I started to run
toward the opening in the wall, I realised that it was gone. The stone looked
smooth and unbroken, and there was no way out.


 


We had to do something. Without an
escape, the goblin would kill us both. My daggers weren’t going to be much use,
and neither was my Snake Tongue. What was I going to do, talk it to death?


 


But what about my other ability,
Appraiser of Men? Was the name as strict as it sounded? Did it mean I could
only appraise the weaknesses of men, or did it extend to other creatures?


 


The goblin hit Reebus with its claw.
The mage wheezed and then fell to her knees, then doubled over as she tried to
suck in air. Her HP bar dropped below halfway.


 


I looked at the goblin king. I took a
deep breath, and I tried to ignore everything around me. I stared deep into his
yellow eyes and tried to see beyond them, to the depths that he kept hidden. As
I did, I heard the volume of the world around me quiet until everything was
silent. The light into cave faded until it seemed like I was looking through a
thin mist. The text above the monster changed.


 


Goblin King – Level 12


HP – 297 / 300


Strength - Fire


Weakness – Ice


 


Appraiser of Men increased by 25%
(75% to next level)


 


That explained why Reebus’ fireball
had little effect; the goblin’s strength was fire. 


 


“We need to use ice,” I said, hoping
Reebus was alert enough to hear me.


 


As the goblin tried to strike her
again she fell back and let its claw miss her by an inch. She got to her feet.


 


“Keep him busy a second,” she said.


 


“Sure, I’ll just dance with him,
shall I?”


 


I ran to the right hand side of the
cave. The goblin focused its attention on the mage, so I scratched my dagger on
the stone wall of the cave and made the metal screech. The goblin snapped his
head in my direction, and I saw his yellow eyes fill with hate.


 


He advanced toward me, taking relaxed
steps like a lion taunting an antelope. I wanted to back away but I was already
at the wall, and there was nowhere else to go. I could already see the ‘Game
Over’ text in my head. This was it for me. All I’d done was make it to
level 4.


 


As the beast approached me and I
contemplated my death, I saw a sheet of ice fly across the cavern and wrap
around the goblin. It stuck to his skin and froze him in place, turning his
leathered-hide brittle. The goblin screamed until ice covered his mouth,
freezing his jaws wide open.


 


Reebus ran forward and raised her
staff. She brought it down on the goblin’s body, grunting as she put her effort
into it. As soon as the wood struck the goblin, the monster shattered into
thousands of pieces and then spread across the floor.


 


I sank back against the wall until I
was sitting on the floor, and I let my breaths catch up with me.


 


The pieces of the goblin soon
evaporated, and I heard the tinkling of CR coins as they fell onto the floor.
I  didn’t have time to count them, but I knew there would be enough to get me
into the Mercs.


 


After the CR coins, something else
appeared. This was an item, and I knew straight away that it wasn’t anything
standard. It was a small dagger, and it had a golden outline to it. It probably
wasn’t a unique item, but it was something special. The king was dead, and in
his place was the loot.


 


I got to my feet. I couldn’t believe
how lucky we were. As I walked across the cave, Reebus darted to the centre.
Without a second of pause she picked up all of the CR coins and the item.


 


“What are you doing?” I said, knowing
it was a stupid question. It was obvious. She’d tricked me again. Well, I
wouldn’t let her get away with it.


 


As I held my dagger in my hand and
started running toward her, a door opened on the opposite wall of the cave and
revealed the green grass of the forest beyond. Reebus ran straight through it,
taking the loot from the battle with her.


 


I ran out of the cave after her and
gave chase through the plains, but I knew I wouldn’t catch her. As my stamina
bar emptied and my steps slowed, I watched the mage disappear into the
distance.


 
















 


Chapter
Nine


 


As I walked through the Killing
Fields and back to the village, I didn’t have much time to brood on how Reebus
had double-crossed me. Just as I went by a giant oak tree, a mousekin sprang up
from the soil next to my foot. I didn’t even have time to sidestep before I
felt its teeth clamp down on my ankle.


 


10HP lost


Total: 36/110


 


I kicked the mousekin away, knocking
1HP from it. While it was dazed I stabbed it with my dagger and watched its HP
drain just over a quarter. My stamina hovered at halfway point, and I knew that
with so little energy and only one dagger, I wouldn’t be able to kill it.


 


The creature tried to bite me again,
and then when it missed it tried to move out of range. I stabbed it and then
stepped back. The mousekin squealed, and blood dripped from a wound in its
side. Unperturbed, it ran at me. I moved back, avoiding it as it sprang toward
my leg.


 


10HP lost


Total: 26/110


 


But it hadn’t touched me! I turned
around and saw that 2 other mousekin were behind me. One had teeth covered in
blood from the bite it had inflicted on my calf. Before I had time to react,
the other one sunk its teeth into my thigh.


 


10HP lost


Total: 16/110


 


10HP lost


Total: 06/110


 


I was surrounded. I had just a single
dagger and hardly any energy, so it seemed that even running away was out of
the question, since once my stamina drained the mousekin would beat me for
speed. Was this to be my end? Killed in the newbie forest by a couple of
over-sized rodents? It was hardly the stuff of glory, but I couldn’t have
expected anything better. I hadn’t played the game well.


 


As the mousekin in front of me
prepared to launch at my legs, a small ball-shaped object flew through the air.
It landed in front of the mousekin and exploded, spreading thick smoke all
around the forest. I smelled gunpowder in the air, and my ears rang from the
noise of the bang.


 


The mousekin fell to the ground. With
just a millimetre of health, it tried to limp away. I wasn’t going to give it
the chance. I stepped forward and slashed it across its belly, and I watched as
its guts fell onto the forest floor and stained the grass.


 


15 exp gained!


Total: 75 (1 exp until level 5).


 


The mousekin’s body evaporated. I
knew that the other 2 were still behind me, so I stepped out of their reach and
then turned around. As I stared at them, I heard the sound of footsteps from
across the forest. I watched with relief as Brian and Smoglar ran toward me. 


 


Brian held another ball-shaped object
in his hand, and I saw that a fuse was attached to the end. Fire fizzed down
the small length of rope. Just as it reached the end of the string and touched
the bomb, he threw it and sent it hurtling through the forest, where it landed
in front of the mousekin.


 


This time I put my hands to my ears
just as it exploded. The flash of light blinded me for a few seconds, and when
I opened my eyes, only one mousekin was alive. It had just a fraction of its
health left.


 


Without pause, it focused its gaze on
me. It would go out fighting. With its last breath it was going to attack me,
and I knew that I only had 6Hp. One bite was all it would take. At the same
time, I knew that I only need 1 more exp to reach level 5. If I killed the
mousekin I would have to leave Blundow without a guild. If I didn’t finish it,
the creature would kill me instead, and then I’d have to leave the game.


 


I had no choice. Without giving the
beast chance to strike, I stabbed my dagger into its head and then let it fall
limp onto the floor. It twitched on the ground before becoming still, and then
it evaporated into the air.


 


15 exp gained!


Level Up! – New Level: 5


Exp to next level: 84


 


Despite what my new level meant to my
situation, I couldn’t help but enjoy the feeling of pleasure that shuddered
through me. It was almost an involuntary feeling, as if my body was hardwired
to like it.


 


When the warmth subsided, I knew what
it meant. This was it. I would have to leave Blundow and face the main map, and
I’d have to do it without a guild behind me. What was I going to do? I knew
that I still had a debt to pay to the brigands, and that as soon as I left
Blundow they would come and find me.


 


Brian and Smoglar reached me and
stood at my side. I glanced at them and saw that they had also reached level 5,
though their faces weren’t as downcast as mine.


 


Attention: You have now reached level
5. You have ten minutes to leave Blundow, before you are forcibly removed.


 


I had to act, but what could I do? I
didn’t have the Guardian points or the strength to join the Halons, and I
hadn’t caused enough Chaos to join the Serpents. I didn’t even need to check my
inventory to know that I couldn’t pay the CR necessary to join the Mercs.


 


“Did you find a guild?” said Brian,
looking at me.


 


I shook my head. I was so filled with
anxiety that I could hardly speak, because I knew my voice would betray my
emotions.


 


“Tough luck, kid,” said Smoglar. The
blade of his new axe was stained with blood.


 


I stared at them. “You’re leaving
too, aren’t you?”


 


Brian nodded. “In a few minutes.”


 


“Let me join you.”


 


“No chance,” said Smoglar, shaking
his head as if it was the most ludicrous thing he’d ever heard.


 


“But why? None of us have guilds.
Isn’t it better to stick together?”


 


Brian put a hand on my shoulder. His
touch was gentler than I expected. “We have things to do, Janus, and we’re
going places that will be too difficult for you.”


 


“Besides,” said Smoglar. “You’re the
greenest thing I ever saw.”


 


I sank down to the forest floor.
Twigs dug into my legs, but I didn’t care. I might not have been dead yet, but
the end wasn’t far off. Even if the brigands didn’t find me and kill me, it
wouldn’t be long until something else did. I was a tinker in a world of mages
and warriors, and I knew I wouldn’t last.


 


“There goes everything,” I said to
myself. I didn't care that my voice was cracking. “Herelius is going to get
away with it. I’ll never get to look him in the eye.”


 


Brian jerked his head back in
surprise. “What did you say?”


 


“This is it for me. As soon as I
leave Blundow, I’m dead.”


 


“Not that,” said Smoglar. “The name
you just mentioned.”


 


I looked up at them and saw that they
stared at me intently. “Herelius Rouge?”


 


“How do you know him?” asked the
dwarf.


 


I told them what had happened in my
first play through. As I recalled every last detail I felt like I was reliving
the experience again, and it left me feeling empty.


 


After I had finished, the two of them
stared at me for the longest time. Smoglar was the first to break the silence.
“You better get up,” he said to me. “It’s time we left.”


 


“You mean I can come with you?”


 


“Don’t make me say it again, green
fingers. Get up off your arse and let’s go.”


 


For the first time in a while, I felt
happy. I still had a long way to go, and I wasn’t part of a guild, but at least
I had people with me. Something told me that this wasn’t Brian or Smoglar’s
first play through. The giant, especially, had something going on. Something
had happened to him, and maybe he would tell me about it someday.


 


Congratulations! As a level 5 player,
you have unlocked your first Tinker perk!


 


Perk Gained: Bomb Maker


 


Finally this was something that I
could use. I had already seen the damage bombs could cause when Brian had
thrown them at the mousekin. If I could learn to make things like that, then
maybe there was hope for me after all. First, though, I needed to know how to
do it.


 


I barely had time to think about it,
when a text box appeared on the screen.


 


Message from viewer:


 


“Use this to defend yourself when
they betray you.”


 


Item added: Unknown [Rare, must be
identified]


 


I didn’t know who the viewer was and
I didn’t know what kind of item they had sent me, but that would have to wait.
A timer appeared in the middle of my screen and warned me that I had to leave
Blundow. Brian and Smoglar must have had similar warnings, because the giant
and the dwarf started to leave the forest.


 


I followed them out of the Killing
fields and away from Blundow, not even bothering to look at the newbie village
behind me. I knew that I wouldn’t miss it. For the first time, I felt like I
was going somewhere.


















 


Thanks for reading book 1 of the
Difficulty: Legendary LitRPG series! If you want to know when book 2 is out,
then join my mailing list!


 


 


Find me on Facebook if you want to talk books.
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